THE NON-INFALLIBLE MORAL TEACHING
OF THE CHURCH

(o )

HE CHURCH has always claimed the authority to
teach in the name of Christ. This authority is given to
the Pope and to the Bishops in union with him. It is

their duty to hand on the Christian message and keep it intact.
The duty of the rest of the faithful is to follow this teaching.
The Latin term used to express this following is obsequium
religiosum.* This is not an easy term to translate into English
but in general it has been taken to mean religious assent.

The use of the word assent implies that it is the human in-
tellect that is engaged. Following Church teaching is not just
a matter of obedience to a superior or observance of law, that
is, of acting in a manner in accord with some precept or legis-
lation. Obedience and observance are basically a matter of the
will and external execution of a command but do not necessarily
imply intellectual engagement, at least on the level of assent.

It is quite true that if obedience or observance are to be
human acts at all, there must be an understanding of what is
commanded. But it is possible to observe a law or command
without agreeing with it. And it is execution primarily that
obedience and observance of law call for. If one does what is
commanded either by an authority or by law, he is fulfilling his
basic obligation. He may or may not agree with the command
given. In other words intellectual assent is not in itself the
response called for by this kind of authority. In fact, intellec-
tual assent as such is not and cannot be required by law. When
it is given, it is the magis.?

1 Vatican II, The Church, n, 25. Documents of Vatican II, Austin Flannery,
O.P. (New York: Costello, 1975) 379.

2 For a full treatment of intellectual obedience see the letter on the virtue

of obedience of St. Ignatius Loyola, especially n. 9 ff. Rules of the Society
of Jesus, {Woodstock: Woodstock Press, 1956) 65 ff.
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We do not mean to imply that agreement with a law or
command is irrelevant. There is good reason to believe that
continued observance or obedience is intimately related to
agreement with a law or precept. Where there is conflict, ob-
servance may be very difficult, and may not survive at all.
What we are saying is that a precept or a law aims primarily
at performance, not at assent. Agreement will indeed be de-
sirable, but as a guarantee of performance. In itself it is not a
requirement of obedience or observance.

But assent is the proper response to teaching. So teaching
differs from a precept or a law in this respect. Obedience or
observance is the response to the latter, and these may be given
with or without intellectual assent. But when one is dealing
with teaching, assent is called for.

From the above it is clear that in claiming the authority to
teach, the Church is claiming a power which even civil govern-
ments do not claim. Civil government has ruling or governing
power; it makes no claim to teaching authority. So it cannot
require intellectual assent to its demands. And the same is
true of other human organizations, even those of a religious
nature. Authorities in them may have ruling or governing
power of some kind, but this is the limit of their authority.

There are, of course, many teachers in our world. Anyone
who imparts information or knowledge to another is a teacher.
Ordinarily, however, the title is reserved to those who have a
certain competence in the field in which they teach and are
teachers by profession. The claim of the Church goes beyond
this kind of teaching, even when the teaching is in the area of
theology. It is the claim to teach in the name of Christ.* This
makes the teaching of the Church different from other teaching.

It must be admitted that when one is dealing with teaching,
especially moral teaching, more than an intellectual response
is called for. Assent to teaching must have an impact on con-
duct. In fact a precept may be connected with teaching or

3 Vatican II, The Churech, n, 25. Loc. cit.
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implied in it. Thus, the Church may teach that adultery is
wrong. The commandment Thou shalt not commit adultery
stems from this teaching. Assent will be without its full mean-
ing if it is not reflected in one’s conduct. In the area of Church
moral teaching what is called for is not only acceptance of
Christian teaching, but also following the Christian way of
life.

Two points must be made in reference to Church moral
teaching. Simple implementation of a teaching is not enough.
If one does not accept the truth of the teaching, he is not re-
sponding properly. On the other hand, failing to carry out a
teaching, that is, a precept based on some teaching, does not
necessarily mean a lack of assent. So conduct failure does not
necessarily imply dissent to Church teaching. In this regard
one must be careful not to overinterpret conduct polls regard-
ing a particular teaching, concluding that conduct failure im-
plies dissent. Such a judgment would frequently be unwar-
ranted.

Ordinarily any teaching calls for assent. A teacher, of course,
may present opinions purely for purposes of discussion, but
when he or she is imparting knowledge, either factual knowl-
edge or truths based on such knowledge, assent is usually ex-
pected. The assent given to a teacher who communicates some
knowledge may be based on evidence or it may be based on
the reasons given, or it may be based on authority. Often, at
least in the beginning of one’s intellectual life, authority may
be more operative than reason, and sometimes even when
minds are more mature, although reasons may be offered, they
are accepted because of the authority of the teacher. To what
extent we are ever free from authority in this sense may be
quite debatable. Even when we think we are being most ra-
tional, our motivation may be considerably influenced by au-
thority. That authority or motivating force may be the repu-
tation for competence of the teacher, or it may even be the kind
of authority that other influences exercise, e.g., peer pressure,
media or cultural influence, ete.
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When we are dealing with the teaching authority of the
Catholic Church, the assent called for is a religious assent. The
reason for this is not only that we are dealing with religious
(or moral) truth, but especially the fact that the basis for the
underlying authority and assent is the guidance of the Holy
Spirit. The authority of hierarchical teaching is not based
solely on the competence of that authority in any particular
field. Neither is it based on the religious expertise the hierarchy
may enjoy. The reason for this authority is the guidance of
the Holy Spirit. It is the claim to this guidance that makes
Church teaching unique. This claim is founded on Christ’s
promise of assistance to His Church. This basis for the teach-
ing authority of the Church was reiterated clearly in Vatican
I

A key reason for its uniqueness is the reliability which the
guidance of the Holy Spirit gives Church teaching. With con-
spicuous guidance of this kind Church teaching enjoys a reli-
ability which no human teacher can have. This is true not only
of infallible teaching but also of teaching which cannot claim
this prerogative. Since such teaching (non-infallible) may con-
stitute the bulk of Church teaching, this reliability is of the
greatest importance. It gives the faithful an assurance they
cannot have even from the most reliable human authority.

To gauge the level of Church teaching one must study the
circumstances surrounding its exercise. The top level of any
Church teaching, moral or otherwise, is indeed infallible teach-
ing, whether this is done by the Pope himself, or by the Bis-
hops in union with him either in council or scattered through-
out the world. This teaching is clearly free from error. It is
relatively easy to identify teaching as infallible when one is
dealing with defined doctrine. Apart from definitions, how-
ever, it may not always be easy. The next level of teaching is
non-infallible teaching, and this in turn may have different
levels of authority behind it. Perhaps the highest level of this
kind of teaching is that which the Church considers morally

4 The Chureh, n. 25. Loec. cit.
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certain and which carries with it an obligation on the part of
the faithful not only to assent but also practice.

In speaking of Papal teaching Vatican IT advises that one
can judge the mind and will of the Pontiff regarding a par-
ticular teaching from the character of the documents, the fre-
quent repetition of the same doctrine and from the manner of
speaking.® And this would be true of Conciliar teaching as well
as the ordinary teaching of Pope and Bishops. One can grant
that not all non-infallible teaching will carry the same weight.

Our concern here is with the moral teaching of the Church.
I do not think anyone would rule out the possibility that
Church moral teaching might be infallible. And I think a
strong case may be made for the infallibility of some moral
teaching. On the other hand, it is conceded that much moral
teaching is non-infallible. Since it is with the status of this
kind of teaching that we are concerned, we will not deal with
infallible teaching or try to decide which moral teaching is in-
fallible and which is non-infallible. We will simply accept non-
infallible moral teaching as a given.

The teaching authority of the Church extends to faith and
morals. The source or object of this teaching is revelation and
whatever is necessary “to religiously safeguard or faithfully
expound it.” It is generally admitted that this includes moral
norms derived ultimately from natural law. The Church claims
authority to teach in this area because even though it is not
revelation, it is necessary for the Christian way of life. So even
in this teaching the Church claims the guidance of the Holy
Spirit.

One may ask why a special religious teacher is needed in
regard to precepts of the natural law which presumably are
accessible to reason. If one were speaking only of very general
principles of the natural law, a special teacher might well be
superfluous. These may be available to reason. But when one
is dealing with more specific and more remote conclusions, it

5 The Church, n. 25. Loec. cit.
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is not as easy for reason alone to acquire accurate knowledge.
Thomas Aquinas told us long ago that these may not be
known by all with accuracy.® So if we are to know them, we
may need help. Vatican I assigned as a reason for revelation
the fact that some truths which are theoretically accessible to
reason cannot easily be known with certainty and accurately
by all men.” It is easy to see how some moral truths would fall
into this category. And since traditional norms are frequently
under attack and new moral problems are constantly arising,
the continued guidance of Church teaching is needed for the
same reason.

One of the encyclicals of Pius XII pointed to the atmosphere
of sin in which we live as a reason for the difficulty in arriving
at moral truth in certain areas.® This atmosphere not only
makes it difficult to implement certain moral norms but even
to arrive at them or apply them objectively to concrete cases.

So Church teaching must play a role in the moral life even
though many moral truths may be theoretically accessible to
human reason. It should be added that the basic function of
such teaching may be to add authority to a norm rather than
provide further natural reasons. One cannot expect then that
such a teaching will be more patent to reason after teaching
than it was before. Nor can one conclude that when a truth
does not become obvious and compelling after Church teach-
ing, the teaching itself is erroneous, or at least less likely to be
true. Rather one has the assurance that the guidance of the
Holy Spirit is behind it.

We have already pointed out that there may be different
levels of non-infallible teaching. Certainly one of the indica-
tions of the authority of a particular teaching is the fact that
it is made obligatory. While this may not be a clear sign that
a teaching is infallible, it is a sign that the Church is morally

6 Summa Theologiae, I-I1, q. 94, a. 4.

7 Dei Filius, Cap. 2, De revelatione. Enchiridion symbolorum, Denzinger-
Schoenmetzer, n. 1786.

&8 Humani generis, n. 2. Papal Encyclicals, 1939-58, Claudia Carlen, 175-85.
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certain about the teaching.® Otherwise an obligation would
not be justified. It may be true that the obligation looks to
the execution of the teaching as well as to assent, but as
pointed out, teaching is aimed basically at assent. The Church
could not impose an obligation on the faithful to follow a teach-
ing unless it was certain of the truth it expressed. In discussing
moral norms which are of obligation, then, one is dealing with
Church teaching which is certain. We are confining discussion
to this kind of teaching. We are not directly concerned with
anything the Church might propose as an ideal.

The Church can, of course, impose an obligation on the faith-
ful apart from teaching. This would be an exercise of its power
of governing or ruling.® The faithful could fulfill such an ob-
ligation even though they might not agree with the wisdom
behind the precept. But we are dealing here with obligations
that stem from teaching, and as pointed out above, imply prior
assent to the teaching.

The question that might naturally come to mind is whether
the Church can legitimately demand assent to and implementa-
tion of teaching which is not infallible. More explicitly, does
the possibility of error, which is not excluded in this teaching,
make this teaching so unreliable that it could not be a legiti-
mate source of obligation?

I do not think anyone would explicitly take the position that
reliability is limited to infallible teaching. If this were true,
since no claim of infallibility is made for any other kind of
communication of knowledge, there would be no security in
human intercourse. The fact is that everyone accepts as reli-
able information and teaching which is not considered infallible
but in which error is a possibility. Thus we trust the judgment

9 Magisterium, Francis A. Sullivan, 8.J., (New York: Paulist Press, 1983)
146.

10 In imposing obligations on the basis of ruling power an authority must
also be morally certain of the need. The difference between ruling authority
and teaching authority in imposing obligations is not in the requirement of
certainty. As pointed out, the difference is that teaching authority requires
assent as well as implementation.
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of physicians, lawyers, and people who have other competences
even though we do not attribute to them infallibility in any
sense.

We do this because we realize that there is a wide gap be-
tween the possibility of error and actual error, and that there
are ways in which the occurrence of error can be reduced to a
rarity and even to non-existence. We realize, for instance, that
the more competent a person is in particular area, the less like-
ly is error to be present in his judgments. In fact, fallibility
does not imply actual error. At least theoretically, a person
who is fallible can be free from error. All fallibility says is
that one can make a mistake; it does not say that he actually
does. And we consider a person who is fallible reliable precise-
ly for this reason, that, although error is possible, it will occur
rarely, if at all. And we know that we will be better off and our
chances of avoiding error will be much better if we follow the
judgment of such people than if we rely on our own relatively
uninformed judgments.**

So it is reasonable to put our trust in those who have com-
petence in certain areas, at least when we do this freely. Thus
we prudently rely on doctors and lawyers, even though they
make no claim to infallibility. It is reasonable to do the same
with Church teaching even when it is not infallible. And the
Church can make assent to and implementation of this teach-
ing obligatory. Teaching does not have to be infallible to be a
basis for obligation. It is sufficient that it be certain. If more
were required, there would be no way to justify civil legislation.
So when the Church is certain of the moral norms it teaches,
it may impose an obligation to assent to and observe them. Al-
though the possibility of error is not ruled out in this teaching,
error, at least for the most part, will not actually occur because
of the guidance of the Holy Spirit. This gives the one who fol-
lows Church moral teaching a security which no purely human
competence or authority can give.

11 Cf. Bruno Schuler, S.J., “ Bemerken zur authentischen Verkundigung des
kirchlichen Lehramtes,” Theologie und Philosophie, 42 (1967) 534-51.



