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N his “Sacré Coeur de Mont-Martre ”* Utrillo paints in
I subdued colors. He uses reds high in tint but of meager
saturation. His blues and greens are neutral and his gently
moving brush accents the evanescent shapes in a black which
rises just above the threshhold of aesthetic perception. With
careful choice of local color and disciplined strokes—with these
deliberate elements—he achieves artistic impact.

In the eye of the observer the artistic impact so achieved
depends upon perception of the elements. One must see the
redness and the greenness in their peculiar shades and tints to
grasp the aesthetic whole. Yet if one were not to see them in
their artistic setting—to see them in isolation—they would not
evoke the same reaction. They would appear as severed mem-

! William P. Seligman, Collection (New York).
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bers of a once living substance, not having lost their external
form but deprived of their underlying meaning. The colors,
lines and masses have significance for the eye in relation to the
whole so that in this dependence they are posterior to it in
perception. To the extent to which they are prior in perception
to the whole they do not stimulate the aesthetic sense nor evoke
an aesthetic reaction. Like separated members of a once living
substance they lack the vital principle which resides in every
part of the living being: the vital principle which is totally in
the whole and totally in every part.

It would be wrong to define the eye by its organic structure
without reference to the vitalizing principle. An eye lacking
animation is only equivocally an eye.? So it would be wrong
to define the work of art by the integration of the parts without
relation to the aesthetic whole. A work of art deprived of inner
meaning through the absence of the animating form 1s artistic
by equivocation. The observer viewing the “ Evening Rain on
the Great Pine Tree at Karasaki” of Utagawa Hiroshige and
seeing only a juxtaposition of oriental shapes and colors with-
out the immanent form does not ““see” that matchless work
of art.

For this reason the attempt to reach aesthetic insight by
prior analytical consideration of the elements might seem to be
futile. Yet such is not the case. For in the course of running
the eye over the picture aesthetic insight is achieved. At a
certain point in the search the eye no longer sees the part in its
isolated quality but sees it fuse with the underlying form. The
part becomes for it truly a part in the perception of the vital
principle. The insight so achieved justifies the initial analytical
procedure.

Still one must exercise caution not to confuse this imitial
analytical procedure with that which occurs once the unifying
principle is grasped. Then the eye in virtue of its penetration
to form proceeds to absorb more and more the articulation of
the total work of art—to see the vital principle manifesting

2 Aristotle, De Anima, I, 412b 20.
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itself in varied ways in the many parts. It focuses, point by
point, upon the distinct elements in order to see, in each one,
the peculiar revelation of the underlying form. The eye must
make the first analysis to have any grasp of form at all. But it
makes the second to reach profound understanding. And it
needs both to arrive at the goal of aesthetic insight.

Sometimes artists complain about critics who confuse the
initial process of analysis with the subsequent aesthetic process.
The critic can aveid the complaint only by clearly determining
his purpose. If he intends to lead the reader through the psy-
chological steps necessary to apprehend the form of a work of
art he must exclude from his mode of conceiving and exposing
the subject anything which supposes aesthetic insight. If he
intends to unfold 1n a reader already possessed of the funda-
mental insight a deeper knowledge of the form in its varied
manifestations he must exclude anything which has no relation
o such an insight.

The artist complains about these analytical considerations of
his work when they are confused in the mind of a critic. But he
rarely complains about another form of aesthetic analysis which
is quite different from them in that it does not lead to aesthetic
insight of itself nor does it increase it when it has already been
achieved. This is the analysis proper to philosophy. Perhaps
its very remoteness from aesthetic experience is the reason for
the indifference of the artist. It cannot be related clearly to his
work and for that reason he can take no clear stand either for
it or against it. For the most part he feels that, since it does
not yield a practical aesthetic result, it is of no interest for him.

And yet, though the philosopher’s analysis may not of itself
lead to aesthetic insight or intensify it once acquired, it has a
definite relationship to the aesthetic—one which should draw the
artist to philosophize about his art. For it reveals a truth about
the work of the artist which is not had in production and con-
templation itself and this truth should attract him by reason of
the love he has for his work. He should be led by that love to
seek knowledge of his art wherever it is obtainable. The phi-
losopher considers the problem of the nature of the aesthetic
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because it is a problem and he needs no other motive than the
natural desire to know.* But the artist should philosophize
about the aesthetic because he loves it and because that love
impels him to comprehend it. This is true not only of the active
artist but also of anyone with aesthetic insight—he should view
the philosophy of art as St. Augustine viewed theology of the
{aith, as something to be pursued by the sheer pondus amoris,
the inertia of faith itself which once set in motion will not allow
the mind to rest;* the inertia of the aesthetic which will not
remain satisfied with partial knowledge.

The idea which I propose to sketch out in these few pages
seems to me to arise quite naturally from such an approach.
It implies the overflow of the experience into speculation, for
it deals with a quality which predominates in aesthetic experi-
ence itself, that is to say, the quality of beatitude. Like a lens
which is selective because of its peculiar refractive index, artistic
experience accentuates this aspect and leads the Thomist mind
naturally to consider the aesthetic as a kind of partial beatitude.

If we were to ask Utrillo to describe the mental processes
involved in the painting of the “ Sacré Coeur de Mont-Martre,”
most probably he would speak of them as essentially non-
intellectual. At least that is the way he would describe them if
he were to lock upon the ereative activity as most artists do.
Artists tend to conceive their work by contrast to the plan-
drawing of the architect, who elaborates the finished work from
preliminary sketches, or by contrast to the geometrician, every
step of whose activity is predictable and rational. Utrillo
would probably accentuate the unplanned and the unpredicta-
ble and the non-rational, if not the irrational. And all of these
traits, according to the vague intuition which he shares with
Nietzsche and the existentialists, seem to correspond to the
appetitive. For Utrillo, an artist who would proceed academi-
cally from the preliminary sketch to the finished work, without
allowing the process to spring from unplanned and unpredicta-
ble feeling, would be devoid of creativity.

3 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1, 980a 22.
* E, Gilson, St. Augustin, Intred., Chap. 1L
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Of course, it is undeniable that the intellect enters into the
process. The rational predominates in such a detailed phase
of artistic growth as the gradual domination of the medium.
But it is one thing to admit its presence and another to pose
it as the substance of the process. It would seem truer to the
artist to affirm that creative activity consists of bursts of
rational control tied together by the continuity of the appeti-
tive drive.

The artist inclines toward this view of things because of the
quality of aesthetic experience—the pleasure which is the fruit
of creativity, and which seems rather appetitive than rational.
He conceives of the contrary quality as existing in such a purely
intellectual activity as geometrical reasoning. Not that this is
a precise conception for him since he cannot so clearly focus
on the guality of aesthetic enjoyment as he can upon the quality
of geometrical reasoning. But nevertheless it seems more ap-
petitive than intellectual as is confirmed by the accompanying
state of the emotions. The ecstasy of the artist and the vivid
emotions, sometimes rising to the point of the painful, make
aesthetic experience seem worlds apart from what he conceives
to be the experience-quality of geometrical reasoning.

The Thomist, even with this meager datum alone to go on,
cannot fail but be struck with the similarity of the problem to
the Thomistic analysis of ultimate beatitude. For in the prob-
lem of what constitutes ultimate happiness for man there exists
a similar difficulty in determining for this operation the exact
dosage of the intellectual and the appetitive. There exists also
the similar “ natural ” inclination to weight the response in
favor of the appetitive. The solution of St. Thomas, that ulti-
mate beatitude is essentially an act of the intellect, brings out
this natural inclination by awakening a certain resistance in
the mind meeting it for the first time, just as the assertion that
aesthetic experience is essentially rational awakens resistance
in the mind of the artist.

Yet it is evident, once the problem is faced in its theoretical
purity, that the basic question, in both cases, concerns the
nature of the operation which attains the desired goal: in the
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one case, the goal of moral activity; and in the other, the im-
mediate goal of artistic activity. And the answer to this funda-
mental question in both cases is that the desired operation is
one which is possessive since it must seize upon the goal and
thereby make it present. To answer the question concerning
the ultimate goal of human life St. Thomas considers the natures
of the possible activities which might be thought to achieve
this end: the appetitive activity and the intellectual. He ex-
cludes appetitive activity from the field of possession, for appe-
titive activity has a twofold function: it has desire for an object
which is absent; and it takes delight in an object which is
present. But it has no intermediate activity which effects the
presence of the object. By elimination, therefore, the activity
of possession must pertain to the intellect.?

In analyzing artistic activity we may use the same method.
We may begin by distinguishing the two facets of the move-
ment toward the goal: the rational apprehension of the media
and the goal; and the appetitive drive which carries us on. To
which of these does it belong to achieve conjunction with the
goal? Certainly not to the appetitive drive for this either car-
ries us toward the goal when we have not as yet achieved the
work of art; or it takes delight in the achieved goal—the com-
pleted work of art. But it has no intermediate action rendering
us in possession of the term. By elimination then we must con-
clude that the rational formally unites us to the desired end
and thereby constitutes the essence of the aesthetic.

Of course the factual unfolding of the creative process is more
complicated than this idealized analysis indicates. It involves
a continual partial realization and partial delight. And in not
reserving all the quality of achievement and delight for the
final termination of the movement it makes for a certain ob-
scurity in the experience of the process. The subjective reaction
is not analyzable in the way which the theory indicates so that
from this point of view the rational does not seem to predomi-
nate. True as this may be, I am not concerned in this article

® Summa Theol., I-11, q. 8, a. 4.
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with explaining the concrete situation of the artist but with
developing the aspect of the problem which is parallel to that
of ultimate beatitude. For it seems clear to me that the parallel
character of the two questions makes possible a methodological
shortening of the investigation. What has been discovered to
be true in one (the solution of the problem of ultimate beati-
tude by St. Thomas) must necessarily have analogous appli-
cations in the investigation of the other (the aesthetic ex-
perience) .

St. Thomas maintains, in the famous position which Aris-
totle before him defended, that the ultimate happiness of man
consists essentially of an act of the intellect contemplating the
highest possible object.® Upon this act of the intellect follows
delight in the will which is brought to rest by the obtaining of
so great a good. St. Thomas holds that the quies of the will in
the possessed good of the intellect is not itself beatitude, nor a
part of the essence, but that it pertains to its integrity. With-
out quies (delight) the ultimate operation of man would lack
integrity (just as a man without an actual faculty of reason
would be essentially a man but would lack the integrity of
human nature) . Nevertheless it is true by abstraction that
ultimate happiness would be possessed even if the act of delight
did not co-exist with the intuition of the intellect.

If the ultimate operation of human nature is essentially in-
tellectual then those operations which fall short of the ultimate
but share its quality must likewise essentially be intellectual.
For such operations are participations of beatitude, occupying
a median position relative to it and as is true of all means par-
taking of the character of the ultimate term. However they
may appear to us subjectively they must be essentially intel-
lectual since they are intermediate between total tgnorance of
the ultimate and beatifying intuition into it. Moreover, since
they pertain to the order of the intellectual and are deficient in
this order their character of intermediacy must result from a
deficiency in the intellectual. For this reason if they are studied

° Ibid.
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from the point of view of the possible ways in which they can be
deficient in the perfection of the intellectual intuition of the
ultimate their types and characteristics can be determined a
priori.

Now Aristotle holds that ultimate beatitude is found in the
highest operation of the noblest faculty concerning the most
perfect object—or as St. Thomas presents the same, in the
perfect possession of the greatest good.” An operation which,
though short of such perfection, pertains to its line (that is,
partially realizes it) must be deficient either in the quality of
possession or in the perfection of the object possessed. Let us
first consider, then, an operation which is deficient in the quality
of possession.

An imperfect intellectual possession fails to attain the in-
telligibility of the object even relative to the capacity of the
one who knows it. Such a deficient possession would be found,
for example, in the student of geometry who fails to see the
evidence of the principles respecting a particular figure, or who,
though seeing the evidence of the principles, fails to see their
application in complicated figures. His possession is imperfect
for it only partially assimilates the intelligibility of the object
even though all of that intelligibility is within the power of his
mind.

Quite a different situation is encountered in the knowledge
of an object which is not within the power of the mind as is
the case in our knowledge of God. Obviously some knowledge
of God 1is natural to us for it is found at all stages of cultural
development and in all degrees of perfection culminating in the
natural order in the scientific insight of philosophy. Whatever
may be the level of sophistication and insight in this knowl-
edge as a partial realization of ultimate beatitude (in the line
of knowledge, for it should be clear that the line of appetite
and morality as such is being methodically excluded), it must
cause a partial realization of the happiness found at the term.
It must cause a certain joy in the soul though not the full joy
of beatitude because of the imperfection of the possession.

* Ibid., q.2, 8.8.
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The imperfection of possession is particularly obvious in our
knowledge of God for so much of His intelligibility lies out-
side of our ken. Possession is perfect to the extent to which
it renders an object ours and it is imperfect to the extent to
which it leaves the object outside of our grasp. The imper-
fection of our knowledge of God lies in the infinity of know-
ability of the divine essence exceeding our understanding. We
both possess and do not possess Him. To the extent to which
we possess Him there is happiness and a partial realization of
beatitude; but to the extent to which He ecludes us there is
unhappiness and a feeling of dissatisfaction.

