IN WHAT SENSE IS GOD INFINITE?
A PROCESS PERSPECTIVE

ERHAPS THE MOST persistent objection classical
theists raise against the process theism espoused by
such thinkers as Alfred North Whitehead and Charles

Hartshorne is that it conceives God to be finite. This recurrent
charge is assumed to characterize their positions fairly and to
be a fatal hindrance to the entire enterprise. Many are deterred
thereby from investigating this comtemporary alternative any
further.

Cornelio Fabro speaks of Whitehead’s “ return to the finitistic
conception of God.”* Insofar as this claim conceives his con-

*God in Exile, trans. Arthur Gibson (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press,
1968), p. 804. Fabro is not ordinarily a careless thinker, and has shown himself
to be an eminent scholar of St. Thomas. Apparently he was the first to discover,
in 1989, even before Etienne Gilson, the dynamic character of esse in the com-
position of esse and essence in the finite being. (See Helen James John, S.N.D,,
“'The Emergence of the Act of Existing in Recent Thomism,” International
Philosophical Quarterly 2/4 (1962), 595-620, at 609.) Nevertheless he can close
his discussion of Whitehead’s theism with the following quotation described as
an excerpt “ from a Whitchead essay {which] brings out the Whiteheadian stand
with special poignancy ” (p. 835):

If you ask me what God is, I can only answer he is a being whose body
is the whole world of nature, but that world conceived as actually possessing
deity, and therefore he is not actual as existent but as an ideal, and only
existent in so far as the tendency towards his distinctive character is
existent in the actual world. God, you will say, is on this showing an ideal
being, whose deity does not yet exist, but is the next quality due to emerge,
and cannot therefore be known by us. He exists only in the striving of the
world to realize his deity, and to help it as it were to the birth. Moreover,
he is not a creator as in historical religions, but created.
Now these words sound suspiciously like Samuel Alexander’s, and so they are.
Fabro quotes correctly from Science and Religion (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1981), p. 136. In Fabro’s bibliography, p. 1189, this book is erroneously
ascribed to Whitehead, but it is a series of twelve radio talks given in Britain
during December 1930 by such men as Alexander, Julian Huxley, J. S. Haldane,
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cept of God to be exclusively, or even primarily finite, we think
it is utterly unfounded. To be sure, Whitehead subjects the
traditional notion as to how God is actually infinite to severe
criticism, but this need not entail the finitude of God as the
only alternative, On the contrary, we wish to show that only
Whitehead’s conception of God can be appropriately described
as “ the infinite actuality.”

There is some initial historical plausibility in ascribing the
notion of a “ finite God ” to Whitehead, for he can be seen as
heir to the thinking of John Stuart Mill, William James,
William Pepperell Montague, and Edgar S. Brightman, all of
whom regard God in some sense as finite. In his posthumous
work, Three Essays on Religion (1874), Mill was troubled by
the existence of evil in the world, and suggested that we should
conceive of a limited deity faced with the independent existence
of matter and force. James opposed the block-universe of ab-
solute idealism, and advocated an appropriate alternative that
we “be frankly pluralistic and assume that the superhuman
consciousness, however vast it may be, has itself external en-
vironment, and consequently is finite.” We should “ accept,
along with the superhuman consciousness, the notion that it
is not all-embracing, the notion, in other words, that there is
a God, but that he is finite, either in power or in knowledge,
or in both at once.”? Brightman criticized the unlimited ex-
pansion of the concept of God into an all-inclusive being, and
postulated a restricting element within God as The Given, the
source of evil which God constantly seeks to overcome.’®

Within process theism itself, Charles Hartshorne’s position
1s somewhat problematic. In Man’s Vision of God he holds

B. H. Streeter, Dean Inge (no editor given). Whitehead was not among them.

God in Euxile is a mammouth book, and Fabro apparently got his notes mixed
up. What is more interesting is that he should have felt no difficulty in as-
cribing Alexander’s words to Whitechead, let alone as the epitomization of his
thought.

* A Pluralistic Universe (New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1909), pp. 809-
312, quoted in Charles Hartshorne and William L. Reese, Philosophers Speak of
God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), p. 349.

3 The Problem of God (New York: Abingdon Press, 1930).
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that “ the notion of a purely finite or imperfect deity seems to
have all the weaknesses that overwhelmed primitive poly-
theism.” * Later he warns that “those who think that the
modern experiments with a “ finite ” god have proved abortive
might take heed of the radical ambiguity of all such phrases.” ®
He conceives God to be both finite and infinite, the supreme
instance of both these categories. “The world memory is
sufficiently conscious fully to realize forevermore all past quali-
ties whatsoever. In this stupendous sense God is literally in-
finite,” because the past world extends back infinitely in time
without beginning. This does not mean, however, that God
is “infinite in the self-contradictory sense of realizing deter-
minately all future (that is, partially undetermined) qualities
as well.”® God is not thereby limited in his omniscience,
though, as if there were actual future contingents which God
somehow did not know. Rather, God is strictly omniscient as
knowing all present and past actualities as determinately actual,
and knowing all future possibilities as possible.

These conclusions are reiterated in his most recent study,
Creative Synthesis and Philosophic Method." He recognizes
that God’s experience of an inexhaustible past “ implies an ac-
tual infinity of past states. Finitism at this point I take to be
incorrect. This is, I admit, not an easy assumption to justify.” ®
Though he denies Whitehead’s multiplicity of eternal objects or
definite atemporal forms in favor of an indeterminate qualita-
tive continuum,® he admits that “ the infinity of whole numbers
must be included in the necessary aspect of deity,” together
with other such abstract entities, in order to number these past

¢ Man’s Vision of God and the Logic of Theism (Chicago: Willett, Clark &
Company, 1941) p. 5.

5Ibid., p. 17.

S Ibid., p. 268.

" La Salle, Ilinois: Open Court, 1970.

8 Ibid., p. 63.

°I have documented this contrast further in Two Process Philosophers: Harts-
horne’s. Encounter with Whitehead, ed. Lewis S. Ford, (American Academy of
Religion: AAR Studies in Religion, Number Five, 1973), pp. 58-65.
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states, for “ God must eternally have been and be aware of
an infinite number of already actualized entities.” *°
Nonetheless each momentary divine state must be finite, if
God is to be the “ self-surpassing surpasser of all.” God is not
the infinite actualization of all possibilities, but has determinate
states, each of which in turn surpasses and includes its predeces-
sors. Hartshorne defines the perfect individual being as that
“than which no other individual being could conceivably be
greater, but which étself, in another °state,” could become
greater.” ** Put in Whitehead’s terms, this means that God is
a linearly ordered series of individual divine occasions, each
prehending or including the totality of its predecessors. If
these divine occasions are conceived with strict analogy with
ordinary actual occasions, they must be as finite and deter-
minate as any others. Besides, if each divine occasion in turn
surpasses its predecessor, presumably by adding novel experi-
ences of the on-going world to what was already experienced in
the past, that predecessor must be finite in order for such
surpassing to have definite meaning. “ God never has had, and
never will have, to make an infinite addition to his own life
[assuming with Hartshorne that spatial plurality is finite], but
always a finite addition. Moreover, the infinity of prior states
is not a mere infinity of mutually independent items; for the
just preceding state will have included all earlier ones in its own
unity. So in a sense God is combining finites, not an infinite
and a finite. The numerical infinity of the previous multiplicity
is entirely embraced in the aesthetic unity of an experience.” **
Thus while God at any one time experiences an infinity of past
states, the divine experiencer is finite and can be surpassed.
In part, this is the solution we must adopt if we are to resolve
a particular problem in Whitehead’s philosophy. On the one
hand, “ Every occasion of actuality is in its own nature finite;” **

1 Creative Synthesis, p. 65f.

1 The Divine Relativity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1948), p. 20.

12 Creative Synthesis, p. 126.

2 Adventures of Ideas (New York: Macmillan, 1983), p. 856 (hereafter cited
as Al).
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on the other hand, each actuality experiences every actuality
in its past, and the number of these actualities must be infinite,
For every actuality comes into being as the appropriation and
integration of its causal antecedents. Every actuality requires
causal antecedents, ad infinitum. Thus for present actualities
to exist, there must be an infinite series of prior actualities.
This requires that there be a finite experience capable of syn-
thesizing an infinity of simple physical prehensions of discrete
actualities.**

Hartshorne appeals to the “ aesthetic unity of an experience,”
which we may understand in terms of the Whiteheadian cate-
gory of transmutation. By this category the many simple physi-
cal feelings of individual actualities are felt as one single feeling,
provided there is a common characteristic derivable from them
all whereby the entire nexus can be felt.** In other words, the
class is grasped as a whole by virtue of its common class char-
acteristic, provided individua] differences can be ignored. These
differences fade away so that the many actualities may form
a common uniform background from which particularly rele-
vant actualities of the immediate past may stand forth with
greater emphasis. Since those actualities felt as a nexus are not
individually discriminated, but are felt only in terms of their
common features, there may equally well be an infinite as a
finite number of them. In either case they are felt as a particu-
lar expanse characterized by some common feature.

Unfortunately we cannot apply this category of transmuta-
tion to God, and thus resolve Hartshorne’s problem. Trans-
mutation requires the ignoring of individual differences, as one
of the ways in which the past fades, whereby objectification
involves elimination. God’s cherishing of the past within his

** We cannot here appeal to a finite plurality of mediate actualities, each in
turn synthesizing its own plurality of more remote actualities, If the intervening
syntheses unify only what is finite, the end result, no matter how large, will
always be finite. Somewhere along the line there must be a finite synthesis of an
infinite nput.

18 Gee Process and Reality (New York: Macmillan, 1929), pp. 382-86 (here-
after cited as PR).

PR. p. 517,
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living immediacy requires that he preserve its differences as
well as its commonality. Instead of a few transmuted feelings
of nexus whose infinite gradations are neglected, God must
actively synthesize an infinity of individual differences. This,
we submit, is impossible for a finite actuality to accomplish.

In Whitehead’s philosophy, however, there is a systematic
contrast between the many, finite, temporal actual occasions
of the world and the one, infinite, nontemporal actual entity
which is God.*” As long as actualization begins with the ““ phys-
ical pole,” as a determinate synthesis of the causal past, this
temporal integration can be finite and temporal. In contrast,
there can only be one synthesis of pure possibility which initi-
ates from “ mental pole: ” “ unfettered conceptual valuation,
‘infinite ’ in Spinoza’s sense of that term, is only possible once
in the universe.” ** Any other actuality will be influenced by
its character, and thus cannot be absolutely unlimited. Instead
of there being an infinite series of finite states of God, each syn-
thesizing the infinity which has gone before, God is conceived
as an infinite actuality capable of absorbing into his non-
temporal unity whatever multiplicity temporally arises.

In what sense, then, is God conceived as both infinite and
actual? On the one hand, we must recognize that Whitehead
characteristically limits actualization to its determinate, physi-
cal instances as, for example, in his claim that “ all actualization
is finite ” as “ the exclusion of alternative possibility.” ** While
“ it belongs to the nature of physical experience that it is finite,”
he recognizes that ““conceptual experience can be infinite.” >
On the other hand, although determinateness is ordinarily
the essential mark of actuality [as excluding alternatives], it
is not so for Whitehead. Instead, it is *“ decision ** which “ consti-
tutes the very meaning of actuality. . . . ‘Actuality ’ is the deci-
sion amid ‘potentiality.’ It represents stubborn fact which

3 This systematic contrast is explored in some detail in my “ Whitehead’s Cate-
goreal Derivation of Divine Existence,” The Monist 54/8 (July 1970), pp. 874-400.

12 PR, p. 378.

1% Al p. 333,

2 PR, p. 524.
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cannot be evaded.” ** Then determinateness is not the mark of
actuality per se, but the outcome of finite, temporal decision,
in contrast to definiteness, which is the outcome of infinite, non-
temporal decision. The contrast between “ actuality > and * po-
tentiality * is thus relativized, for what is actual in itself (the
decision) belongs (as outcome) to the potentiality of that which
succeeds it.?* The many existent actualities furnish the potenti-
ality for the actualization of the present occasion. Both the
finite, determinate actualities of the past and the one infinite,
definite actuality provide the world with potentiality, but in-
finite actuality in the guise of potentiality is simply possibility.*

We must recognize that the one primordial (i.e., non-
temporal) envisagement of all eternal objects or timeless forms
is at once an actual decision and the creation of possibility.
Earlier Whitehead had described God as “the principle of
limitation,” apart from which “ there might have been an in-
discriminate modal pluralism.”?* Apart from God’s decision,
the sheer, unorganized timeless forms would be haphazardly
related to one another, exhibiting all sorts of “ possibilities ”
and “ impossibilities.” They require a cosmic ordering whereby
metaphysical generalities are established, making the bound-
aries between what is possible and what is impossible. A pos-
sibility is not simply a sheer, atemporal quality. It is internally
related to others forming a coherent world of possibility with
its own metaphysical order. The primordial decision whereby
possibility is created by demarcating it from impossibility is
the infinite, nontemporal act whereby God creates himself. As
the one infinite actuality, he is the ever-present source of pos-
sibility to the world.

PR, p. 68.

22 This is formally cxpressed in terms of the * principle of relativity,” * that
the potentiality for being an element is a real concrescence or growing together]
of many entities into one actuality, is the one general metaphysical character
attaching to all entities, actual and non-actual.” PR, p. 33.

8 This relativization of actuality and potentiality, along with Whitehead’s under-
standing of actuality in terms of decision, is admirably brought out in Richard
Rorty’s study, “ Matter and Event,” pp. 497-524 in The Concept of Matter, ed.
Ernan McMullin (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1968).

4 Science and the Modern World (New York: Macmillan, 1926), p. 256.

.
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Once the relative status of actuality and potentiality is recog-
nized, so that the same entity can possess both modalities in
different perspectives, we may conceive that which is infinitely
actual in itself as the realm of definite possibility for others.
For that which is clearly infinite is the realm of possibility with
endless gradations and alternatives. This notion of “infinite
actuality ” is rarely considered. The notion Whitehead criti-
cizes under this heading concerns the attempted conjunction
of infinity with determinateness. For that which is determinate
is by nature finite, exclusive of alternative. Infinite actuality
cannot mean the determinate actualization of all possibilities,
for some are evil, and some are incompatible with one another:
if there are actually seven persons in this room now, there can-
not be six or eight or fifteen. At best what is meant by in-
finite actuality is the inclusion of the best actualization of every
ideal, and then no allowance is made for incompatibilities
among these various ideals. For these may clash: for example,
technological efficiency suggests measures at variance with eco-
logical balance. “ There is no totality which is the harmony
of all perfections. Whatever is realized in any one occasion
of experience necessarily excludes the unbounded welter of
contrary possibilities. There are always ‘ others,” which might
have been and are not.”*®

Leibniz’s doctrine of compossibility is relevant here. This
need not mean that God chooses the best of the compos-
sibilities. God can entertain an infinitude of ideals, for “the
conceptual entertainment of incompatibilities is possible, and
so is their conceptual comparison.” They just cannot be con-
jointly rendered determinate by a single being, even an infinite
being. Rather, “ we must conceive the Divine Eros as the
active entertainment of all ideals, with the urge to their finite
realization, each in its due season.” *® In the end only the world
can provide the determinate realization of these ideals in a
plurality of finite individual instances. They can be realized

25 AT, p. 856.
28 AT, p. 357,
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successively, in temporal sequence, by diverse hands, but not
all at once by a single actuality, no matter how infinite or
powerful.

Because God cannot be the determinate actualization of all
possibility, Whitehead can speak of him in terms of limitation.
“'The limitation of God is his goodness. . . . It is not true that
God is in all respects infinite. If He were, He would be evil
as well as good. Also this unlimited fusion of evil with good
would mean mere nothingness. He is something decided and is
thereby limited.” ** If he determinately actualized all possible
situations, he would create evil as well as good, but evil always
involves the self-actualization of a plurality of actualities, at
cross-purposes with one another and thus in conflict.