NON-INFALLIBLE MORAL TEACHING OF THE CHURCIH 9

If indeed the Church is not certain of some norm, it could
not impose an obligation to follow it. The Church cannot im-
pose an obligation on the faithful to follow probable opinions
as such. And where there has been question only of such
opinions, the Church has traditionally allowed freedom.

What about the possibility of dissent from non-infallible
moral teaching? ** If error is possible in this kind of teaching,
it must also be admitted that dissent is possible. But just as
there is a wide gap between the possibility of error and actual
error, there must be a similar gap between the possibility of
dissent and legitimate actual assent. And certainly since error
does not necessarily occur in non-infallible teaching, neither
will dissent be necessary. Non-infallible teaching can be just
as free of error as infallible teaching. The difference between
the two is not in the actual presence of error but only in the
possibility. It is conceivable that the body of non-infallible
teaching in the Church would actually be free from error.
There would be no place for dissent in this happy situation
even though it would still be possible.

A very false impression regarding dissent might arise from
the atmosphere in which we are living today. There is so
much talk about the right to dissent and even actual dissent
that one easily gets the impression that dissent can be as
common and as legitimate as assent. From what we have al-
ready said, this can hardly be true.

It should be stated clearly that the right to dissent does not
make actual dissent legitimate. In fact, rights language may
not be very useful in this issue. It may indeed be misleading.

12 Since this article is foeused on the reliability of non-infallible teaching,
our interest in dissent is limited to it as a response to this teaching. Pro-
moting dissent publicly and protesting Church teaching go beyond the para-
meters we have set for the article. Suffice it to say that since they are even
more problematic than simple dissent, they could not be handled adequately
in a brief space. Dissent in itself involves only the good of the dissenter.
Promoting dissent and protesting teaching involves the good of other faith-
ful as well as the good of the teaching Church herself. The Church cannot
be complacent about these activities.
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If T own a house, I may have a right to burn it down, but
ordinarily it would be a very stupid thing to do. It can be
rather simplistic to attempt to justify some act merely by ap-
pealing to a right. One can do wrong without violating rights.
As we have already pointed out, the right to dissent does not
automatically make actual dissent legitimate. The legitimacy
of actual dissent depends on the existence of actual error more
than on the right to dissent. So whatever one may want to say
about a right to dissent, the legitimacy of dissent is tied to the
existence of error. If there is no error, there can be no legiti-
mate dissent, even though a teaching is non-infallible and the
theoretical possibility of error is not ruled out.

Another curious aspect of the current atmosphere of dissent
regarding moral teaching is that it is all in the direction of more
liberal norms. Looking objectively at the whole issue of non-
infallible teaching and its vulnerability to error, one would tend
to expect that error might occur just as readily on the side of
teaching being less strict than it should be as well as of being
too strict. Yet the bulk of the dissent is against teaching which
is on the strict side. This makes one wonder to what extent
dissent may be related more to a desire for freedom than a de-
sire for truth.

In commenting on the frequency of dissent it will be im-
portant to determine how one legitimately concludes to error
in non-infallible Church teaching? If the Church herself either
expressly or implicitly accepts a dissenting opinion, one can
clearly conclude that the contrary opinion was erroneous.
Some point to the Declaration on Religious Liberty vis-a-vis
the state as an instance of an express change in Church
teaching.*®* Acceptance might also be implicit if the Church
over a long period of time failed to respond to dissent. But in
the absence of such acceptance, it is not so easy to conclude
legitimately to erroneous teaching. In other words, even
though the dissent may bring to light aspects of the problem

18 Vatican II. Flannery, 799-812.
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that were not previously considered, if the Church continues to
teach what it has taught it is more difficult to be sure that the
teaching is erroneous.

Sometimes the sensus fidelium is appealed to in support of
dissenting opinion. It is indeed a fact that the Council credited
infallibility in believing (not in teaching) to the faithful where
in union with their Bishops all believe in some truth of faith
or morals.** And even where a lesser consensus might be in-
volved, although it would not warrant the above conclusion, it
is something that would have to be reckoned with. If dissent
is frequent in the sense that many do not agree with a par-
ticular teaching, the dissent should certainly be taken into
consideration. But what Familiaris consortio says about the
sensus fidelium should be attended to here.** One must be sure
that it reflects the faith before one can confide in it. The faith-
ful may be subject to other influences, and their opinion in
a particular area may reflect these influences rather than a
sensus fidei. Numbers will be significant only if they reflect a
sensus fidei. If they reflect some other influence, they tell us
nothing about the truth of Church teaching, and may even
lead us astray So. while the sensus fidelium can be a legitimate
source of religious truth, it will be so only when it reflects a
sensus fidei. Ultimately, the one who is empowered to teach
must decide this.

Indeed, when the Church teaches something as certain and
binding, there is an initial presumption of truth in favor of
this teaching since it has the guidance of the Holy Spirit. As
pointed out, this guidance gives it a reliability which no purely
human agent can claim, no matter how competent. So the
teaching enjoys a presumption of truth which no other kind
of teaching can claim. The burden of proof would rest on the
shoulders of the person or persons who would deny some
Church teaching or propose some substitute. Their judgment

14 The Church, n. 12. Flannery, 363.
15 The Apostolic Exhortation on the Family, n. 5. Origins, 11, 28-20 (1981)
440.
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or norm would have to be certain to overturn the presumption
in favor of Church teaching.

The unique reliability of Church teaching derived from the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, besides offering a guarantee
against the error of a particular teaching, will also make legiti-
mate dissent a rare, if ever, phenomenon. Frequent dissent is
simply incompatible with the guidance of the Holy Spirit and
the reliability of Church teaching which depends on this guid-
ance. Even in purely secular matters we would not trust the
kind of guidance we would get from a teacher who was fre-
quently wrong. It would be much more imprudent to rely on
such an incompetent guide in spiritual matters.

Legitimate dissent must consequently be rare. It follows
that if one dissents frequently from Church teaching, even non-
infallible teaching, he is questioning not only the truth of a
particular teaching. He is throwing doubt on the reliability of
this kind of teaching. Already pointed out, frequent error is
incompatible with the reliability of the teacher. And in the
case of Church teaching, where this reliability is believed to
depend on the guidance of the Holy Spirit, it raises questions
about the validity of this belief.

I think one would also have to conclude that a person who
dissents frequently from non-infallible teaching on the basis of
natural reason no longer makes this teaching his regula fide:.
He accepts it only when he agrees with it. His criterion of
truth in this area is not Church teaching but his own reason.

The dissent one hears of today does not ordinarily involve
total denial of a particular teaching. Thus no one will simply
maintain that there is nothing wrong with adultery, or that
there is nothing wrong with abortion. The dissent, with per-
haps some exceptions, is aimed largely at hard cases. Those
who dissent are not satisfied with a solution of such cases which
allows for mitigated guilt. They would like to argue that such
cases are morally permissible. So they dissent from Church
teaching to the extent that it includes such hard cases.

Yet it is precisely because of the hard cases that the guidance
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of the Church is needed and helpful. It is in these areas par-
ticularly that the ability of the individual to make objective
judgments may be subject to the greatest interference, and
therefore less reliable. One might well dispute the need for
Church teaching in cases where the application of the norm
is easy. So if one simply restricts the reliability of Church
teaching to such cases, he would have great difficulty justify-
ing it at all. One who teaches dissent to Church teaching in
difficult cases is questioning it precisely in those areas in which
it is most useful and needed. He is really questioning the use-
fulness of this kind of teaching.

In this context the problem of exceptions to Church teaching
arises. Does one who makes an exception to Church teaching
violate this teaching? Or is this consistent with assent? Here
we are not dealing, at least directly, with the possibility of error
but with the possibility that moral norms are limited in their
extension. Obviously, if a teaching is open to exceptions, assent
to it will be limited to this extent. This is not an issue into
which we can go thoroughly, but it is safe to say, I believe,
that although some moral norms are open to exceptions, the
Church has traditionally taught that such things as adultery,
premarital sex, deliberate killing of the innocent, are absolute-
ly wrong. In other words, they are not open to exceptions.

There are some today who take the position that all moral
norms are open to exception.’ They argue that this is true
even of moral norms taught by the Church under the guidance
of the Holy Spirit. They contend that it is impossible for moral
norms to cover all possible cases, since it is impossible to fore-
see all possible circumstances in which a particular norm might
be applied. So every norm must be open at least to this ex-

16 Those who subseribe to this position are frequently called proportional-
ists, since their general principle is that material moral norms will yield to
a proportionate reason. They deny that there are moral absolutes ex objecto.
At the most these objects constitute ontic evil. A moral judgment can be
made only when all the elements of the act are considered. An act will be
considered morally evil only when all the ontic evil in the act outweighs the
good.
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tent. It must allow at least for some possible though unfore-
seen exception of the future.

On the theoretical level one might well dispute the need to
consider all possible circumstances before establishing an ab-
solute norm. But even if one were to admit this position, I do
not think this admission would affect the absoluteness of some
Church moral teaching. Even those who hold that all norms
must be theoretically open to exception admit that some moral
norms are practically absolute. In other words, even though
theoretically these norms must be open to exceptions for so-
called proportionate reasons, in practice no such reasons ap-
pear. So these norms are practically absolute.

I think that one would at least have to admit that the moral
norms which the Church teaches as absolute fall into this
category. One who would allow an exception to such a norm
would be denying that the norm itself was practically absolute.
He would be saying then that this norm was erroneous to the
extent that it claimed to include this case. Practically speak-
ing, he would be dissenting from the norm to this extent.

In other words, the acceptance of absolute norms in Church
teaching is not inconsistent with a metaethics which maintains
that all norms are open theoretically to exceptions. So no one
can deny the absoluteness of Church teaching on this basis. If
it is claimed that the Church is in error, it is done on the
basis of the person’s own estimate of the existence of a propor-
tionate reason, not on the basis of the method itself.

To argue against some absolute teaching, one would have
to assume that his reason is one which the Church had never
considered in the past. So it would have to be something en-
tirely new. It would also have to be new in the sense that it is
totally unlike anything the Church might have considered and
rejected in the past. Nor would it be sufficient for the differ-
ence to be one of degree. It would have to be such that one
would be dealing with a specifically different act.

In discussing the issue of dissent some attention should be
-given to the relation between non-infallible teaching and con-
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science. What Is the role of conscience in dealing with non-
infallible teaching? In general, there would seem to be no dif-
ference between the role conscience plays in non-infallible
teaching and the one it plays in infallible teaching. It is the
function of conscience to discern whether a particular act in
prospect falls under a moral prohibition or not. It is not the
role of conscience to determine whether a particular norm is
true or not. This must be done on a different level. If the
person dissents from a particular teaching, the role of his con-
science will then be to use the norm he accepts to determine
whether the act is permitted or not. There is no strict conflict
between conscience and norm. The conflict is rather between
Church teaching and the norm the person considers true.

It is not the role of conscience to make exceptions to norms.
To be valid and legitimate, an exception must be built into
the norm itself. The function of conscience is merely to deter-
mine whether the conditions for making the exception are
verified in an act under consideration. It is not empowered to
make an exception to a norm. If a norm is absolute, conscience
must follow it. . . . or else adopt a norm which allows the ex-
ception the person wants to make.

Sometimes a plea is made that a person cannot in conscience
observe a particular teaching. The person may be involved in
what appears as a conflict between the duty reflected in the
teaching and another duty, and may decide that he should fol-
low the latter. This should not be confused with exception-
making. The norm he uses does not make what the person
does good; it simply removes guilt when in good faith he does
something wrong.

To summarize, then, we tried to show that the non-infallible
moral teaching of the Church which we have been discussing
(morally certain and binding), although not immune from the
possibility of error, may be free from actual error, and is a
reliable source of truth. Indeed, due to the guidance of the
Holy Spirit, it is, apart from infallible teaching, the most reli-
able source of religious and moral truth we have. Since it is
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morally certain, this teaching enjoys a presumption of truth.
It thus puts the burden of proof on one who would deny some
Church teaching, and it will be overturned only by certainty
of error. If it occurs at all, error must be rare. Frequent error
is incompatible with the reliability of such teaching and with
the guidance of the Holy Spirit which accounts for it. Dissent,
if it is to be legitimate, must be based on proof of error, and
must be rare. Frequent dissent is incompatible both with the
reliability of Church teaching and the guidance of the Holy
Spirit behind it. If one dissents frequently, he undermines both
and makes his own reason rather than Church teaching his
regula fide:.

Joun R. ConNERY, S.J.
Loyola University
Chicago, Illinois



AQUINAS’S FOURTH WAY AND THE
APPROXIMATING RELATION

[ ]

HERE IS, IT CAN BE SAID, at least one trouble-
some premise (to some, unacceptable) in each of the
Five Ways recorded by Aquinas in the Summa Theolo-
giae (S.T.,1, q.2, a.3, c.). Three of the Ways, i.e., the First and
the Second and the Fifth, have a premise which describes
God—Prime Mover (Primum Movens, quod a nullo movetur),
First Efficient Cause (Causa Efficiens Prima), Intelligent
Orderer (Aliquid Intelligens, a quo omnes res naturales ordi-
nantur in finem), respectively—in a way which falls short of
a proper or adequate (unmistakable, unquestionable, unique)
identification of God. That is, it is not necessary that the
Prime Mover be God, or that the First Efficient Cause be God,
or that the Intelligent Orderer be God. For, whatever else God
is, God is the Creator, and the Prime Mover is not. And
neither is the First Efficient Cause; nor is the Intelligent
Orderer. This happens because the empirical point of departure
of each of these three Ways gives the causality of the Prime
Mover, of the First Efficient Cause, and of the Intelligent
Orderer an effect and a scope which make it impossible to iden-
tify them with the effect and the scope of the causality of the
Creator.