The knowledge which we have of God is deficient in the ratio
of possession but not in the ratio of the object possessed. God
could not be greater nor could there be anything greater than
Him. But the knowledge which we have of objects lesser than
the divine nature can be deficient and is doubly deficient—both
in the ratio of possession and in the ratio of the object known.
The things of the world which surround us are infinitely below
the perfection of God and therefore knowing them, even per-
fectly, cannot give us ultimate beatitude.® Insight into the
material world and even insight into our own souls falls short
of beatitude in the imperfection of the object. Such insight, it
is true, since it belongs to the line of the intellectual and is a
partial realization of the final insight, gives joy to the mind.
But insofar as it is imperfect, it also gives sorrow or at least
dissatisfaction and the sense of the necessity to push on. The
dissatisfaction caused by defective insight co-exists with the
joy and is so commingled as to be experimentally inseparable. It
may even, perhaps, enjoy psychological predominance accord-
ing to the general psychological tendency of the unpleasant to
prevail over the pleasant. But it is clear, at least for philo-
sophical analysis, that the dissatisfaction is only a partial aspect
of the total experience. And this gives rise to an interesting
question: is it possible to isolate some experience in which what
is theoretically true could be rendered sensible—in which the

8Ibid., q. 5, 8. 5 c.
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pleasant, though not completely overpowering the unpleasant,
might predominate over the latter?

— UrriMATE BEATITUDE

—— SATISFACTION PREVAILS —l
— ?
EXPERIENCE —
— Presext Knxowrence oF Gop
— DISSATISFACTION PREVAILS —{

< “«

“ WorLp anp SourL

This question arises naturally from our considerations up to
the present. For our approach to the problem up to now has
revealed the presence of factors in the phenomenon of human
knowing which we might suppose to form combinations in
varying ways and varying intensities: the factor of possession
and the factor of the possessed object. We have considered
particular combinations in which there is imperfection in the
factor of possession together with perfection (the case of the
knowledge of God) or imperfection (the case of the knowledge
of the soul or of material things) in the factor of the object
possessed. Might we not now conceive of a combination in
which the factor of possession (that which most closely resem-
bles the ultimate) would prevail? If such an experience were
possible it would create a striking sense of satisfaction and
would be marked out among other human operations not by
reason of an essential difference but because the quality of
beatitude found in all would predominate in this one.

Of course, I am not so humble as to pose a problem in the
course of an article which I do not think I can solve. It seems
clear to me that the desired combination is found in the aesthe-
tic experience of the artist with its many variations. This ex-
perience takes a place of pre-eminence by the satisfaction it
causes and it seems richer than the experience we have in
knowing God or our own souls or the material world, where the
element of insufficiency and imperfection predominates and
where we are more impressed by the character of defect than
by the quality of possession.

It is true that the knowledge which we have of God, even
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on the natural order, sometimes provokes a powerful reaction.
And it might be thought that this should constitute the most
striking approach to the quality of beatitude in present ex-
perience. But it seems to me that this is not true, for the
natural knowledge we have of God always invelves conscious-
ness of a great mystery lying beyond. We sense the tenuous
character of our grasp upon Him and so that knowledge never
rises to the acute level of subjective satisfaction found in the
contemplation of the aesthetic. If this be true of our knowl-
edge of God it is even more true of our knowledge of ourselves
or of the world. There not only is the possession imperfect but
the object possessed is also defective.

The defective character of our possession of the material
world in knowledge is surely clear in the necessity which we
sense to grow in our understanding of it. We never feel that
we have done more than approach a little closer to a nearly
infinitely removed total knowledge, so much so that the growth
of our knowledge itself increases our sense of the remaining
infinity to be crossed and thereby accentuates our dissatisfac-
tion. We know that we have not exhausted the object and we
know this by the very act of apprehending part of its intel-
ligibility. By reason of this knowledge we are led to multiply
and organize our concepts indefinitely as if we were seeking a
term at the end of an infinite process in which we would totally
exhaust the intelligibility of the object in an infinite number
of concepts.

The movement and dynamism of thought are rendered sen-
sible to us in this process of multiplying concepts. For the dis-
tinction of concepts leads to the judgment and we know, in the
act of judging itself, that the object is more than we apprehend
it to be under the conception of the predicate—not more in
reality (for the reality is grasped) but more in the knowability
of that reality.’ In judging we have knowledge of a beyond-
ness—the beyondness of the existentialist which is the logical
basis for our feeling of dissatisfaction and of longing for a goal

® Summa Theol., I, q. 14, aa. 7 and 14; and a. 1, ad 2.
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not yet achieved. Quite contrary to this phenomenon of elu-
siveness the knowledge of beatitude of its very nature excludes
the sense of beyondness for in it the object is totally within
our grasp.

The logically possible experience to which we have referred
is suggested by symmetry of division:

— PErFECT OBIECT GOD —e—ee——3 DISSATISFACTION
— DEFICIENT ———I
— ImpERrECT OBJECT SOUL, WORLD— DISSATISFACTION
Possession —
- PerreCcT OBJECT Gop —————3ULTiMATE BEATITUDE

—  PERFECT —l
— ImperFECT OBJECT ? —— 3 PARTIAL BEATITUDE

It is an experience in which possession is perfect though the
object be imperfect. We might surmise from what we have seen
that such an experience would form a vivid content for our
minds. The ratio of possession would predominate in it and
thus it would acutely mirror the quality of the ultimate opera-
tion. But do we, for a fact, have such an experience? Do we
have a knowledge which gives the satisfaction of total posses-
sion and eliminates the dissatisfaction of beyondness? It seems
to me that we do both in the field of mathematics and in the
realm of artistic experience, and I want first of all to consider
the effect of mathematical knowledge.

It seems to me to be a matter of experience that the reason-
ings of mathematics, when the mind adequately grasps them,
awaken a far more vivid response than those of philosophy or of
purely empirical science. The mind feels a great joy in finding
a rigorous mathematical deduction exemplified in a sensible
object in the field of mathematical physics.’* We express the
joy by speaking of the beauty of the reasoning, the elegance of
the proofs and the perfection of treatment—so many aesthetic
predicates. No other field of knowledge awakens a comparable
response. There are other intense reactions, of course, of an

12 J. C. Duncan, Astronomy (Harper Bros., 1935), p. 204, where mention is made
of Kepler’s reaction to the discovery of the third law of planetary movement—
the Harmonic Law.
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entirely different character. The moral reaction to ethical
reasoning, for example, may have a more profound effect upon
our lives than mathematical syllogizing but this reaction per-
tains to the order of appetite—to the moral order and not to the
line of the intellectual participation in beatitude. Moral rea-
sonings may guide us more profoundly but they do not evoke
the response peculiarly found in mathematical reasoning. The
reaction of the metaphysician, seeing in the complexities of
human action an exemplification of the ontology of dependent
being, may be intense but again it has not the quality, the
pleasure and satisfaction, found in mathematical thought. He
always senses a beyondness in the object—something which
seems to remove it from his grasp, not only in the sense that
he has not yet achieved total knowledge, but in the sense that
total knowledge seems unattainable. His fundamental feeling
is one of melancholy and frustration in the pursuit of a science
which does not seem proportioned to his capacity. Aristotle
brings this out when he refers to metaphysics as a divine science
—the proper science of the gods rather than of men—whose
pursuit by man must be justified.* The metaphysician senses
that he is as one who holds a precious thing in a vessel hardly
sulted to contain it—an object which is great in itself but
imperfect by reason of the mode of the container (like the
knowledge by intuition of essence in the separated state) .** The
mathematician, on the other hand, knows no such frustration.
He pursues an object which he knows to be quite within his
capacity. His attitude is confident and bold whereas the atti-
tude of the metaphysician is hesitant and timid. And it is this
attitude which indicates the quality of the experience. May we
not surmise, then, that in mathematics we see the quality of
beatitude present in a science whose possession of the object
is perfect?

The factor which renders mathematics such a pleasing ex-
perience, so delightful to the mind, is that of perfect possession.

11 Aristotle, Metaphysics, I, 982b $0.
*% Summa Theol., q. 89, a. 1 ¢.
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This factor is not found only in mathematics as can be indi-
cated again by a preliminary logical construction. In mathe-
matics we have perfect possession (actual or potential and
understood to be actualizable) of an object which exists funda-
mentally independently of our minds and which we know
through the action of the world upon us. Therefore, to put the
same idea in a simpler form, we have perfect possession of an
object which we do not make. We can conceive of another pos-
sibility symmetrical to this one: perfect possession of an object

which we do make.
— WHICH WE DO NOT

MAKE—MATHEMATICS
Prrrect Possession oF IMmpERFECT OBIECT — :

— WHICH WE MAKE-3ART

Let us consider this second possibility for a moment.

If we make an object we must have knowledge of it. For
knowledge 1s the principle which determines an agent to act.
Knowledge, or possession of the singular term of the action,
is the fundamental postulate of all action.®* The thing which
we make, therefore, is necessarily known to us. But again there
are two possibilities: either the thing which we make only
partially depends upon our causality and therefore is only par-
tially known to us; or it is totally dependent upon our action
and therefore is exhaustively known.

— TorarLy DEPENDENT UPON OUR CAUSALITY—>ART
OBJECT WHICH WE MAKE —|

-— PARTIALLY DEPENDENT UPON OUR CAUSALITY—>THE
UserurL—TooL, MACHINE, ETC.

If the thing which our knowledge determines us to make
depends upon our causality only for accidental formal modi-
fications—as is the case in artificial products, such as a tool,
or a machine—then our knowledge of it will not be exhaustive
and we will not experience a strikingly different quality of
human satisfaction. For the object only partly depends upon
our causality and is, therefore, only partly possessed. Qur

2 Ibid., 111, q. 1, a. 2 c.
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knowledge of the accidental modifications is complete but our
knowledge of the total object is incomplete for it is much more
than those accidental forms—it is the material itself and the
infinite possibilities of actualization of the material. These pos-
sibilities enter into our notion of the object—the definition of
a tool, or a machine or a bridge—and make us aware that the
object itself indefinitely exceeds our grasp. Thus we are aware
of the mysterious beyondness which produces the feeling of
dissatisfaetion.

If, on the other hand, the object is totally dependent upon
our causality it is therefore totally known to us and the pos-
session is perfect. In such a case nothing of the object lies
outside of our grasp or of our action. If there were something
beyond both, by definition it would not pertain to the object.
In such an experience the dissatisfaction is eliminated by the
awareness of total possession—of total grasp—and it must
obviously create a striking human reaction, clearly mirroring
the quality of the ultimate. Such, it seems to me, is the aesthe-
tic experience.

The aesthetic experience is a perfect possession of an im-
perfect object—an object short of the ultimate desirable good.
It is perfect in possession because the object is no more than
what it is seen to be. Nothing outside of the knowledge of the
artist pertains to it. It is the decoration, harmony or compo-
sition which is totally self-sufficient, into whose definition the
beyondness of the material substratum does not enter. Any-
thing of the matter which is not assimilated into the object by
way of intelligent apprehension does not belong to it. And that
which is assimilated is brought in by way of intentionality
determining the active capacity to produce the singular effect.
The block of marble carved into a statue is aesthetic insofar as
it is a self-sufficient intelligible whole, completely understood,
at least by the artist. Whatever lies beyond such a grasp, the
infinite possibilities of actualization of the material principle,
lies also beyond the field of the art object as such. The in-
definite and the mysterious, in this sense, do not pertain to it.

The imperfection of the object aesthetically intued takes, of
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course, from the satisfaction of the experience, but not in such
a way as to lower this experience to the common qualitative
level of other human reactions. The artist, sensing this im-
perfection together with the delight of the achieved result which
he so thoroughly understands, is impelled to perfect it ever
more. He submits himself to a dynamism whose force is sup-
plied by a drive toward a higher and higher productive per-
fection, toward a greater work, so that the intelligibility of the
product approaches closer and closer to the ultimate intelligi-
bility of beatitude. Of course the term of the movement is al-
ways infinitely removed from the ultimate but the sense of
the movement is toward it. When the artist paints a decoration,
a design whose total entity is self-contained, he achieves a satis-
fying work which he totally understands. But he could achieve
an even deeper insight if he were to produce a more articulated
product. He could produce an intued deeper intelligibility and
it is this possibility which drives him on, and supplies the
movement in art. The young Beethoven and the mature Bee-
thoven may not differ in the ratio of aesthetic possession found
in their masterpieces but certainly they differ in the perfection
of the achieved work, in its integrated intelligibility. So a
decoration may not differ in the ratio of aesthetic possession
from an etching of Rembrandt but it certainly differs in the level
of intelligibility of the object possessed and the degree of this
difference is sensed in the greater intensity of the resultant
reaction.

The dynamism which drives the artist to more complicated
expressions of his capacity within the field of the aesthetic may
be compared to the ultimate in another interesting way. For
the artist by the complexity of his product mirrors an ever
greater manifestation of his full rational intelligibility. So in
his artistic activity he approaches step by step to a product
which would be the full projection of his rationality. And of
course such a projection would be a creation by means of which
the total rational nature would depend upon his action. That
would be obviously an impossible goal. The aesthetic and the
creative converge, in that sense, to the same term—one which
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can never be reached by purely aesthetic productivity. It would
be the full penetration of the total intelligibility of his own
nature, which is necessary to the Creator in order to produce
it, and is necessary to the beatified to rest in it. On the natural
plane, then, which is the plane on which we must explain the
natural aspect of the aesthetic, the full intelligibility of rational
nature is possessed by the Creator as the presupposition to
action by means of which He produces the creature. Likewise
the full intelligibility of the rational is the term of the move-
ment of the artist, in his creative activity. And it is also the
term possessed by the beatified.