In speaking of God’s infinite self-creation, we revert to
Spinoza’s doctrine of causa swi. Like him, “ agency involves
both a power of acting and the expression of that power in
something enacted, a doing and a deed, and in action par
excellence that which is enacted is the exhaustive expression
of the potency.” ** God cannot be infinitely powerful, yet only
exercise a portion of that power in creating a finite world. He
must exercise his complete potency in creation; otherwise this
potency cannot be known to be infinite. “ Spinoza’s philosophi-
cal intention, therefore, is to derive all things from a primordial
infinite power or indeterminate potency self-actualized in an
infinite and exhaustively determinate eternal universe.” * We
agree insofar as an infinite being in creating itself must create
an infinite world. The world of determinate actuality we dweil
in, however, is a world of finitude. It will not do to pretend
that it is really an infinite world which appears as finite to our
limited perspective. Spinoza’s mistake lay in identifying pos-
sibility and actuality, thus producing a causal determinism. In
creating himself God creates the only world which can be truly

T Religion in the Making (New York: Macmillan, 1926), p. 153.

28 H, F. Hallett, Benedict de Spinoza (University of London: The Athlone
Press, 1957), p. 9. Italics his.

 Ibid.
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infinite, which is the world of possibility, not the finite world
of determinate actuality. v

A corollary to Spinoza’s argument is that only the finite
can create itself as finite. Finite, determinate actuality is
realized by temporal, limited occasions, not by God, and there
is a vast plurality of such free determinations, thus promoting
contingency with its risk of evil. If the infinite can only create
that which is infinite, it must create possibility, to be deter-
minately actualized in turn by a plurality of free, finite agents.

While God is thus conceived as the infinite actuality of in-
exhaustible possibility, the world may also be conceived as an
infinite plurality of determinate individuals. Thus the contrast
between the infinity of God and the finitude of the world seems
to be lost. Are these two infinities on a par? Also, if an in-
finity of time has already elapsed, an ancient horror returns
to haunt us: does not this mean that in due course we shall
exhaust all possibilities, so that history must be conceived as
the endless recurrence of the same?

Prior to the discoveries of Georg Cantor in transfinite arith-
metic, such problems remained unsolved. Cantor was able to
devise a way of counting infinite sets, however, by placing the
individual members in one-one correlation with each other.
Two infinite sets are thus equivalent if a method can be
arranged whereby every member of one set is placed in one-
one correlation with every member of the other set. It can be
shown that there are just as many points in one side of a
triangle as in the other, no matter how unequal the two sides
might be, for a line intersecting a point in one side parallel to
~ the base will uniquely specify a point of intersection in the
other side, and vice versa. However, it turns out that it is
possible to prove that the set of points on any line is not
equivalent to the set of whole numbers. There are more points
than integers, even though these are infinite. The denumerable
infinity of integers cannot exhaust the dense continuity of the
line.

Now particular, determinate, individual actualities share
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with the integers the property of being discrete. Between any
two of them there is a definite boundary of demarcation; this
distinguishes the epochal character of atomic occasions from a
continuity of endlessly overlapping events. Thus particular
actualities can be put into a one-one correlation with the
integers, and are denumerably infinite, Possibilities, however,
form a continuum with infinite gradations and shadings among
alternatives; they are continuously infinite. Thus, while there
may be a denumerable infinity of actualizations, the continuous
infinity of possibility can never be exhausted.

God is infinitely actual, yet he can be enriched by the
temporal, determinate actualization of the present. An older
logic would have regarded this as impossible: nothing can be
added to that which is already infinite. Even Cantor’s trans-
finite arithmetic cannot resolve this problem. Instead the com-
fortable wisdom of mathematics must be directly confronted
and challenged. Mathematics is timeless, abstracting from
the temporal, and therefore cannot appreciate the way in which
the temporal and determinate can supplement the eternal and
definite, no matter how infinite it may be. The determinate
carves out but a fragment of the range of possibility, banishing
all alternatives, but it endows this one definite form with a rich
concreteness derived from the integration of all the causal past
with (and by means of) this form. Since the determinate reali-
zation of all alternative possibilities at once is impossible, some
of these are realized successively in time, and these in turn
enrich the infinite eternality of possible forms. Though the
(continuous) infinity of divine conceptuality has already ab-
sorbed a (denumerable) infinity of discrete actualities into its
nontemporal unity, it stands prepared to receive still more.
The infinity of past states of the universe does not preclude
the addition of yet more, as long as there is a temporal advance
concretely enriching the timelessness of mathematical contem-
plation.

Is the possibility within God actually infinite, or merely
potentially infinite? This distinction, we submit, properly con-
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cerns the realm of temporal application. As temporal creatures,
we can never complete an infinite series, but we can be given
a rule of addition or subdivision whereby no matter what situ-
ation we confront, we can always transcend it by a further
repeated application of the rule. Such addition or subdivision
is always actually finite, though potentially infinite. The non-
temporal envisagement of all possibility lacks the temporal con-
text within which this distinction is made, but if its infinity
must be either actual or potential, we would say that it is
actual. It is essential for a potential infinity that any actual
summation of it be incomplete, completable only by repeated
application of the rule. Yet “the unconditioned conceptual
valuation of the entire multiplicity of eternal objects ” * must
be complete. Incompleteness presupposes a standard of com-
pletion, and the notion of something missing which, when
added, would complete the whole. Such addition, however,
implies temporality, for there must be a distinction between
the incomplete whole present before, and the complete whole
present after, such addition. Nothing can conceivably be added
to a nontemporal whole. Thus, for example, the divine realm
cannot lack any form of definiteness which may sometime
be relevant to the ongoing course of the world, for then it would
be finite, not infinite. Its nontemporal completeness must in-
clude an actual infinity of possibilities.

Nevertheless there is a meaning of the potential infinite
which applies to God. Here we must distinguish between pure
and real possibility. A pure possibility pertains to an isolated
form of definiteness, considered nontemporally apart from any
concrete realization in the temporal world. This same form
of definiteness, when considered in relation to a given causal
past as a possible way in which it could be integrated in ac-
tualization, constitutes a real possibility.*> The domain of pure

*° PR, p. 46.

%1 In Whitehead’s terms, an eternal object is ordinarily a pure possibility, while
a proposition illustrated by that eternal object as its predicative pattern, having
a past actual world for its logical subjects, is a real possibility. This distinction
is explored further in my essay on “ The Non-Temporality of Whitehead’s God,”
International Philosophical Quarterly 13/8 (September, 1973), pp. 866-368.
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possibility forms the object of the primordial envisagement, and
is, as we have seen, actually finite. But for each actual situa-
tion arising out of the temporal world God correlates those
pure forms of definiteness which are relevant to any further
determinate realization. Thus God is the agency of real pos-
sibility in the world, supplying each nascent occasion with
those real possibilities appropriate to its own actualization.

These real possibilities appear to be infinite, yet need not
- be so; it is enough if they include all relevant alternatives. It
is not the case, however, that certain are necessarily relevant,
such that God supplies all of these. Rather, God is the agency
of relevance, whereby pure possibilities are rendered relevant
and thereby inserted into the temporal flux as actualizable.*®
From our perspective, real possibilities gradually shade off from
the most to the least relevant. From God’s perspective, those
which are relevant are graded in importance and value, but
more could always be added, depending upon God’s interest
and concern, from his infinite storehouse of pure possibilities.
While this can never be definitely ascertained, the number of
real possibilities provided to a given emerging occasion may
at any one time be finite, though potentially infinite,

Thus, while any determinate actuality must be finite, there
is room for an infinite divine actuality as the envisagement of
all possibility. God’s envisagement of pure possibility is actual-
ly infinite, while his envisagement of real (temporally relevant)
possibility is potentially infinite. Moreover, his experience of
the world includes a denumerable infinity of prehended past
occasions. In these senses Whitehead conceives of God as truly
infinite. The only sense of infinity excluded is the self-contra-
dictory notion of infinite determinateness.

Lewis S. Forp
Old Dominion University
Norfolk, Virginia

%2 See PR, pp. 46-48.



IN WHAT SENSE IS GOD INFINITE?
A THOMISTIC PERSPECTIVE

(2

ROCESS THEOLOGY SHARES with Thomism the
endeavor to use the full resources of reason in seeking
to clarify the being of God, a project that brings both

into the domain of metaphysics. But there is a quite distinct
metaphysics pursued in one and in the other, with the conse-
quence that the one God who is sought has differing identities
in each. The twentieth century work of Whitehead and the
thirteenth century work of Aquinas represent massive refine-
ments of, respectively, Plato’s many gods subordinate to the
Forms and Aristotle’s one god as “ Thought Thinking Thought,”
but the two continue to represent distinct lines of historical de-
velopment. Whiteheadians, having secured God’s involvement
with the world on the basis of his dipolar nature, continue to
address the problem of how such a God can be infinite in other
than a relative sense. Contemporary Thomists, preferring to
safeguard the “infinite qualitative difference,” affirm God’s
infinity in absolute terms which preclude all finitude, but are
still striving to make intelligible how there can be any genuine
concern on God’s part for a finite order toward which he bears
no ontic receptivity.

Lewis S. Ford addresses the problem seriously in reading
Whitehead’s descriptive definition of God as *“ the nontemporal
entity ”* to mean that God is actually infinite in the sense that
his “nontemporal completeness must include an actual in-
finity of possibilities.” God is infinite, and actually so, in his
envisagement of the entire range of pure possibilities that ex-
cludes only “the self-contradictory notion of infinite deter-
minateness.” The envisagement of real possibilities, by con-

* Cf. Process and Reality (N.Y.. Macmillan, 1929) pp. 48, 63f., and 78.

14
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trast, would allow to God only a potential infinity. Yet what is
here denied appears to be precisely what the thought of St.
Thomas ascribes to God as the Pure Act of “To Be.” The
categories of explanation, at any rate, are mutually exclusive;
seemingly we are left with a genuine aporia. Is Ford’s explana-
tion a radical alternative to that of Aquinas? Or is it an at-
tempt to address something left unsaid in the thought of the
latter? Are there any prospects here for something like Heideg-
ger’'s Kehre, 1.e., a development within thought itself that
represents a change in direction, yet one latent in the move-
ment of earlier thought? The question remains—and it can
best be served at this point by a continued exploration of the
virtualities inherent in' each thought system. What follows,
then, is less a rebuttal or repudiation of Ford’s illuminating
endeavor than an engagement in the dialectic which the ques-
tion itself urges upon intelligence.

1. The Denial of “ Concrete ” Infinity

The dipolar God of process theism is at once finite and
infinite, the supreme instance of both categories. He is finite
insofar as his actuality is always such in some determinate
way—in fidelity to Whitehead’s principle: “all actuation is
finite, as the exclusion of alternative possibility.”? But is
it logically impossible to ascribe to God an infinity that is at
once actual and determinate? This is surely so, as long as
one remains in the realm of essential determination (whether
the essence be viewed specifically or individually does not
matter at this point). To be an oak tree is precisely not to be
an elm tree; to be this oak tree is exactly not to be that other
oak tree. But this is precisely the kind of determinateness
that Aquinas refuses to God in calling him the Pure Actuality
of Be-ing (the hyphenated form serving to draw attention to
the participial character of the term). God is not an essence
having being (existence) and so trimming the latter to the
modal determination and limitation of itself, thereby excluding

? Adventures of Ideas (N. Y.: Macmillan, 1933) p. 333.
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all other essential determinations. Rather, what answers to
essence in his case is in fact the sheer act of “to be” (esse) 2
The Godhead then, in Thomas’s thought, is not a being (ens),
nor the sum total of what all the beings are or could possibly
be (esse commune); God is rather “ supra ens” and located
“beyond substance.” * Neither is Divinity “ Being Ttself ” (as
in Tillich’s phrase) which is the abstract contentless Ground
of the beings, a symbolizing of the unknown that lies beyond
being; God is rather being in the sense of Subsisting Actuality
(Ipsum Esse Subsistens). “To be” (esse), as such, is not
essence but act. It is the mysterious dynamism at the heart
of things that explains why there are beings rather than no
beings at all. As “act” it bespeaks of itself only perfection,
but act which can submit to limitation when, in the case of
creatures, it functions as the act of essence. What comes to be
in the latter instance is obviously not subsistent but sustained
in the exercise of its “to be” by God as Subsistent Being.
Clearly at issue here is the real distinction of essence (as form
or content) and esse (as actuality or existence) in the finite
realm. The affirmation of God as transcending all such distinc-
tion—as precisely an exception to the metaphysical principle
rather than (as Whitehead prefers) its prime instantiation—
is not an admission that God’s being is contentless, however,
but, on the contrary, the ascription to him of the very pleni-
tude of all content.®

38. Theol, I, q. 8, a. 4 “sua essentia igitur est suum esse; ” also De Ente
et Essentia, ¢. 5. Since human knowing is conceptual and the concept is the
mind’s grasp of what pertains to essence, man’s question about God cannot avoid
taking the form of asking “ what is God? ”,

¢ Expositio super librum De causis, Lib. unicus, Lectio 6: . causa prima
est supra ens inquantum est ipsum esse infinitum, ens autem dicitur id quod
finite participat esse, et hoc est proportionatum intellectui nostro cuius objectum
est quod quid est . . . unde illud solum est capabile ab intellectu nostro quod
habet quidditatem participantem esse; sed Dei quidditas est ipsum esse, unde est
supra intellectum.”

5God “so to speak contains within himself the entire plenitude of being, not
contracted to any generic or specific nature” (De Spirit. Creat., q. unica, a. 1).
Some interpreters of St. Thomas have extenuated his position that God is the
pure act of “to be” to mean that God has no essence. A recent instance of

¢
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He is this actual plenitude nonetheless in a way that remains
unknown and unknowable, i.e., though affirmed by way of
concepts and from a perspective provided by man’s concepts,
he is not properly represented in any concept.® To admit there
could be a concept of God is to admit that his essence is some-
thing other than the act of being (esse). Precisely because
our judgments necessarily manifest a subject-predicate struc-
ture they cannot properly grasp a God whose being transcends
what is isomorphic to that structure, namely the essence-
existence distinction. Thus, God is what he is in a way that
cannot be properly grasped in a concept because the latter
expresses only a mode of being. This is not to deny, however,
that after the affirmation of God in judgment the mind can
present God to itself in an act of eidetic visualization. Burrell
is correct in noting that “ we must say—without knowing what
we say—that * God’s very nature is to exist . * God’s being lies
beyond essence, and indeed beyond existence in the sense of mere
givenness or facticity (which is being as the most abstract rather
than the most concrete of concepts). Esse is rather that ac-
tuality immanent within things whereby they are anything
at all. Moreover, it is act in a unique and ultimate sense as that
which gives actuality to all other acts, so that it is the perfec-
tion of all perfections®—a notion that Cornelio Fabro tries

this can be found in William J. Hoye: Actualitas Omnium Actuum (Meisenheim
am Glan: Verlag Anton Hain, 1975): “To say that God’s essence is esse is
tantamount to saying that God has no essence” (p. 29); God is here represented
as “the indeterminate pure act of subsistent being” (p. 33—emphasis sup-
plied). This, in effect, empties out the term “ God” of any meaning and makes
it impossible to even think of him. St. Thomas himself is aware of the tempta-
tion to think in this fashion: “Aliquis enim est sicut Deus cuius essentia est suum
esse: et ideo inveniuntur aliqui philosophi dicentes quod Deus non habet quid-
ditatem vel essentiam, quia essentia sua non est aliud quam esse suum” (De
Ente et Essentia, c. 5).

8« . . because, as we have said, the essence of God is to exist, and since this
could not be the case with any created form no such form could represent the
essence of God to the understanding ” S. Theol., 1, q. 12, a. 2,

" David Burrell, Exercises in Religious Understanding (U. of Notre Dame,
1974), p. 96.