The two remaining ways, though providing a description of
God which quite properly or adequately identifies God—Self-
Necessary Being (Ens per se necessarium), Most a Being
(Maxime Ens), respectively—make an analytic claim which
is troublesome (to some unacceptable), in any case difficult to
understand. In the Third Way, it is the analytic claim that
“. ..sl...omnia sunt possibilia non esse, aliquando nihil fuit
in rebus;” and in the Fourth Way, it is the analytic claim that

17
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“ .. [si] ... magis et minus dicuntur de diversis secundum
quod appropinquant diversimode ad aliquid quod maxime
est... ...est...aliquid quod est verissimum et optimum et
nobilissimum . . . et . . . maxime ens.”

There are three parts in the argument of the Fourth Way,*
and it is the first of these which is difficult to understand. The
first part moves from the observed existence of the more and
the less good, true, noble, ete. to the concluded existence of
the most good, true, noble, ete.—the simpliciter good, true,
noble, ete., as it is called in the Contra Gentiles formulation of
an argument (S.G., I, cap. 13) which is similar to (though also
quite different from) the Fourth Way of the Summa Theolo-
giae.? The second part argues that the most true or verissimum

11t will be of help to the reader to have the text of the Fourth Way in
hand, and to have its three parts explicitly distinguished.

Quarta via sumitur ex gradibus qui in rebus inveniuntur.

First part: Invenitur enim in rebus aliquid magis et minus bonum,
et verum, et nobile: et sic de aliis huiusmodi. Sed magis
et minus dicuntur de diversis secundum quod appropin-
quant diversimode ad aliquid quod maxime est: sicut
magis calidum est, quod magis appropinquat maxime
calido. Est igitur aliquid quod est verissimum et optimum
et nobilissimum,

Second part: et per consequens maxime ens: nam quae sunt maxime
vera, sunt maxime entia, ut dicitur II Metaphys.

Third part: Quod autem dicitur maxime tale in aliquo genere, est
causa omnium quae sunt illius generis: sicut ignis, qui
est maxime calidus, est causa omnium calidorum, ut in
eodem libro dicitur. Ergo est aliquid quod omnibus enti-
bus est causa esse, et bonitatis, et cuiuslibet perfectionis:
et hoc dicimus Deum.

2 Whereas the Fourth Way uses the approximating relation to move to the
existence of the Maxime Ens from the fact that there are real things which
are more and less, the way of the (.G. uses the approximating relation to
move to the existence of the Maxime Ens from the fact that there are propo-
sitions such that ome is more false than the other (and so, less true than
the other) more puzzling still than the Fourth Way.

Here is the text of the C.G. argument:

Potest etiam alia ratio colligi ex verbis Aristotelis. In II enim

Metaphys. ostendit quod ea quae sunt maxime vera, sunt et maxime

entia. In IV autem Metaphys. ostendit esse aliquid maxime verum, ex

hoc quod videmus duorum falsorum unum altero esse magis falsum,
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(already concluded to exist in the first part) is most a being
or maxime ens. The third part argues that the most a being or
mazime ens (concluded to exist in the second part) is the cause
of the being, the goodness, the truth, the nobility, and the like,
in all else, including the more and the less which constitute the
point of departure of the Fourth Way in the first part of the
argument. And so, the Fourth Way argues that the existence
of the more and the less true requires the existence of the most
true, which (qua most true) is also most a being, and which
(qua most a being) is the cause of the existence, the goodness,
and the like, of all else, i.e., of the more and the less. The
exvistence of the thing called the most, it is to be noted, is
established before it is argued that the most is a cause. This is
troublesome; and, if not troublesome, then certainly difficult to
understand. For it is not clear how the existence of the most
is established; since, as it appears, it is not established by an
appeal to causality. What is there about the more and the less
(one is led to ask), other than its being the effect of the most
(argued in the last part), which enables Aquinas to conclude
to the existence of the most (in the first part) ?

It is our intention, in this brief paper, to try to render the
first part of the Fourth Way a bit less troublesome, a bit less
difficult to understand.

Let us look more closely at the first part of the Fourth Way.
“Magis et minus,” writes Aquinas, “dicuntur de diversis
secundum quod appropinquant diversimode ad aliquid quod
maxime est.” What exactly is he doing here? He is pointing
out that different things are said (dicuntur)—notice  are
said ”—to be such that some of them are more and others less
good, true, noble, and the like, according as they approximate,
or approach, in different ways something which is the most
(or stmpliciter) good, true, noble, ete. But, since Aquinas im-

unde oportet ut alterum sit etiam altero verius; hoc autem est
secundum approximationem ad id quod est simpliciter et maxime
verum. Ex quibus concludi potest ulterius esse aliquid quod est maxime
ens. Et hoe dicimus Deum.
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mediately concludes: “ Est igitur aliquid quod est verissimum
et optimum et nobilissimum,” i.e., since he immediately con-
cludes that there exists something which is truest and best and
noblest, he is also pointing out that 1) different things are
said to be such that some are more and others less, because
they are—notice “ are "—such that some are more and others
less, and 2) that these things could not be such that some are
more and others less, unless there exists something which is
the most, in relation to which the more and the less are pre-
cisely the more and the less they are, according as they ap-
proximate that most in different ways. He is saying that things
which exist, and which are more and less, are more and less pre-
cisely according as they approximate a most; and could not
exist as approximating a most unless the most they approxi-
mate is an existing most. Or, more briefly, things which ap-
proximate a most cannot approximate a most unless there is
a most which they approximate. And indeed, Aquinas him-
self makes this point explicitly, though in another place—in
his commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle: “. . . non
esset aliquid affinius vero vel propinquius, nisi esset aliquid
simpliciter verum.” (In IV Metaph., lect. 9, n.659): “. .. there
would not be anything which is closer to the true, i.e., more
true, than something else, unless there existed something
which is simply true.”® What is there about the approximating
relation which enables Aquinas to draw the conclusion that
what is approximated—and what is approximated is what is

3 But here, Metaphysics, Bk. IV, 1008 b 31—1009 a 5, Aristotle presents
his seventh argument against those who claim that contradictory statements
are simultaneously true; or, as Aquinas puts it, against those qui dicunt
contradictoria simul esse vera (In IV Metaph., lect. 7, n. 611). And so, the
statement of Aquinas just quoted (from In IV Metaph., lect. 9, n. 659) is
about the truth of propositions (as is the argument of the C.G. quoted in
footnote 2), not about the truth of things. The Fourth Way, on the other
hand, is talking precisely about the truth of things.

It is to be noted that the reference made to Aristotle Metaphysics, Bk. IV,
in the C.@. argument quoted in footnote 2 is to Aristotle’s seventh argument
against those who claim that contradictory statements are simultaneously
true,
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maxime or stmpliciter—must exist, if there exist things which
are more and less, and which (qua more and less) approximate
it? This is the troublesome question, the difficult question, to
which the analytic claim of the first part of the argument of the
Fourth Way gives rise.

* * *

What, if anything, has been suggested by way of trying to
clarify what goes on in the first part of the Fourth Way?

1. There is the suggestion of Harvanek (4.C.P.A. Proceed-
ings, 1954, pp. 207-212) that the Fourth Way moves from the
more and the less to demonstrate the existence of a most, and
“ prior to any appeal to causality ” (p. 211) ,* “ by a kind of nat-
ural dialectic of the mind ” (p. 210). In this natural dialectic,
it is explained, the mind “in its recognition of grades . . . im-
plicitly asserts the existence of a mazimum at the end of an as-
cending scale ” (p. 210) —a mazimum, one wants to clarify, in
the sense of a simpliciter or an absolute, beyond which there
cannot be a more. What this is saying appears to be the follow-
ing. To recognize that there are things such that some are more
and others less is to recognize that these things (i.e., the some
more and others less) are such that something more perfect
than any of them is in principle possible., And to recognize this
entails recognizing as in principle possible, though implicitly,
something so perfect that a more perfect is in principle impos-
sible. That is, “the mind naturally judges greater and less
according to some standard or norm ” (p. 211) —i.e., a most, or
a simpliciter, or an absolute. But then, continues Harvanek, the
mind moves on beyond that to judge that the standard or norm
(the most, the absolute) must actually exist, and just because
the mind has judged greater and less in relation to the standard
it has recognized as in principle possible® But, one can ask,
Harvanek reflects: “. . . does it follow the norm then necessarily

4 It is important, it is to be noted, to keep this priority in mind.

5 This is saying that, if there is something than which a greater is possible,
then there must be something than which a greater is impossible. And this,
it appears to be saying, is demanded by the epproximating relation.
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exists? ” (p. 211), just because the natural dialectic of the
mind has judged it to exist; and precisely for the reason given?,
i.e., because the mind has judged greater and less in relation to
(i.e., as approximating) a most (an absolute, a standard, a
norm) recognized as in principle possible? If Aquinas actually
argues in this way, one will still have to make clear, Harvanek
suggests—without himself attempting to make it clear—exact-
ly how the natural dialectic which takes place in the mind ac-
tually demonstrates the real existence of an absolute, and prior
to any appeal to causality (p. 211). Here, by noting that the
existence of an absolute is demonstrated prior to any appeal
to causality, Harvanek puts his finger on the troublesomeness
of the approximating relation which figures in the first part of
the Fourth Way. And he attempts to resolve this troublesome-
ness in terms of the natural dialectic of the mind which he
describes. But, this resolution adds a problem—that of show-
ing how one can pass to the conclusion of the real existence
of that most or absolute from one’s understanding of more and
less in relation to one’s understanding of a most.

2. There is, secondly, the suggestion of Maritain in Ap-
proaches to God,® that what is operative in Aquinas’s argument
from the more and less to the existence of a most, and prior
to any appeal to causality, is a self-evident principle which
“ expresses in an entirely general way the logical requirements
of the concept of comparative relation ” (p. 53), namely the
proposition: “ Every series composed of a more and a less
connotes a most ” (p. 53), a proposition with “ supra-empirical
and unconditional universality and necessity ” (p. 53). To say
that the more and less connote a most means that “ wherever
there exist degrees (wherever there is a more and a less) it is
necessary that there exist, somewhere, a supreme degree or a
maxmium (a most)” (p. 50). The connoting is a connoting
with respect to the existence of a most. But, one must ask,
exactly what sort of connoting is this connoting? That is, in

6 Maritain, Jacques. Approaches to God, translated from the French by
Peter O’Reilly. New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1954.
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virtue of what in the more and the less do they (the more and
the less) connote the existence of a most, and precisely what is
it in the most which gets picked out by the connoting? The
most cannot be picked out as the cause of the more and the
less, since causality is not operative until the third part of the
argument. How then does the most get picked out? Simply as
what the more and the less approxzimate. And, in virtue of
what in the more and the less do they (the more and the less)
connote the existence of a most? Simply in virtue of the fact
that, as more and less, they approximate. The most emerges
not as the cause of the more and the less, but simply as what
ts approximated by the more and the less. What is it that the
most does (if “ does ” is the word?) for the more and the less,
in being that which they approximate? Nothing—if “ doing ”
means acting as an efficient cause. All that the most “ does”
is to be there as what is approzimated by the more and the
less.”

A comparison may be helpful. (This comparison was sug-
gested by Maritain’s noting that the proposition “ Every series
composed of a more and a less connotes a most” is a necessary
and self-evident proposition of the same logical type as the
principle of causality—which Maritain formulates as follows:
Everything which is contingent is caused—i.e., known of it-
self per se secundo modo. See p. 53; and p. 21, note 1). To be
contingent is to be caused. And so, if there is something con-
tingent, there must exist a cause or causes on which the con-
tingent thing depends. Moreover, if there is something con-
tingent, there must exist a cause which is an uncaused (and
uncausable) cause. Similarly, to be more and less is to ap-
proximate something—not just anything at all, i.e., not just
something which is a more, but a most. And so, if there are
more and less, there must exist a most which the more and the
less approximate. That is, there must exist an approximated

7 That is, the more and less, qua more and less, approwimaie. The most,
qua most, is approzimated.
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which does not (and cannot) approximate® A contingently
existing thing cannot exist unless there exists an wuncaused
cause on which it depends. Similarly, it seems, what exists as
approximating (i.e., the more and the less) cannot exist unless
there exists an wnapproximating approximated (i.e., a most)
which it approximates. This, it appears, is what is required by
the concept of “ comparative relation,” ie., by the concept of
the approximating relation, at least as Maritain seems to un-
derstand it. Moreover, Maritain’s understanding of the com-
parative or approximating relation makes it sound very much
as if the most emerges, in the first part of the Fourth Way, as
an exemplary cause (vs. an agent cause) .