The quality of the ultimate operation of man, then, that it be
a perfect possession of a perfect object, is necessarily mirrored
in every other operation of the intellectual order short of the
goal. Every act of the intellect in some way reflects the per-
fection of the ultimate. But this perfection is manifested in
greater or lesser intensity in the various human experiences.
Both theoretically and by way of actual observation it is mani-
fested most clearly (that is to say, as most noticeably differing
from other reactions) in those actions in which the deficiency is
rather {from the side of the perfection of the object than from
the side of the perfection of the possession itself. So those
operations of the mind even so sublime as the natural knowl-
edge of God fail to achieve this quality in a striking way be-
cause the possession is imperfect. Whereas those operations in
which the perfection of possession is not deficient (such as is
found in mathematical thinking, where the object is quite
within the grasp of the human mind) tend to give this ecstatic
impression in a noticeable way. That is why we refer to mathe-
matics in terms which are properly aesthetic: that its reasoning
processes are beautiful, harmonious and elegant. But even
mathematics is not the highest realization of this reaction.
Rather its deepest exemplification is found in that operation
where perfection of possession is without defect (because the
total entity of the object is no more than it is conceived to be)
and the perfection of the object itself transcends the mathe-
matical (in that it is a deeper manifestation of the intelligi-

2
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bility of human nature) . This is found in artistic activity in all
of its various forms and it is to this activity that we apply the
term “ aesthetic ” in a most proper sense.

The artist is not, then, a simple 1mitator of nature. He is
rather one who takes into himself the intelligible forms of reality
and constructs with them wholes which he totally understands.
He works the material slowly until its formal possibilities
emerge before his eyes—thereby coming to an understanding
of them—and creates with these forms a self-contained whole.
Whatever of the material lies outside of this whole does not
pertain to the work. He views a sunset, an object of natural
beauty, and allows his imagination and his mind to dwell upon
it until the intelligibility of its form becomes clear to him. Then
he “ paints 7 the sunset, that is to say, he constructs an intel-
ligible whole out of those of its forms which he has assimilated.
The “ painting ” of the sunset as an artistic whole is no more
than the integration of those forms. It is not the infinite un-
assimilated knowability of nature. So in viewing a great paint-
ing, such as Utrillo’s “ Sacré Coeur de Mont-Martre,” or the
line drawings of Hokusai, we feel an entirely different reaction
from that which we feel when we view the natural subject itself.
We have a sense of understanding which progresses to the ex-
tent that we approach the understanding of the artist. We feel
that the object 1s self-contained and enclosed, whereas the
natural subject in its natural existence gives an impression of
mystery and infinite beyondness. We do not advance our
understanding of the work by comparing it with nature but by
gradually apprehending the vital whole—the formal principle
according to which the artist constructed it.

The aesthetic whole, therefore, cannot be defined without
reference to the vitalizing principle any more than the eye or
the body can be defined without reference to the soul. But this
does not mean that it cannot be apprehended by a process
which supposes no preliminary knowledge of it. If this were
not the case the aesthetic whole would either be immediately
intued or lie forever beyond our grasp. Rather, the eye of the
observer wanders casually over the parts of the finished work,
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with no understanding of the true principle of life, whose knowl-
edge guides the eye of the observer with insight, till suddenly
at a certain point in its movements it no longer rests materially
upon the parts as isolated qualities but sees them fuse together
in the unity of the formal principle. Then the eye has insight
and the great joy of aesthetic delight so that it senses, short of
beatitude, the quality found in an infinitely higher degree in the
ultimate operation of human nature.

Kevin A. Wary, O.P.

St. Albert’s College
Oalkland, California



THE CONCEPT OF THE INFINITE IN THE
PHILOSOPHY OF ST. THOMAS AQUINAS

[

St. Thomas defines infinite thus: “a thing is said to be
infinite by reason of the fact that it is not limited.” * Sub-
stantially the same definition occurs in the Quaestiones Quodli-
betales: ““ Infinity . . . is predicated by reason of the fact that
[something] is not limited ”;? and in the De Potentia: * infinity
is predicated by a negation of limit.” * Infinity, then, is predi-
cated by a contradiction of finiteness, per remotionem finis; it
is said of that which is unending, unbounded, interminable.
St. Thomas undertakes, in the De Veritate, in an article on
the Divine Power, to analyze the concept of the infinite; he
writes:

IN his Summa Theologiae, in discussing the Infinity of God,

. infinite is distinguished in two ways. In one way, it is dis-
tinguished according to potency and act. The potential infinite is
predicated of that which consists in an uninterrupted succession, for
example: the generation of bodies and the division of a continuum;
in every such case there is a potency to infinity, one thing always
following another. Actual infinity, on the other hand, would involve
something like positing a line without end. In another way, the
infinite is distinguished as necessary and contingent; the reason for
this distinction may be shown in this wise: infinity, by its nature,
is proper to the order of quantity, but quantity is predicated pri-
marily of discrete quantity rather than of a continuum. Conse-
quently, to determine the distinction of the necessary and the
contingent infinite, it must be observed that a multitude may be
either necessarily such, or it may be so only contingently. A mul-
titude is a necessary multitude, if, as for example in a series of

. infinitum dicitur aliquid ex eo quod non est finitum (Summa Theol, I, q. 7,
a. lc.).

? Dicitur . . . infinitum ex eo quod non finitur (Quodl. ITL, q. 2c.).

¢. . . infinitum dicitur per remotionem finis (De Pot., q. 1, a. 2, ob. 8.).

312
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subordinated causes and effects, each member has an essential
dependence on another: thus, the soul moves the natural heat, by
which are moved the nerves and muscles, which, 1n turn, move the
hands, which move a stick, by which a stone is moved; in this series,
each one of the subsequent members depends necessarily on one of
the preceding. On the other hand, a multitude is said to be con-
tingent when all the members contained in the multitude can be
taken, as it were, as only one and are thus indifferently one, or
many, or several; take, for example, a builder who constructs a
house and uses up a number of saws successively in the process: a
multitude of saws is not required for the construction of the house,
except contingently by reason of the fact that no single saw can
last forever. Nor does it make any difference in the construction
how many saws are employed, wherefore no one of them has a
dependence on any other, as was the case in the necessary multitude.*

We have here a double distinction: first, a distinction of
actual and potential infinites, and then of necessary and con-
tingent infinites (infinttum per se, per accidens). An actual
infinite is had when something is simply without limits, like
a line with no terminal points, or an unlimited multitude whose
members are co-existent: its characteristic is an esse totum
simul. A potential infinite, on the other hand, occurs only in
instances of a succession; it-consists in a repetitive process of
some kind—generation, for example, or division of a whole—
which does not come to an end. Its potentiality is grounded
in the fact that each separate event, separately considered,
could be initial or intermediate or final, or even unique; or it
could be one in a series of similar events which is without be-
ginning and without end. Characteristic of the potential infinite
is its esse unum post aliud.

St. Thomas introduces his second distinection, that between
the infinite as necessary and the infinite as contingent, with
the remark that infinity, by its nature, is proper to the order of
quantity (infiniti ratio quantitati congruit), an observation
which he takes from Aristotle® and which recurs again and
again in his treatment of the subject. He adds that quantity,

t De Verit., q. 2, a. 11 ¢; cf. Quodl. IX, q. 1ec.
® See, for example, Physics III, 6 (206a9 ff.).
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primarily (per prius), is predicated of discrete, rather than of
continuous, items. (Quantification, thus, will begin in a simple
process of numbering, of taking things unum post aliud; its
further elaboration in the measurement of continua will be
achieved only through a real, or simulated, division of the
latter into numerable parts.®)

A discrete quantity, multitudo, can result either from some
determinant which is intrinsic to it and which necessitates its
being such, or it may occur as the effect of some contingency.
As an example of a necessary multitudo, or plurality, Aquinas
cifes a series of causes and effects so interrelated that each one
exhibits a dependence sine qua non on another, a dependence
which is essential to the causal esse of the dependent: a stone
is moved by a stick, which is moved by a pair of hands, which
are moved by the neuro-muscular structure, which is energized
by the Galenic calor naturalis, which is set in motion by the
soul. If the stone is to move, all of these successively ordinated
causes, in their plurality, must cooperate: it is not the case
merely that certain causes are independently necessary; it is
precisely the multitudo causarum that is required here. The
necessity involved resides in the plurality as such: we have a
multitudo per se. Obviously, a necessary infinite will be just
such a multitudo per se which will lead back, however, not to
some first thing (like the soul, in the present example), but
which will regress endlessly through cause after cause. This
necessary infinite, the infinite series of essentially subordinated
causes, is a concept of the highest importance in the philosophy
of St. Thomas (as it was also in the thought of Aristotle) . The
impossibility of its actual existence is crucial to the first two
of the quinque viae by which he proves the Existence of God

¢ Quantity is said, per prius, of discrete quantities; infinity, however, is predicated
primarily of magnitude (cf. XI Meiaphys., lect. 10). Actual quantity is the effect
of an actuating form, and the individual quantity of each discrete material thing
is the first formal effect of the information of prime matter, determining something
to be hoc individuum. Infinity, on the other hand, is (as will be shown later) the
result of a lack, or privation, of a formal determination in material things. Conse-
quently, infinity will be said primarily of an unterminated, all-extensive magnitude,
in potency to determination by some quantitative form.
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in the first part of the Summa. We shall have to return to
further consideration of it later.

A contingent plurality, multitudo per accidens, exists, Aqui-
nas says, in those cases where the several items constituting the
plurality are, effectively, the same as any one of them alone
(quasi loco unius ponantur) ; he cites, as an example, a hypo-
thetical case in which several, or many, saws are used in some
piece of work because the saws, one after another, wear out.
Clearly, such a plurality has no intrinsic necessity, it being a
matter of utter indifference in the production of the effect (a
house) whether one such tool be used, or many—or even (given
the requisite time) an infinite number. This plurality arises,
not from any necessity radicated in the effect or in the mode of
its production, but from an accidental quality of the saws, that
they are too brittle, for example, or are of faulty construction,
ete.

We might schematize the twofold distinction of the infinite,
presently under discussion, as follows:

(actual
necessary (perse).......... ]
{_potential
Infinite
actual
contingent (per accidens) . .. ,(
potential

Mindful that the infinite is proper to the order of quantity
(infiniti ratio quantitati congruit) , let us confine our attention,
for the moment, to that order and inquire further into the
various kinds of infinity, as diagrammed above. First, then,
can there be an actual necessary infinite (infinitum per se
actu) ? This can only mean: Can there be a plurality which is
an actual necessary infinite, there being, obviously, no infinite
magnitude? St. Thomas, commenting on the twelfth book of
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, argues that there cannot:

. if, of three things (a first, an intermediate, and a last), we
must declare which one is the cause, we will, of necessity, say that
the cause is the one that is first. We cannot say that that which is
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last is the cause of the series . . . nor that which is intermediate.
And lest anyone take the position that the intermediate never has
following it any more than one thing, which one thing is the last
(a situation which only comes about when, between two extremes, a
single intermediate is given)—to meet such a position [Aristotle]
maintains that it makes no difference whether there be only one
intermediate or several: all must agree that several intermediates
are effectively the same as one inasmuch as they all share the char-
actristic of being intermediate. Likewise, it makes no difference
whether the intermediates be finite or infinite in number, because,
precisely as intermediate, they cannot be the first moving cause.
Now, inasmuch as, prior to every second moving cause, there is
required a first moving cause, there must be, prior to every inter-
mediate cause, a cause which is first and which is in nowise inter-
mediate, as having other causes prior to itself. If, however, moving
causes are posited as infinite in number, it follows that all the causes
are intermediate. . . . So it must be that, if moving causes are
posited as proceeding to infinity, no cause will be first: but the first
cause was the cause of the whole series; 1t must follow, then, that
there can be no causes here at all, for if a cause is removed, every-
thing of which it is the cause is also removed.”

For a plurality to constitute an actual necessary infinite, its
constituent individual members must coexist in an esse totum
simul, and there must be some essential interdependence among
them. Such interdependence implies, of necessity, causal rela-
tionship, since it involves an intrinsic need on the part of the
dependent for an extrinsic principle to effect its reduction to
act. (As an example of such a necessary infinite series, one
might take a man standing aboard a ship which is supported by
a sea which is held in position by the surrounding land which is
held 1n place by the gravitational pull of the earth which results
from the speed of rotation of the planet—and so on, per impos-
sible, without end.) St. Thomas maintains, in the passage just
cited, that such an actual and necessary infinite causal series
cannot be. If there are only three things given, he says, a first,
an intermediate and a last, we can only posit the first as the
cause of the series, because, obviously enough, the last is not
causal at all, and the intermediate, as intermediate, and there-

T 11 Metaphys., lect. 8 a; cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics II, 9 (994al-b 30).
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fore secondary, cannot be the cause of the first. If a series is
given with more than three constituent members, all save the
first and the last will be intermediate and will, consequently,
depend, together with the last, upon the first as upon the cause
of the whole series. If the series is given as infinite, then all
save the last are intermediate and secondary; there is no first
cause, and the series remains unexplained: sublata causa, tol-
luntur ea quorum est causa. As Father Garrigou-Lagrange has
written:

It is contrary to reason to say that an actually existing motion can
have its sufficient reason, its actualizing raison d’etre, in a series of
movers, each one of which is itself moved by some external cause.
If all the movers receive that impulse which they transmit, if there
is not a prime mover which imparts movement without receiving it,
then motion is out of the question, for it has no cause . . . To try
to dispense with the necessity of a source is the same as saying
that a watch can run without a spring, provided it has an infinite
number of wheels . . 8

The impossibility of an infinite series of essentially subordi-
nated causes is crucial, as was remarked above, in the first two
“ways ” by which St. Thomas proves the existence of God in
his Summa Theologiae. Garrigou-Lagrange summarizes the
prima via n the following propositions:

That there is motion in the world is a certainty attested by experi-
ence. . . . Now, everything which is in motion is moved by another.