8“Unde patet quod dico ‘esse’ est actualitas omnium actuum, et propter
hoe est perfectio omnium perfectionum ” (De Pot., q. 7, a. 2, ad 9); “Ipsum
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to convey in his phrase “intensive act.” The determinateness
of God, far from being exclusive of other determinations, is
all-embracing in a unity transcendent to the rich diversity
of the finite. All that is excluded is what pertains not to beings
as such, but to their diminished or defective states, to being as
it suffers privation in its finite instances with such sequelae to
finitude as, e. g., evil. This is but to say: God is wholly infinite
and nowise finite.

By contrast with this there is a marked tendency in thought
of Whiteheadian inspiration to conceive being exclusively after
the fashion of essence, as expressing specificity, rather than
to conceive it as self-identical with existential act. At bottom,
this is a refusal of the real distinction that lies at the core of
Thomistic insight into finite reality. Whitehead is preserving
the potency-act relationship as basie but this he understands
concretely more as a form-matter structure than an essence-
existence one. Thus, he affirms the dipolar structure of every-
thing, including God: a mental pole that is abstract (in God,
the prehending of eternal objects) and a physical pole that
is concrete (in God, his partial realization, as an actual entity,
of such pure form). On these grounds it is consistent for
Whitehead to say that God creates himself **—something un-

esse est perfectissimum omnium: comparatur enim ad omnia ut actus, Nihil
enim habet actualitatem, nisi inquantum est: wunde ipsum esse est actualitas
omnium rerum, et etiam ipsarum formarum ” (8. Theol., I, q. 4, a. 1, ad 3);
“Quod autem est in omnibus effectibus perfectissimum, est esse: quaelibet enim
natura vel forma perficitur per hoc quod est actu: et comparatur ad esse in actu
sicut potentia ad actum ipsum” (IIX C. G, 66).

® Whitehead’s Eternal Objects are cognate to Plato’s Forms though, as in Aris-
totle, the forms are not actual outside matter but only in those entities which
are their “occasions.” But Aristotle is as much a philosopher of essence as
is Plato; Aquinas’s philosophy, by contrast, is one of being, and moreover
of being as act. A contributing factor in this innovation by Aquinas »wé:s_-‘-an
Arabic misreading of Aristotle, attributable to religious (Islamic) preconceptions.

** Decision “ constitutes the very meaning of actuality . .. (It is) . . . the
additional meaning imported by the word ‘actual’ into the phrase °‘actual
entity * ”; Process and Reality, p. 68. Lewis Ford formulates this in the following
terms: “ The primordial decision whereby possibility is created by demarcating
it from impossibility is the infinite, nontemporal act whereby God creates himself.”
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thinkable in the Thomistic schema, which views existence as
the mystery that something is at all rather than the distinct
phenomenon that it is in this or that determined way. As hope-
fully will be suggested below, Thomism can at least entertain
the logical possibility of saying that God creates himself in
this latter sense—the sense, that is, of God’s decision deter-
mining the kind of God he chooses to be vis-a-vis mankind, but
not in the sense of divine decision determining that there be
a God rather than only the Void.

Here, perhaps, the irreducible difference between Aquinas
and Whitehead comes most clearly to the fore, a difference that
grounds the opposed conclusions concerning the sense in which
God is said to be infinite. For Aquinas, God is the ultimately
real to which nothing is prior ontologically or logically. For
Whitehead, God and world are correlates; each is an actual
entity subordinate to what lies beyond them both, namely
Creativity as the category of the ultimate.'* Only actual en-
tities are fully real, but they are such as instantiations of a
Creativity that is itself devoid of all actuality, In Aquinas’s
system, entities of the finite world are grounded in something
at once fully actual and illimited (with the consequence that
God alone is the source of creation). In Whitehead’s differing
vision, actual entities are grounded in something that is nowise
actual even if unlimited. The former is Subsistent Esse; the
latter is pure process called Creativity. Whitehead’s eternal
objects explain content but not actuality. The novel con-
crescence of such content (in the actual occasion’s self-cre-
ation) explains essential actuality, that is, the concretion or
individuation of some formal perfection. But ewistential ac-
tuality remains unexplained and ungrounded, and this occa-
sions Whitehead’s recourse to the category of Creativity.'?

" God 'and world are both “in the grip of the ultimate metaphysical ground,
the creative advance into novelty ”; Process and Reality, p. 59.

*2This has been persuasively argued by David L. Schindler, * Creativity as
Ultimate: Reflections on Actuality in Whitehead, Aristotle, and Aquinas,” In-
ternat. Phil. Quarterly, July, 1973; his conclusion is that * creativity is finally
inadequate as ultimate in Whitehead’s metaphysics because, not being itself
actual, it cannot ground the actualities of actual entities, in contrast with esse
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But all of this brings us to the question that Process Theists
cannot easily dispose of: How can anything that lacks all
actuality function as the explanatory principle of the fact that
there are finite instances of actuality (that there are beings
rather than nothing) ? At this point differences appear logically
irreconcilable. The Gods of Thomas and Whitehead are, respec-
tively, infinite determination and finite determination because
the former is an inference from the finite beingness of the world
while the latter is an extrapolation of the dipolarity that char-
acterizes human conscious activity.

2. The Affirmation of “Abstract ” Infinity

Rejecting a physical infinity, one that is actual in a deter-
minately existential way, Lewis Ford believes the divine infinity
can still be saved by viewing God as actually infinite in his
envisagement of an infinity of pure possibilities. The possi-
bilities themselves constitute only a potential infinitude. Any
actualization of them by way of divine decision remains always
finite. The real question then concerns God’s actual relation-
ship to such a realm of possibility. Ford suggests that this
relationship is one of an envisagement that is at once actual
and itself infinite. But how is this position distinguishable from
Aquinas’s own?

The answer lies in attending to the dipolar structure of the
God of Process Thought. For Aquinas, the existential being
and the conscious being of God are one and the same, indis-
tinguishable save mentally. For Whitehead they must be kept
in a state of real distinction, for otherwise dipolarity loses all
significance. Whereas Hartshorne’s clarification of Whitehead
makes clear that the mental pole of God’s being, his primordial
nature, is entirely non-actual, Ford’s thought departs markedly
from that of Hartshorne in conceiving the primordial nature
as fully actual and so infinite* But the actuality and infinity

in Aquinas, which is concretized in a single Source that is supremely actual, God
as ipsum esse subsistens;” p. 171.

3% Whitehead leaves the relationship between the two natures in God obscure
and undeveloped, leading to the observation that some critics suspect two Gods
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are non-temporal in kind and so unlike the finite actuality of
actual occasions that are temporal. This means that God’s
infinity, far from excluding finitude, in fact demands it. The
infinity as restricted to an envisagement of an infinitude of pure
possibilities itself needs completion by way of further actuality
which is temporal and determinate in a physical sense. But
then the actuality of the primordial nature is no longer pure
act,

If God’s envisagement of creative possibilities is unlimited—
and here Thomists and Process Thinkers are in agreement—
there can be only two possible explanations of this. Either it
is itself grounded in a vision of pure actuality (Aquinas), or
it remains groundless and self-explanatory (Ford). But in the
latter case what is ultimate is the pure possibility that God
envisages, not his envisagement thereof; the former seemingly
represents a realm that is abstract and ideal, reducible in the
final analysis to mere indefiniteness. What is at issue here is
the way in which the metaphysical principle of potency and
act is viewed. For the Thomist, all possibility is ultimately
grounded in and derived from actuality: what is determines
what can be. For the followers of Whitehead metaphysical
priority is given to the realm of the possible: the Eternal Ob-
jects offer limitless promise of the world that can be. Thus
a universe of process has no terminus other than an inexhausti-
ble becoming. But because the Eternal Objects are themselves
devoid of all actuality, the limitlessness they found is an ideal
(cf. G. Reeves and D. Brown, “ The Development of Process Theory * in Process
Philosophy and Christian Thought, ed. D. Brown, R. E. James, and G. Reeves,
(Indianapolis; Bobbs-Merrill, 1971), p. 81. Nonetheless, Process and Reality
notes that “ as primordial, so far is he from ‘ eminent reality ’ that in this abstrac-
tion he is ‘deficiently actual’ . . . His feclings are only conceptual and so lack
the fullness of actuality . .. (and are) . .. devoid of consciousness in their sub-
jective forms,” p. 521. Hartshorne makes clear in The Divine Relativity (Yale
U. Press, 1948) and in Philosophers Speak of God (U. of Chicago Press, 1953)
that God has two aspects or dimensions to his being; nonetheless the primordial
aspect is abstract, absolute, and included in the consequent aspect which alone
is concrete, relative, and actual. For a more detailed development of Ford’s alterna-

tive view, cf. his “ Whitehead’s Transformation of Pure Act,” The Thomist, July,
1977.
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and logical one. Transition to actual existence by way of self-
positing decision is always finitizing.

It is at this point that Ford’s thought has recourse to God’s
envisaging act, prior to all decision. Such envisagement means
that the open realm of possibility becomes ordered and mean-
ingful, yet remaining pure possibility—that is, not yet consti-
tuting real possibility, which Ford maintains can be only
potentially infinite. What constitutes the move to real possi-
bility is availability for some actual occasion, on which basis
the latter can actualize the possibility in a way proper to itself,
without yet having done so. Before making one or several
possibilities truly available, by supplying the initial aims for
actual occasions, God grasps an infinity of possibilities in the
mental pole of his being.

A reservation on this divine envisagement of pure possibility,
however, is that it appears to be subjectively finite and only
objectively infinite. The vision, as something actual and consti-
tutive of God’s mental being, remains the finite vision of a
non-actual infinitude. Infinity is petitioned in terms of content,
in terms of what God knows rather than his very knowing. The
infiniteness of God’s primordial knowing, then, is not the con-
templation of his own unlimited actuality as this is realizable
in an infinite variety of possible worlds. It is rather the in-
tending of an infinitude not grounded in God himself, but
constituting a realm unto itself that is i) non-divine, ii) non-
actual, and iii) an eternal, uncreated correlate to God. What
is truly possible then may be viewed in two ways: either it
is grounded in God’s own actuality (Aquinas), or else pure
possibility itself must be alloted the status of ultimacy (Ford).
It is at this point that the concepts of God as dipolar and as
pure act appear mutually exclusive,

8. Postscript: The Further Question

But this Thomistic alternative to Ford’s development of
Whitehead leaves a problem of its own unresolved. A God
infinite in the Thomistic sense is by necessity immutable, and
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thereby can relate to history only in a fully determining way,
seemingly evacuating the temporal process of all intrinsic
meaning and value. Does this not fly in the face of con-
temporary man’s deepest convictions about and commitment
to his own authentic being as temporal? Such convictions seek
to rescue the value of an ever fleeing present precisely by
viewing human consciousness as ever moving out of history
toward the realization of its projects. But an infinitely actual
God makes that a mere illusion; whatever emerges in history
has at best only a relative novelty with respect to its antece-
dents, and so finally “there is nothing genuinely new under
the sun.” A God not susceptible of further determination
seemingly means a history determined beforehand in its ter-
minus and its course.

If Thomism is not to be a closed system it must be capable
of absorbing, within the perspective of its own wisdom, insights
into truth originating elsewhere, but without violating its own
inner coherence and character. In this spirit, I should like to
draw attention to three possible ways out of the above dilemma.
i) One is to take the path of Karl Rahner and introduce into
Being as Pure Act the dialectical dimension borrowed from
Hegel. The beingness of God is then processive in kind; it
is a dynamism that ever comes to itself by continually going
out into the other. This occurs within God without any ad-
dition or alteration to his own intrinsic being (the inner
Trinitarian processions), but it is prolongated outside of God
who thereby does change, yet not in himself but in the other
(the Logos become flesh). But in this latter instance it is
God himself who changes in the other and not simply the other
in its autonomous being.** This ingenious explanation does
allow us to take seriously the phenomenon of becoming and
so not to dismiss history as the mere reading off of a script

14 Karl Rahner, “On the Theology of the Incarnation,” Theological Investiga-
tions, IV (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1966), note 3, pp. 118-114: “ God who is
unchangeable in himself can change in another . . . But this ‘ changing i another’
must neither be taken as denying the immutability of God in himself nor simply
be reduced to a changement of the other.”
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written beforehand. It does, however, carry with it difficulties of
its own. Apart from the fact that being for Aquinas is not dialec-
tical but analogical (something quite different), and is thisin its
ontic and not merely in its logical structure, such a theory
appears to compromise God’s freedom in choosing to extend
himself into a world. The “infinite qualitative difference”
is called into question, if not in fact replaced by the dialectic
between the two poles of being. Rahner’s grasp of being in
these latter categories appears to have the peculiar consequence
of ascribing a quasi infinity to finite spiritual being.’® At any
rate, the suspicion remains that, in the logic of Rahner’s
thought, God’s being is affected in itself, and his denial of
this is only a verbal one.

ii) W. Norris Clarke has addressed the problem differently,
yet still from within an ambience that is Thomistic. He allows
“ genuine novelty . . . both in the real being God communicates
to creatures, and in the intentional content of His consciousness
determinately knowing and willing them [which is] not change
in His own intrinsic being or perfection”*® (emphasis sup-

15 All that this means is that Rahner so emphasizes the essential relationship of
finite being to infinite being, that such a polarization to the infinite enters into
the very definition of the former; man is thus “incarnate spirit” rather than
“rational animal.” Further, this would appear to be the implication of such a
statement of Rahner’s as the following: < esse, given in sensibility as limited,
is apprehended as unlimited in itself in a pre-apprehension attaining to esse as
such ” ; Spirit in the World (N. Y., Herder and Herder, 1968), p. 157.

Rahner’s thought develops against the background of a divine dialectic of self-
differentiation in which the notion of creation as commonly understood gives
way to that of a self-giving on God’s part; the difference is that in the latter
God establishes the other “as his own reality” (“On the Theology of the In-
carnation,” Theol. Invest., IV, p. 114). This is clearly indigenous to Hegel’s
dialectic of the concept which becomes identical with itself in the other. Rahner
surmounts Hegel at this point by refusing any reduction of God to the mere
processes of thought, but he does this simply by insisting that God is “Absolute
Mystery.” All this depends upon seeing the structure of man’s being as an open-
ness to God’s absolute being, which openness consummates itself in the event
of Incarnation. At bottom, however, remains the question as to whether Rahner
is not too facile in overcoming the abyss between God and creature.

16 The Immutability of God,” God Knowable and Unknowable, ed.: R. J.
Roth (Fordham U. Press, 1978), p. 49. See Ford’s appreciative response to this
approach in “ The Immutable God and Father Clarke,” New Scholasticism, Spring,
1975, 189-199.
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plied) . Here, in effect, the creature does add a determination
to God, rendering him thereby receptive toward man, but one
limited to the content of what God knows about the world,
and so to the values toward which his love responds. This is
intelligible because such determination is “ only a delimitation
(i.e. partial negation) or channeling of the way in which I
allow His active cooperating power to flow through my will.” ¥
- iii) This, however, suggests a third way of dealing with the
question, one that seeks a more radical ground for the sort
of distinction suggested by Clarke. Heidegger’s discovery and
exploration of the Ontological Difference, of the distinction
between Being (Sein) and beings (das Seiende), has served
to draw attention to another realm entirely, one prior to that
of essence and existence. If, for Heidegger, this domain is
reduced to that of the pure process whereby things come into
being, nothing prohibits its being reconstrued as the domain
proper to freedom—so as to overcome Heidegger’s characteriza-
tion of it as Fate. So recast, it becomes that sphere in which
persons, in a self-determining and self-creative act, posit them-
selves as who they are and will be. What is posited in such
a self-creative process is not nature but a pure relationality
within nature, i. e., between the subjectivities of a nature that
allows for freedom. The personal is that which precisely “lets
be ™ the other in its very otherness, and in this way defines
itself by the other. Its prime instance is that subsisting rela-
tionality within the Godhead which is constitutive of a divine
life of inter-communication, of the divine koinonia of Father,
Son, and Spirit.