3. There is, thirdly, the suggestion of Brady (The New
Scholasticism, 1974, pp. 291-232) that the Fourth Way moves
from the existence of the more and the less to the existence of
a most precisely by appealing to causality. Not to agent
causality, but to exemplary causality. Brady notes that “ the
purpose of the first part of the text [of the Fourth Way] is to
ascend from the affirmation of the degrees of existing to the
affirmation of the maximal being, the exemplary cause [my
italics] of all graded beings” (p. 229). Agent causality does
function in the Fourth Way, but in its last part, i.e., in the part
in which Aquinas argues that the most a being (mazime ens),
precisely qua most a being, is the cause (agent cause) of the
existence, and of the goodness, and the like, of the more and
the less. Writes Brady, agreeing with L. Charlier: “. . . the
second part [what I have called the third, or last, part; see
above p. 2] of the text ... [of the Fourth Way] ... deals with
the procession [my italics] of creatures from God, the first
efficient cause [my italics] . ..” (p. 229).

In order to make Brady’s suggestion clearer, let us ask the
question: What exactly is it that the first part of the Fourth
Way tries to explain—in the sense in which the First Way
tries to explain the fact of motion; or the Third Way tries to

8 That is, an wmapproximating approximated; a most, a simpliciter, an
absolute.
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explain the fact of the existence of things for which it is pos-
sible to be and not to be? And let us ask further: How would
Brady answer this question? As follows, it seems: The first
part of the Fourth Way tries to explain the fact that the exist-
ing things which we experience are like one another, while being
unltke one another—/ike one another in being good, in being
true, in being noble, in being in existence, etc.; unlike one an-
other in that some are better than others, truer than others,
more noble than others, etc. And in proposing what he takes
to be the Fourth Way’s explanation of this fact, Brady makes
it quite clear that the explanation is not in terms of the agent
cause (as it is in the other four Ways), for graded beings are
not being seen, in the first part of the Fourth Way, as pro-
ceeding from something, but simply as ¢mitating something,
simply as being more or less like something. And so, the ex-
planation is in terms of the evemplary cause. What proceeds
from something cannot proceed, unless that from which it pro-
ceeds exists. Similarly, things that are more or less like some-
thing cannot be more or less like something, unless that which
they are more or less like exists.—Or, if there are two things,
one of which is less good, the other of which is better, they are
such that the less good is less like the best; and the better, more
like the best. But, this cannot be, unless there exists something
which is best, which the better and the less good are more and
less like~—Or, the better and the less good cannot be the better
and the less good, unless each, in its own way, is a copy of the
best. And so, if there exist a better and a less good, there must
exist a best, as that which they copy, i.e., as that which is their
exemplary cause.

4. There is, fourthly, the suggestion of Sister M. Annice (The
Thomist, 1956, pp. 22-58) that the first part of the Fourth
Way is an wmplicit demonstration, moving from the observed
existence of an “ ascending scale of perfection” (p. 26), i.e.,
from the observed existence of the more and the less, to the
concluded existence of a maximum, a most, which is seen as
both efficient cause and exemplary cause, but primarily and
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especially as efficient cause (p. 58). The perfections in the
things characterized as the more and the less are transcendental
rather than univocal, i.e., they are features which belong to the
things we experience because they exist and have an essence,
rather than being the features contained within their essences
(p. 27). In this implicit demonstration, there are two steps.
In the first, the mind sees the ascending scale of perfections,
i.e., the more and the less, as pointing to a maximum, viewed as
the ultimate measure of the more and the less. The mind sees
that the more and the less, or the better and the less good, en-
tail somehow the existence of a best, not just any sort of best,
but a best such that none better is in principle possible, the
Maxime Ens (p. 25; pp. 27-87; p. 57) . In the second step, the
mind penetrates more deeply, and sees the more and the less as
limited and participating; then sees the limited and participat-
ing as necessarily dependent, not on just any sort of cause, but
on an unlimited and unparticipating cause, the Maxime Ens
(p. 25; pp. 37-44; p. 57) . Moreover, it is to be emphasized, ac-
cording to Sister M. Annice, that the explicit goal of this im-
plicit demonstration is to provide a concept, that of the
Mazime Ens, which is to be used in the explicit demonstration
which Aquinas offers in the closing lines of the Fourth Way,
i.e., when he argues that the Mawxime Ens, precisely because
Mazime Ens, is the cause of the being, the goodness, the truth,
the nobility, and the like, of the more and the less. Here, too,
in the explicit demonstration, as in the implicit demonstration
which has preceded, the Maxime Ens emerges as both efficient
cause and exemplary cause, but primarily as eflicient cause.
Writes Sister M. Annice as she brings her study to a close:

The quarta via does not seem to be strictly completed until we
have shown that the transcendental perfection of being and its
properties found in essentially varied degrees in creatures, are un-
explainable apart from an absolute Maximum, Subsistent Perfec-
tion as their proper (per se) efficient Cause [my italies]. The
consideration of the exemplary Case [my italics], while not neces-
sary to the primary proof [my italics], is helpful in understanding
better the whole theory of participated perfection (p. 58).
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5. There is, fifthly, the suggestion of Van Steenberghen
(Rivista di Filosofia Neo-scolastica, 1978, pp. 99-112) that the
Fourth Way is inspired, quite clearly, by the Neoplatonic
metaphyics of participation, i.e., by the view that all things
not God participate in the subsistent Being of one God (ex-
emplary causality), the one God who is also the Creator of
them all (efficient causality), in spite of the Fourth Way’s ex-
plicit reference to Aristotle alone. This is by way of contrast to
the Platonic view that things participate in a number of dif-
ferent subsistent Exemplars, in a plurality of different sub-
sistent Ideas, no one (or group) of which has creative power.
The difficulties in interpretation to which the Fourth Way may
give rise are due, according to Van Steenberghen, to the exces-
sively concise way in which it is formulated, leaving its point
to a great extent implicit and imprecise and incomplete. And
this, not only with respect to its point of departure, ie., the
existence of the more and the less (magis et minus), but also
with respect to both of its basic principles: 1) “ Magis et minus
dicuntur de diversis secundum quod appropinquant diver-
simode ad aliquid quod maxime est” (in which exemplary
causality is at work), and 2) “ Quod dicitur maxime tale in
aliquo genere est causa omnium quae sunt illius generis” (in
which efficient causality is at work). Accordingly, notes Van
Steenberghen, the concise formulation of the Fourth Way
ought to be provided with a background, with the details,
which will help make its point more explicitly, more precisely,
more completely. To this end, Van Steenberghen undertakes a
study of St. Thomas’s commentaries on the Liber de Divinis
Nominibus and the Liber de Causis, both of which are clearly
Neoplatonie works . Though neither of these two commentaries
treats the problem of the existence of God in an express way,
notes Van Steenberghen, both contain details which are ex-
tremely valuable for a proper exegesis of the Fourth Way
(hence the title of Van Steenberghen’s article, “ Prolégomeénes
ala‘ Quarta Via’.”).

With respect to the point of departure of the Fourth Way,
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the Neoplatonic metaphysics of participation helps make clear,
notes Van Steenberghen, what kind of perfections Aquinas has
in mind in speaking of goodness, truth, nobility, and the like.
These are perfections which, like the perfection of being, can
be possessed in diverse degrees, so that the participants form
an ascending scale or hierarchy. This excludes the so-called
“univocal ” perfections which are not capable of more and
less; a thing cannot be more or less a man, more or less a
triangle. But a thing can be more or less good, true, noble, and
the like. These are transcendental perfections, perfections
which belong to all things, just because they exist and have an
essence, essence being the measure of their being, their good-
ness, their truth, their nobility, and the like. This is a point
stressed by Sister M. Annice as well (see above p. 25).

With respect to the first basic principle, i.e., “ Magis et minus
dicuntur de diversis secundum quod appropinquant diversi-
mode ad aliquid quod maxime est,” the Neoplatonic meta-
physics of participation helps make clear that “ quod maxime
est” is an absolute maximum, and not a relative one; that is,
something so great in goodness, in truth, in nobility, in being,
etc., that none greater is in principle possible. The maximum,
here, is a perfection in a pure, and therefore unlimited, state; a
perfection which is received by its participants, and limited in
them, according to the measure of their essences. Such a maxi-
mum must be either a transcendental perfection (i.e., one
found in all things, just because they exist and have an
essence), e.g., goodness, truth, nobility, beauty; or a simple
perfection (i.e., one not tied of itself to the finite realm or to
the realm of material things, though not found in all things).
e.g., wisdom, knowledge, life.

With respect to the second basic principle, i.e., “ Quod dicitur
maxime tale in aliquo genere est causa omnium quae sunt
illius generis,” the Neoplatonic metaphysics of participation
helps make clear that the absolute maximum is the one and
total agent cause, the one creative cause, of all the things which
are magis et minus, i.e., of all the participants.
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As Van Steenberghen brings his article to a close, he notes
the following:

In the light of the doctrine of participation abundantly developed
in the Expositio super Librum de causis, the sense of the Fourth
Way cannot be in doubt. Among the perfections which we dis-
cern in the world, there are some which are possessed in diverse
degrees, all limited. These degrees of limited perfections imply a
reference to absolute perfections, to absolute maxima: this is the
principle of participation. Moreover, the maximum (absolute) in
a determined order is the cause of all the participants: this is the
form of the principle of causality which we have encountered most
often in the Expositio of St. Thomas as well as in the De causis
itself.?

And though Van Steenberghen writes the immediately preced-
ing with respect to Aquinas’ commentary on the Liber de
Causis, it 1s quite clear that it applies to Aquinas’ commentary
on the Liber de Divinis Nominibus as well.

Among the perfections as we discern in the world we experi-
ence, there are some which are had by things in diverse degrees,
all limited. These are the transcendental and the simple per-
fections. This ascending scale of limited perfections implies a
reference (an approximating reference, to use an expression
Van Steenberghen does not use) to perfections which are ab-
solutes, to mazima which are absolutes. That is, if there are
magis et minus of the transcendental and simple sort, there
must be an absolute of the same sort. This is the principle of
participation, focussing on a cause in the sense of an exemplar.

9“A la lumiére de la doctrine de la participation abondamment développée
dans VYExpositio super Librum de causts, le sens de la quarie vie ne saurait
étre douteux. Parmi les perfections que nous discernons dans Pumivers, il en
est qui sont possédées i des degrés divers, tous limités. Cet étagement de
perfections limitées implique référence &4 des perfections absolues, & des
maxima absolus: c’est le principe de participation. D’autre part, le maxi-
mum (absolu) dans un ordre déterminé est la cause de tous les participants:
c’est la forme du principe de causalité que nous avons rencontreé le plus
souvent dans V'Hapositio de S. Thomas comme dans le De causis lui-méme.”
(Van Steenberghen, Fernand. “ Prolégoménes & la ‘ Quarta Via’,” Riviste di
Filosofia Neo-scolastica, Vol. 70 (1978), p. 112).
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Moreover, the absolute maximum in a given order is the cause
of all the participants in that order. This is the principle of
causality, focussing on a cause in the sense of an agent. More
briefly, the more and the less require the existence of an ab-
solute most, of one absolute most, as their exemplary cause,
and this one absolute most is also their one agent cause.

6. We have five suggestions *° with respect to clarifying what
goes on in the first part of the Fourth Way, i.e., in that part
which moves from the observed existence of the more and the
less to the concluded existence of a most.

The first, that of Harvanek, describes this movement as a
movement of the mind “ prior to any appeal to causality,” as a
kind of natural dialectic of the mind moving from the less good
to the better, and then from the better to the best possible,
i.e., the best beyond which there can be none better; then judg-
ing that this best must actually exist, just because the mind
has understood the less good and the better in relation to the
best. Though this suggestion describes the movement as prior
to an appeal to causality, it seems to mean prior to an appeal
to agent (efficient) causality. For the natural dialectic of the
mind which this suggestion describes, along with the judgment
that the best possible actually exists, seems to point (though
not explicitly) to an appeal to exemplary causality, inasmuch
as the best possible is called a standard or a norm in reference
to which the less good and the better both are, and are under-
stood to be, the less good and the better.

The second suggestion, that of Maritain, like the first, makes
it quite clear, though not explicitly, that the movement from
the existence of the more and the less to the existence of a most
does not appeal to agent causality. And though Maritain does

10 We could perhaps have considered suggestions other than these five, even
in addition to these five. But, it is not our intention here to do a history of
the commentaries on the first part of the Fourth Way. Our intention in con-
sidering these five—and they serve our purpose extraordinarily well-—is sim-
ply to put ourselves into a position in which we can render the first part of
the Fourth Way just a bit less troublesome, just a bit less difficult to under-
stand.
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not explicitly mention exemplary causality, his suggestion that
this part of the Fourth Way is based on the self-evident prin-
ciple that “ Every series composed of a more and a less con-
notes a most,” along with his explanation of the workings of
this connoting, principle, seem to be saying that, in his view,
this part of the Fourth Way makes an appeal to exemplary
causality. For, no one of these things, notes Maritain, which
are more or less good, true, etc. is unto itself the reason for its
goodness, truth, etc., simply because each is more or less. Only
that which is a most in such a way that there can be none bet-
ter, none truer, ete. is unto itself the reason for its goodness, its
truth, ete. (p. 51). Which seems to be indicating that the
goodness, truth, ete. of the more and the less has its reason,
In some way, in the goodness, truth, etc. of the best possible,
truest possible, etc., inasmuch as it connotes that most by
imitating it, by approximating it. And so, the best possible
seems to be functioning as an exemplary cause.