Moreover, there cannot be an infinite series of movers essen-
tially and actually subordinated one to another. . . . We must,

therefore, conclude that there is a prime mover, who is not himself
set in motion by a mover of a higher order, and whom we call God.®

Clearly, the third proposition above is the crux of this argu-
ment; it is through it, so to speak, that one moves from the
obvious fact of motion as proximately caused to the conclusion
that there is a Prime Mover. This is a perfect dilemma, one

® God: His Existence and His Nature, transl. Dom Bede Rose, 0. S. B. (St. Louis:
Herder, 1984) 1, 265. Italics in the original.
° Ibid., 881-3.
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horn of which is the affirmation of a First Uncaused Cause, the
other the postulation of an endless series of intermediate causes
which are not intermediate.

A plurality which would be an actual mecessary infinite,
therefore, cannot be. There is no infinite magnitude. Conse-
quently, for St. Thomas, there 1s no actual necessary infinite
in the quantitative, and hence in the material, order.

A potential necessary infinite, qua potential, would be a series
characterized by an esse unum post aliud (infinitum potentia
semper in successione consistit) ; qua necessary, it would involve
the same intrinsic interdependence, the same causal relation-
ship, among its constituent members, that we have just found
to be impossible in examining the problem of a simultaneous
infinite plurality. Consequently, there is no material infinite
per se potentia, and so no necessary infinite of any kind, in
the material universe.

The case is not the same with the quantitative contingent
infinite (anfinitum per accidens); St. Thomas considers the
problem in the first part of the Summa:

A contingent infinite multitude . . . is predicated when such an in-
finity of plurality is not necessitated but merely happens to be so.
And this can be exemplified in the situation of a builder, where a
certain plurality is required necessarily: for instance, that the virtue
of art be in his soul, that his hands be moving, and that he have
a hammer; and if this plurality were multiplied to infinity, the
builder’s work would never reach completion, because it would be
dependent upon an infinite number of causes. But a plurality of
hammers which comes about because each one breaks and is re-
placed by another is a contingent multitude; and it makes no dif-
ference whether the builder uses one hammer, or two, or many, or
even an infinite number, provided he has an infinite time in which
to work. In this way [certain men, like Ibn-Sina and Al-Ghazali]
thought it possible for there to be an actual contingent infinite mul-
titude. But this is not possible, because every multitude must fall
under some species of multitude; but the species of multitude follow
the species of numbers. No species of number, however, is infinite,
because any number is a multitude measured by unity. Wherefore,
it is impossible for there to be an actual infinite multitude, either
contingently or necessarily. Again, any multitude existing in nature
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is created, and every created thing is comprehended under some
specific intention of its creator, for no agent acts without a purpose.
It is, therefore, impossible for there to be an actual infinite multi-
tude, even contingently.’®

A contingent infinite, we are told, is an unterminated plur-
ality which is not intrinsically necessitated, but simply happens
to be such (accidit ita esse). An example is drawn from car-
pentry to distinguish sharply the necessary, from the contin-
gent, infinite. The contingent infinite exemplified—an infinity
of hammers successively used as one after another is broken—
obviously does not involve the difficulty inherent in an infinite
regress of subordinated causes: it does not involve any intrinsic
contradiction. Such considerations, it seems, prompted some
of the Islamic scholastics to affirm the possibility of an actual
contingent infinite (posuerunt quod possibile est esse actu mul-
titudinem infinitam per accidens). St. Thomas advances two
arguments against this position.

He contends first that every multitude falls under some
species of multitude, which species are ordinated according to
the species of numbers (species multitudinis sunt secundum
species numerorum) . No species of number, however, can be
infinite, for the reason that number is simply a multitude, or
plurality, measured or divided by unity. Consequently, an
actual infinite multitude is impossible, whether per se or per
accidens. The case seems clear enough: as soon as a plurality
is predicated as infinite in act, it is invested with an esse totum
simul, but any such plurality can be comprehended under some
specific numerical quantity and must, therefore, be limited.
(It might, perhaps, be noted in passing that St. Thomas’ argu-
ment is only against the possibility of an actual contingent
infinite; it does not touch the example of the builder who uses,
or uses up, an infinite number of hammers: such an infinity is
not actual at all, but potential. As will be evident below, St.
Thomas admits the possibility of the potential contingent
infinite.)

19 Symmna Theol., 1, q. 7, a. 4 c.
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The second argument brought against the possibility of an
infinitum per accidens actu declares that every plurality is a
creature (since multiplication of entities is one of the effects of
matter, and every material entity as such must be a creature) ;
every creature, however, is comprehended under some definite
intention of its Creator: mon enim in vanum agens aliquod
operatur. An actually existing infinite, totum simul, would lack
such determination or specification; it would be quantitatively
formless, potential and unintelligible, and, consequently, it
could not be the end or purpose of any creative act: omne agens
agit propter finem.

in the De Aeternitate Mundi contra Murmurantes, we find
what is, at first sight at least, a position which is the contra-
dictory of this. In this opusculum, Saint Thomas is endeavoring
to establish that the eternity of the world, as a mere philo-
sophical possibility, would not be repugnant to reason; to this
end he cites elaborate arguments brought forth by St. Augus-
tine, St. Anselm, and other Christian theologians to refute the
position that the world is de facto eternal. The fact that such
elaboration of argument was felt to be necessary, Aquinas con-
tends, is evidence that the eternity of the world is not swaply
repugnant to reason. Among these arguments of the theolo-
gians, he notes near the end of this short work, is one which
denies the eternity of the world on the grounds that such
eternity would involve an infinity of human souls in actual
existence. This argument is not cogent, however, he continues,
because the world might be eternal without the race’s being so.
“ And besides,” he goes on to say, pertinently to our present
problem, “it has not been shown that God could not create
actual infinites.” (Kt praeterea adhuc non est demonstratum
quod Deus non possit facere ut sint infinita actu.)

There is, it would seem, no escaping the implied contradiction
between this position and that set forth above. Perhaps,
though, we may say that the present text, dealing ex professo
with the Divine Omnipotence and only indirectly with tbe
nature of infinity, cannot overthrow the doctrine of the Summa
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Theologiae that every multitude falls under a species of number
and is comprehended under a definite creative intention.

A similar argument obviates the possibility of an actual con-
tingent infinite in the order of magnitude. St. Thomas considers
this question also i the Summa Theologiae:

It must be observed . . . that a body, which is a complete magni-
tude, can be considered in two ways: namely, mathematically as
when only its quantity is regarded, and naturally as when its matter
and form are taken into account. Now it is evident that a natural
body cannot be actually infinite, because every natural body has
some determinate substantial form; and, since accidents depend
upon the substantial form, it must be the case that upon a deter-
minate substantial forn determinate accidents will be found to be
dependent, and among them quantity. Therefore, every natural
body has a determinate quantity . . . Consequently, it is impossible
that any natural body be infinite. . . . The same is true of a mathe-
matical body. If we should imagine an actually existing mathe-
matical body, we should have to imagine it under some form, because
nothing is in act except by virtue of its form. Now the form proper
to continuous quantity as such is figure; such a body, therefore,
would have to have some figure. Hence, it would be finite, for
figure is given in its limits or boundaries.

A natural body has a specific and determinate substantial
form upon which all the accidental modifications of that body
depend. St. Thomas argues that the accidents consequent upon
such a determinate form must themselves be determinate and
limited; among these accidents is quantity. Therefore, a natural
body will have a determinate and finite quantity by reason of
its determinate and finite substantial form. This argument
might give us pause. If infinity is a remotio finis, a lack of
determination and specificity, a privation rather than a per-
fection, then why could not a finite substantial form be infinite
in quantity per accidens, that is simply privately or negatively?
Why could it not simply lack any quantitative determination?

The answer, of course, is that the remotio finis, considered in
itself, is indeed merely negative, but the effect of this negation
is a positive increase ad infinitum in the quantity of matter

*Ibid., a. 3ec.
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united to a given form. Moreover, the remotio finis and the
consequent quantitative infinity of the body flow from the sub-
stantial form as from their sufficient principle: the form, by its
positive informing action, gives infinity to the matter; the form
is, in a strict sense, a principium infinitatis. Consequently, it
cannot be finite. (Operatio sequitur esse, et modus operandi
modum essendi.) Every natural body, however, has a sub-
stantial form which is finite (otherwise, it would not be in-
forming matter at all); therefore, no natural body can be
infinite. There is no infinity, even contingently and potentially,
in the order of physical magnitude,

Nor can a mathematical figure (corpus mathematicum) be
infinite. Any figure we imagine (or conceive of—the imagine-
mur must not be taken too literally here) will have some form
which is the ratio by which we are able to know it; in mathe-
matical figures, such form is the shape (figura). Shape, how-
ever, is given in the limits, the contour (termini, fines) of the
figure; the latter is, therefore, necessarily determinate and finite.
There is, for St. Thomas, then, no infinite magnitude, actual or
potential, necessary or contingent.

Arguments such as the foregoing, however, do not tell against
a plurality which would be a potential contingent infinite (in-
finitum per accidens potentia). Since it has no esse totum
simul, it does not fall under a species of number: “ an infinity
of multitude is not reduced to act all at once, but successively,
because plurality can follow plurality to infinity.” ** Similarly,
since its infinity is merely accidental or incidental, no problem
arises, it would seem, by reason of its indetermination. St.
Thomas can, therefore, write:

. it is not deemed impossible to proceed to infinity merely con-
tingently in a series of efficient causes, as, for example, where all
the causes multiplied to infinity are effectively the same as one
cause, their multiplication being contingent, as in the case of a

12<¢ . infinitum multitudinis non reducitur in actum ut totum simul, sed

successive, quia post quamlibet multitudinem potest sumi alia multitudo in
infinitum.” (Ibid., a. 4, ad 1).



CONCEPT OF INFINITE IN PHILOSOPHY OF ST. THOMAS 323

workman who, contingently, uses many hammers, because, one
after another, they are broken. It is, therefore, purely accidental
to this hammer that it is used subsequently to some other hammer.
It is, in the same way, merely accidental to this man in generating
that he was himself generated by another; he generates as man, not
as the son of some other man. All men, as generating, are effectively
the same as one particular generator in the order of efficient causes.
Hence, it is not impossible for man to be generated by man unto
infinity.*®

The possibility of a potential contingent infinite (as has
been noted already in passing) lies precisely in this that the
constituent members of the infinite plurality are individually
dispensable (non tenent ordinem nisi unius causae) ; there is no
relation of necessity among them at all, nor is there any neces-
sity even that they be a plurality. As far as any effect of the
series is concerned, the individual causes antecedent to it might
be indifferently one or several, few or many, finite or infinite
in number. And the reason thereof is quite clear: none of the
causes in this infinite series is dependent on a preceding cause
for its causal esse. The preceding cause did, of course, effect
the coming-to-be of the subsequent cause, as an extrinsic prin-
ciple of action. But that action reached its term at the instant
that the subsequent cause became an actual entity; thereafter,
the subsequent cause, however much dependent on the pre-
ceding for its fieri, is quite independent of it in its esse and,
consequently, in its esse causa: operatio sequitur esse, et modus
operandi modum essendi.

St. Thomas concedes, then, the possibility of a contingent
potential infinite in the order of quantity. (He does not, of
course, admit the actual existence of such an infinite series; to
do so would require the postulation of an eternity in which such
a series might run and would, therefore, contradiet the revealed
doctrine of the creation of the world in finite time.'* All that
he argues is the objective possibility of an infinitum per acci-
dens potentia: such a thing could have been, although in fact

8 Ibid., q. 46, a. 2, ad 7.
M Cf. ibid., a. 2 “Utrum mundum incoepisse sit articulus fidei.”
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it is not; its non-existence does not flow from an intrinsic im-
possibility rooted in an essential contradiction, as is the case
with the infinite series of essentially subordinated causes; rather,
it is radicated in a free decision of the Divine Creative Will.)

It may be well briefly to recapitulate here what has been said
of infinity in the order of quantity:

1. There cannot be an actual necessary infinite, because such a
thing would have to be an infinite multitude, or plurality,
which, qua necessary, would have to be an infinite series of
essentially subordinated causes—a series which would lack
any sufficient reason.

2. There cannot be a potential necessary infinite, because such
would be, again, an infinite series of subordinated causes,
existing unwm post aliud, however, rather than totum simul;
it would equally lack any sufficient reason for being.

3. There cannot be an actual contingent infinite, because every
multitude falls under a determinate species of number and
every magnitude has determinate quantity as a result of
having a determinate actuating form.

4. Only the potential contingent infinite is possible in the order
of quantity, in the material order. It would involve no
intrinsic necessity, and hence no inner contradiction, in re-
gressing ad infinitum; and it has no esse fotum simul which
would confine it to a specific number.

There can, then, be no material infinite which is either actual
or necessary; only an infinite which is both contingent and
potential (infinitum per accidens potentia) is objectively pos-
sible in the order of quantity and of matter.