These latter two explanations face a common objection,
namely the real identity in God of existential and intentional
being (Clarke), and of nature and person (an alternative ex-
planation) . There is of course such a real identity (thus, these
distinctions stop short of introducing the sort of dipolarity
within the divine nature of which Process Theists speak) but
there is a formal distinction that enables us to say of one what

 Ibid., p. 70.
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cannot be said of the other. Knowing and loving represent
modes of becoming that do not preclude a permanency or
changelessness on another level entirely. Compassion at the
suffering of a friend means in one sense that I suffer what
he does, yet in another sense that I do not: I may die a
thousand deaths with him without undergoing his biological
death. In a remotely analogous way Father, Son, and Spirit
are one identical God but not thereby identified with each
other. The basis for making such a formal distinction is that
the reference in one case is made to what is intrinsic to God,
and in the other to his extrinsic relationality ad extra. This is
somewhat different from speaking, as do Process Theists, of
a dipolarity within the divine nature itself which seemingly
means two intrinsic components to divinity. In their case, the
conceptual contrariety between infinity and finitude precludes
treating the distinction as merely formal, such as that between
attributes not mutually exclusive, e.g., mercy and justice.

The key to such conceptual and linguistic differentiation,
in the case of nature and person, lies in the mystery of free-
dom. Abstractly, {reedom is a property of nature, but its exer-
cise is the prerogative of person as the existential instantiation
of nature. The person viewed ontologically (as subject of the
act of existing) thus determines itself through its nature to be
the sort of person it is, viewed psychologically and historically.
In the instance of finite natures with limited freedom, this self-
determination is by way of personal choice among the various
causal influences unavoidably exerted upon its nature. An
infinite nature whose freedom is transcendent suffers no such
passive influx; here the personal decision occurs in uncreated
freedom. And, in the mystery of a love that allows the other
to be in its very otherness, that choice is one of willing to be
constituted, personally and so relationally, and in this sense
to be determined, by other free beings.

So envisaged, what results from this is a creature (man) who
cannot alter his nature, yet remains the undetermined maker
of his history, the one who determines who he is within the
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limits prescribed, singly and collectively, by his nature. God
then determines what man is summoned to by his nature (and
by that transfinalization of nature that is grace), but actual
attainment thereto is left as something to be won out of history,
to be appropriated in modes that remain open to the dialogue
between God and man.'®* Something of this is exhibited by the
cosmos itself on the infra-human level; there evolutionary
change occurs within a system that guarantees identity and
continuity, and thereby forestalls intelligibility collapsing into
mere randomness.*®

Thus God, remaining transcendent in his immutable nature,
chooses in the freedom of personhood to undergo history, and
to wait upon man’s gift of self (or its refusal). When God
comes into the world (in the Incarnation) it is as person, not
as nature; it is man who supplies the nature to the Logos.

Wirtiam J. Hirn, O. P.

Catholic University of America
Washington, D. C.

18 For an attemapt at further development of the perennial question, cf. two
earlier studies of mine: “Does God Know the Future? ”, Theol. Studies, March,
1975; and “ Does the World Make a Difference to God?”, The Thomist, Jan.,
1974. The resolution to which these studies incline is one allowing that God
does know the free future but without any causal predetermination thereof. To
suppose that God knows all that there is to be known, but that the future is not
yet and so remains unknowable except as possible even to God, appears to com-
promise what it means to say God is eternal. Still, the creaturely self-determination
occurs not outside divine causality but precisely within it and because of it; such
causality in its analogous and transcendent character, far from opposing human
self-determination, is in fact its very condition.

® A suggestive expression of this view is to be found in John V. Taylor: The
QGo-Between God (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973), pp. 28-30.



THE TACIT IN EXPERIENCE: POLANYI AND
WHITEHEAD

oo

HERE IS A striking resemblance between some of the

work of Michael Polanyi and that of A. N. Whitehead.

As one of his foremost interpreters, Marjorie Grene,
observes, Polanyi’s “ approach has much in common with some
forms of existentialist and phenomenological thought as well
as with the Lebensphilosophie of Dilthey and the organismic
philosophy of Whitehead.”* While Grene does not herself ex-
plore these commonalities in any detail, the one in which we
are interested involves various epistemological and ontological
features of what Polanyi calls the “tacit dimension” and of
Whitehead’s analysis of experience. I wish to explore this re-
semblance here, and to indicate ways in which their work can
be mutually supportive.

Both philosophers are speculative thinkers whose reflections
range over a vast array of human achievement and thought. Of
the two, Whitehead is the more systematic and Polanyi the
more concrete, If there is genuine commonality in various
respects, it may be that some of the variety of examples which
Polanyi provides can serve as concrete illustrations for White-
head’s theory of experience. The systematic scope of White-
head’s theory, in turn, may be able to give additional rigor
and form to some of the general theses which Polanyi is pre-
senting. At any rate this is a possibility which we shall con-
sider.

Both Polanyi and Whitehead entered philosophy late in their
lives—Polanyi as a chemist and Whitehead as a mathematician.
Each entered in part because he had reservations about the
philosophical underpinnings of science. Whitehead was con-

* The Knower and the Known (New York: Basic Books, 1966), p. 14.
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cerned that people forget too easily the selective character
of inquiry that is essential to scientific activity and knowledge.
Because they forget, they are likely to substitute a tissue of
concepts for the fullness of reality. Misplaced concreteness
is a temptation for all and particularly so in science. Polanyi
was concerned about the ideal of science as detached and im-
personal knowledge. Such an ideal of exact science is mis-
chievous because it is unattainable. There can be no wholly
explicit knowledge. Inquiry can never eliminate the tacit and,
thereby, the personal element of knowledge.

This is an issue which may be more familiar when cast in
the terms of the later work of Edmund Husserl. In fact, it
may be that this is what Grene had in mind in her reference to
phenomenology. Science, Husserl argued, presupposes the life-
world for its very meaningfulness. By this he meant that it
is our common and pre-given experience that is the matrix
for all our scientific abstractions. It is this prior world of per-
ception and daily activity which is the fundament for the
sciences. It is the life-world that functions “ not as something
irrelevant that must be passed through, but as that which
ultimately grounds the theoretical-logical ontic validity for all
objective verification, i.e., as the source of self-evidence, the
source of verification.” * It follows, then, that the precision and
objectivity of science are logically derivative, not basic.

Husserl retained the ideal of philosophy as an exact science,
however, and his work also ultimately involves theses about
the constitutiveness of consciousness—an ideal and theses
which distinguish his thought from that of both Whitehead and
Polanyi.® It is rather this important priority of pre-scientific
experience which is one of the basic points upon which both
Whitehead and Polanyi alike are insisting. Let us turn first to
the way in which Polanyi presents this notion. It involves his

® The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, trans,
David Carr (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970), p. 126.

®In another essay I have cxplored in greater detail these and other differences
between Husserl and Whitehead. See “Husserl’s Crisis and Whitehead’s Process
Philosophy,” The Personalist (Summer, 1975), pp. 289-300.
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concept of the tacit, one of the most suggestive features of his
work. Following this, we shall look at Whitehead and then
at the ontologies of the two men.

I

According to Polanyi, the tacit dimension is the foundation
or presupposition of all knowledge and of all activity. Let us
clarify this by considering the character of comprehension.
Within any act of comprehension, he argues, there is both a
focal awareness and a subsidiary awareness. The object of
focal awareness is that of which we may have explicit knowl-
edge. However, we achieve this knowledge only by virtue of
the clues provided by things of which we have subsidiary or
tacit awareness. Thus, the structure of tacit knowledge in-
cludes a “{from-to” relation such that we attend from one
term to a second term. The first term is what Polanyi call the
proximal; the second is the distal. We attend from the sub-
sidiary to the focal, from the proximal to the distal, from clues
to an object, or from component parts to a comprehensive
whole. In each case, we integrate the former in the latter.

Polanyi’s favorite example is perception, and particularly
our recognition of a familiar physiognomy. Recall, he asks us,
“how our eyes integrate a thousand rapidly changing clues
into the appearance of an object of constant shape, size, and
colour, moving before us.*” These clues are indispensable in
our explicit knowledge, but as tacit they are never the object
of attention. In the case of the face, we know that it is Aunt
Agatha’s, but we find ourselves unable to identify clearly the
subsidiary factors which lead us to this awareness.

Of course, we could turn our attention to at least some of
these tacit components, but we thereby change their func-
tioning and in the process presuppose yet other subsidiary ele-
ments. Not only acts of synthesis but also acts of analysis
involve the tacit. For instance, to analyze a whole is to use

+“The Logic of Tacit Inference,” Knowing and Being, ed. Marjorie Grene
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), p. 150.
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that whole tacitly in the process of attending from it to its
parts. Accordingly, Polanyi contends that at any moment
whatever explicit knowlege we enjoy is achieved only through
the tacit use of still other knowledge and capacities. The at-
tempt to formalize all knowledge will not work. Impersonal,
in the sense of fully explicit, knowledge is an illusory goal.

For instance, even a “mathematical theory can be con-
structed only by relying on prior tacit knowing and can func-
tion as a theory only within an act of tacit knowing, which
consists in our attending from it to the previously established
experience on which it bears.”® It is for this reason that
Polanyi contends that we always “know more than we can
tell.” ¢ Some subsidiary components are ones of which we are
quite conscious, others are not. ‘ The level of consciousness at
which we are aware of a subsidiary particular may vary over
the whole range of possible levels.”” In any case, explicit
knowledge—be it perceptual or theoretical, ordinary or eso-
teric—always involves this larger, unfocalized range of aware-
ness on which it depends. There is always a larger context
which is both presupposed and involved; a context which can
be variously described as bodily, historical, or social.

I said earlier that the tacit dimension is the foundation or
presupposition of all activity, as well as of all knowledge. Ac-
tivity involves the tacit, for acts also are processes of integra-
tion with a from-to structure. This is true of simple muscular
coordination and movement involved in perception. More com-
plex bodily skills are also to be understood as integrations of
parts into intended focal outcomes. What we are accustomed
now to call “knowledge how ” is rooted in bodily skills the
workings of which we are unable to detail. Knowing how to

5 The Tactt Dimension (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company,
1966), p. 21.

¢ Ibid., p. 4.

7% Bense-Giving and Sense-Reading,” Knowing and Being, ed. Marjorie Grene
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), p. 197. The passage continues:
“Some subsidiary things, like the processes in our inner ear, of which we are
aware in feeling the position of our head, are profoundly unconscious, strictly
subliminal.”
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ride a bicycle and to type a letter are personal achievements—
they involve the ability to bring subsidiary muscular com-
ponents into a desired focal outcome. Explicit knowledge of
theories of balance and principles of mechanics is altogether
useless here—we acquire such bodily abilities by tacit, not
explicit, processes.

Polanyi, then, gives sweeping extension to the notion of the
tacit. The integration of the tacit underlies scientific discovery,
technical invention, and aesthetic creation and appreciation. It
figures in historical and ethical thought. It describes the way
we achieve meaning through the use of language or other sym-
bol systems. And, as we just saw, the from-to structure funec-
tions in perception, in muscular coordination, and in bodily
skills.

Closely connected with the notion of the tacit is what Polanyi
calls “indwelling.” By this term he is drawing our attention
to the way in which we dwell in the subsidiary components of
awareness. Pre-eminently this means that we are embodied
and that our experience always carries with it these roots. Ul-
timately the body functions as the instrument of all knowing
and acting so that we have a subsidiary awareness of it in all
that we do. As Polanyi notes, “ our own body is the only thing
in the world which we normally never experience as an object,
but experience always in terms of the world to which we are
attending from our body.” ® This is clear in terms of the uses
we make of our bodies in perception and action and through
these in communication with others. Such use also includes
the physical extension of our bodies through tools and instru-
ments, In each case we integrate internal components in some
ruled fashion, though one unknown explicitly, to bear on ex-
ternality. Generally the only times we are focally aware of
internal processes is when we are in pain.

More is involved in indwelling, however, than literal physical
embodiedness. When we make something function as the
proximal term, “ we incorporate it in our body-—or extend our

8 Tacit Dimension, p. 16.
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body to include it—so that we come to dwell in it.” * To dwell
in something, then, is to treat it subsidiarily, in the same way
that we treat our bodies. An alternative expression for in-
dwelling is “interiorization.” When we truly accept moral
principles or scientific theories, for instance, we interiorize them.
They function as proximal terms in our processes of under-
standing—we attend to other things from them. These noetic
frameworks form part of our conceptual dwelling.

This has been only a brief review of Polanyi’s epistemology.
It should be clear, though, that he puts the notions of the tacit
and of indwelling to considerable use. They are truly general
concepts intended to be descriptive of the structure of knowing
and acting. They also remind us of the futility of an absolutely
“ impersonal ” account of knowledge. Such an ideal is impos-
sible because it omits the constantly presupposed tacit dimen-
sions in terms of which we understand. No knowledge can be
entirely explicit. Logical positivism in scientific explanation
and similarly restrictive philosophical theories in other fields
are for this reason mistaken.

I

Whitehead’s analysis of experience presents a number of in-
teresting similarities. He, too, argues that experience involves
more than we can analyze and that, in this sense, we know
more than we can ever tell. Also, he views experience as a
process of integration of all kinds of influences into a totality
different from and more than any of its constituents. Finally,
he contends that chief among these influences are bodily ones
which nevertheless do not call attention to themselves. Let
us explore these features in greater detail.

Description of conscious experience presupposes a more gen-
eral description of experience as such. In fact, the ultimate
task of philosophy is to recover the character of actuality from
which consciousness abstracts. “ We experience more than we

® Ibid.
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can analyze, for we experience the universe, and we analyze in
our consciousness a minute selection of its details.” ** We need
then a reversal of abstraction and a formulation of the char-
acter or structure of the wealth from which the emphasis of
consciousness selects. The only starting place for this is the
experience we do enjoy. Our individual experience is the
original fact.

Thus, descriptions of experience presuppose, and must be
judged in terms of, the concrete experience immediately present
to each of us at each succeeding moment. But this must be
done with care. We must divest ourselves of prior conceptions
and theories, and allow this experience to present itself as such.
When we do this, Whitehead contends, we are aware of a vague
sense of activity and passage, heavily causal in character, with
specific features only dimly discernible. This primary experi-
ence, as we shall call it, lies beneath the more clearly defined
presentation of sense data and geometrical location. The first,
more primordial, sense is of what Whitehead calls causal
efficacy. The second, more superficial, layer is what he calls
presentational immediacy.

Many of the previous efforts in the history of philosophy to
analyze experience have tended to emphasize presentational
immediacy. This is a mistake, Whitehead thinks, for we there-
by lose sight of the evidence for causality, for connectedness,
and indeed for otherness in general. A Cartesian stress upon
clear and distinct ideas as the criterion of knowledge accelerates
the difficulty, for what is philosophically most important is
what is most vague and unclear in conscious experience. The
problems generated by the kind of empiricism culminating in
Hume are good evidence of this. We must beware of concepts
which stress the isolated and the changeless, for they are not
at the foundation of experience.

Whitehead’s systematic philosophy involves the construction
of a number of concepts proposed as adequate for the explica-
tion and interpretation of experience. Chief among these is

1® Modes of Thought (New York: Macmillan, 1938), p. 121.
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the notion of “ concrescence,” his term for the coming together
of influences from the past through the unifying activity of the
present. The present moment is always a process of simplifying,
integrating, and unifying the variety of data which flood in
from the immediate past. Concrescence is descriptive of sub-
jectivity and involves a subject engaged in the production of
itself through the way the data are integrated.

Another systematic term which must be introduced is “ pre-
hension.” Each concrescence is composed of prehensions or
feelings. A prehension is a concrete internal relation, descriptive
both of intentionality and of causal influence. It is descriptive
of causal influence because a prehension is the relation between
an object and a subject which must thereby take account of
that object. Causality is thus the efficaciousness of objects in
the self-constitution of subjects. A prehension is also descrip-
tive of intentionality for it is a feeling of its object. Within
concrescence the subject is defined by both its data and the
specific manner of its handling of them. There is no subjectivity
which is not constituted by the unification of data objective to
itself.