The third suggestion, that of Brady, states explicitly that the
movement from the existence of the more and the less to the
existence of a most appeals to eremplary causality. The
“ plenitude of being,” i.e., the Maxime Ens of the Fourth Way,
is the ewemplar, Brady states; the Maxime Ens is “imitated
differently by all the degrees of existing,” and it completely
satisfies the tendency of the intellect to affirm a most, as what
is imitated, simply because being is intelligible (p. 232; p. 228) .
It is the intrinsic intelligibility of being, according to Brady—
i.e., the resistance of being (in any attempt to explain the
grades of things ) to all contradictions, which contradictions he
notes on pp. 221-222—that requires the ezistence of the
Mazxime Ens as the “ ultimate reason ” explaining the fact that
the existing things we experience are graded things. And this
ultimate reason emerges not as an efficient (agent) cause, since
the graded things we experience are not being viewed, in the
first part of the Fourth Way, as proceeding from their cause
(things proceed from an efficient cause), but rather as imitat-
ing, as being measured by, their cause (things imitate, are
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measured by, an exemplary cause), as being more and less in
approximative reference to a most.

The fourth suggestion, that of Sister M. Annice, states ex-
plicitly that the movement from the existence of the more and
the less to the existence of a most appeals both to efficient
(agent) causality and to exemplary causality, though primarily
to efficient causality; and that the Fourth Way makes this ap-
peal twice, first only implicitly, then explicitly—implicitly, as
it argues: “. . . est igitur aliquid quod est verissimum et opti-
mum et nobilissimum . . . et . . . maxime ens [quia magis et
minus dicuntur de diversis secundum quod appropinquant di-
versimode ad aliquid quod maxime est]. . .;” explicitly, as it
argues: “. .. ergo est aliquid quod omnibus entibus est causa
esse et bonitatis et cuiuslibet perfectionis [quia quod dicitur
maxime tale in aliquo genere est causa omnium quae sunt
illius generis]...”.

The fifth suggestion, that of Van Steenberghen, argues that
the movement from the existence of the more and the less to
the existence of a most is to be understood by an appeal to cer-
tain details of the Neoplatonic metaphysics of participation
which Aquinas develops in his commentary on the Liber de
Divinis Nominibus and in that on the Liber de Causis.—The
things that are more and less are to be understood with respect
to their transcendental perfections (and their simple perfec-
tions too, if they have any; though these are not explicitly
mentioned by Aquinas in his point of departure) .—The trans-
cendental (and simple) most (or maximum) is to be under-
stood as an absolute maximum, rather than as a relative one.
An absolute maximum is one so great that none greater is in
principle possible, Things that are more are closer to the ab-
solute maximum; things that are less, further removed from it.
Approximation, here, is in terms of participation; the more and
less are copies of one subsistent Exemplar. The more and the
less form an ascending scale in which the higher the member,
the closer the approach to the maximum.—In quantitative
contexts, by contrast, in which there can be no absolute maxi-
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mum, e.g., in the context of numbers, things are more and less
in approximative reference to a unit, which is always less than
any of the more and the less; indeed, there is nothing less than
this measuring unit by which the measuring unit itself is to
be measured. The greater (or more) is further removed from
the unit; the smaller (or less), closer to the unit. Approxima-
tion, here, is not in terms of participation; the more and the less
are not copies of a measuring unit which is an exemplar; they
are rather constituted out of addition of the unit to itself. The
more and the less form an ascending scale in which the higher
the member, the further the remove from the measuring unit.
Notes Van Steenberghen:

... the more and the less in the context of numbers, for example,
are not said in relation to the greatest number, which neither is
nor can be, but rather in relation to the unit; the size of a man is
not measured in relation to the largest man, but in relation to the
unit of largeness, which is for us the meter.?

The five suggestions just summarized confirm, and make
clearer, “ diligenter intuenti,” what was in some way clear at
the outset, namely, that both exemplary causality and agent
causality find a place in the Fourth Way. And a return to the
text of the Fourth Way, in the light of these five suggestions,
will confirm “ diligenter intuenti ” that it is exemplary causality
which functions (though without explicit mention) in the
Fourth Way as it argues to the existence of a most, i.e., the
Maxime Ens; and that it is agent causality which functions
(though without explicit mention) in the Fourth Way as it
argues that the Maxzime Ens, already shown to exist, is the
cause of the being, goodness, and the like, in all else, i.e., in the
more and the less.

7. One thing remains to be done in this brief consideration

114, . . le plus et le moins dans les nombres, par exemple, ne se disent pas
par rapport au plus grand nombre, qui n’existe pas et ne peut exister, mais
par rapport & I'unité; la taille d’un homme ne se mesure pas par rapport &
Phomme le plus grand, mais par rapport & I'unité de grandeur, qui est our
nous le métre.” (Van Steenberghen, art. cif., p. 108).
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of the first part of the Fourth Way, with the hope that it will
become less troublesome, less difficult to understand. It re-
mains to make clear, at least briefly, what exemplary causality
is, in order to help make clear, if possible, what it is about
(what there is in the nature of) the more and the less of the
Fourth Way, which reveals them to be effects requiring the
existence of God, the Maxime Ens, as their only possible
exemplary cause. This is perhaps a good way to pursue the
question put above (p. 8): What is there about the approxi-
mating relation which enables Aquinas to draw the conclusion
that what is approximated—and what is approximated is what
is maxwime or simpliciter—must exist, if there exist things which
are more and less, and which (qua more and less) approximate
it?

What, then, is an exemplary cause? An exemplary cause is a
pattern (a design, a blueprint, a standard) . A cause, generally,
is that on which something else, the effect, depends in some
way or other. An ewemplary cause is that on which something
else, the effect, depends in a special way, i.e., in the way in
which a copy or an instance depends on a pattern (design, blue-
print, standard. Decio Hall, for example, is a copy or instance
of the blueprint conceived by one or more architects. Without
the blueprint of which Decio Hall is a copy there could not be
a Decio Hall. Of course, other things are required as well, such
as bricks and mortar and glass, as the materials; and such as
workmen, to put the materials together (using the blueprint as
a guide). An exemplary cause is one of several kinds of cause
on which an effect depends.

What, now, is it in the more and the less of the Fourth Way
which reveals them to be effects in need of God as their only
possible exemplary cause? Or, what is there in the more and
the less which reveals them to be copies or instances of a stand-
ard, a standard which must be, cannot be anything but, the
Mazime Ens of the Fourth Way?

Let us begin by considering an example. We are examining
two model airplanes, and we notice that one of them is a con-
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siderably better model than the other. What does this imply?
Quite clearly, that the model which is the better one is a more
faithful copy of something which is a standard or a pattern
for these things. And, of course, if the better one is a more
faithful copy, the other is a less faithful copy. And so, both
are copies. This is saying, quite clearly, that if there are two
things, one of which is a better something (whatever) than
the other, then there must be some third thing, the standard
or the pattern, which is better than the first two, and of which
the first two must be copies.

Apply this, now, to the first part of the Fourth Way. We
observe the things we experience, and we notice that men, for
example, are better, truer, more noble things than trees. And
so, men are more faithful copies of something which is a stand-
ard or a pattern for these things. Of course, if men are more
faithful copies, then trees are less faithful copies. And so, both
are copies. Thus, if men are better things than trees, there
must be some third thing, the standard or the pattern, which
is a better thing than men and trees, and of which both men
and trees must be copies.

What, now, is to be said about this third and better thing,
the standard? Since it is the standard, can it also be a copy
of some prior standard? But, if there are standards for stand-
ards, then, it seems, there can be no standard at all. More-
over, if there cannot be a standard for a standard, then the
standard cannot be better or worse.

The conclusion seems to be that if there are things which are
better and worse (more and less), then there must be a best
(a most) such that there can be none better. For the better
and the worse (the more and the less must be copies, and
copies are copies of a standard, and a standard must be the
best (the most), in the sense that none better is possible.

The Fourth Way is concerned with the transcendental per-
fections of the things we experience, i.e., with features which
the things we experience have in common with all existing
things, just because they exist, and as existing, have an essence.
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Though goodness (value), truth (knowability) and nobility
(independence) —the perfections explicitly mentioned in the
first part of the Fourth Way—belong to all existing things,
just because they exist, and as existing, have an essence; not
all existing things have the same grade of goodness, truth and
nobility, because mot all of them have the same grade of
essence. This is why men, for example, are better, truer, more
noble than horses; horses than trees; and trees than stones. The
graded diversity of their goodness and truth and nobility is
rooted in the graded diversity of their essences. But, each
essence determines for the thing which has that essence the
same grade of goodness, truth and nobility, all three. For ex-
ample, the goodness, truth and nobility, all three, of a man
are of the same grade, i.e., of the human grade, because all three
are rooted in the same essence, i.e., human essence.

Since there are things which are more and less good, true
and noble, all three; there must be something which is most
good, most true, most noble, all three, such that there can be
nothing better, nothing truer, nothing more noble. For the
more and the less must be copies, and copies are copies of a
standard. Moreover, since a standard cannot have a standard, a
standard must be the most possible, cannot be anything but
the most possible. The most possible is the only possible stand-
ard—with respect to transcendental (and simple) perfections.
This, it appears, is the Maxime Ens of the Fourth Way. This,
it appears, 1s how the approximating relation enables Aquinas
to conclude that the Mazime Ens exists, as the only possible
exemplary cause of the more and the less.

JoserH BoBik
University of Notre Dame
Notre Dame, Indiana



THE DIVINE ATTRIBUTES IN AQUINAS

[ 0]

N THIS PAPER I discuss principally the claim of Aquinas
that the divine attribute which is the formal constituent
of the divine nature is esse. I also discuss the consequent

attribute of simplicity, with some reflections on this relation of
consequence. I conclude with some remarks on philosophical
realism in general, which I take to be the necessary back-
ground to this theory or, as I argue, discovery.

* * *

In St. Thomas’s Summa Theologiae we are confronted first,
not with a study of the attributes of God, but with Five Ways
of knowing that God exists. Strictly consequent upon this,
there are then two basic movements of thought upon which, to
mix the metaphor, the next structure after the Five Ways, that
of the attributes, is laid.

The first step is to find just one attribute which can be put
forward as the formal constituent of the divine natura, its
essentia (this will be the so-called metaphysical essence, since
the real divine essence is one with the simple and hence con-
stituentless divine nature). This is come upon through an im-
manent logic arising strictly out of conclusions reached through
the Five Ways, and is in fact subsisting existence, ipsum esse
subsistens, often called Being, confusingly, since this translates
ens as well as esse. If it were not this there would be unex-
plained composition in God, at least between His nature and
His act of existing.

The second step is then to derive whatever attributes can be
strictly deduced from this conception of God as subsistent
esse, while a subsidiary step is to divide these into what com-
mentators later called entitative and operative attributes. The
first step identifies the nature of God with His act of existing,

37
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actus essendi, stressing that as pure act He is not in any genus,
not to be grasped in an abstract idea, even though the theory of
the attributes must go on to say He ts truth, iés goodness and
so on. The saving grace of these attributions, however, is that
they do not imply limitation, even though it is a general prin-
ciple of the Thomistic interpretation of things that form is what
places a limitation on being, so that in being a man I cannot
be an elephant.

Of course the necessary infinity of these absolutely simple
perfections entails that each of them is really identical with
the divine nature, itself identical with His esse, His actus
essendi. There can only be one reality in God, understood as
the infinite. But my intention here is not to run through all
the well-known arguments yet again.

Thus that God, any God, must be subsisting Existence, I
take to be well established. We can’t have a divine essence
capable of receiving existence, and for God to be love, say, He
has first to be. I can make no sense of saying that this is mere-
ly chosen as appropriate to our way of thinking. I would rather
say it thinks itself, once we ‘let being be’ (Heidegger’s in-
spired definition of thinking) .

Of course God is not being identified with ens in commune,
that almost cynical error of pantheism. God is identified with
His own act of existing, proper to Him alone. Since this is, as
divine, an act without limitation, we then go on to say that this
cannot be an existence shared with any other existing, that
God must exist in a uniquely eminent way, that that act of
existing which He himself is, is transcendent. In the sense in
which God exists, nothing else does, as the doctrine of analogy
should bring out rather than obscure.!

Nonetheless, we need to enquire into the significance and im-
plications of it being just existence which is the formal attribute

1 Cf. Leo J. Elders, Die Metaphysik de Thomas von Aquin, I, Salzburg
1985, p. 133: ‘Das ens commune ist das geschaffene Seiende . . . Gott fillt
nicht unter das ens commune: Er ist das ganz Andere, von dem wir wohl
wissen konnen, da Er ist, nicht aber, was BEr ist.
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of the divine nature, something to which both Kant and
Aristotle seemed to deny the status of a formal property. The
reason, after all, that it is not a formal or delimiting property
is that it comes into everything. For to classify is to exclude,
as even Russell’s class of all classes excludes the individuals
which are members of the particular classes.

But something which comes into everything is just what we
would expect to be the formal characteristic of God. ‘ Non
aliquo modo est, sed est, est’? This is why God gives exist-
ence to all things, in every moment; God is that being our
thought requires as doing characteristically this, in very truth.
Existence is His proper effect, bringing it about that there are
beings. Why does God uniquely bring things into existence,
create, unless because He stands in a uniquely close relation to
His own infinite existence, that of an identity?