Before quitting this discussion of material infinity, there is a
passage of considerable length in St. Thomas’ commentary on
Aristotle’s Physics which ought to be noted. The passage,
which contains a comparison of infinity and perfection in the
material order, reads, in part, as follows:

[Aristotle] says . . . that infinite ought to be defined otherwise than
some have proposed. Some have maintained that the infinite is
that outside of which there is nothing; it ought rather be said that
the infinite is that of which something always remains over. . . .
“That outside of which there is nothing ” is the definition of the
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perfect and the whole, which is demonstrated by the fact that a
thing is defined as a whole when it is not lacking anything. . . . But
the whole and the perfect are either fundamentally the same or
closely similar in nature . . . wherefore it is clear that the perfect is
that of which nothing lies outside. But nothing which is unbounded
is perfect (because the boundary is the perfection of a thing). The
boundary, however, is the limit of that of which it is the boundary;
nothing unbounded (infinitum) or unlimited, therefore, is perfect.
It follows that the definition of the perfect does not apply to the
infinite, viz., “ that outside of which there is nothing,” . . . clearly,
since it belongs to the whole to contain and to matter to be con-
tained, the infinite of this [material] kind does not contain but is
contained, insofar as whatever of the infinite is in act is always
contained in something greater, because something can always be
conceived as lying beyond it. From this, however, that it is like
being in potency, not only does it follow that the infinite is con-
tained and not containing, but two further conclusions follow also.
Of these, the first is that the infinite of this kind is unknown, be-
cause it is like matter, lacking any species or form . . . ; matter,
however, is known only through form. The other conclusion, which
arises from the same premise, is that the infinite has rather the
nature of a part than of a whole, because matter is related to a
whole as part. Rightly, therefore, is the infinite taken as part, since
only some part of it, which is in act, can be known.®

Here St. Thomas approvingly follows Aristotle in rejecting as
a definition of the material infinite “ that outside of which there
is nothing ” (ewtra quod nihil est). This definition, clearly
intended to designate material infinity, since it involves the
notion of parts, confounds the infinite with perfection and
totality. That outside of which there is nothing is a totality, a
whole, the latter being precisely that which is not deficient or
lacking in anything properly intrinsic to it. Totality, therefore,
is, or at least approximates, perfection. But a material thing
which lacks a determination (finis) in quantity is, by that very
fact, imperfect in its material nature, quantity being the first
formal effect of matter. Consequently, infinity is not a per-
fection in material things, nor is it susceptible of being defined

¢ In VIII Libros Physicorum Aristotelis, ¥I1, 10; cf. Summa Theol,, I, q. 12, a. 1,
ad 2.
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as “ that outside of which there is nothing.” On the contrary,
the material infinite is “ that of which something always re-
mains over” (cuius est semper aliquid extra). It is exactly
this inexhaustibility, this continuing unbounded residuum,
which, just because it has no term or limit, cannot be got
through, that characterizes the very essence of the infinite in
the order of quantity and matter.

Upon this definition of the infinite as “ that of which some-
thing always remains over,” there follows at once the fact that
the material infinite is contained rather than containing; this,
in turn, yields two further conclusions: (a) that a material
infinite could not be known, because it is always incomplete
and therefore in potency only, lacking the form needed to ren-
der it both existent and intelligible in act; and (b) that such
an infinite, because it is actualizable only unum post aliud, has
rather the nature of a part than of a whole or totality.

* * *

In article two, question twenty-five of the first part of the
Summa, “ Whether the Power of God is infinite,” the first
objection is put as follows:

Every . . . infinite is imperfect, according to the Philosopher in the
third book of the Physics. But the Power of God is not imperfect.
Therefore, it i1s not infinite.*®

The objector formulates in his major premise the Greek
cosmological concept of the infinite as the undetermined, the
incomplete, the imperfect (the concept just noted above in the
citation from St. Thomas’ commentary on the Physics), and
this he opposes to the Christian theological notion of infinity
as absolute perfection. St. Thomas replies to the objection, as
follows:

It must be said that the Philosopher is speaking here of the infinite
as found in matter unspecified by any form; such is the infinite

*QOmne . . . infinitum est imperfectum, secundum Philosophum in III Phys.
Sed potentia Dei non est imperfecta. Ergo non est infinita (Summa Theol., I,
q.25,a.2).
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which is proper to the order of quantity. The Divine Essence is not
infinite In this manner, however, . . . nor, consequently, is the Divine
Power. Whence it does not follow that the Divine Power would
be imperfect.?’

St. Thomas himself has said, as we saw before, that infinity,
by its nature, is proper to the order of quantity (infiniti ratio
quantitati congruit) . And so, indeed, it is; it is to the quanti-
tative, the extended or the multiple—to magnitude or multi-
tude—that, in the first instance, we apply the notion of finis,
of bounds or limits (the last point or line or plane, the last
numbered item) ; it is in this order that, originally, we employ
the notion of being-bounded (finitum) or of being-unbounded
(infinitum) . Equally evident is it that such an infinity is a
mark of imperfection, simply because it is in potency to actuali-
zation under an accidental quantitative form—so much we
have seen already. Sic autem non est infinita divina essentia:
the Infinity of God is a Divine Perfection.

If the infinite in matter is a sign of potency and of imperfec-
tion, while the Divine Infinity is contrariwise a perfection,
simply and absolutely, then, clearly, we have to do with an
analogical predication. The intrinsic nature of being-infinite is
simply different, according as the various kinds of infinite
beings, actual or possible, are, qua beings, simply different. We
have already encountered the analogical character of the predi-
cate infinite in comparing magnitudes and multitudes: the same
kind of infinity simpliciter cannot be predicated of an infinite
body and of an infinite series. But here, in this objection and
its reply, we have a much more profound differentiation, a much
greater sweep of analogy, a distinction whereby infinity spells
entitative perfection or imperfection, according as it is said of
God or of material things. St. Thomas analyzes this analogy
in the first part of the Summa:

** Dicendum quod Philosophus loquitur de infinito quod est ex parte materiae
non terminatae per formam, cuiusmodi est infinitum quod congruit quantitati. Sie
autem non est infinita divina essentia . . . et per consequens nec eius potentia.
Unde non sequitur quod sit imperfecta. (Ibid., ad 1).
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. a thing is said to be infinite by reason of the fact that it is not
limited. Now, matter is limited in a certain way by form, and form
by matter. Matter, indeed, is limited by form, inasmuch as matter,
prior to receiving a form, is in potency to many forms; when, how-
ever, it receives a form, it is limited by it. Form, on the other hand,
is limited by matter, since form, considered in itself, is common to
many things; by the fact, however, of being received in matter, it
becomes, determinately, the form of this thing. But matter is per-
fected by the form by which it is limited; and so the infinite, as
attributed to matter, has the nature of an imperfection, for it is, so
to speak, unformed matter. Form, however, is not perfected by
matter; its amplitude is, rather, contracted by the matter; hence,
the infinite, as related to form not determined by matter, has the
character of a perfection.'®

That is infinite which is not bounded (infinitum dicitur ali-
quid ex eo quod non est finitum) . Consequently, the intrinsic
character of infinity as such, and thereby the ontological value
of being-infinite (ens et bonum convertuntur) , will depend on
the nature and the value of the entity of which it has to be
predicated. If a being is essentially actual and, therefore, a
perfection in itself, then to be infinite will be for it a further
perfection—a crowning perfection, so to say—because such a
being-infinite will mean this that no term or limit, no finis, is
set to its entitative perfection: by reason of its infinity it will
be a perfection simply and absolutely. On the other hand, in
the case of a being which is essentially and by nature imperfect
and potential, infinity spells the removal of any limit to such
imperfection; the being is, as it were, irremediably confirmed in
its essential lack of value; its purely passive capacity for be-
coming some value, howsoever slight, is unredeemed. There is
in such an infinite thing no shadow of concretization, formaliza-
tion, or value, only an unbounded inertness, one might say by
way of figure, a gaping abyss of perfectibility in which no trace
of actual perfection is to be found.

Finitur autem quodammodo et materia per formam et forma

8 Ibid., q. 7, a. 1 c. For the analogical application of this distinction in the order
of intelligence, see ibid., ad 2; q. 86, a. 3; I-IL, q. 30, a. 4, ad. 2; de Verit, q. 2,
a. 2, ad 5,
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per materiam: form and matter can limit each other (quodam-
modo, it is said, because the intrinsic nature of this reciprocal
limitation is simpliciter different in either case) . Matter, prior
to its information, is in potency to many forms: it is actually
nothing, potentially it can be anything material. Here is a true
infinity, a remotio finis: there is no limit to what material
determination unformed matter can have. This is, to be sure,
no quantitative infinity, such as we were considering above;
there is no question of number or shape, multitude or magni-
tude, at stake here; it is even irrelevant whether the number of
forms to which matter is in potency be few or many, finite or
infinite. This is a case of essential or quidditative infinity: in
the nature of unformed matter, there is no limit to its capacity
for material forms, however many, objectively, the latter may
be. In other words, so destitute of the most elementary en-
titative perfection is such matter, that its openness to informa-
tion is simply boundless. Matter without form has an essential
infinity of imperfection; it is nothing, actually; it can become
anything, without limitation, in the order of material things.
The case is just the contrary with form. Any form is an
actuality and a principle of actuality. Those forms which are
destined for union with matter (formae receptae), if they are
considered in themselves, prescinding from their material cor-
relative, are actualizing principles common to whole species;
they are, as it were, full and unrestricted expressions of specific
natures. They have, it is true, the capacity to inform any given
quantum of matter; this, however, is not a potency in the form,
but an aspect of its full actuality. So rich an expression of a
determinate reality is the form, so pure is it as an exemplar of
a specific nature, that it can communicate an existenial per-
fection to any unformed matter. The form is, therefore, a term
and goal of that potency common to all matter into which it
can be received: forma communis ad multa. Only when it has
been received in matter, when its actualizing power is united
with its correlative potency, is the form limited and bounded
in its perfection: antecedently the full and true expression of
a species as such, it becomes subsequently the form of this one
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individual subsumed under that species; 1t is contracted from
being or expressing a simple nature to actualizing an individual
thing participating that nature: forma ... communis ad multa
. . . per materiam . . . contrahitur.

This being so, consider the charactér of those unreceived
forms, perfect in themselves, not ordinated to the information
of matter. Here is simple essential perfection, pure actuality,
unreceived and, therefore, unbounded by any principle of po-
tency extrinsic to them. Matter apart from form, pure matter,
we found to be characterized by an infinity of imperfection, an
infinite capacity with no shadow of realization. But these pure
forms, being, each of them, a complete and unlimited expres-
sion, in existential act, of some possible nature, an utterance,
so to say, of a Divine Idea, whole in the fulness of its truth,
unlimited in any way in the plenitude of its specific perfection—
these forms have an intrinsic infinity of actuality. They are
radiant realizations of possible modes of reflecting the Divine
Nature Itself—each one of them perfectly and completely ima-
ging a perfection of God to such a decree of fulness and exhaus-
tiveness that the same image could never be repeated.

Infinity is being-unlimited, and the intrinsic character of a
mode of infinity is determined by what it is that has no limits.
In matter, it is mere potency that is unlimited an infinity; in
forms, it is actual being that has no term or bound: the former
is an infinity of imperfection, the latter an infinity of perfection
(infinttum secundum quod atiributtur materiae habet rationem
imperfecti; secundum quod se tenet ex parte formae habet
rationem perfecti) .

Can we relate this quidditative infinity with the infinity in
the order of quantity which we considered before? An actual
quantity of any kind results from the actualization of a potency
in a material thing by an accidental quantitative form. Quanti-
tative infinity, then, must be either formal or material in
essence. It is the infinity of pure matter, the infinity of im-
perfection, which underlies the potential contingent infinite—
the infinite process of generation, for example, or the infinite
series of divisions in a continuum: these are consequences of
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the potency to many forms inherent in matter. Therein lies the
fundamental reason why such non-actual, non-necessary in-
finite series are held not to be intrinsically impossible. On the
other hand, where the possibility of an infinite which is actual
or necessary in the material order is denied, the denial strikes
at the possibility of a formal quantitative infinity, because the
principle of actuality or of necessity could only be the form,
never the matter. The function of a quantitative form is pre-
cisely to determine the potency of matter to be a specific shape
or number; to postulate a quantitative form which would actu-
alize an unlimited multitude or an unbounded magnitude is to
affirm a contradiction. St. Thomas calls attention to the onto-
logical basis of material infinity in several places:

. . . the infinite which is proper to the order of quantity is on the
part of matter. By division of a whole, we approach to matter, for
parts arise from the nature of matter; by addition, however, we
approach the whole, which has the character of form. And for this
reason, the infinite is not found in the addition of magnitudes, but
in division only.*®

. as the infinite is found in potency in the division of a con-
tinuum, because it is in the direction of the matter . . . so likewise
is the infinite found in potency in the addition of a multitude, for
the same reason.?®

Only that infinity which is rooted in the formal indifference
of prime matter (potentia ad multas formas) is intrinsically
possible in the universe of material things.

Let us return to the consideration of infinity ex parte formae.
St. Thomas concludes the passage on the analogical character of
material and formal infinity, quoted above,” as follows:

That . . . which, of all things, is most formal is being itself . . .
Since, therefore, the Divine Being is not received in anything, but

** Summa Theol., I, q. 7, a. 8, ad 3.

¢ _ . . sicut infinitum invenitur in potentia in divisione continui, quia proceditur
ad materiam . . . eadem ratione etiam infinitum invenitur in potentia in additione
multitudinis ” (Ibid., a. 4c.; see also a. 2, ad 3).

** Supra, footnote 18.
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He is His own subsistent Being . . . it is evident that God Himself
is Infinite and Perfect.??

The infinity of form is an infinity of perfection, because it is
an unboundedness of actual being. If this be true of forms in
general, it is a fortior: the case with that most formal of all
entities, that Ipsum Esse, with Him Who commanded that He
be identified as Yahweh: Est qui est. God’s Actuality is
utterly unreceived: mnot only is there no composition with
matter in His Divine Nature, there is no composition, either, of
essence with existence. His Essence is His Existence, or rather
He is His own Being. If there is no aspect of reception into a
limiting potency of any kind discernible in God’s Being, then,
indeed, His Existence is a pure infinity of actuality. He is His
own limitless, unfathomable act of Existence, and He is like-
wise, simple, absolute Perfection.