Whitehead puts the notion of concrescence to a variety of
uses. It is chiefly an ontological concept, descriptive of the
primary reality of what is most concrete. As such, each con-
crescence is termed an actual entity or occasion. Concrescence
also functions in Whitehead’s epistemology, with an outcome
quite similar to Polanyi’s concept of the tacit. Experience in
each moment always involves simplification—such that any
object of explicit attention is surrounded by a variety of other
objects of which we are only vaguely aware, but which function
to highlight that object.

Whitehead’s own epistemology is directed mainly to the in-
terplay between causal efficacy and presentational immediacy
in the production of a unified experience. This interplay in-
volves what he calls symbolic reference. This is the process in
which notions of causality are attributed to specific ranges of
sense experience, and sense objects function to evoke concepts
from causal eflicacy.
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I think that Polanyi’s analysis of tacit knowing can give
illustration to at least part of what Whitehead is saying.
Polanyi distinguishes four features or structures of tacit
knowing. We shall examine the first three here, reserving the
last for section four. The first, the functional structure, is sim-
ply the role of particular components (usually unspecifiable)
in bearing on the whole in question. In Whitehead’s analysis
this functional structure is in fact the structure which underlies
each moment of experience. In each moment, conscious or
not, data are being integrated into an outcome in which they
function subsidiarily.

The second feature, the phenomenal structure, is that feature
of tacit knowing in which we are vaguely aware of the sub-
sidiary in the appearance of the focal. Because the whole is
more than an aggregate of parts, the parts will be transformed
in appearance in the whole. In Whitehead’s terms there is an
integration of parts or feelings whereby these parts assume a
role in the whole which transcends their own particularity.
A typical example is the role of particular colors in a rich
painting.

The third or semantic structure combines the functional and
phenomenal aspects by its emphasis upon meaning or signifi-
cance. For instance, we can say of the subsidiary parts that
“1it is in terms of their meaning that they enter in to the ap-
pearance of that to which we are attending from.” ** They both
receive their meaning from, and contribute to the meaning of,
the focal event. Thus, we understand syllables and letters in
terms of the meaning to which we are attending from them.

In Whitehead’s analysis of experience the significance enter-
tained in consciousness is emergent from prior activity in a
sense I hope to explain in systematic terms in the next section.
Here we can observe with him that * consciousness flickers;
and even at its brightest, there is a small focal region of clear
illumination, and a large penumbral region of experience which
tells of intense experience in dim apprehension.” **> Conscious-

1 Tacit Dimension, p. 12.
12 Process and Reality (New York: Macmillan, 1929), p. 408.
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ness involves the integration into centers of meaning of con-
cepts derived from this large penumbral region.

Let us turn now to the centrality of embodiedness. For both
philosophers knowledge is an outgrowth of, and is rooted in,
organic life. As centered selves, we build our experiences out
of our bodily deliverances. For Whitehead, as for Polanyi, this
means that our bodies serve as our points of reference, the
means whereby we locate everything else. Further, though this
is perhaps clearer in Whitehead, our bodies serve as amplifiers
for our experience, calling attention in the process not to them-
selves ordinarily, but rather to what is transmitted or achieved.
As Whitehead puts it, “ the human body . . . concentrates upon
those elements in human experiences selected for conscious
perception intensities of subjective form derived from com-
ponents dismissed into shadow.”** On the other hand, the felt
“ withness ” of the body provides clear testimony to its sub-
sidiary use.** For both philosophers, then, our embodiedness is
the means whereby we experience the world and orient our-
selves in regard to it. It is our central dwelling, functioning
constantly in a subsidiary manner.

Still another area in which Polanyi’s analysis of the tacit
can give illustration to a Whiteheadian thesis relates to self-
consciousness. Whitehead contends that it is impossible for the
satisfaction or completion of concrescence to contain conscious-
ness of itself.*® For one thing, this would open the door to an
infinite regress, thereby threatening the integrity of con-
crescence. Polanyi’s analysis suggests another reason: to at-
tempt to identify the particulars by virtue of which a present
process of integration is accomplished is to require that these

1% Adventures of Ideas (New York: Macmillan, 1933), p. 439.

14 Whitehead contends that such “ withness ” provides direct evidence of causal
efficacy and accuses Hume of inconsistency in recognizing this withness of the
body but concluding to his form of scepticism about causality. See Process and
Reality, p. 125.

1% “ No actual entity can be conscious of its own satisfaction; for such knowledge
would be a component in the process, and would thereby alter the satisfaction.”
Process and Reality, p. 130.
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particulars function subsidiarily and focally at the same time.
We dwell in this integration and cannot at the same time attend
to it.*¢

1T

Polanyi’s notion of the tacit dimension and its integration
can in these ways serve to clarify and illustrate parts of White-
head’s epistemology. However, the process philosopher can
in turn provide assistance in understanding some other features
of how the tacit operates. I have in mind particularly what
we might call the social and historical dimensions of the tacit
as well as those dealing with what we term the transmission
of the tacit. Forms of life and institutions in which we dwell
are profoundly social in character and yet also effective in
mdividual thought and action. Similarly, conceptual and bodily
skills as well as knowledge once achieved or acquired must be
transmitted into the new present. It is not clear from Polanyi
how we are to understand this.

In this context Whitehead’s systematic concepts of “ proposi-
tion ” and of “ transmutation ” are highly significant. A proposi-
tion is a hybrid entity, entertained in experience as a contrast
or fusion between a nexus of occasions and a complex form
of definiteness. The former is the logical subject (s) and the
latter is the predicative pattern. A proposition, then, is a
possibility of a set of actualities exhibiting some particular
quality in a “ determinate mode of restricted reference.”

The main function of propositions, in Whitehead’s view, is
not for belief or for judgment, but rather “to be relevant as
a lure for feeling ” and thus as data for the self-constitution
of subjects.”® Propositions have their own kind of reality and

18T have argued elsewhere for the distinction between datal and adverbial con-
sciousness. Datal consciousness 1s consciousncss of the self by that same self in that
moment and is ruled out by both Whitehead and Polanyi. By contrast, adverbial
consciousness is that awareness accompanying the process of integration; it is aware-
ness with, rather than awareness of, that process. See “A Suggestion on ‘ Con-
sciousness * in Process and Reality,” Process Studies (Spring, 1973), pp. 41-42.

7 Process and Reality, p. 393.

*8 Ibid., p. 87.
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exist independent of any particular finite subject.** “In every
proposition, as such and without going beyond it, there is
complete indeterminateness so far as concerns its own realiza~
tion in a propositional feeling, and as regards its own truth.” *
As lures for feeling, propositions function to evoke relevant sub-
jects into recreating them in their own subjective immediacy.
Subjects are relevant to the extent that they are of sufficient
complexity to include the required logical subjects.

Transmutation, in turn, is the mental operation involving
propositional feelings whereby similar forms of definiteness are
judged to apply to similar actualities so that the actualities
as a whole are felt to have the unity of one object defined by
the same predicate. A simple illustration comes from perceptual
experience. Thus our experience of the many blades of grass
as green issues in our experience of the green lawn. But the
concept of transmutation holds promise for a much wider range
of application. Think, for example, of the special kinds of value
and meaning that Polanyi identifies as the semantic structure of
tacit knowledge. And then consider the distinction that Donald
Sherburne makes between vertical and horizontal transmuta-
tion as drawing attention to the difference between extensive
and intensive meaning respectively.

Vertical transmutation refers to the operation whereby feel-
ings of microcosmic entities are integrated into macrocosmie
perception. Horizontal transmutation “is a category to con-
centrate macrocosmic entities into one focal point of experi-
ence.” ** The focal point is saturated with the significance
or meaning derivative from relevant, related past experiences.
To use Sherburne’s own illustration: “it is in terms of vertical

2 The reason for the qualification is the necessary reference to the primordial
nature of God which the ontological principle requires in this case. The ontological
principle is that “every condition to which the process of becoming conforms in
any particular instance, has its reason either in the character of some actual
entity in the actual world of that concrescence, or in the character of the subject
which is in process of concrescence,” Process and Reality, p. 36.

20 Process and Reality, p. 394,

?* Donald Sherburne, A Whiteheadian Aesthetic (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1961), p. 162.
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transmutation that the welter of actual occasions constitutive
of a man are prehended as a unity, but it is in virtue of hori-
zontal transmutation that significance is attached to the con-
cept of ‘man.’” *

Horizontal transmutation also applies to other, more en-
compassing, features of the taecit, such as the social and cultural
institutions which tacitly govern our thought and action. Such
social institutions are the product of the customary objectifi-
cations or associations of particular predicative patterns with
particular logical subjects. The predicative patterns define the
significance attached to that object or action, function as rules
for the use or objectification or understanding of the object
or action, and thus constitute it a social institution. It follows
that social institutions are not, of themselves, self-perpetuating,
but are sustained only through the individual members or per-
sons constituting the society with those institutions.

Whitehead’s systematic concepts can also clarify the trans-
mission of tacit powers from the past into the present. In
Whitehead’s philosophy ideas, practices, and institutions once
laboriously established in mentality or abstracted from previ-
ous practice and then clarified in mentality can be understood
as transmitted subsequently in a manner not unlike physical
causation. Whitehead’s term for this is hybrid physical pre-
hension—the physical feeling of conceptual activity in a past
occasion. Both data and subjective form or valuation of the
data are part of the inheritance from the past requiring con-
formal prehension in the present. For instance, what we are
to understand by ‘ objective nature’ is itself an idea intersub-
jectively established or clarified. But once established or clari-
fied, the idea then exercises power over subsequent thinking.
It is a power in which we dwell which functions like a disposi-
tion, being called into play when appropriate.

Thus, what was once an essentially intellectual affair later
exerts an almost physical influence—as technology so vividly
illustrates in our own day. Institutions such as our concept

*2 Ibid., p. 163,
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of law or of ‘objective nature’ always have associated with
them a dimension of mentality that the more physical influences
do not. But the former is like the latter in that ideas as well
as skills once won only with great effort can be retained with
minimal attention, and indeed frequently function with no
attention or effort as embedded in our primary experience in-
herited from our past. They are defining characteristics geneti-
cally imposed by the past upon the present and effective until
revised. As we dwell in them, they function tacitly or sub-
sidiarily.
v

The other dimension of Polanyi’s thought which we shall ex-
plore relates to the ontological. Polanyi terms the fourth struc-
ture of tacit knowing the ontological structure. This is because
he claims an isomorphism between knowing and being—a cor-
respondence between the structure of comprehension and its
object. He contends that we will “find the structure of tacit
knowing duplicated in the principles which account for the
stability and effectiveness of all real comprehensive entities.” **

The universe Polanyi depicts is filled with strata of realities
linked in hierarchies. The relation of a higher reality to a
lower one is that of a comprehensive entity to its particulars.
The parallel with tacit knowing is that “ the operations of a
higher level cannot be accounted for by the laws governing its
particulars forming the lower level.” * Just as the data known
subsidiarily function to make possible the focal object, so the
lower level of reality makes possible the higher—but in neither
case does the former determine the latter.

A convenient illustration is the giving of a speech, with its
five-levelled hierarchy of comprehensive entities, the principles
of each level leaving room for control by those of the next
higher level:

The voice you produce is shaped into words by a vocabulary; a
given vocabulary is shaped into sentences in accordance with gram-

2 Tacit Dimension, p. 34. 24 Ibid., p. 36.
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mar; and the sentences can be made to fit into a style, which in
its turn is made to convey the ideas of a literary composition.?®

The illustration concerns human skills and performances, but
according to Polanyi the principle applies to persons themselves
as well as to the hierarchy of levels found elsewhere among
natural entities. All living things, for instance, rest upon the
principles explicated by chemistry and physics, but they are
not reducible to these principles. Among living things, in turn,
there is a clear hierarchy of biotic levels. In each case, “it
is impossible to represent the organizing principles of a higher
level by the laws governing its isolated particulars.”?* It has
its own integrity.

Another important example is Polanyi’s analysis of the mind-
body relationship in these terms. Here also we are to under-
stand “ the relation between body and mind as an instance of
the relation between the subsidiary and the focal in tacit knowl-
edge.” ** The logical structure governing tacit knowing mirrors
the ontological structure governing persons. The bodily prin-
ciples studied in biology and physiology constitute the boundary
conditions governed by the higher principle of mentality. We
lose sight of the higher principle when, like behaviorists, we
concentrate solely on the lower—the bodily workings. Then
we fail to see the integration accomplished by mentality—its
functioning as it operates within the boundary conditions left
indeterminate by neurophysiological mechanisms. We dwell
fully only in our own bodies and our minds are their principles
of highest integration. It is in this sense that “ mind is the
meaning of certain bodily mechanisms; it is lost from view
when we look at them focally.”

The resemblance to Whitehead’s theory of societies of actual
occasions is considerable. For he too speaks of higher or more

5 Ibid.

% Ibid.

*7¢ The Structure of Consciousness,” Knowing and Being, ed. Marjorie Grene
(Chicago: TUniversity of Chicago Press, 1969), p. 219.

28 ¢ Life’s Irreducible Structure,” Knowing and Being, ed. Marjorie Grene
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969), p. 238.
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complex entities which presuppose and involve lower ones.
Such complex entities both depend upon these lower ones and
are unaccountable in terms solely of them. In this sense, White-
head accepts Polanyi’s principle of dual control. As we saw,
Polanyi claims that different principles control a comprehensive
entity at different levels. Whitehead claims that a complex
society includes a number of simpler societies, thereby including
though also transcending their defining characteristics.

Societies with consciousness, for instance, are a higher sys-
tem and integrating unity of lower system physiological pro-
cesses. The higher system is governed by—in the sense of
dependent upon—certain of the restrictions controlling the
lower order system, but is not reducible to it. Yet the higher
order system (in this case, mind) is not of a different ontological
type from the lower. It differs from it rather by virtue of its
greater complexity. In this way Whitehead locates mentality
firmly within natural processes and views it as a natural
emergent.

It is because Whitehead sees nature as alive and mind as
rooted in it that Marjorie Grene expresses her admiration for
his thought.

Ever since Descartes, even ever since Democritus, men have tried
to rectify the alienation of the intellect and to make our thoughts
more at home in the world. In this century, the most profound
and comprehensive effort of this sort has been the philosophy
of Whitehead.?

She also suggests that “ the ontology that issues from Polanyi’s
or from Merleau-Ponty’s arguments about knowledge is in
many points close to that of Whitehead.” ** Merleau-Ponty
is not under consideration here, but we have agreed about the
similarity between Polanyi and Whitehead. Yet there are dif-

* Knower and the Known, p. 224. On p. 227 she observes that Nature and
Life ought, together with Process and Reality, to have constituted as marked a
turning point in Western philosophy as that initiated by the Cartesian Medita-
tions.” She adds, “ but conceptual reform comes hard.”

®0 Ibid.
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ferences between these ontologies. In the next section we will
examine two of these differences. In each case, I think White-
head’s philosophy provides the more satisfying account.

Vv

One significant difference between the ontologies of Polanyi
and Whitehead appears in their analyses of performances, or
their products, such as works of art, theories, games, etc. As
we saw, Polanyi regards performances as comprehensive en-
tities subject to the same sort of analysis as natural entities.
Indeed, he judges some performances to have greater reality
than natural entities.®* Whitehead, I suggest, would analyze
the meaning of performances as consisting in propositions and
their actuality as rooted in the activity of societies of occasions.

Let us take one of Polanyi’s own illustrations, a chess game.
Whitehead would consider it an event situated in the relation-
ships between two ongoing societies of occasions, the players.
However, the game is not actual in the way that the chess
board, the chess men and the players are actual. Nor does
it enjoy a higher level of reality. Prior to their playing, it was
a relevant possibility, functioning as a lure for feeling. While
it is played (and afterwards) its reality is rooted in the details
of the actuality of the players. Its meaning is a function of the
way they include or prehend or objectify the relevant proposi-
tions.