‘This means, though, that it is in their various acts of exist-
ence that things resemble Him, if they do at all. These acts
however differ supremely from His own, though, in that they
are all effects, which He, first and infinite cause, in no sense is.
But it is then that actual being which is the link with or trace of
God in our world. ‘ There can, it seems to me, be no feature of
the universe which indicates it is God-made. What God ac-
counts for is that the universe is there instead of nothing’? I
would merely qualify this by saying it is what God accounts
for most formally or properly. The Fourth Way of Aquinas
indicates, to my mind validly, how infinite Beauty must ac-
count for beauty.*

From the first St. Thomas distinguished a thing’s actus
essendi from the truth of the mere statement that that thing
exists, though he was of course clear that it does have to be
true that a thing exists if it is to have esse in rerum natura.® If
he had not made this distinction, he would have concluded

2 8t. Augustine, Confessiones X111, 31, 46.

3 Herbert McCabe, O.P., ‘God: I—Creation’, New Blackfriars, Oxford.

4 Nonetheless I would want to see beauty as a distinguishing trait of any
possible being, a lack of beauty as a lack of heing.

5 Cf. De Ente et Hssentia, V.
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from his identification of God’s essence with His actus essendi
that it is true that God exists, substantially the move of the
ontological argument he consistently rejected.

To appreciate what it means for God to be that act of exist-
ence which is the cause of all other acts of existence we need
to appreciate just where this rather philosophical notion, actus
essendi, fits and does not fit into ordinary experience and dis-
course. Or, rather, in the light of what we have said, for God
to be God, transcendent and immanent, the actus essend: of
things will have to be their central, profoundest aspect, not
some rather abstruse metaphysical property.

If, for example, we were to divorce the actus essendi sense
of being, to be, from more ordinary uses of that verb as it
comes, at least implicitly, into every predication, we would lose
that connection of the divine actuality with our commonest
assertions which we have said is just the sort of general connec-
tion a fundamental divine attribute needs to have. Such a
divorce, that is, would rob the theory of the corroboration we
would expect to find if, on other grounds, we have found that
theory to be true. It would prevent us from appreciating its
significance.

Unfortunately, whereas St. Thomas’s theory of esse, the
dynamism of the universe, reaches into his account of the judg-
ment, that distinctive activity of all our thinking, and hence
into his account of the copula ‘is °, modern logic, in its routine-
ly formalistic post-Fregean autonomy, takes a different path,
one which precludes appreciation of these things. But if exist-
ence is ignored at the lowest level, it does not appear in its
true light at the highest, but becomes remote.

When T wrote just now that ‘it has to be true that a thing
exists if it is to have esse’ I implicitly put on a comparable
level having esse, i.e. existing or being, and something’s being
true. Now of course these are the two senses of est St. Thomas
distinguished, actus essendi and wveritas propositionis® But

8 De HEnte et FHssentia, I: ‘Ens per se dicitur dupliciter . . / Summa

Theologiae Ia, 3, 4 ad 2um. Cf. Theron, ‘Esse’, The New Soholastioism,
Spring 1979,
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there is no reason to think that in making a distinction one
wishes to declare a term hopelessly equivocal. In that case we
would be left wondering why just the verb ‘ to be’, esse, is used
for the copula in predication generally. No weight need be
given to the fact that it is omitted in certain languages, since
a request for elucidation would almost certainly bring it into
play. Why do we say God is love and not, unless with totally
different sense, God loves love, i.e, why can’t ‘loves’ function
as copula?

Of course it is true of the copula or what Geach calls the
‘there is * sense 7 that we can use it to say there is blindness in
a given eye (a given eye is blind) where no actus essendi is in-
volved in rebus, just as we can say that man is a species. But
this does not mean that no actus essendt is involved tout court.

What does St. Thomas mean by his talk of signifying the
truth of a proposition? He tells us:

‘ Dicitur esse quod significat veritatem compositionis in proposi-
tionibus, secundum quod est dicitur copula ’.?

The copula, that is, signifies the identity in reality of what
the intellect joins in its ‘ second operation’, judgment. Predi-
cation, as a linguistic act, is based on unity in the real, and by
its nature refers to existence, not abstracted or prescinding
from it, and the copula, far from being a meaningless verbal
connective, is the sign of that. It may be that the logician does
not consider existence directly but all the same he does con-
sider a mental intention which of its nature is directed to
existence. To forget this is to risk talking about predicates in
an artificial and misleading way, as when Kenny says of esse
commune that it is ‘a very general, very fundamental predi-
cate which is part of the nature of everything.’® To speak of

7 G. E. M. Anscombe & P. T. Geach, Three Philosophers, Oxford 1961, pp.
88ff. Geach seems wrong in arguing that ‘Aquinas’s views underwent a
change’ on esse. (See note 6.)

8In I Sent. 33, 1 ad 1. It signifies truth even in a false proposition. Cf.
St. Anselm, De Veritate, c. V.

9 Anthony Kenny, The Five Ways, London 1969, p. 90.
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a predicate’s being part of something’s nature is symptomatic
of confusion of logical with metaphysical categories, for if any-
thing it is part of the nature of sentences, not things.

The copula signifies the identity in reality of what the in-
tellect joins, bringing together what the abstraction intrinsic to
our mode of simple apprehension (‘first operation’ of the
mind) had taken apart. By the same token it signifies the act
of being in the intellect of the composite produced in the judg-
ment, which shows the essential relatedness, unity even, of the
two senses of est.

Of course the thing known, the existence of which (the esse)
the copula signifies (we are talking about the ordinary sen-
tences of discourse), is not necessarily found in the real order.
The existence is signified in whatever order it is found, real or
mental.  Nec oportet quod semper respondeat sibi esse in re
extra amimam, cum ratio veritaiis compleatur in ratione
antmae’® as in the example ‘man is a species’ or ‘John is
blind.” In a false proposition existence will be signified as being
where it is not in fact found, or as not being where it is.

‘Qui dicit “ homo est albus ™ significat hoec esse verum’.** It
is the ewistence of the identification which is the judgment, the
whole act of being of which is to be true, ens in the sense of
verum, which est indeed signifies here. Even false judgments
are true in the sense of not being lies. Aquinas means what he
says. Again,

‘Cum enim dicimus aliquid esse, significamus propositionem esse
veram, . . . sicut dicimus quod Socrates est albus, quia hoc verum
est ’.12

In saying that Socrates is white we also signify that the sen-
tence we use is true. At the same time there is an actus essendi
of the proposition in our mind, though it be wholly intentional.
This is why Kant’s contrast of noumenon and phenomenon
could never be absolute, as Sartre realized.

10 In I Sent. 19, 5, 1 sol. ad 5.
11 In IX Met. 11, n.1914, my emphasis.
12 Ibid. V, 9, n.895.
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Conversely, it is not just true to say that Socrates is white;
it is true that Socrates is white. The mental intentions of their
nature intend what is beyond themselves, but since they do
have this nature, they have also their own esse.

Nor does this stress on the meaning of the copula lead to the
‘two name’ theory of predication Geach seems to see as the
only alternative to the Fregean function and argument ac-
count,”® provided one take in the formal nature of predication,
as opposed to the material mode of signifying of the subject of
the sentence. The realities signified as subject and predicate
¢ are not identified because of what they are but because they
happen to exist in a common subject’.** They are not simply
one.

On this view then the meaning of the copula is rooted in the
primary meaning of is as used to identify the act of existence
a thing has. Since for a dog to exist is for it to be a dog it is
quite in order for the statement that a dog is or exists (est)
to expand into the statement  this is a dog’ by way of predi-
cation, signifying here a substantial form, and transformation
of ‘is’ into the copula, in those languages where it is explicit.
That is to say, since forma dat esse (for a dog to be is for it to
be a dog) the predication of the form (as of anything else)
does not so much make use of a quite new sense of ‘is’ which
is, the only one that logic can recognize as legitimate’*® as
reflect rather the primary existential meaning of ‘is’ in the
real order as it is to be found in the logical order of thought.
These are indeed two orders and we must always distinguish
the logical relation of subject and predicate from the ontologi-
cal relation of supposit and essence. As St. Thomas says, dif-
fert compositio intellectus a compositione rei** Thus it is that

13 Cf. Geach, Reference and Generality, Ithaca and London, 1962; this point
is well discussed by Henry Veatch, ¢ St. Thomag’s Doctrine of Subject and
Predicate,” St. Thomas Aquinas (1274-1974), Commemorative Studies, Toronto
1974.

14 Robert W. Schmidt, The Domain of Logic according to St. Thomas
Aquinas, The Hague 1966, p. 229.

16 Anscombe & Geach, op. cit., p. 91, citing Russell’s view.

18 Summa Theologiae 1a, 85, 5 ad 3um.
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a predicate term ‘does not prescind from the designation of
matter’.'" Otherwise we would have to say that the sentence
‘ Prime matter never has any form at all’ was self-contradic-
tory, if we claim that the predicate does not merely signify
formally an analogy, but in all cases gives the form, and this
is indeed Geach’s position.*®

So even if there may be point in saying the copula has no
sense in logic, it was quite misleading to say it has no sense at
all. It is only because all created things, situations, relations,
etc., have besides their essence an act of existence as a con-
stituent of their being, that it makes sense to affirm the iden-
tity of both in God, so that His actus essendt is the formal con-
stituent (i.e. the metaphysical essence of a simplicity in reality
beyond all constitution) of His being. Here we use ‘ formal’
yet again in a transferred or analogical sense, as explaining why
He is beyond all forms, actus purus, creating as His proper effect
that esse which is, inter olia, the actuality of every form,* but
not definitionally the act of a form, as Kenny ** misrepresents
this passage, as if esse were dependent upon a form. There can
be esse without form, in this sense, and when St. Thomas says
omnis res habet esse per formam he is speaking of the esse of
material things. For there is also the question of the esse of the
form itself, as is clear in the case of the subsistent forms or
angels.

It is only if our philosophy allows for the miracle of existence
in created things, that dynamic being in which Hannah Arendt
shrewdly says ideology is never interested,”* that we show our-
selves as seeing point in making this act in the case of God the
creator His supreme attribute, identical with His essence, so
that He alone does not exist in this or that way, but is exist-
ence itself, not, though, as if bound by a nature, since He s

17 On Being and Essence (tr. Maurer), Toronto 1968, ch.2, n.13.

18 See note 13. Cf. St. Thomas, In I Perih. 10, n.23, ‘Praedicatum est
quast pars formalis enuntiationis’ (my emphasis).

19 ¢ Omnis formae ’, Summa Theologiae Ia, 3, 4.

20 See note 9.

21 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 1958, p. 469.
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His nature. ‘ His nature is one with His sovereign liberty of
selfhood ’.**

A more complete misunderstanding is to dismiss the theory
of the subsistent divine esse as ‘ Platonic Idea of a predicate
which is at best uninformative and at worst unintelligible ’.*®
Although the predicate, esse, “is applied . . . in its abstract
form ’, what is signified is not an abstract idea but something
which God is, i.e. a reality. No reference to Platonic parallels
can obscure this. The act of being which God is, is a subsistent
essence, since God and His act of being are one and the same.
So, differently from the case of the angels, this essence is its
subsistence, and existence (which is what this essence is), if
subsistent, is not the idea of existence. God, by definition the
author of our thought, is beyond all conceptual determinations
if He is anything at all. An idea exists in a mind. But here we
have a being which is being, a mind which is being, and the
source of all minds which frame ideas. That the idea resembles
the divine reality with respect to its absoluteness is not sur-
prising, since it is in this respect that thought and spiritual life
approach nearer to God, Himself spirit, than do material
things. But a Platonic idea could not create worlds, persons,
and all that is actual.

Such a being, indeed, is one quasi omnem formam intellectus
nostri excedens.?* Existence is an act, not a form at all. Mari-
tain * quotes Cajetan:

‘ the infinite being transcends in itself what would be the t¢dea of
being on the impossible hypothesis that the latter subsisted accord-
ing to the Platonic conception . . . God is subsistent Goodness as
He is subsistent Truth and subsistent Being itself, but the Idea of
Goodness, of Truth and of Being, if it subsisted in a pure state,
would not be God *.28

22 Words of Bishop B. C. Butler.

23 Kenny, op. cit., p. 95.

24 St, Thomas, De Potentia, VII, 5, ad 13.

25 Maritain, The Degrees of Knowledge, p. 17 (note 2), p. 280.
26 Cajetan, In I Sum. Theol. 3.9, I, n.vii and 13, 5, n.vii.
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Kenny repeats his charge in his later, influential booklet,
Aquinas, in the Past Masters series. But if ‘ to be simply is to
continue in possession of a certain form’ (this is supposed to
paraphrase omnis res habet esse per formam) how can Aquinas
declare that God, who is not in any genus, paramountly exists?
The right comment on Kenny’s work might seem to be that it
at least shows that Aquinas can’t be approached sympatheti-
cally from the viewpoint of a thoroughgoing essentialism.