From this simple and perfect Infinity of God flows the neces-
sity of His Unicity:

. . . God comprises, in Himself, the whole perfection of being.
Were there, then, several gods, they would have to differ among
themselves. Something, therefore, would be proper to one and not
to another. Thus, that one in whom the privation was found,
would not be simply perfect; were this itself a perfection, then it
would be lacking to some other of them. Consequently, it is im-
possible that there should be several gods. Wherefore, the ancient

philosophers, as if compelled by truth itself, when they posited an
infinite principle, posited only one such principle.?

There is a subtle psychological block to a clear and compelling
vision of formal unicity, be it the essential unicity of the angelic
species or the absolute Existential Unicity of God Himself,
which has its source in the connatural ordination of the human
intellect to material natures multiplied within the same species.
We are too accustomed to seeing the same nature repeated and
too apt to forget that it is matter which accounts for this
situation.

22TMud . . . quod est maxime formale omnium est ipsum esse . . . Cum igitur
esse divinum non sit esse receptum in aliquo, sed ipse sit suum esse subsistens . . .
manifestum est quod ipse Deus sit infinitus et perfectus (Summa Theol., I, q. 7,
a. lc). * Ibid., q. 11, a. Sc.
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Two separate forms, however, can only differ in a formal
manner. If they are not to be unum idemque, there must
be in one form some quality not to be found in the other. If,
per impossibile, one were to imagine two gods, they would, to
be different deities, have to be distinguished by this that one
had a formal quality and perfection not to be found in the
other. But this immediately vitiates the possibility that the
supposed being characterized by the lack, privative or negative,
could be divine, inasmuch as such a privation per se argues a
limitation intrinsic to that being’s nature and an essential com-
position which must deprive it of that simple and unbounded
act of existence which is God. (Such a composition, also, would
demand a ratio essendi extrinsic to the being itself, which would,
at once, mark it as a creature.) God’s Infinity, as such, is the
ground of His Divine Uniqueness.

A necessary consequence of this fact is that there will be no
simple and absolute infinity outside of God: only God Himself
could be His own Infinity, just as God Himself is His own
unique Existence.

. . . a thing other than God may be infinite relatively, but not
absolutely. Thus, if we consider the infinite as it pertains to matter,
it is clear that every existing thing has some form, and the matter
is determined by that form. Since, however, the matter, according
as it is under some one substantial form, still stands in potency to
many accidental forms, that which is simply finite can be relatively
infinite; thus, wood is finite from the standpoint of its substantial
form, but it is, nonetheless, infinite, relatively speaking, since it is
in potency to an unlimited number of shapes. Now, if we consider
the infinite as it pertains to form, it is quite evident that those
things, the forms of which are in matter, are simply finite and in no
way infinite. But if there are some created forms, not received in
matter but self-subsisting, as some hold with regard to the angels,
then such forms will be relatively infinite, inasmuch as they are not
terminated or contracted by matter. Since, however, a created form
thus subsisting has existence, and is not its own existence, it follows
that its act of existence is received and contracted to a determinate
nature. Hence, it cannot be simply infinite.?*

*Ibid,q. 7, a 2c.
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God is infinite absolutely; any other infinite can only be such
relatively. Everything existing outside of God has an intrinsic
composition in its being, whether of essence-existence and mat-
ter-form, or of essence-existence only. Entitative composition
is, in either case, the limitation of an active formal principle by
a receptive potency: such limitation removes the possibility of
simple infinity. Thus every material form is contracted to this
individual thing, leaving only the inert and imperfect infinity of
matter ad multas formas. So also, the intrinsically unlimited
perfection of the separate angelic form, within its essential
order, is terminated in the fact that such formal infinity does
not necessitate the angel to be per se. God alone is simply and
utterly infinite; other beings, His creatures, may be relative
infinites—either potentially and contingently, as matter could
be, or actually and per se, as are the angelic spirits.

God’s simple and uniquely Infinite Being is, of course, the
ground (or, more precisely, it is identical with) His infinite
Active Power: secundum hoc potentia activa invenitur in Deo,
secundum quod ipse actu est.*® An interesting observation on
the Infinite Divine Power is made by St. Thomas in replying to
an objection that God creates no infinites:

. . . the power of a univocal agent is completely manifested in its
effect; thus, the generative power in man can only produce another
man. But the power of an agent which is not univocal is not com-
pletely manifested in the production of its effect; the power of the
sun, for example, is not completely manifested in the production of
some animal generated by putrefaction. God is clearly not a uni-
vocal agent, for nothing else agrees with Him, either in species or
in genus. . . . Whence it follows that the effect produced is always
less than God’s Power. But it is not necessary that the Infinite
Power of God be manifested in His producing an infinite effect.
Indeed, even were He to produce no effect at all, God’s Power
would not be in vain; and the reason is that what is vain is what
is ordinated to an end which it does not attain; God’s Power, how-
ever, is not ordinated to its effect as to its end, rather the Power
is the end of the effect.?®

28 Ibid., q. 25, a. 2c.
20 Ibid., ad 2.
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Operatio sequitur esse: as God is His Nature and His Exist-
ence, so is He His unreceived, and consequently unlimited,
Divine Power. But God is not a univocal agent; the term of
His Action is not the production of another Being.?” The reason
why God’s creative Power is not univocal is simply that, as has
been argued just above, there cannot be two simple infinite
beings per se. Consequently, His Power can never be equalled
by its effect. It is, therefore, no valid objection to the thesis
that God’s Power is infinite that He creates no infinite effects.
Nor could the Infinity of His Power be called in question, or
held to be in vain, were It to have produced no effect at all.
God’s Active Power, unlike all created power, is not ordinated
to any end beyond Itself, as to Its ratio; it is rather the case
that the Divine Power, Which is one with God’s Being, is the
end and the reason of every effect of His Action.

As God’s Being and Power are infinite, so is His Divine
Knowledge, in which he apprehends Himself. St. Thomas writes
in the De Veritate:

. .. God knows and understands and comprehends Himself, al-
though, simply speaking, He is infinite. For God is not infinite
privatively, like the infinite which is proper to the order of quantity
and which has part beyond part unto infinity. In such a case, the
infinite, if it had to be apprehended precisely as it was infinite, so
that part was known after part, simply could not be grasped: there
would never be an end to the process of knowing. God, however, is
said to be infinite negatively, by reason of the fact that His Essence
is not limited by anything. Every form received in something is
limited according to the mode of the thing receiving it; wherefore,
since the Divine Existence is not received in anything, because He
is His own Existence, that Existence is not finite; and for the same
reason, God’s Essence is infinite. . . . Since God’s cognitive Power
is infinite in the same manner as is the Divine Essence, His Knowl-
edge is equal to his Essence, and so He attains to a perfect knowl-
edge of Himself. For this reason is God said to comprehend Him-
self: not that there is any limit to what is known in comprehend-

2" We are speaking exclusively here of the Divine Operations ad extra; the pos-
sible bearing of the question of univocal agency on God’s Operations ad intra
exceeds the abilities of the present writer.
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ing, but because of the perfection of that Knowledge, to which
nothing is wanting.?®

God’s Knowledge, being identical with His Being, is com-
pletely unreceived, and therefore unlimited and infinite. What
is more (and this, at first sight, presents a problem, at least
terminologically) God’s Knowledge comprises (comprehendit,
cum, prehendere: takes in, encompasses) His Infinite Being.
Comprehensive, or exhaustive, knowledge, by a created intel-
lect, necessarily indicates an intrinsic finiteness in the object of
such knowledge; the fact that such a thing can be got through,
can be encompassed, in a cognitive act, indicates its essential
limitation in being. On the other hand, a material infinite, an
infinity of part after part, could never be comprehended, secun-
dum rationem suae infinitatis, simply because there is no end or
term to the parts (infinitum est cuius est semper aliquid extra) .
In God’s Knowledge of Himself, however, where there is, of
course, no extension, and where both Knowledge and Known
are infinite (and, indeed, identical) , the comprehensio involved
does not argue any limitation in What is known, but only a
perfect understanding, cui nihil deest—an adequation, as St.
Thomas explains elsewhere:

Transition implies a certain succession of parts; consequently, the
infinite cannot be traversed, by anything finite or infinite. Adequa-
tion, however, suffices to the ends of comprehension, for that is
said to be comprehended, no part of which is cutside of the one
comprehending. Tt is not, therefore, contrary to the nature of the
infinite that it should be comprehended by an infinite. And so what
is, in itself, infinite can be said to be finite to God’s Knowledge, as
comprehended, not however as traversable.?®

God alone is infinite in Being and Power and Knowledge—
indeed, in all of His Divine Attributes, for the reason that He is
His Being, and all of His Attributes, distinguishable quoad nos,
are per se identical with His Being, which is, uniquely, Infini-
tum simpliciter. Other beings, however, can be infinite secun-

*8 De Verit.,, q. 2, a. 2, ad 5; on God’s Knowledge of infinites outside Himself,
see Summa Theol., 1, q. 14, a. 12.
*® Summa Theol.,, I, q. 14, a. 12, ad 2.
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dum quid—relatively, as we saw above. In a passage parallel
to that in which the distinction between absolute and relative
infinity was made, St. Thomas says:

Every creature is finite, simply speaking, inasmuch as its act of
existence is not absolutely subsistent but is terminated in some
nature to which it is communicated. Nothing, however, prevents
some creature from being infinite relatively. Material creatures
have an infinity on the side of the matter, but they are finite on
the part of the form, which is limited by the matter in which it is
received. But created immaterial substances are finite according to
their act of existence, but infinite In that their forms are not
received in anything. Thus, we might speak of whiteness, existing
separately, as infinite precisely as white, because it would not be
contracted to any subject; its act of existence, however, would be
finite, because it would be determined to a certain specific nature.?®

The finiteness of the creature is the mark of non-necessity:
be its essence ever so exalted, and its essential perfection com-
pletely unbounded, that essence does not necessitate the crea-
ture’s existence. Actual existence is a further perfection, ex-
trinsic to, and limited, by the essence. Infinite in its proper
essential order a creature may be; it will, nonetheless, be finite
in the act of existence received into (as into a potency), and
bounded by, that essence. Such are the angelic forms, infinite
in their unreceived and therefore unlimited essences—perfect
intellectual natures, without blemish or bound; finite in their
received and bounded acts of existence.

* * *

In conclusion, we may resurvey briefly the concept of the
infinite as we have found it in the philosophy of St. Thomas
Aquinas. The infinite is that which is not limited, not finite.
A necessary infinite is a being which is necessarily determined to
be unlimited in some perfection by its formal nature. God, the
unique Absolute Infinite, is the perfect example of such a neces-
sary infinite. Examples of relative necessary infinites are, in
the immaterial order, the separate angelic forms, and, in the

 Ibid., q. 50, a. 2, ad 4.
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material order, the impossible infinite series of subordinated
causes. An actual necessary infinite is a necessary infinite in
esse totum stmul (such is God, an actual angel, or, per impos-
sible, an infinite series of subordinated and coexistent causes).
A potential necessary infinite is an infinity radicated in the
potentiality of matter to many forms, since it involves an esse
unum post altud; an example would be any successive series
ad infinttum.

The contingent infinite is also radicated in potency, a fact
evidenced by its intrinsic accidental character. In the material
order, an actual contingent infinite would be an actual infinite
magnitude or multitude. A potential contingent infinite would
be a non-necessary, non-simultanecus series of material beings.

Grorce F. J. LaMountain
Aquinas College,
Grand Rapids, Michigan



RATIO INFERIOR AND RATIO SUPERIOR IN
ST. ALBERT AND ST. THOMAS

[

in part the history of a gigantic effort of constructive

assimilation. Yet the great geniuses of this period
made the assimilation with such tranquil assurance that unless
one is familiar with the sources of their writings and the often
vastly different ideas which these men reconciled, the magni-
tude of their accomplishment can neither be adequately under-
stood nor fully appreciated.

A case which well illustrates the mediaeval achievement of
assimilating the wisdom of the past is the history of the theory
of ratio inferior and ratio superior—a theory which M. I.
Chenu, O. P., considers to have been * one of the pillars of the
noetic common to all the masters of the thirteenth century.

. ’* Derived ostensibly by the mediaevals from the De
Tnmtate of St. Augustine, the theory seems to have had a much
older and much more complicated history. St. Augustine’s own
source was very likely the Enneads of Plotinus; and from this
one source of the Enneads at least two lines of tradition can be
projected: one passing through the De Trinitate of St. Augus-
tine and the Augustinian schools of the early middle ages;
another passing through the nec-Platonic Arabian schools repre-
sented by the Theologia of pseudo-Aristotle, the De anima of
Avicenna, and the Liber philosophiae of Algazel. Both lines
converged momentarily but significantly—before continuing
their separate paths to the intellectual centers of mediaeval
France,—in the writings of the eminent translator of Toledo,

THE history of philosophy in the thirteenth century is

*M. D. Chenu, O.P., “Ratio superior et inferior: un cas de philosophie chré-
tienne,” Laval théologique et philosophique, I (1945), 121: “En vérité, nous
sommes 13 devant I'un des piliers de la noétique commune & tous les maitres du
XIIIe siecle. . . .”
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Dominicus Gundissalinus, whose own writings include a modi-
fied version of the Arabian theory of duae facies animae in
terms that clearly echo the teaching of St. Augustine on ratio
superior and ratio inferior.”