We can enlarge the significance of this point by observing
that for Whitehead it is finally the individual occasions that
are most concrete. Of course societies are real, but their reality
depends upon the cohesive relations established among their
component and constitutive occasions. It is fundamenta] in
Whitehead’s thought “ that there is no agency in abstraction
from actual occasions, and that existence involves implication

3t For Polanyi the reality of something is greater or deeper in proportion to its
ability to manifest “itself in yet unthought of ways in the future,” Tacit Dimen-
sion, p. 82. Thus a system of law or a scientific theory would have greater reality
than a stone.
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in agency.” ** This is for Whitehead the clear meaning of what
he terms the “ ontological principle.” ** Polanyi seems more
Platonic at this point.

The second difference we shall consider relates to the ground
for the emergence of the novel and the more complex or higher.
Having identified the root process of tacit knowing with the
emergence of new kinds of comprehensive entities, Polanyi
has on his hands the question of the ultimate sources of in-
novation both in knowing and being. The clear thrust of pre-
vious arguments has been against the adequacy of any reduc-
tionistic answer—innovations are not exhaustively explainable
in terms of prior components. Sometimes, then, Polanyi seems
to suggest that this means there is no further account of
emergence. Higher levels in both knowing and being are logical-
ly unspecifiable in terms of particulars belonging to lower levels.
In each case there is a logical gap which is somehow leaped.

At other times, though, Polanyi utilizes the two notions of
imagination and potentiality. Imagination, for instance, is
cited in connection with innovations in tacit knowledge. Con-
sider the ability of the human body to correct for left-right
inverting spectacles. The adjustment requires time and effort.
But it is not an intellectual correction, achieved by means of
reversing the visual image. Rather the body responds by a
novel integration of the sensory data in which the traditional
concepts of left and right are superseded. This bodily adjust-
ment illustrates the dynamic of tacit knowing: “the questing
imagination vaguely anticipating experiences not yet grounded
in subsidiary particulars evokes these subsidiaries and thus
implements the experience the imagination has sought to
achieve.” ®*

2 Adventures of Ideas, p. 879.

3 See note 19 above. Qddly, Polanyi also seems to give greater reality to what
he calls “meaningless inanimate being” than does Whitehead who would con-
sider inanimate matter an abstraction from component occasions which as such
have at least low order meaningfulness. Sece Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge (New
York: Harper and Row, 1964), p. 389.

84 ¢ Sense-Giving and Sense-Reading,” pp. 199-200. Ttalics deleted.
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The key is the striving imagination with its end or aim on the
one hand, which evokes the focally unknown subsidiary means
on the other hand. However, there seems to be no comparable
agency in innovations in being. New wholes utilizing appropri-
ate subsidiary structures seem to emerge spontaneously rather
than by imaginative effort. Imagination is only a partial an-
swer.

In both knowing and being there is “a field of potentialities
which evoke action.” *®* It is these potentialities or final causes
which seem to provide the burden of Polanyi’s answer. In re-
gard to the process of emergence in both knowing and being,
he contends that “ the assumption that this process is evoked
by the accessibility of the higher levels of stable meaning which
it eventually achieves, seems compelling.” ** In regard to what
it i1s that triggers the actualization of this potentiality, he is
willing to say only that it may be either ““accident ” or “the
operation of first causes.” ¥’

It seems to me that to rest with an appeal to potentiality as
“evoking ” new forms of being and knowing is to rest in incom-
plete explanation. There are at least two issues which need
further attention. One is the source and character of the thrust
or urge toward actualization. The other is how potentiality
is accessible in an orderly fashion. On these points I think
Whitehead’s philosophy is both more rigorous and more satis-
fying.

In regard to the first issue, Whitehead is quite similar to
Polanyi in his emphasis upon imagination. For what he calls
“ appetition,” of which imagination would be one species, is
basic to concrescence. Each act is synthesized around an aim
which functions to evoke and to order the subsidiary means
for its achievement. But appetition is itself an illustration of
a more primordial notion—what Whitehead calls “ creativity.”

% Tacit Dimension, p. 91.

% Ibid., p. 90.

5T Ibid. See also Personal Knowledge, p. 384, where he identifies the ground
of evolutionary progress as the potentiality of a stable open system.
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It is creativity which is descriptive of the ongoingness of the
world. It is the principle both of togetherness and of novelty.
“The ultimate metaphysical principle is the advance from
disjunction to conjunction, creating a novel entity other than
the entities given in disjunction.” ** Creativity is not a thing,
however, for it has no actuality in itself. It is internal, not
external, to occasions. Thus it is actual only through its
*“ creatures ”—the constantly emerging occasions of becoming.
It is individualized in and characterizes both deity and the
world. As a metaphysically ultimate notion, it is “ inexplicable
either in terms of higher universals or in terms of the com-
ponents participating in the concrescence.” *

The second problem is how the order there is in the world
is sustained in the midst of change. How is it that novelty
is not hopelessly at cross purposes with everything else? In
Polanyi’s terms, the issue is how relevant potentiality is acces-
sible. Whitehead’s answer involves his ontological principle,
for by it potentiality must be located or rooted somewhere,
in some actuality. This in turn requires “ the actual but non-
temporal entity whereby the indetermination of mere creativity
is transmuted into a determinate freedom. This non-temporal
actual entity is what men call God.” *°

Notice that Whitehead speaks of a “ determinate freedom.”
On the one hand, potentiality guides; on the other hand, a
range of freedom is preserved for determinations by the in-
dividual occasions. This requires that deity function as White-
head describes—as lure rather than as coercive agent. In
Whitehead’s system deity is required both as the ground for
the ordering and grading of possibilities as well as the agency
through which these possibilities are available as relevant lures
to occasions. Deity thereby provides the conditions for order
as well as for growth in complexity. Apart from some such
functioning there seems to be a disjunction of fundamental
notions and a consequent fragmentation of explanation.

38 Process and Reality, p. 82.
2 Ibid.
0 Religion in the Making (New York: Macmillan, 1926), p. 90.
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\2!

Let us sum up. We have explored a number of areas of
similarity between the thought of Polanyi and Whitehead.
There are other areas, such as Polanyi’s notions on the nature
of commitment, where the two men seem dissimilar. But the
tacit dimension seems fundamental to both. For both philoso-
phers, knowledge always involves a from-to structure, with
a large and constantly presupposed subsidiary component. As
Polanyi observes, “ while tacit knowledge can be possessed by
itself, explicit knowledge must rely on being tacitly understood
and applied. Hence all knowledge is either tacit or rooted in
tacit knowledge.” * And as Whitehead contends, the process
constitutive of concrescence is one of integration in which ex-
plicit inference plays only a minor role, if indeed it is present
at all.

For both, the self is bound to the world by data treated
subsidiarily in knowledge as clues to that world. The original
of this bond to the world is that enjoyed by the self with its
body. In this sense, man is necessarily embodied, drawing the
richness characteristic of his experience from the miracle of
bodily coordination. Whitehead’s concept of causal efficacy
expresses this well. Polanyi’s extension of tacit integration to
cover bodily agency as well as perception enriches Whitehead’s
thought in this comparison. We can say that for both philoso-
phers one’s actions also constitute the shape of his identity
rather than being only incomplete embodiments of some hidden
self. Embodiedness is a means of expression as well as of recep-
tion.

We also saw the concern of both philosophers to provide a
comprehensive scheme in which man and his powers are lo-
cated firmly and yet plausibly within nature. In fact it is the
Newtonian legacy of the dichotomy between nature and man
that stimulated both to enter philosophy. Polanyi attempts
to overcome this dichotomy by arguing that man shares his

42 “ The Logic of Tacit Inference,” p. 144.
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tacit powers with animals and that the higher forms of life
“may be present in traces long before they become promi-
nent.” > He is not wholly successful in this effort, however, as
his references to ““meaningless inanimate being ” would sug-
gest.*

Whitehead’s argument is far more systematic and compre-
hensive, suggesting that “ nature dead ” (as studied with con-
cepts reducible to mass in motion) is but an abstraction from
“nature alive” (as exhibiting value and aim). This is the
point of his contending that actual occasions are descriptive
of the most concrete level of existence, no matter what the
complexity of actuality in question—* God is an actual entity,
and so is the most trivial puff of existence in far-off empty
space.” ** And it is within this system of occasions that God
is seen to lure ever greater achievements of value, in all parts
of nature.

Polanyi’s work was first published almost three decades after
Whitehead’s, so there can be no question of his influencing
Whitehead. And Polanyi seems to have arrived at his notions
independent of any direct influence from Whitehead. As this
paper has sought to establish, however, the parallels between
their ideas are strong. Of greater significance, though, is that
these ideas are important. In this intensely analytic age, the
study of both men deserves and rewards greater attention.

JouNn B. BENNETT
Northland College
Ashland, Wisconsin

¢% « Life’s Irreducible Structure,” p. 284.
43 See note 83 above.
¢ Process and Redlity, p. 28.



THE THIRD WAY TO GOD: A NEW APPROACH *

[ )

MONG THE MOST famous unintentional ironies among
the great thinkers we must surely include St. Thomas’s
aim, avowed in the prologue to the Summa Theologtae,

to simplify theology so as to make it understandable to be-
ginners or novices.! For those still wrestling with the problem
of God the irony becomes especially sharpened in the case of
the five ways. Apparently Aquinas was thoroughly convinced
that these arguments, bared to the bone as they are, rationally
establish the existence of God for any open mind ready and
willing to tread the sometimes rough back roads of study and
reflection preparatory to laying hold of the senses of the terms
in the context of what we would call the philosophy and science
of his day. Yet it does not seem extravagent to say that the
proofs that flowed from Aquinas looking so lucid and cogent
elicit In our time as much dissent as assent. After having
patiently retraced Aquinas’s steps, some find themselves
puzzled and others baffled by some arguments. Even some
who broadly accept the ways confess themselves confounded
by enigmatic particulars in the proofs. The doctors among
the Thomists also disagree. Two interpreters proud of being
counted thoroughgoing Thomists may affirm the validity of
all five ways but part company on the import and implication
of each of the ways.* In recent years the gap between general

* The substance of this paper was read at the Eleventh Conference on Medi-
eval Studies, the University of Western Michigan, May, 1976.

*In the prologue to the Summa Theologize (Madrid: Bibliotheca de Autores
Cristianos, 1961) Aquinas makes it his object as a “ teacher of Catholic truth”
to instruct not only advanced students but also “incipientes erudire.” By doing
away with barriers that block understanding, he hopes to reach ‘huius doc-
trinae novitios.”

? A very curious species of exegesis, it seems to me, is the minority view that
the five ways are really only one way presented in five accidentally different

50
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thrust and particulars of analysis has piqued interpreters of the
third way.? The move from contingent beings to a per se

logical garbs. This simplistic reductionism flies in the face of the plain, unqualified
littera of Aquinas in his last systematic presentation of proofs for God in a work
of his very late or mature period: “. .. that God exists can be proved in five
ways.” (Sum. theol., I, 2, 3). The abolition of logically specific differences among
the ways also impoverishes the case for a rational theism. This questionable
retrenchment leaves only one sector, that of essence and existence,—a metaphysical
strand, obscure, if not impenetrable, to many—available as a springboard for
the movement of the mind to God. It strips philosophers dealing with God of the
analytically and psychologically “ most powerful ” argument, that of finality,
for the existence of God. The prologus to the Exposition on the Gospel of St.
John extols the proof from finality: “. . . et haec est via efficacissima.” The
way of finality is the most effective in the line of demonstration because the
final cause is sovereign among the causes; it is the cause of causes. Happily, as
just indicated, here what is most intelligible analytically or quoad se jibes with
what is the most persuasive psychologically or quoad nos. The most compelling
argument for God seems to be the most appealing to the mind of the common man.
This is probably why, as Etienne Gilson notes, the biblical writers find God
glorified in His works. On this point see Gilson, The Elements of Christian Philos-
ophy (New York: New American Library, 1963; reprint of what first appeared
in 1960), p. 827, n. 2. In Aquinas’s prologue this mode of finality, along with
three other modes, formally bears on the nature of God but it implicitly proves,
as the fifth way does explicitly, the existence of God as the supreme intelligence
governing the umiverse. See In Joannem Ewangelistam expositio (Parma: Typis
Petri Fiaccadori, 1860), X, prologus, p. 279. .

® The third way is of course located in Sum. Theol., I, 2, 3. “The third way
is taken from the possible and the necessary, which goes as follows. We find
in things certain entities which are possibles able to exist and not to exist: since
certain things, we find, are generated and corrupted and as a consequence are
possibles able to exist and not to exist. It is impossible, however, that all such
beings always exist: because what is a possible able not to exist, at some time
does not exist. Hence if all beings are possibles able not to exist, there was at
a certain time nothing at all in existence. But if this is true, there would be
even now nothing in existence: because what does not exist does not begin to
exist save in virtue of something that does exist; hence, if there was nothing
in existence, it was impossible that something began to exist and thus at this
moment there would be nothing in existence: this consequent is plainly false.
Therefore not all beings are possibles: but there must be something necessary in
things. Every necessary being, moreover, either has or has not the cause of its
necessity from another being. Now it is impossible to proceed to infinity among
necessary beings that have a cause of their necessity just as it is mot possible
among efficient causes, as already proved. Therefore it is necessary to posit
something which is per se necessary, a being that does not have its necessity from
another but one that is the cause of necessity in others: this being all men call
God.” In the earlier part of the proof possibile is translated in a technically
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necessary being seems compelling,* but it is not at all clear
how contingent beings in nature demand, first of all, a being
necessary by another without which they would be annihilated.®

Pitching the proof through and through on a metaphysical
level, one group of interpreters betrays little perplexity, it is
true, in rising from the sheerly contingent to the per se neces-
sary.® A contingent being, the argument begins, is one that of
its nature draws its existence from, or is dependent for its exis-
tence on, another. The attempt to conceive a totality of things

tautologous fashion as a “ possible able to exist” in order to underline the fact
that the argument builds on the contingent beings we first meet in natural knowl-
edge. A variant reading, “Impossibile est autem omnia quae sunt, talia esse,”
drops semper and alters the translation (of the beginning of the third sentence
in the passage above) to read: “It is impossible that all beings be such.” This
second reading seems less awkward; in any case, its acceptance in a critical edition
would not substantially affect the thrust, along with the chief difficulty, of the
argument.

¢ The text of the third way, translated in the preceding note, strictly speaks
not of contingent beings but of possible beings. Since the proof starts from beings
of nature coming to be and passing away, these possible beings are real possibles
or what we may call physical possibles. They exist but they are able to cease
to exist; and indeed because of the matter that composes them they are bound
to cease to exist. We must sharply distinguish the physical possible from the
absolute or logical possible. This latter possibility obtains whenever a predicate
is not repugnant or not contradictory to a subject. It is absolutely possible for
Socrates to sit down but impossible for him to be at once both a man and a dog.
For the physical possible see Sum. theol., I, 88, 8; Summa contra gentiles (Taurini:
Marietti, 1927), II, 80; and De potentic Dei (Taurini: Marietti, 1927), 5, 8.
For the absolute possible see Sum. theol., I, 25, 8.

®The contemporary problem with the third way was first raised by Paul
Gény, S.J., in “Les preuves thomistes de ’existence de Dieu,” Revue de philosophie
(31), 1924, pp. 578-86. See the fine, comprehensive article of Thomas Kevin
Connolly, O.P., “The Basis for the Third Proof of the Existence of God,” The
Thomist (17), July, 1954, pp. 286-87. As Fr. Comnolly shows, pp. 284-85, all
of the older commentators, evidencing no awareness of any aporia or lacuna, passed
over the third way with a minimum of comment. A number of recent responses
to the problem, none of them altogether unsatisfactory, are surveyed on pp. 287-99.