* * *

The identity of essence and existence in God at once evokes
the attribute of absolute simplicity, beyond that of any con-
ceivable creature. Indeed, ‘ there are many ways of showing
that God is altogether simple >.?" This simplicity though, is in
obvious tension with the whole notion of a plurality of attri-
butes. Yet, as St. Thomas argues, ‘ all these perfections belong
to Him in virtue of His simple being ’,*® for  every perfection is
a perfection of existing, for it is a manner in which the thing
exists that determines the manner of its perfection. No perfec-
tion can therefore be lacking to God’.*®

Even when we come to the theology of the Trinity in the
Summa we find that the plurality of persons, once proposed by
divine faith to the understanding, is largely argued for from
the divine simplicity; in particular is this so of the separate
personality of the Word. For the reason offered by Aquinas
that the Word proceeds as personal from the act of divine un-
derstanding, unlike the verbum in our human case, is that the
divine mind (and essence) is identical with the act of divine
understanding, i.e. it is because of the simplicity that there is
a plurality of persons:

‘intelligere divinum est ipsa substantia intelligentis . . . Unde
Verbum procedens procedit ut eiusdem naturae subsistens; et
propter hoc proprie dicitur genitum et Filius.?°

27 St. Thomas, Summa Theologiae, 1a, 3, 7.

28 On Being and Hssence, V, 3 {cf. note 17).

29 Summa Theologiae, 1a, 4,2 (Blackfriars translation).
30 Ibid. Ia, 14,4; 34, 2 ad lum; all of 34; also 27, 2 ad 2um.
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Yet only verbum, unlike intellectus, intelligere, intuitus ete. is
said personaliter in God, because it signifies aliquid ab alio
emanens, but ad intra.®

We are inclined to see this as anthropomorphic because we
forget that St. Thomas’s account of thought, like the tag
quoted from Heidegger, is not got from a particular human ex-
perience, but puts thought forward as ‘ a manner of esse, which
accordingly there is nothing to hinder our ascribing to God,
even though we have no concrete knowledge of the Divine
Life ’** since He has all the perfections of esse. It is only mate-
rial beings which are not knowers, and I would say we have to
ascribe thought to God.

We have then clearly established the formal priority of the
attribute of esse in God, with simplicity following as the most
immediate consequence. Is this, then, as a matter of logical
priority, merely ¢ from our point of view’? ** We have argued
it is not, though of course it certainly is our point of view. We
come at the truth, but we have to come at it in our abstracting
and reintegrating way.

Thus to affirm that God’s essence and attributes are one
and the same®** is not to affirm the terms are synonyms or
mean the same. What is identical in re can be diverse in ratione
and words, after all, only signify things by way of thoughts.*

If we hold that the mind can know truth, does not distort,
but sees what it sees, that omne ens est verum, even though
the natures of things which themselves appear in the mind are
found there alio modo, differently, from how they are found in
things (a fact of which the mind is well aware, or may become
so), then diversity in ratione alone represents something we

31 Ibid., Ia, 27, 1 ad 2um.

32 Anscombe & Geach, op. cif., pp. 120-121.

83 Ag, for example, B. Gaybba suggests; ‘God as Love’, God and Temporal-
ity, New Era Conference, Fort Lauderdale, Dec. 82. But esse and simplicity
seem to include even in their rationes a transcendence of the possession of
attributes, as love does not.

8¢ As in the Summa Ia, 40, 1 ad lum.

36 ¢ Non significat rem nisi mediante conceptione intellectus ’, Ia, 13, 4.
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might refer to as the logical structure of the thing (really sim-
ple) as intentionally present in our mind, and not just of our
‘ conception’ of it (as if there were two existences which have
to ‘ correspond’, rather than two manners of existing, real and
intentional, of the one reality), this being an epistemological
interference, characteristic of modern logic in my opinion,
which would force us on to an infinite regress of conceptions of
conceptions. It is indeed a matter of what we have to say,
but then it always is, and our unhindered thought ceaselessly
bends our language to its requirements as it lets being be’.
So if our minds see logical priorities in God then these logi-
cal priorities are there to be seen, after the manner of our see-
ing to be sure, as what we might call epistemic effects of the
divine simplicity, and this is a true seeing as far as it goes:

¢ Cognoscat Deum ex creaturis, format ad intelligendum Deum con-
ceptiones proportionatas perfectionibus procedentibus a Deo in
creaturis: quae quidem perfectiones in Deo praeexistunt unite et
simpliciter ’ .36

It is a matter, then, of striving not after mere appropriate
description, but after truth. Nor are the distinctions we make
“artificial >*" Mental distinctions do not at all imply separa-
tions in the things considered, and not only in talk of God. It
is one of the great merits of Aristotelian philosophy and
Thomistic theology to have insisted on this. Thus it can be
and is certainly intended to be literally true, for example, that
opus . . . divinae tustitize semper praesupponit opus miseri-
cordiae, et in eo fundatur,®® even granted the divine simplicity.
Indeed that truth, just like the truth of His simplicity, tells
us something real and practically important about God, excit-
ing praise and gratitude from His worshippers, as a merely
artificial categorial scheme never could do, down the ages.

* * *

868 Ibid. eodem loco.
37 Gaybba, op cit.
88 Summa Theologiae, Ta, 21, 4.
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When Platonism is called realism what is meant is that it
teaches that the universals or ‘ideas’ alone are real. Thomas,
in the same misleading taxonomy classed as a ‘moderate’
realist, actually teaches the reality of both the world and ideas,
and, supremely, of God. That he teaches the reality of ideas,
concepts, judgments etc. I hope my discussion of the copula
has emphasized, while to say of God that He is existence it-
self, besides being true, as I claim, is the strongest way of
affirming Him as the ultimate, final reality.

We don’t hear much today of the perennial war between
idealism and realism. Idealism, after all, has variously mutated
into linguistic analysis, where one talks more of the correctness
of predicates than the truth of things, or phenomenology. By
the same token not much is written in philosophy about prayer,
though this is a basie, historically entrenched human activity.
For there is, I find, a close analogy between prayer and realism.
The man who raises his mind and heart to God knows he
thereby surrenders control, since the immanent logic of any
idea of God entails He is in no way in our power. Thus prayer
is often described as waiting on God. There is nothing else one
can do, transcendent being being what it is. He approaches,
we make straight the path.

So the realistic philosopher stands at the opposite pole to
conceptualist ideology, which manipulates ideas to change men
and the world but is, we saw, ‘ never interested in the miracle
of being.” St. Thomas’s affirmation of God as ipsum esse sub-
sistens is in fact an affirmation of reality with its ultimate con-
sequence of an absolute spirit to whom all is known and who
is not we. ‘ The soul has learned everything,” said Plato,* and
he meant something true which idealism has perverted. But in
Aquinas the soul, though capax De:; (the core of Plato’s in-
sight) , has still everything to learn, and prayer and study turn
out, in consequence of this supreme entitative attribute of
esse, to be natural companions. To an idealist the dignity of

30 Meno, 81D,
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being capax Dei is unintelligible. Autonomous, he is lord even
of his ‘ explanatory models’. Alas, his kingdom is pure desert,
his thought as nourishing as a desert island dise to a marooned
sailor. It would be better to be, with the realist philosophers,
a ‘ doorkeeper’ to the massive house of the existent actual.*

StEPHEN THERON
Wilhelms Universitit
Miinster, W. Germany

40 Cf. Psalm 83(84): in one version verse 11 reads, ‘I would rather be
a doorkeeper in the house of my God, than dwell in the tents of the ungodly.
The allusion in the previous sentence is to the BBC program, °Desert
Island Discs’.



ST. THOMAS ON THE NATURALISTIC FALLACY

Introduction

HE PROBLEM OF THE naturalistic fallacy, or the
claim that value and ought-judgments are not factual
or ‘is’ judgments, has been a lively one this century,

ever since Moore coined the term ‘ naturalistic fallacy’.* This
debate has died down rather, especially in analytic philosophy,
but it has flared up again among students of St. Thomas. This
is largely because of the controversial interpretations of Grisez
and Finnis.® In a recent and commendable article Janice
Schultz has gone over these interpretations and developed
some serious criticisms.® She rightly points out that for St.
Thomas judgments about human goods can be theoretical and
not just practical, and that they are practical and have pre-
scriptive or imperative force only on the presupposition of
some act of will underlying them. Grisez and Finnis want to
say that reason is practical and makes prescriptions of its own
nature and not on the presupposition of some prior act of will,
and that the grasp by reason of human goods is always prac-
tical and never just theoretical. T will not repeat Ms. Schultz’s
arguments here, though I will use them later on. What I want
to do in this article is to locate her arguments and contentions
in a different context—not the context of the interpretations of

1 Principia Bthica, Cambridge, 1903, p. 10.

2 The main works are Finnig’s Natural Law and Natural Rights, Clarendon
Press, Oxford, 1980; and Grisez’s article, ‘The Frst Principle of Practical
Reason: a Commentary on Summa Theologica Ia Ilae, q.94 a2’ Natural
Law Forum, 10, 1965, pp. 162-201. Other references are handily collected in
an article by Janice Schultz, ‘Is-Ought: Prescribing and a Present Contro-
versy’, The Thomist, vol. 49, Jan. 85, no. 1, pp. 1-2.

8 As cited in the previous note.
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Grisez and Finnis, but that of the naturalistic fallacy debate
as this developed from Moore to Hare. My reason for wanting
to do this is that this debate uncovered a series of Im-
portant features of good and Gught that must be incorporated
into any moral theory, naturalist or non-naturalist, if that
theory is to be at all adequate. While modern proponents of
naturalistic ethics have tended to play down or ignore these
features (largely because they point in a non-naturalistic di-
rection), St. Thomas did not. His moral theory is superior as
a result, and can indeed be said to constitute a model for all
defensible naturalistic ethics. This can best be seen if his theory
is expounded as a response to the points about good and Ought
made by non-naturalists. The first part of this paper is there-
fore an attempt to state the key theses of non-naturalism; and
the succeeding parts attempt to expound St. Thomas’s position
in response to them.

The Naturalistic Fallacy

As Moore first coined the name ‘ Naturalistic Fallacy ’ and
initiated the debate about it, one should begin with him. Ac-
cording to Moore, the naturalistic fallacy is a fallacy concern-
ing the idea of goodness. Goodness, he said, is a simple, un-
analysable notion, like yellow or red and the fallacy is com-
mitted when people try to define or analyse it.* This is be-
cause when they do try to define it they always identify it
with some natural or observable property (as pleasure), and
good is not such an object. It is a non-natural property that is
unique and peculiar to itself.

There are two parts to this claim. The first is that good is
indefinable, the second is that it is something non-natural.
Moore endeavored to establish the first point by means of the
so-called open-question argument. Whatever definition one
proposes for good it is always possible to ask of the definition
whether it is itself good. For instance, if one defines good as
pleasure or what promotes the greatest happiness, it is always

4 0p. cit., p. 6ff., and chapter 1 passim.
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possible to ask, with significance, whether pleasure or what
promotes the greatest happiness is after all good. But this
would be impossible if this were a definition because then the
question would not be significant. Good would just mean
‘ pleasure’ or ‘ what promotes the greatest happiness’, and the
question whether pleasure or what promotes the greatest hap-
piness is good would not be a significant or open one; it would
be answered in the asking. Since this result will always happen
whatever definition one proposes for good, good must be in-
definable.?

Precisely what this argument really achieves has been a mat-
ter of dispute.® That it establishes something about good seems
clear enough, but whether it establishes that good is a simple
indefinable property is another question. Those who followed
Moore have generally conceded that he did hit on some error
or fallacy about good, but they have formulated it differently
because they rejected his own theory about the nature of good-
ness (as will be shown shortly) .

The other part of Moore’s claim was that good was a non-
natural property, as opposed to yellow and red which were
natural properties. What Moore meant by ‘natural’ he did
not make very clear, but he does say natural things or prop-
erties are observable, the objects of experience, real existents
and the subject matter of the sciences.” It appears, in fact,
that (like many before and since) Moore equated the natural
with the scientific and the scientific with the value-free; hence
good could be no part of the natural,

With this claim of Moore’s about nature most of his suc-
cessors were in agreement. What they objected to was the
claim that good was some property whose presence one could
somehow know. There were three reasons for this. The first
concerns the way we know this supposed property of good.
Moore said we intuited it but did not explain what sort of

5 Ibid., pp. 11-17.
6 Hudson, Modern Moral Philosophy, London, Macmillan, 1970, pp. 69-87.
7 Op. cit., pp. 38, 40-1.
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thing this intuition was.® The intuition was, of course, posited
on the grounds that goodness was a property, and a property
of a peculiar sort (a non-natural sort), and that hence there
must be some special faculty we possessed for knowing it.
But this was too much like begging the question. Since
whether good was a property was itself at issue, some in-
dependent proof of the existence of intuition was required, not
an appeal to the supposed property of goodness itself. Besides
the recourse to intuition seemed fatally subjective. If different
people claim to have different intuitions about what is good, as
is the case, then there will be no way to arbitrate between
them.’

The second concerns the fact that good has some connection
with action. It has a certain ‘ magnetism’ or moving force,
for one is generally moved to pursue what one thinks good.*
Moore was completely silent about this feature of good. He
assumed it as a fact but failed to give any explanation of it.
And indeed it was not at all clear how a thing’s possession of
Moore’s simple unanalysable property should have any neces-
sary connection with what it concerns us to do.

Thirdly, Moore held good to be an independent property
that stood on its own, like the property yellow or red, and that
was identifiable as such. But this could not be the case. A
comparison of good and yellow showed that good was always
dependent on other properties by reference to which it had to
be understood. For instance, it is clearly legitimate to say that
x and y are exactly alike save that z is yellow and y is not.
But it is not legitimate to say that x and y are exactly alike
save that z is good and y is not. If z is really good while ¥ is
not, this can only be because x and y differ in some other re-
spect. If z is a strawberry it will be good, say, because it is red
and juicy, and y will be bad because it is not.**

8 Ibid., p. 148.

9 Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, Pelican Books, p. 140-1.