In the twelith and early thirteenth centuries, morever, the
theory was freighted with such extrinsic problems as that of
delectatio morosa by Peter Lombard and that of synderesis by
William of Auxerre and Richard Fishacre until it almost en-
tirely lost its original meaning.® The purpose of the present
essay is to trace its subsequent history in the works of St. Albert
the Great and St. Thomas Aquinas. After briefly reviewing the
theory as it is found in the writings of St. Augustine, we will
follow its development in the works of St. Albert and then its
evolution and ultimate assimilation in the writings of St.
Thomas Aquinas.

II

The human mind, St. Augustine writes in the De Trinitate,*
has two principal functions: it contemplates the eternal reasons
—the universal natures that give meaning to experience—and
it guides man through the vicissitudes of life. Consequently, it
may be said to have two parts, a higher part whose object is
the eternal reasons, and a lower part whose object is corporeal
things.” These * parts ” are not to be understood in a material

* Cf. Dominicus Gundissalinus, De immortalitate animae, edited by Georg Biilow,
Beitrige zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters, Band I, Heft TXI (1897),
p. 19: Manifestum est virtutem istam nobilem aut esse duarum facierum, quarum
altera illuminabilis est desuper, a rebus scilicet nobilibus, incorporalibus, scilicet
spoliatis a materia et ab appendiciis ipsius, altera illuminabilis a parte inferiori,
videlicet corporalium et sensibilium; aut eadem est virtus et eadem facies, sed
liberum habens vertere se in quam partem voluerit. . . . St. Augustine uses the
term factes to describe the upper part of the reason in De diversis quaestionibus
LXXXIII, xlvi (PL 40: 30) and in his De Trinitate, XV, 7 (PL 42: 1065).

® For a fuller treatment of the history of this theory, see author’s “ Ratio Superior
and Ratio Inferior: The Historical Background,” The New Scholasticism, XXIX
(1955), 1-32.

48t. Augustine, De Trinitate, XII, 8 (PL 42: 999).

% It seems that St. Augustine never used the precise terms ratio inferior and ratio
superior. This terminology was introduced later. Ordinarily he simply refers to
the two parts of the mind or of the reason, e.g., Ibid. XII, 7 (PL 42: 1003); ibid.,
XI1T, 12 (PL 42: 1007).
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sense, as though they were actual divisions of the mind.* The
mind simply has two distinct functions; and so closely inte-
grated are these two functions that any universal, necessary
judgment we make about any corporeal reality is the result of
their cooperation, 1. e., of the lower part of the mind presenting
data to the upper part, which then judges the data according
to the eternal norms that are its own proper object.”

The lower part of the mind or reason, he continues, is engaged
in action, which is necessarily singular, and there is always pres-
ent a distinct danger that it fall victim to the appetite unless it
constantly follow the norms presented to it by the upper part of
the reason.® This duality in the human reason suggests to him
the duality in the human race; man, the head of the family and
the source of the general principles that are to orientate its life,
and woman, engaged in the practical details of daily life, intent
upon immediate objectives, but prone to lose sight of the uni-
versal significance of action unless properly guided.® However,
when the lower part of the reason submits to the rule and wis-
dom of the upper part, then the entire reason becomes a living
image of God. The lower part of the reason acquires the virtue
of prudence, which St. Augustine calls science, and the higher
part of the reason, transformed by its contemplation of the
eternal reasons, acquires the virtue of wisdom, the habitual
knowledge of “ those things which neither have been nor will be,

but are....”

¢ Ibid., XI1, 4 (PL 42: 1000): Cum igitur disserimus de natura mentis humanae,
de una quadem re disserimus, nec eam in haec duo quae commemoravi, nisi per
officia geminamus.

" Ibid., X1I, 2 (PL 42: 999): Judicamus autem de corporalibus ex ratione dimen-
sionum atque figurarum, quam incommutabiliter manere mens novit.

®Ibid., XI1, 7 (PL 42: 1004).

® An interesting parallel is to be found in the writings of Freud: * This passage
from the mother to the father . . . marks a victory of spirituality over sensuality,
and consequently a progress in civilization,” Gesammelte Werke, XIV, p. 221,
cited by L. Beirnaert in his review of M. Choisy’s Le scandale de Uamour, Etudes,
CCLXXXI (1954), 412. (Translation ours). Beirnaert himself, loc. cit., writes as
follows concerning the role of man and woman in marriage: “Le premier pour
P'universaliser et en faire un facteur de civilisation; la seconde pour lui donner son
poids de matiére et sa palpitation cosmique.”

** De Trinitate, XII, 14 (PL 42: 1010): Ea quae nec fuerunt, nec futura sunt,
sed sunt. . . .

4
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When Peter Lombard came to treat sensuality in his Sen-
tences, he seized upon the texts of St. Augustine cited above."
While mentioning only briefly the contemplative function of
the upper part of the reason, he suggested that when the sacred
sceriptures speak of sensuality what is often signified is the lower
part of man’s reason. Again, when the problem of synderesis
arose,’” mediaeval writers such as William of Auxerre* and
Richard Fishacre ' identified synderesis with the higher part of
man’s reason. The strange but brilliant genius, John of La
Rochelle, even fused the Augustinian theory of the higher and
lower powers of reason with the Avicennan doctrine of the two
visaged soul (duplex facies animae): the upper visage of the
soul i1s turned towards the First Truth, the lower visage, to-
wards the objects of the senses.'®

These were merely some of the teachings into which St.
Augustine’s original theory had been incorporated by the mid-
dle of the thirteenth century when St. Albert the Great and St.
Thomas Aquinas began to teach and write.

3 Peter Lombard, Libri IV Sententiarum, 11, d. 24, ¢. 5 (Quaracchi edition: 1,
422).

1*The problem of synderesis seems to have arisen from an error made by a
mediaeval copyist when tiranscribing St. Jerome’s commentary on the Book of
Ezechiel. For a full account, see J. De Blie, S.4., “Syndérése ou conscience? ”
Revue d’ascétique et de mystique, XXV (1949), 146-157.

18 William of Auxerre, Summa aurea: Nobis videtur sine praeiudicio guod sinde-
resis est superior pars rationis et ipsa aliquando peccat. . . . Cum enim ratio inferior
per errorem decipitur, si sinderesis consulat primam formam, statim corrigit inferi-
orem partem rationis. Cited by O. Lottin, O.S. B, Psychologie et morale auz xi®
et wiig® sitcles, tome 2 (part 1), (Gembloux, 1942), p. 125, £.n. 1.

** Richard Fishacre, In II Sent., d. 24: Dico ergo guod sinderesis est anima vel
mentis aspectus intuens regulas veritatis in Deo. . . . Igitur in nostro superiori
rationis sunt duo, scilicet sinderesis et conscientia. . . . Cited by O. Lottin, 0.8S.B.,
ibid., p. 803. The dispute over whether or not synderesis was distinct from the
upper part of the reason or identical with it seems to have been the origin of the
later disputes over the nature of synderesis, i.e., is it a power or a habit? See St.
Thomas, De Veritate, q. 16, a. 1.

18 John of La Rochelle, Summa de anima, I, 48: {Solvuntur obiectiones contra
immortalitatem] distinguende faciem virtutis intellectivae duplicem, sel., inferiorem
et superiorem, inferiorem quae illuminatur et perficitur per comparationem ad sen-
sibilia. . . . [Superior] illuminatur a prima veritate. Cited by J. Rohmer, “ Sur la
doctrine franciscaine des deux faces de 1'Ame,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et
littéraire du moyen age, IL (1927), 74.
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IIX

Although the dates of all of St. Albert’s writings have not
been determined with any great accuracy, it is generally agreed
that his Summa de creaturis was written around the years 1240-
1243, his commentary on the Sentences seems to have taken
final form between 1244 and 1249, his De anima belongs to his
“ Aristotelian ” period (1254-1270), and his Summa theologiae,
never completed, occupied the last ten years of his life, 1270-
1280.*® Since it is in these works that the most important texts
on ratio superior and ratio infertor occur, the dates, general as
they are, will help us to study St. Albert’s theory asit developed.

The Summa de creaturis, probably a compilation of questions
given by St. Albert when he was a master of theclogy in Paris,*”
contains a very Interesting treatment of the two parts of the
human reason—which, incidentally, St. Albert usually desig-
nates as portio superior and portio inferior. The two * por-
tions ” of reason, St. Albert teaches here in this early work, are
simply terms used to describe two habits of the practical reason:
the term portio superior signifies the habit of wisdom, which
aids a man to act in conformity with the divine law, the term
portio inferior signifies the habit of science, which aids a man
to act in conformity with human law.® It is for this reason,
he adds, that St. Augustine spoke of the lower part of the reason
as symbolizing woman and of the higher part as symbolizing
man; for the higher part of the reason has for its object the
unchangeable, certain principles of divine law, whereas the
lower part has for its object merely human positive law, which
changes as times change. Now, because of the superior quali-
ties of divine law, it is naturally the norm and the guide of
human positive law, just as man, because of his superior quali-

*F. Van Steenberghen, “Les grandes synthéses doctrinales de 1250 & 1277,”
Le mouvement doctrinal du ix¢ au zive siécle, chapter 4, book 2, pp. 237-38. Vol.
XIIY of Histoire de I'Eglise, directed by A. Fliche and V. Martin (Paris, 1951).

17 0. Lottin, 0. S. B., “ Problémes concernant la Summa de creaturis,” Recherches
de théologie ancienne et médiévale, XVIL (1950), 828.

*8 St. Albert, Summa de creaturis, I, tr. 4, q. 69, a. 3, p. $ (Borgnet edition:
XXXI1V, 708).



344 R. W. MULLIGAN

ties, is the natural guide for woman. Yet, St. Albert adds, when
reason is transformed by grace, its parts are no longer merely a
symbol of man and woman; they are instead, a single image of
God Himself.*®

The most striking feature of St. Albert’s treatment of the
theory in the Summa de creaturis is that he considers the lower
and higher parts of reason exclusively in their practical func-
tions. The virtue of wisdom, proper to the higher part of
reason, is a practical virtue: “ Wisdom as taken here means
knowledge of divine justice, which persuades men to dispose
even temporal things according to divine, eternal reasons.” *
No mention is made of the speculative function of the higher
part of reason. And yet, strangely enough—especially in view
of the close association which had been made by many of his
contemporaries between the higher part of reason and syn-
deresis—when he comes to treat synderesis in the present work,
he mentions the portio superior only in passing.” In the ques-
tion concerning conscience, neither portio is mentioned at all.*?

In his commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard,
written several years later, St. Albert is even more explicit in
his interpretation of St. Augustine’s theory as being one con-
cerned only with practical activity:

I say, without prejudice, that it seems to me that we must concede
that when St. Augustine divides the reason here he is simply speak-
ing of the whole which perfects the movement of the rational part
of the soul—the movement of the practical reason and the appetite
of the will, but primarily that of the practical reason. . . .2

1® Ibid.

20 Ibid., “ad id quod obiicitur de muliere,” (Borgnet edition: XXXIV, 708):
Dicitur hic sapientia cognitio iustitiae divinae, quae per rationes divinas et aeternas
suadet etiam temporalia disponere.

1 Ibid., 11, q. 71, a. 1 (Borgnet edition: XXXV, 4938).

22 Ibid., 11, q. 70, aa. 1-8. (Borgnet edition: XXXV, 590 seq.).

**In II Sent., d. 24, F, a. 10, sol. (Borgnet edition: XXVII, 408): Sine praciu-
dicio videtur mihi esse concedendum qued ratio quae hic dividitur ab Augustine
dicit totum quo perficitur motus ex parte animae rationalis secundum rationem
practicam et appetitum voluntatis, sed tamnen principaliter quoad rationem
practicam. . .
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It is difficult to determine what actually brought St. Albert to
take this position whereby he practically ignored the specula-
tive aspect of St. Augustine’s original theory. The most plau-
sible reason seems to be that he was influenced by his con-
temporaries who ordinarily treated the higher part of reason
only in its relation with synderests.

When St. Albert comes to treat synderesis and conscience in
the present work, he departs considerably from the lines he
had laid down previously in the Summa de creaturis. Whereas
he had made little or no use of the higher or lower reason in
these questions in the Summa de creaturis, he now uses the
higher reason somewhat as Aristotle had used the particular
reason. Both the higher part of reason and synderesis are
related to the divine law, he writes, but synderesis, a * special
power,” has for its object the knowledge of universal principles
of morality, whereas the higher part of reason has for its object
simply the knowledge of how these universal principles should
be applied to particular cases. Erroneous judgments of con-
science arise when the higher part of reason applies the general
rules of morality incorrectly because of its own fallibility or
because the case in question is extremely complicated and thus
difficult to solve.* The lower part of reason is simply a term
used to designate the reason together with a special habit
formed by the knowedge of the intrinsic goodness or evil of an
act, as well as by the knowledge of the relation of that act to
the common good of the state.”® These are the only sections in
this work where he speaks of the lower and higher parts of
reason at any length, and no indication is given of the prin-
ciples which made him modify his earlier teaching.