®See Gerard Smith, S.J., Natural Theology (New York: Macmillan, 1951),
pp. 125-27. Joseph Owens, C.Ss. R., An Elementary Christian Metaphysics (Mil-
waukee: Bruce, 1963), pp. 347-48, uses roughly the same approach. R. Garrigou-
LaGrange, Dieu: son existence et sa nature (Paris: Beauchesne, 1933; 6th edition),
Pp. 269-70 takes a similar exclusively metaphysical tack. It may be safely said
that a good majority of the scholastic manuals of this century substantially agree
with this straightforwardly metaphysical interpretation.
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made up of only contingent beings fails. Such a universe would
literally come to nothing for the contingents would simply be
without any not-from-another source of existence. From
another angle, a universe made up of all contingent beings could
never even come into existence. Hence there follows the ir-
resistible conclusion: there must be a per se necessary being.
Clad in even this abbreviated garb, the argument is impressive
and strikes some as absolutely coercive. In this context, how-
ever, it seems saddled with one major shortcoming: however
apparently forceful, it is simply not identical with the third
way of St. Thomas. Aquinas starts with physical possibles as
his explicandum: these are what first call for some necessary
being in nature, presumably one whose necessity is derivative.
The proof that we have summarized transposes the original
data, beings composed of matter and form or physical possibles,
into what we may label metaphysical possibles,” beings com-
posed of essence and existence. Having altered the starting-
point, this approach is bound to alter the precise point about
the hypothetical annihilation of a purely contingent universe.
As we shall see presently in more detail, Aquinas argues that if
no necessary being existed, already existing contingents would
have been annihilated. Yet this significantly modified version
reasons that if no necessary being existed, nothing would have
come into existence. Metaphysically neater and tighter, this
recasting of Aquinas’s third way requires fewer causal assump-
tions and smoothly outflanks the most formidable difficulty.
Unfortunately, to repeat, it suffers from one liability: it is
specifically different from the third way, it is a restatement
that radically changes the third way.

Like the other ways to God, the third way, while formally
metaphysical, is foundationally physical.® It begins with data

"We are employing the term “ metaphysical possibles” only in the loose or
extended sense, since Aquinas ordinarily confines the acceptation of real possibles
to generables and corruptibles.

8 Because man is a being of nature among other beings of nature, because the
proper object of the human intellect is material or sensible being (Sum. theol, I,
84, 7), natural philosophy must precede metaphysics in the order of learning.
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from medieval natural science, the fundamental sectors of
which we call today philosophy of nature. The third way starts
from beings that come to be and pass away, whose continued
existence is inexplicable without some necessary being. To
put this in more detail but still broadly, the third way divides
into two parts. Part I moves from physical possibles to some
necessary being. Part II moves from a being necessary by
another to the being necessary of itself that is God. Part II
iterates under the rubric of necessity notions that bulk large
in the first and second ways. A being necessary by another
must have its necessity caused by another, and we cannot con-
ceive of an infinite chain of essentially related caused necessary
beings: so we must posit a being whose necessity is uncaused.
Assuming that the reasoning in part II is sound, we may focus
attention on part I, which subdivides into four parts. (1)
Nature contains physical possibles, corruptibles, each of which
will in time pass away. (2) If only physical possibles exist,
then at some time nothing exists. (8) If at one time nothing
exists, nothing would now exist.? (4) Since the consequent of
(8) is false, some necessary being must exist. Propositions (2)
and (8) in the modus tollens syllogism are interlinked. The
denial of the consequent of hypothetical proposition (3) entails
the denial of its antecedent. Now the antecedent of proposi-
tion (8) is identical with the consequent of proposition (2):
its denial carries with it the denial of the antecedent in proposi-
tion (2). The implication in proposition (8) seems unchal-
lengeable: from nothing nothing comes. But the reason for

In librum Boethii de trinitate, quaestiones quinia et sexta, ed. Wyser (Louvain:
E. Nauwelaert, 1948), 5, 1, ad 10. Since the science of being psychologically rests
upon and derives from the general science of mobile being, arguments purporting
to prove that God is, in the broad sense, the author of nature must take as their
starting-point the findings of natural philosophy.

® Sum. theol., I, 2, 8. “. . . if all beings are possibles able not to exist, there
was at a certain time nothing in existence. But if this is true, there would be
even now nothing in existence: because what does not exist does not begin
to exist save in virtue of something that does exist; . . . thus at this moment
there would be nothing in existence: this consequent is plainly false. Therefore
not all things are possibles. . . .”
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the passage from antecedent to consequent in proposition (2)
appears dark and elusive. It is not at all clear why a world
made up of only physical possibles would have to collapse into
complete nothingness, The basis for this flatly asserted entail-
ment is then a crux or perhaps the crux of the third way. If
it defies explanation, if all solutions only issue in insoluble para-
doxes, then the third way would seem to break down beyond
repair on its physical-foundational side.

Some Thomists of stature maintain that the obscure entail-
ment implies an infinite time during which all merely con-
tingent beings would go out of existence. Fr. F. C. Copleston
writes; “. .. if time is infinite and if all things are capable of
not existing, this potentiality would inevitably be fulfilled in
infinite time.”*® Etienne Gilson concurs in essentials with
Copleston: “...if ... merely possible from all eternity, there
must have come a moment when a thing ceased to exist. But
this applies to all merely possible things, singly and collec-
tively.” ** However, even granted the plausible but unverifiable
hypothesis of an infinite time, it seems doubtful that an un-
ending string of generations and corruptions would “inevitably”
evacuate the universe of all possibles. The number of in-
dividuals in any species is potentially infinite because the pri-
mary matter in which all forms are subjectified is pure potency,
i.e., a potency for any and every form, a materially infinite
capacity for new forms.'* An infinite time is paralleled and
matched by the infinite potentiality that is primary matter.
However far the time-line is stretched, there are always new
generables arising out of the old corruptibles within the com-

1R, C. Copleston, Aquinas (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1955), p. 120.

* Gilson, op. cit., p. 79.

2In The Five Ways (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), p. 65, Anthony
Kenny argues that we are guilty of the quantifier-shift fallacy, i.e., of false
generalization, if we think of primary matter as common to all substantial changes.
But surely if primary matter is sheerly undifferentiated and underlies any one
substantial change taken as typical, it must underlie all other substantial changes.
Kenny’s objection savors of quibbling, since he immediately drops the point and
continues to concede, as he does elsewhere throughout, that it is not fallacious
to regard primary matter as the substratum common in all substantial changes.
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mon substratum that is neither generable nor corruptible.
According to Fr. Thomas K. Connolly, a physical possible can-
not continue in existence over an infinite span of time.** Since
a corruptible being that never was corrupted in an infinite
duration would have to be actually, really incorruptible, its
potency for being corrupted has to manifest itself in an infinite
time. It is undoubtedly true that any one possible must be
corrupted in an infinite time,** but it seems false to leap to

** Connolly, loc. cit., pp. 331-82. The passage from In de caelo, I, 1. 26, n. 2
that he summarizes on pp. 333-34 goes no farther than establishing that a pos-
sible, if it is really per se corruptible, must corrupt at some time. Only by
false generalization can we move from the inescapable corruption of one con-
tingent to the utter destruction of all physical possibles. The text from In de
gen., I, L. 7, n. 6, quoted on p. 334, n. 59, is mortal to the infinite-duration option,
for it makes clear that generation and corruption would go on endlessly in a
cosmos perpetually in motion.

14 Kenny, op. cif., pp. 62-63 puts this argument of Aquinas down as fallacious:

. it makes use of ab esse ad posse valet consequentia, which as we have seen
holds only for logical possibility. There is no reason why there should not be
something which exists for ever without having the power to exist for ever; beings
perhaps kept in existence, like the Vestal Virgins’ fire, by powers resident in a
succession of external agents. Such a thing might very well have the power not
to exist, for all Aquinas’ argument shows.” Unfortunately, this rather subtle
objection secms open to rejoinder on more than one count. First, the ab esse ad
posse formula is not limited to logical possibility. It is solidly established as a
working rule of all experimental sciences and practical sciences like engineering
and medicine, Because we have observed the explosive character of TNT in the
past, we take precautions against the real possibility of a future explosion. After
illicitly dismissing ab esse ad posse as a merely logical dictum, Xenny incongruously
invokes logical possibility to counter the inevitable corruption of a physical possible.
Indeed there is “ no reason why ” a physical possible may not exist forever in terms
of absolute or logical possibility. A human body can exist forever, not on its own re-
sources, however, but through the extrinsic power, as Christians believe, of grace or
glory (De pot., 5, 3, ad 8). But in terms of its ontic character or nature, a physical
possible has to corrupt over an infinite time, Its nature—especially its material
component—makes it an intrinsic possible or contingent: it is so intrinsically
determined that it cannot go on existing forever. As the old scholastic dictum
has it, “ Operation follows upon nature.,” Apart from a miracle, a thing by and
large has to behave according to its nature. Wherever modern thought drops the
concept of nature, the lines between intrinsic (physical) and extrinsic (logical)
possibility tend to be blurred. Thus we should not be altogether surprised that
some philosophers hold that machines can strictly and formally think, and we
may surmise that other thinkers are capable of defending the views that tables
can talk, that shrimps can whistle, and that chimpanzees, if properly encouraged

3
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the further conclusion that thereby all physical possibles must
be corrupted in an infinite duration. In an endless duration
generation and corruption go on endlessly. An infinite time
does not exist all at once but segment by segment. Corres-
pondingly, in each time-segment new physical possibles are
aborning out of the old. An infinite time then cannot account
for the contrary-to-fact annihilation of all possibles hypo-
thetically bereft of the support of some necessary being, for
primary matter is as perpetual as the hypothesized infinite
time itself.

We may now venture a fresh line of analysis in the hope of
locating in the proof itself some guiding-thread that may help
point the way out. One such clue may lie in Aquinas’s ap-
parently casual but actually significant mention of beings that
are necessary by another. A necessary being is one that cannot
be otherwise; once launched into existence, it cannot not exist.*®
Human souls and angels or separated substances naturally come
to mind; their separated or separable natures resistant to all
natural destruction guarantee their status as necessary beings.*®
But Aquinas also makes room for a sort of ontic hybrid among
necessary beings. These are the heavenly spheres and bodies
composed of a fifth or quintessential element called ether.
Though material, they are considered incorruptible and there-

and educated, can master calculus. With the loss of the concept of nature or
intrinsic determination, anything goes.

1* The main texts are: Cont. gen., II, 80, and De pot., 5, 8.

1% Sum. theol., I, 50, 5; 75, 6. Kenny, op. cit., p. 63 disputes the indestruc-
tibility of necessary beings: “ By an interfering agent a substance can be corrupted
before the time natural for things of its kind to cease to exist, as a man can be
cut off in his prime. Hence it is not true that what has the power to exist for-
ever necessarily does exist forever.” Chance or another countervailing agent can
destroy a being of nature before its life has run its course, But precisely be-
cause they are spiritual and therefore necessary beings, substances like human
souls and angels transcend the material determinism that makes corruption in-
evitable, however long or short the actual life-span. No material * interfering
agent ” can snuff out the existence of subsistent forms whose non-material nature
guarantees that they cannot not exist. Yet it remaing true in terms of logical
possibility and extrinsic potency that they would cease to exist if the external
conserving power of God were withdrawn (De pot., 5, 8, ad 8).
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fore necessary.'” The causally and spatially interlocked spheres
terminate in a top or controlling sphere, the outermost sphere,
called the primum mobile.*®* This first moving cause within the
world of matter we may name the universal physical cause.
It is a physical cause; it is within nature, though, as we shall
see, dependent upon finite causes outside nature. It is a uni-
versal cause or a universal in causando, a cause extending to a
plurality of special effects.®® It is an equivocal cause, one not
limited to a homogeneous range of particular effects. Ordinarily
the causes we observe in our experience are univocal causes,
whose influence 1s confined to individuals within one species;
peaches grow from peach seeds, dogs give birth to puppies, and
so on. An equivocal cause affects a variety of species and in-
dividuals.®* “ Man and the sun generate man > runs one medi-
eval physical dictum that goes back to Aristotle.”® The sun,
viewed as an equivocal cause, indirectly causes generation,
supplying the light and heat without which generation would
be impossible.

Leaving aside for the moment problems raised by an out-
moded celestial physics, we may sketch four reasons why a
universal physical cause—a material but necessary being, a
being necessary by another—seems demanded by some general
features of the natural universe. The need for a universal phys-
ical cause seems dictated by the inherent inadequacies of agents

7 Ibid., 66, 2; 75, 6. In Aristotelis libros de caelo et mundo, ed. Raymond
Spiazzi, O.P. (Taurini: Marietti, 1955), I, 1. 7, n. 7. See Thomas Litt., 0.C.S.0.,
Les corps célestes dans Uunivers de saint Thomas d’Aquin (Louvain: Publications
Universitaires, 1963).

8 In duodecim libros metaphysicorum Aristotelis expositio, ed. Raymond Spiazzi,
O.P. (Taurini: Marietti, 1950), XII, 1. 7, n. 2529.

** This term was coined, I believe, by Charles De Koninck, an outstanding
philosopher of nature of Laval University, Quebec, who passed away in 1965. 1
have been unable to locate exactly where it appears in his works.

2 In octo libros physicorum Aristotelis expositio, ed. P. M. Maggiolo, O.P.
(Taurini: Marietti, 1954), IT, 1. 6, n. 3.

22 Sum theol., 1, 18, 5, and ibid., ad 1.

*2 In phys., I1, 1. 4, n. 10. The Latin Aristotle reads: *. .. homo enim hominem
generat ex materia et sol” (I, c. 2, 194b14). Also, see Sum. theol., I, 12, 5 and
In librum de causis expositio (Taurini: Marietti, 1955), 1. 5, n. 148.
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subject to generation and corruption. On their own, univocal
causes are not enough to account for the production of sub-
stantial changes and for the maintenance of species that outlast
their individual instances. More particularly, their shrunken
individuality, the limitation of their causality to accidental
effects, their alterability, their corruption—these characteris-
tics of univocal agents militate against the occurrence of sub-
stantial change without the overriding influence of a universal
physical cause.

First, every second around the globe finds a myriad of new
animals springing into being.?® Yet the conception of, say, a
horse is not adequately explicable by the proximate natural
agents to which it is imputed. No doubt the parents are the
per se cause of this horse, of the horse taken precisely as an in-
dividual. But they do not generate the nature of the horse.
For to credit them with the entrance into being of the specific
nature of horse means making them co-causes of the existence
of every horse and therefore of their own existence. A horse
that causes the equine species itself is necessarily the cause of
its own coming into being—an event plainly impossible, Thus
univocal causes in nature seem ineffectual without a higher
equivocal causality. Over and beyond the proximate agents
sharing in the nature of horse—or, for that matter, of any
species—there must be a universal physical cause that makes
use of the predisposing operations of univocal agents to gen-
erate new substances.

Secondly, the narrow causal range of univocal material
agents yields a like conclusion.** No univocal agent exercises
its causality immediately in virtue of its substantial form; it
acts In virtue of its special potencies or active qualities. These
proximate sources of action are of course limited to effects in
their own mode; they can do no more than modify entities in
the line of accidental change. Their effects are the alterations

22 Sum. theol., 1, 104, 1.
2 Seriptum super libros sententiarum, ed. P. Mandonnet, O. P. (Paris: Lethel-
lieux, 1929), IV, d. 12, q. 1, a. 2.
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that predispose toward substantial change; they bring their
causality to bear not on the form but on the matter of the
receiving entity. The whole of nature is a theatre of incessant
substantial transformations only materially ascribable to the
univocal agents in the foreground. Hence a higher equivocal
cause is required to effect what causes circumscribed within the
accidental are powerless to achieve.