In the third work in which there is to be found discussion of
the two parts of reason, the De anima, written, it seems be-
tween 1254 and 1270, St. Albert takes a position quite similar
to that taken in the Summa de creaturis. He now holds that

24 Ibid., d. 24, F, a. 14, sol. (Borgnet edition: XXVII, 414).

*¢ Ibid., d. 24, L, a. 16, sol. (Borgnet edition: XXVII, 421): Ipsa est operans
circa particularia sensibilia . . . licet disponat ea secundum rationes non sensibiles
sed abstractas, quae sunt rationes honesti et boni eivilis.
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there are three types of habitual knowledge orientated towards
action, namely, synderesis, portio superior, and portio inferior.
Synderesis is the dynamic possession of such general principles
of morality as “ It is wrong to steal,” and “I must not do to
another what I would not have him do to me.” Portio superior
is a term that describes man’s reason as charged or informed
with knowledge of the divine law, a knowledge which enables
man to apply with ease and assurance the principles of divine
justice to his daily life. Portio inferior designates the reason
when it possesses a thorough knowledge of the principles of
human positive law that are sanctioned and enforced by the
weight of custom—a knowledge that is essential to the forma-
tion of a good citizen.*®

The theory as found in the De anima, described above, was
altered only slightly in the Summa theologiae, a work which St.
Albert never lived to finish. The changes, however, are interest-
ing and significant. First of all, he no longer insists upon the
exclusive practical function of the virtues of wisdom and science
described by St. Augustine as the virtues proper to the higher
and lower parts of the reason. He now admits that the portio
superior plays a role in the life of contemplation,” and its wis-
dom is both speculative and practical.”® The science character-
istic of the portio inferior has a mixed nature too, but, as he
points out correctly, the science which St. Augustine speaks of
as being the virtue proper to the lower part of reason is totally
different from the kind of science described by Aristotle. Sci-

2% De anima, II1, tr. 4, c. 10 (Borgnet edition: V, 409).

*7 Summa theologiae, II, tr. 15, q. 93, m. 3, sol. (Borgnet edition: XXXIII,
204): Dicendum ergo est, quod portio superior dicitur propter officium illa pars
mentis superior, quae extenditur ad contemplandum Deum, et rationes iustitiae
divinae quibus homo regitur secundum totum ordinem vitae suae ad formam
iustitize divinae. Et ideo dicit Augustinus quod contemplandis et consulendis
rationibus aeternis inhaerescit. Hoc enim est offictum superioris partis mentis in
qua impressa est homini imago creationis, signata lumine vultus Dei per exemplum
justitiae aeternae, quae est lumen sapientiae divinae.

8 Ibid., ad 8 (Borgnet edition: XXXIII, 204): Superior portio deputatur
sapientine secundum quod sapientia dicitur scientia per altissimas causas. . . .
Scientia vero dicitur habitus intellectualis acceptus per causam et medium naturae
inferioris. Kt ideo licet utraque sit virtus intellectualis, non tamen eodem modo,
nec per idem medium accepta. . . .
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ence as conceived by Aristotle consists in the habitual knowl-
edge of conclusions drawn from first principles, whereas the
science spoken of by St. Augustine consists primarily in the
knowledge of human law, which is subject to change, involves
individual cases, and cannot be reduced to any uniform rule
from which deductions can be made—a technique essential to
the Aristotelian notion of science.”

Secondly, when St. Albert discusses synderesis and conscience
in this work, he does not assign to the portio superior the im-
portant role it had in the De antma. Moreover, the portio
inferior begins to look suspiciously like the particular reason
of Aristotle, whose function is to apply the general rules of
conduct to particular cases. He writes,

Synderesis . . . has two relations. It is related to what is above
it and to what is below it. Ruled by what is above it, it rules
what is below it. From its relation to what is above, it attains
the habit of the natural law. . .. It is also related to the lower
reason, which treats particular cases, and, in treating them, because
of a defect of reason, will, and free judgment, it sometimes acts
precipitately .3

* Ibid., m. 4, ad 1 (Borgnet edition: XXXIIJ, 205): Scientia iuris humani, quae
casibus et mutationibus permixta est . . . tota die variatur, et ad nullam uni-
formem regulam redigi potest; ¢bid., ad 2: Aristoteles loquitur de scientia secundum
quod est ex primis, veris, et immediatis; et hoc modo non loquitur Augustinus de
scientia, sed secundum quod est ex coniecturis humanorum ad gubernationem vitae
humanae pertinentium. For St. Augustine, any code of ethics whose norms were
directly related to space and time would fall under the classification of science.
Thus the lives of great men would be science. See De I'rinitate, XII, 14 (PL 42:
1010): Quidquid propter exempla vel cavenda vel imitanda, et propter quarumque
rerum quae nostris accommodata sunt usibus necessaria documenta, historica cog-
nitione colligimus. Consequently, the life of Christ (both written and as lived in
time) is the object of scientia, whereas His divine person is an object of sapientia;
and just as science should lead us to wisdom, so does our knowledge of the life
of Christ on earth lead us to the wisdom of contemplating His person now in
timeless glory. See tbid., X111, 19 (PL 42: 1083-34).

8t, Albert, Summa theologiae, II, tr. 16, q. 99, m. 3, a. 2, sol. (Borgnet
edition XXXIII, 244): Duo tamen habet in se synderesis per duplicem respectum:
unum ad superius, et alterum ad inferius. A superiori regitur, inferius regit. Et per
respectum ad superius attingit habitum legis naturalis, . . . Alterum habet re-
spectum ad rationem inferiorem quae disponit particularia: et in his propter
defectum rationis et voluntatis et liberi arbitrii aliquando praecipitatur. . . .
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Reviewing the general lines of this theory as it developed in
the writings of St. Albert, we find that in the earlier writings
there was a decided tendency to reduce St. Augustine’s theory
of the lower and higher parts of reason to a very minor role in
his own broader theory of practical activity. It was only to-
wards the end of his life that he began to admit that the knowl-
edge proper to the two parts of reason had a speculative-prac-
tical character. Secondly, it is clear that the hesitations and
changes in his teaching on this point over the years indicate the
genuine difficulty he felt when he tried to incorporate an Augus-
tinian doctrine into his philosophical system, which grew more
and more Aristotelian as time went on.*

v

St. Thomas’ treatment of the theory of the higher and lower
parts of reason (to which he usually refers as ratio superior and
ratio inferior) is even more striking evidence of the many prob-
lems faced by the great mediaeval thinkers who wanted to
assimilate the wisdom of the past.

St. Thomas first refers to the higher and lower reason in his
commentary on the Sentences, written during 1254-1257.°
Largely because he was commenting on a section in the Sen-
tences in which Peter Lombard had cited St. Augustine’s text
on the two parts of the reason in connection with the sin of
sensuality, and also, perhaps, because of the influence of St.
Albert the Great, St. Thomas discusses here the ratio superior
and ratio inferior primarily in their relation to the appetite.®

3 Tt is interesting to note that in the Isagoge in libros de anima, long ascribed to
St. Albert but probably the work of one of his commentators, the portio superior
becomes the intellectus agens, and the portio inferior becomes the intellectus possi-
bilis. See Isagoge in libros de anima, ch. 31 (Borgnet edition: V, 534). St. Thomas
refers to this teaching in his commentary on the II Sentences, d. 24, q. 2, 2. 2, ad 1
(Mandonnet-Moos edition II, 606): Ratio superior et inferior non differunt sicut
agens et possibile. . . .

32 M. Grabmann, Die Werke des hl. Thomas von Aquin. Beitrige zur Geschichte
der Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters, Band XXII, Heft I/I1 (1949), p.
287.

33 II Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. £, sol. (Mandonnet-Moos edition: IL, 605): Ratio hic
accipitur quae hoec modo se habet ad voluntatem et liberum arbitrium.
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There is a hierarchy of values implied in the things that reason
considers, St. Thomas writes, for some of the things we know
are eternal and necessary, whereas others are temporal and con-
tingent. Since what is eternal and necessary is the cause of
what is temporal and contingent, it follows that ultimately all
our values and directive norms for action are derived from
eternal and necessary principles. As a consequence, the mind
may be said to have two kinds of knowledge of eternal things,
one practical, the other speculative. “ Reason can dwell upon
eternal things in two ways: it can consider them in themselves
or it can consider them as they are rules for temporal things
that we are to dispose or carry out. The first type of considera-
tion 1s within the limits of the speculative reason; the second,
however, belongs to the genus of practical reason.” ** The term
ratio superior, St. Thomas continues, simply designates the
reason as it consults “ eternal and divine reasons > for counsel,
whereas the term ratio inferior designates the reason as it draws
its counsel from the created principles of morality which are
treated in moral philosophy. There is no question of the iwo
ratio’s being separate powers. If a distinction is to be made, it
is to be made on the basis of the intellectual habits proper to
each: the higher reason is perfected by wisdom, the lower by
science.”

Two things should be noted in this important section: first
of all, what St. Thomas means by our knowledge of the “ eternal
and divine reasons,” and, secondly, what St. Thomas means
by the wisdom which he speaks of as perfecting the higher
reason. With respect to the first, it is clear that when St.
Thomas speaks of the intellect’s knowledge of the eternal
reason, he is referring only to that knowledge of God which we
have through discursive reasoning. There is no mention of

** Ibid.: Ratio aeternis dupliciter inhaerere potest: vel considerando ipsa in se, vel
considerando ipsa secundum quod sunt regula temporalium per nos disponendorum
et agendorum: et prima consideratio non exit limites speculativae rationis; secunda
autem ad genus practicae rationis pertinet.

8 Ibid.: Ratio superior et inferior non distinguuntur sicut diversae potentiae, sed
magis secundum habitum, vel quem iam actu habet, vel ad quem naturaliter ordi-
natur: ratio enim superior perficitur sapientia, sed inferior scientia.
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faith, illumination, or any kind of privileged knowledge of God.
As a matter of fact, St. Thomas explicitly describes man’s
knowledge of values as a knowledge that is obtained *“ Through
a kind of investigation and comparison ”’; and shortly aiter he
speaks of the object of the ratio superior as being “ Eternal
and necessary things “—terms that would be surprisingly vague
were they supposed to describe the truths of faith.*

The wisdom which St. Thomas asserts to be proper to the
ratio superior also deserves note, for, whereas he ordinarily
speaks of natural wisdom as a purely speculative virtue, the
wisdom described here is both speculative and practical, inas-
much as the “eternal reasons” which are the object of the
higher reason are not only the object of contemplation but also
norms and rules of action. All of our ultimate practical judg-
ments are made by the higher reason, he writes later, and
precisely as it is perfected by this virtue of practical wisdom.*
Hence, the sapientia of which St. Thomas speaks in this section
is to be understood in a far wider sense than it usually is; and,
of course, it is far closer to the sapientia described by St. Augus-
tine than it is to the sapientia described by Aristotle.*®

When St. Thomas comes to discuss synderesis in the Sen-
tences, the echoes of tradition are even clearer. The very word-
ing of the question, “ Is synderesis a habit or a power? ” recalls
the position of William of Auxerre, who taught that synderesis
was to be identified with the ratio superior and hence was a
power.*® St. Thomas, of course, refused to identify the two:
to him synderesis was a special habitus arising from the knowl-

3¢ Ibid.: In rebus autem quas ratio considerat, talis invenitur distinctio et ordo,
ut quaedam aeterna et necessaria, a temporalibus discreta, eis proponantur. . . .

7 Ibid., d. 24, q. 8, a. 1, ad 5: Dico quod rationi superiori reservatur iudicium
respectu ultimi, quod est executio operis: et ideo attribuitur sibi consensus in opus.

% The sepientia of St. Augustine, though primarily speculative, directs our entire
life. See De Trinitate, XII, cc. 3-4 (PL 42: 999-1600). St. Thomas himself writes
in III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 8, sol. 2: Sed tamen cognite contemplativa aeternorum
aliquando pertinet ad activam vitam, non quod sit de essentia eius, sed quis
praeexigitur ad ipsam sicut causa, dum rationes vivendi ex contemplatione aeter-
norum sumuntur.

3 JI Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. 8.
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edge of self-evident principles in the practical order. It is not
possible that synderesis be the same as reason, he points out,
for the knowledge proper to it is had intuitively, whereas the
operations of reason are all discursive.*® Yet in this stage of
his development, St. Thomas did not entirely dissociate syn-
deresis from the ratio superior and ratio inferior. In the prac-
tical syllogism that terminates in a judgment of conscience, he
writes, synderests proposes as the major premise some general
principle such as “ Whatever is evil is to be avoided.” The
minor premise is supplied by the ratio superior or ratio inferior:
by the former if the particular type of act in question is for-
bidden by the divine law, by the latter if the particular type of
act is contrary to the created principles of justice. For ex-
ample, the ratio superior will affirm that adultery is evil because
forbidden by God, and the ratio inferior will affirm that it is evil
because it is a violation of justice.* Synderesis, St. Thomas
adds, can never err, for it consists primarily in the habitual
knowledge of the general self-evident principles of the practical
order—the conditions of the very possibility of intelligent
action.** The ratio superior and ratio inferior, however, can and
do err, either because a faulty step is made in the construction
of the practical syllogism or because of ignorance as to how
certain acts are related to divine or human law.*

The same general ideas are repeated in a later article in-
terestingly entitled, *“ Can the higher spark of reason be ex-
tinguished? "—the “ higher spark ” being synderesis, and its
name, superior scintilla, undoubtedly derived from the earlier
doctrine that had identified synderesis with the ratio superior.**

When St. Thomas comes to discuss the relation of reason to

¢® Ibid., sol.

¢ Ibid., d. 24, q. 2, a. 4, sol.: Verbi gratia, synderesis hanc proponit: omne malum
est vitandum; ratio superior hanc assumit: adulterium est malum, quia lege Dei
prohibitum; sive ratio inferior assumeret illam, quia est malum, quia iniustum,
sive inhonestum; conclusio autem, quae est adulterium hoc esse vitandum, ad con-
scientiam pertinet. . . .

¢ Summa Theol, I, q. 79, a. 12, c.

¢ II Sent., d. 24, q. &, a. 4, sol.

“Ibid., d. 89, q. 8, a. 1.
































































































































































