Thirdly, univocal agents, whether elements or complex bodies,
labor under still another handicap.”® Because their form does
not completely dominate their material component, they are
entities not only altering but alterable, mortally exposed to
crippling variation and destruction in their impact on the
contrary qualities of other bodies. Thus, insofar as their ac-
tions tend to be resisted, perhaps neutralized and overcome,
by contrary qualities in the patient, inferior agents are totally
ineffective; they are of themselves impotent to achieve results
in the line of accidental causality. That their efficacy is not
so nullified, that they actually do, in spite of the contrariety
of patients, reach their causal objectives must be then attri-
butable to a higher physical cause, one that alters without
being altered: the universal physical cause. It communicates
to inferior agents a share in its unalterable status; it equips
participating causes to maintain their substantial cohesiveness;
its conserving and concurring action, imitative of the divine,
enables inferior agents to check and defeat countercausal fac-
tors in their field of operations.

Lastly, the fact that a species survives the corruption of any
individuals actually comprising it points to the need of a uni-
versal physical cause.®* The cycle of generation and corrup-
tion in any one species is inexplicable by the species itself. For
the species exists concretely only in its individual exemplifica-
tions, and these particular portions of the species are plainly

2 Ibid., II, d. 13, . 1, a. 8, ad 9. For the texts in this and the preceding two
footnotes see Joseph LeGrand, S.J., L'Univers et Uhomme dans la philosophie
de saint Thomas (Brussels: Desclée de Brouwer, 1946), I, pp. 116-62.

2 In meta., XII, 1. 6, nn. 2510-2511.
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subject to generation and corruption. The endurance of a
species and indeed the quasi-perpetuity of some can be ac-
counted for only by a cause that itself outlasts the flux, that
is in some way quasi-perpetual: this is the universal physical
cause.

A basic axiom like “ Omne vivens ex vivo” seems to spell
trouble for the all-encompassing efficacy of the universal phys-
ical cause. Though presumably a nonliving entity, it super-
intends and exerts a decisive influence on the production of
living things. But we can save the proportionality of causes
by qualifying the received formula to read: *“ Omne vivens ex
vivo aliquo modo.” In addition, here we must not forget that
the universal physical cause is a moved mover: it is primum
but it is also mobile. It is the instrument and transmitter
of the influx of a higher power. This higher cause is an extra-
cosmic agent belonging to the order of created separated sub-
stances. Its spiritual impress enables the primary cosmic agent
to bring about the production of living things. This spiritual
agency exercises only an indirect and mediate influence, across
and through the instrumentality of causes composed of matter.
Yet this causation from the outside, it may be noted, is extra-
natural in only one respect. In every other respect it is natural:
the presiding end, the order of instrumental causes, and the
material matrix are natural.?”

Once we have accepted, at least provisionally, the existence,
cosmic efficacy, and quasi-perpetual invariance of the universal
physical cause, we are no more than a step or two away from
overcoming the crux. We come to the verge of understanding
that its removal would issue in the total elimination of all
beings of nature?® Suppose that the universal physical cause

27 Sum. theol., I, 65, 4; 44, 8, ad 2. See LeGrand, op. cit., 1, pp. 162-83. Sce
also James A. Weisheipl, O.P., “ The Celestial Movers in Medieval Physics,” in The
Dignity of Science, ed. Weisheipl (Washington, D. C.: Thomist Press, 1961),
pp. 185-90.

28 Guy Jalbert, O.M.I., in his excellent Nécessité et contingence chez saint
Thomas et chez ses prédécessewrs. (Ottawa: Editions de I'Université d’Ottawa,
1961), pp. 225-28 stresses the need of “an adequate agent® for the production
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drops out of nature or has its efficacy utterly suspended. First
of all, univocal agents would not be able to overmaster the
countervailing factors capable of nullifying their accidental
causality. The stoppage of accidental causation brings with
it the stoppage of substantial change and, in company with
this, the end of all fresh generation. Where all new generation
is terminated among beings of nature bound to be corrupted,
the inevitable extinction of all beings of nature is simply a
matter of time: the whole of nature is thus determined to
collapse into nothingness.*® But a second line of argument,
concentrating on the impact on species, may prove more il-
luminating. Only a top equivocal cause, we saw, can exercise
control over the species of horse or over any species. Remove
the universal physical cause, and it becomes impossible for
any new being of nature to spring into existence. Remove the
primary cosmic agent, and all generation comes to an in-
stantaneous halt. We may take a final step. Not only the
generation of specified individuals but the continuance in ex-
istence of any and all species depends on the universal physical

of a new form out of matter. But failing to specify any such adequate agent,
he devotes no attention to the role of some necessary being in nature. As a con-
sequence, he never gets around to pinning down precisely why the cessation
of the operation of the adequate agent that we have called a necessary being in
nature would precipitate the annihilation of the cosmos. Weisheipl, loc. cit.,
p. 164 remarks upon the derived necessary beings operative in the third way.
“Gimilarly the argument from possible and necessary beings includes not only
terrestrial necessities and contingencies, but also the sempiternal celestial bodies
and spiritual substances, which are radically necessary beings.” However, the
purpose of his article probably prevents him from eclarifying these  terrestrial
necessities ” or setting down detailed reasons why the cosmos would come to
nothing at the moment “radically necessary beings” were removed. Father
Emmanuel Gisquiere’s Deus Dominus (Paris: Beauchesne, 1940), I, p. 182 (which
came into my hands only recently) accurately discerns the role of celestial bodies
“ quorum influxui tribuebatur generatio corruptibilium ac specierum conservatio.”
Unfortunately, he lets the solution slip through his fingers since he sees no way
of maintaining a cosmic necessary being apart from an exploded view of celestial
matter, Since modern science has done away with quintessentially composed
celestial bodies, we must discard, he implies (falsely, I believe), any serious case
for a necessary being equipped to cause generation and conserve species.

* In Aristotelis libros de generatione et corruptione, ed. Raymond Spiazzi, O.P.
(Taurini: Marietti, 1952), I, 1. 7, n. 8.



THE THIRD WAY: A NEW APPROACH 63

cause. Suppress this primary physical cause, and all species
immediately cease to exist. Since form is the determining prin-
ciple in any species, the disappearance of species carries with
it the withdrawal of all forms. With the vanishing of forms,
primary matter cannot remain, for in itself it is pure poten-
tiality, devoid of all act. Existentially, it is always joined to
form as the determinable receptive subject within things.
Stripped of all forms, primary matter is pure potency. Since
only the actual can exist and since primary matter is in itself
actually nothing, the departure of all forms leaves nothing ac-
tual at all in the physical world. To be sure, primary matter
1s ingenerable and incorruptible, but it manifests these at-
tributes only in union with forms. It is the unchanging sub-
stratum, the unvarying continuum, underlying all transforma-
tions so long as forms are there to determine it. Banish all
forms, and matter amounts to nothing. In itself it remains in-
generable and incorruptible, and even a hypothetical removal
of all forms cannot corrupt matter. Rather, it is nothing-ed,
its existence is canceled, it simply ceases to be.** Perhaps an
example may clarify this. Imagine that all six life-supporting
elements vanish; all life would come to an end. Imagine further
that all the other elements drop out of nature; then only free-
floating sub-atomic particles would remain. Imagine, finally,
that all sub-atomic types also go under; in this last stage
effectively nothing would remain. In Aquinas’s outlook the
elimination of the universal physical cause accomplishes all
three of these stages at a stroke, leaving nothing actually phys-
ical behind. Suppose that at this very instant the universal
physical cause ceased to exist or was rendered inoperative. In

3 In meta., II, 1. 4, n. 328: . . . ipsi infinito, quod est materia, convenit
ipsum nihil, quia materia secundum se intelligitur absque omni forma.” According
to Fr. Connolly, loc. cit., p. 842, a matter that is secundum se incorruptible and
goes on infinitely would be a necessary being. But matter in itself is neither a
necessary nor a possible being. It is, strictly, not a being at all but a principle
of being. Though it is incorruptible in itself, it is not a necessary being, for with
the cessation of all forms it would indirectly go out of existence. Matter is not
a possible being but the permanent principle of all possibles. Unlike possibles, it
cannot directly corrupt; like possibles, it can cease to exist.
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a flash everything in the physical universe would collapse into
utter nothingness. The cosmos would not be just blown to
bits or disintegrate into loose clusters of sub-atomic dust. It
would not just sink back into a formless stuff resembling some
primordial chaos. Everything would go, not a bit or speck
would remain: there would be nothing, absolutely nothing
at all. '

Once we grasp the central role of equivocal causation in
Aquinas’s general physics, the crux becomes a key, the sense
of incomprehension brooding over the proof evaporates, and
we see the parts of the puzzle fall nicely into place.®* When
we look about, Aquinas says initially, what greets our eyes is
the domain of physical possibles, the realm of ceaseless genera-
tion and corruption. This univocal-causal activity is directed,
facilitated, and sustained by higher equivocal causes, and the
whole complex is governed by the universal physical cause.
In a second step Aquinas bids us conduct a simple thought-
experiment. Think away the equivocal-causal apparatus, es-
pecially the top cosmic agent, and hypothecate that nature con-
tains nothing but physical possibles. At the instant the uni-
versal physical cause disappears, the whole of nature vanishes
with it into absolute nothingness. Why this instantaneous
annihilation? Each of the univocal causes closest to our ob-
servation is only a causa fiendi, a cause of the becoming of
things. Each is only a cause able to affect no more than the
accidental qualities and features of things. Stallion and mare
are responsible for the thisness of the colt but not for its horse-
ness or equine nature. An equivocal cause is causa essendi or
causa secundum esse, a cause of the being of natural entities.®
(Esse here evidently signifies the substance or specific stuff
of things, since the causation of the esse that is the act of being

# Aquinas’s equivocal-causal strategy also quashes the charge levelled by Kenny,
op. cit.,, pp. 56, 64, that, in passing from the unavoidable corruption of one pos-
sible to the hypothesized corruption of all possibles, the argument becomes crippled
by the quantifier-shift fallacy or its equivalent, more commonly designated false
generalization.

82 Sum. theol., I, 104, 1.
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is properly reserved to God alone whose essence is subsistent
existence.”®) When the equivocal-causal machinery is dis-
mantled, all the natural esse or being of physical possibles, all
the substance and specific stuff, goes out of existence. Forms,
the determinants within species, lose their causal support and
thus stop informing matter. Matter deprived of all forms be-
comes actually nothing. In a word, when the causes of sub-
stances and species cease to exist, not a single natural species
and substance can exist any longer: there remains nothing,
nothing at all. But the universe is plainly not a void but a
plenum of species and substances. Besides the univocal causes
or physical possibles then there must exist some equivocal
cause or necessary being able to cause substance and sustain
species through the unceasing generation and corruption of in-
dividuals. In part two Aquinas takes us beyond beings neces-
sary by another to the one being necessary per se. We need not
tarry over this, since this is not our chief business. It suffices
to note that it is impossible to go on to infinity in an essentially
ordered series in any line of causes. A chain of caused causes,
no matter how long, must always hang on and start with an
uncaused cause, in this case the being whose necessity is per
se or uncaused.*

% As In sent., I, d. 83, q. 1, a. 1, ad 1 notes, esse is an analogous term, sig-
nifying not only the act of being but also the quiddity (or nature) of a thing.
In phys., IV, 1. 20, nn. 2, 10 assigns a fourth acceptation to esse: it may mean
the duration or temporal span of a being of naturc. De pot., 3, 7 and 7, 2 prove
that esse or existence is the proper effect of God.

3¢ For a forcible rejection of the infinite regress see G. Smith, op. cit., pp. 105-07.
Vincent E, Smith shrewdly proves the physical impossibility (an infinite space
and infinite time) of an infinite regress in The General Science of Nature (Mil-
waukee: Bruce, 1948), pp. 875-77. To counter the rigorous move to a per se
necessary being Kenny, op. cit., p. 69, proposes what can only be described as a
specious objection. “If the first part of the Third Way has force at all, the
matter of an everlasting world would be matter with a natural power of ever-
lasting existence.” The “force” of the third way stems from the constricted
causal efficacy of possibles composed of matter and form, True, matter is in-
corruptible or naturally everlasting but only as the consequence of being
purely potential or utterly formless. The necessity of matter is bought at the price
of being actually nothing: as the least sort of being, matter is the most dependent
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Now that we have set the third way against a general phys-
ical background that permeates Aquinas’s thinking, some of the
irony remarked at the outset seems muted. Anyone acquainted
with the physical picture of the day, Aquinas rightly expected, .
would have little trouble in reading between the lines of his
proof. But the physical setting that softens the irony may
magnify the difficulty of its contemporary acceptance. Ap-
parently, the more we understand the proof, the less satisfied
we are with it—it seems tied too closely to an irremediably
shattered world picture. The disintegration of its original con-
crete integuments, however, does not essentially affect the need
for a universal physical cause. It may indeed savor of the
genetic fallacy to insist that the philosophically viewed struc-
tures of equivocal causation be discarded along with now dead
associated notions that it is only linked to by historical ac-
cident. The concept of a universal physical cause remains in-
tact amid the fluctuations of experimental science, no more
open to discard than is the soul-body composition in man or
the general hylemorphic make-up of beings of nature because
of the overthrow of the ancient theory of the four elements. As
long as new things come out of old, as long as the cycle of
generation and corruption goes on, the reality of substantial
change is undeniable. To account for the whole complex of
substantial change, the mind is compelled to affirm a top
equivocal cause equipped to bring about what lies beyond the
scope of univocal agents, potent enough to insure the con-
tinuance of species amid individual departures and arrivals and
to furnish the efficacy for transformations. In epistemic lan-

entity in the universe, In contrast to the per se necessary being that is sovereign,
primary matter is ontically the most inferior entity in nature. If it is impossible
that anything come to be from absolutely nothing, it seems similarly impossible
that all form and determination flow from what is actually nothing and sheerly
indeterminate. In effect, Kenny identifies pure potentiality with pure act. It
is interesting to note that Aquinas uses rather strong language to characterize the
medieval holder of a like opinion: David of Dinant, he says, “ most irrationally
(stultissime) maintained that God is primary matter” (Sum. theol, I, 3, 8).
Kenny’s view is of course not altogether the same; he holds that we can reasonably
consider primary matter to be God.
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guage, the notion of a universal physical cause belongs to
philosophy of nature which focuses on the general or funda-
mental features of the physical world reached prior to special-
ized scientific probings.*® Because attained prior to and inde-
pendently of particular observations, the basic theses and gen-
eral conclusions of philosophy of nature cannot be undermined
or eroded by modern scientific advances. The concept of uni-
versal physical cause is a physical concept, but it is a philo-
sophical-physical concept. It is not derivative from or geared
to special experimental observations. It is, rather, solidly based
on observation prior to all special scientific techniques. It is
analyzed out of the common and universal fact of substantial
change that modern physiecs presupposes rather than supersedes.
In short, the universal physical cause is part and parcel of a
general or fundamental physical philosophy that is not ob-
servationally or analytically dependent on the sometimes
shifting ground of contemporary physical research. Thus the
third way has a firm general-scientific or natural-philosophical
physical structure resistant to the attrition of any fresh sci-
entific breakthroughs.

A certain obscurity undoubtedly still lingers about the proof.
However luminous we take the universal physical cause to
be in clarifying the crux concerning the annihilation of pos-
sibles, its modern use carries with it one dark spot: we are not
able, and probably will never be able, to put our finger on the
universal physical cause. We cannot look to the specialized
sciences, as Aquinas did, to pinpoint its residence, its specific
nature, and its proper attributes. In addition to those who re-
ject the equivocal-causal apparatus central to the third way,

5 See In phys., I, 1. 1, n. 5. Since general is achieved prior to particular knowl-
edge, a mistake in particular or specialized scientific endeavors cannot retroactively
nullify the previously acquired general knowledge. Suppose that after encountering
a former friend whom I have not seen in ten years, I cannot recall his name:
this fact does not cancel out the two prior cognitive facts that I know him as
a man and recognize him as a former acquaintance. Similarly, the analyses and
conclusions of philosophy of nature or the general science of nature cannot be
overturned or vitiated by novel hypotheses or discoveries in the specialized sciences
that we today label the natural sciences.
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