10 Stevenson, Facts and Velues, New Haven, 1963, p. 3.

11 Hare, Language of Morals, OUP, 1952, pp. 80-1, 130-1. For all three
criticisms of Moore see Warnock, Contemporary Moral Philosophy, London,
Macmillan, 1967, pp. 15-17.
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This last feature of good was called  supervenience’ and it
is in terms of it that one can understand better the point that
Moore was getting at in his argument about definitions. Good
is supervenient in the way indicated because it always follows
or is tied to (‘supervenes’ upon) other properties, but it is
nevertheless not the case that it just signifies these properties
or just means these properties. A certain strawberry S is good
because, say, it is red and juicy. But if ‘good’ just means
here ‘red and juicy ’, then this assertion would collapse to ‘S
is red and juicy because it is red and juicy’, and that is not
what was originally meant. In other words good always sig-
nifies something more than the properties because of which it
is predicated; it is never reducible to these properties alone.*

The question that, of course, then arises is how to explain
the ‘something more’ of good. Moore’s answer was rejected
because, as was said, it appealed to an unexplained kind of
knowing, did not account for the moving force of good, and
did not explain how good could be a property necessarily tied
to other properties. The solution that was adopted by emoti-
vists and prescriptivists (the two main schools that followed
Moore) was that good was not a property at all, or not an ob-
ject of cognition, but served to express attitudes or volitions
or prescriptions. To say something was good was not a way of
asserting something about it; it was a way of expressing one’s
approval of it, or of commending it. Good was more properly
a volitional than a cognitive term."”® According to this theory,
therefore, the naturalistic fallacy is committed when one tries
to analyse value-judgments in factual or cognitive terms.

The advantage of this solution was that it met at once all
the objections raised against Moore. The °something more’
was now explained, not as an independent property, but as an

12 Hare, op. cit., pp. 85-6.

13 For Stevenson’s ¢ emotive ’ meaning, see Hthics and Language, Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1944, p. 37ff; for Hare’s ‘ prescriptive’ or ‘evaluative’ mean-
ing, see Freedom and Reason, Oxford University Press, 1963, pp. 22ff., 198,
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attitude to or a commendation of certain other properties; the
connection with; action was immediate because good already
expressed a volitional commitment; the unexplained kind of
knowing was avoided because there was nothing to know—
making predications of goodness was all a question of willing,
not knowing. This solution also had the advantage of leaving
intact the claim that the natural and real are the province of
value-free science.* The facts of a thing never include good-
ness, because goodness is an attitude towards or a commenda-
tion of facts, not itself a fact.

This then is an account of the naturalistic fallacy as it ap-
pears in the principal protagonists, and it can be seen that it
breaks down into a number of separate claims: the claims
about supervenience, about the value-free character of facts
or the natural, about knowledge, and finally about the con-
nection between good and action. These claims may all be
summed together under the headings of the two distinctions by
which the naturalistic fallacy is also and usually characterized:
the fact/value distinction and the is/ought distinetion. Ac-
cording to the first it is said that values are not facts or know-
able properties of things, but something over and above them;
and according to the second it is said that statements of what is
the case are not injunctions about how one should behave, and
hence, since value-judgments involve such injunctions, that
they are not statements of what is the case. The first distine-
tion may be taken to embrace the first three claims just listed
and the second to embrace the last.

Of the theories to explain these features, the prescriptivist
and emotivist seem the most powerful and the most attractive,
for they explain them all through one basic contention, namely
that ‘ good ’ expresses something volitional, not cognitive. This
element of volition becomes the something more of superveni-
ence, explains by its absence the value-free character of sci-

14 Stevenson was particularly keen on stressing this claim, Ethics and Lan-
guage, p. 2fF.
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ence, removes the need to appeal to some special kind of know-
ing, and is the connection between good and action. In these
theories the fact/value and the is/ought distinctions turn out
to be just different ways of expressing one and the same dis-
tinction.

St. Thomas was not a prescriptivist or an emotivist. He
gave a cognitive analysis of good. This means that either he
has some other way of accounting for the features of the
naturalistic fallacy just listed; or his theory does not stand. It
also means that for him the fact/value and is/ought distinc-
tions are not the same distinction, and that one explanation
will not solve both together. For granted that his analysis of
good will account for supervenience and so on, it will not yet
account for how knowledge of this good will lead to action. The
examination of his theory must therefore fall into at least two
parts.

St. Thomas on Facts and Values

Perhaps the key to understanding St. Thomas on this ques-
tion is what he says about knowledge. Those who say
naturalism is a fallacy tend to limit knowledge to the directly
observable or the scientifically verifiable. St. Thomas extends
knowledge to being, the whole of being or being as such. This,
he says, is the proper object of mind. What we know when
we know or reflect upon some sensible object is not just the
sensible or quantifiable properties, but the reality or existence
of the thing and and its properties. The fact that things are,
this is what impresses itself on the mind; and what the mind
knows in knowing anything about a given reality is some
aspect or way of its being. Even scientists in observing and
knowing facts, or quantifiable data, are knowing some dimen-
sion of being—some real actuality.”

To understand the scope of the objects of knowledge, there-
fore, it is necessary to consider being and its divisions. Ac-

16 De Veritate, q.1, a.1.
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cording to St. Thomas there are two basic ways of being, or
ways of considering being: the way of the categories and the
way of the transcendentals (St. Thomas did not use this term,
but it expresses his meaning well enough). The categories are
specific ways in which things are, ways that are distinct and
separate from each other, while the transcendentals are gen-
eral ways in which things are, ways that, so to say, overlap
and include each other."

Let us take the categories first. There are several of these be-
cause it can be seen on reflection that a thing’s being must be
viewed according to several quite separate differentiations. It
is clear, for instance, that a horse exists or has being first of all
when viewed as a self-subsistent reality, that is, as an entity
that exists in and by itself and not as the modification of an-
other thing. Then, equally clearly, the horse exists as modified
in certain ways, as being so colored or so shaped or so big or
as occupying such a place. It is evident that these ways of
being are different and distinct from each other. A horse does
not cease to be a horse when it changes its color or its posi-
tion. Nor does it change its color when it changes its place.
Yet it would have to if these kinds of being were the same.
Classically there are ten such categories (those listed by Aris-
totle) . St. Thomas accepts Aristotle’s listing but it is not nec-
essary for my purpose to go into the details. It is sufficient to
recognize that there are some such categories or special ways
of being, not how many or what they are.

The so-called transcendentals are understood by contrast
with the categories. They are not specific or distinct ways but
rather general ways of being, ways of being that belong to, or
are common to, all the other ways of being. They are, as is said,
coterminous with the whole of being, not confined to one spe-
cial sort as with the categories. For just as being is itself com-
mon to all the categories (each category is a way of being of
the thing) so are these others. St. Thomas numbers six trans-

18 Ibid., q.1, a.l; q.21, a.l. My remarks in the following paragraphs are
elaborations from the thought of these articles.
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cendentals in all, starting with being as the first of them. The
others are thing, one, something, true and good. Just as each
category is, as such, a being, so it is, also as such, each of these
others as well. It is not necessary to expound St. Thomas on
each of these transcendentals. It is enough to expound what
he says about good. However, to get a grip on what is meant
by a transcendental, and how a term that expresses a trans-
cendental functions, it will be preferable to begin with ‘one’.
“One’ is perhaps the easiest of the transcendentals to under-
stand, and seeing how it behaves will enable us better to see
how  good * behaves.

That ‘one’ is a transcendental means that it serves to ex-
press an aspect of being that is common to all being every-
where, and is not confined to some one category. For instance,
whiteness expresses the being white of a thing and this being
white is a special mode of being; it belongs to what is called
the category of quality. But oneness is not like that. Being
one is something that every being and mode of being is just as
such—whether substance or quality or any of the others. So a
horse is one in being a substance or self-subsistent reality, for
it is one substance; its color is one in being a colour for it is
one colour, its shape is one in being a shape for it is one shape.
But a horse is not white in being a substance; it is white by
the addition to it of the being white. The oneness of some-
thing, therefore, since it cannot be some addition to its being,
must just be the very being of the thing itself. A horse is one
just as and just because it is a horse, while it is white not just
as and just because it is a horse but by the addition to it of
the further determination or category of whiteness. It is this
that explains why the particular oneness of each thing differs
according to the thing in question. The oneness of a horse is
not the oneness of a color, or the oneness of a thought, be-
cause the being of a horse is not the being of a color or of a
thought.

If all this is so then there is a crucial difference between what
happens when ‘ one ’ is predicated of a horse and when ‘ white’



60 PETER SIMPSON

is. ‘ White ’ expresses a distinet sort of being over and above
the being of the horse, and it is this additional being that is
understood when ° white’ is predicated. But ‘one’ expresses
just the being itself of the horse; it does not express any further
being whatever. This, however, cannot entail that ‘one’ just
means what ‘ horse > means. To say a horse is a bhorse is not
to say a horse is one. ‘One’ evidently says something more
than ‘ horse’ says. Since this something more cannot be some
additional being (as it is in the case of white), it must just be
a consideration or aspect of the very being of the horse, but a
consideration or aspect that is not expressed by the term
‘ horse ’ itself. This consideration or aspect is, according to St.
Thomas, the aspect of undividedness. To say a horse is one
is to advert to the fact that the horse is, in its being, undivided.
The horse is this just by and in itself, but this is not expressed
by the term ‘horse’ on its own; it is expressed by the term
‘one’. Since every being and mode of being, substance, qual-
ity, and so on, is undivided in its being in the same way, ‘ one’,
when predicated of them, indicates this undividedness, which
the subject terms themselves do not indicate. To put it in
other words, ‘one’ expresses the same being as the subject
term of which it is predicated—because it takes its being from
the subject term—but not the same idea—because it expresses
the idea of the undividedness of this being.'” In this sense ‘ one’
is supervenient to the subject term, because it follows its be-
ing, and yet expresses a something more, the something more,
not of an additional property, but of a certain consideration or
respect of that being. Thus ‘one’, as analysed by St. Thomas,
has the features that are characteristic of supervenience.

It is evident from this that as St. Thomas held good to be a
transcendental he held it to be supervenient in the way dis-
cussed in the previous section. Consequently his theory of
good cannot be accused of committing the naturalistic fallacy
in the sense that it ignores supervenience. This is important

17 Aristotle, Metaphysica, 1003H22-5.
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because St. Thomas, unlike prescriptivists and others, ex-
plained this supervenience cognitively, not volitionally. The ex-
ample of ‘ one ’ shows that this is possible, for ‘ one ’ despite its
supervenience is a cognitive term. So it is, according to St.
Thomas, with good. This now needs to be investigated.

St. Thomas groups good along with true because, he says,
the sort of something more these terms express arises not when
one considers a being with respect to itself (as in the case of
undividedness), but when one considers it in connection with
something else. The something else in the case of true is mind,
and in the case of good it is desire. Truth expresses the being
of a thing with respect to the cognizing and judging mind.
What the mind judges in a judgment is not something other
than the being that is judged (for that would be to fail to
judge it) ; it judges just that being as such, and declares that
it is as it is. Truth, says St. Thomas, expresses the being of a
thing along with the idea of ‘this is how being is’, that is to
say along with the idea of a judgment that so it is. This con-
sideration arises from the being of a thing itself, not from some
addition of being to it, and it is a consideration that involves
reference to the judging mind.

Good is similar to true. It involves reference to desire. Good
expresses the idea that the being of a thing, just as such, re-
sponds to or fulfills desire for that being. It expresses how
that being, just as such a being, is a fulfilment and comple-
tion of whatever is directed to it as to an object of desire.
Good expresses being along with the idea of end, goal or ful-
filment.

This is perhaps most obvious in the case of our own con-
scious desires. When we desire something, a strawberry say,
what is it that we desire in it, or what is it that makes us call
it good or desirable? Nothing other than the fact of its being a
strawberry, and a strawberry of a certain sort—red, juicy, etc.
The strawberry is not good by the addition of some further
property to it; it is good just by being what it is, because just
by being what it is it is the fulfilment of our desire of it. Thus
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the goodness of a red juicy strawberry is just its being red,
juicy and a strawberry, though considered along with the idea
of a reference to desire, namely that just in being what it is the
strawberry is such as to satisfy a desire for it as what it is.

This account of good explains quite neatly the supervenience
of good. According to St. Thomas’s category/transcendental
distinction good is a term that follows or is tied to (‘super-
venes ’ upon) the being of a thing (with its properties) and yet
expresses the something more of a reference to desire. So the
predication of good is not a tautology nor is it the predication
of some special property of its own. It is the predication of
a certain consideration of the being of the thing, not a further
addition of being to it.

This explanation of the supervenience of goodness is evi-
dently a cognitive explanation. To say good is being con-
sidered along with a reference to desire is to say that good is,
as such, an object of knowledge or cognition. This leaves one
to ask, therefore, how this allows for the value-free character of
science and what kind of knowing it requires (the other two
parts of the naturalistic fallacy to consider here).

That it is possible to consider how things are without con-
sidering their goodness is an implication of the above analysis
of good. If good is being taken under a certain consideration,
then to set that consideration aside is to set goodness aside.
According to St. Thomas this is typical of mathematics for
mathematics does not consider things in their moving, that
is with respect to the ends or goals towards which they are as
such beings tending.* Modern science is heavily indebted to
mathematics in its method since it aims to be quantitative. It
is not surprising, therefore, if it ignores the goal-directedness
of things, or the teleology of nature. Of course it may be pro-
tested that nature is not teleological. To this one may say
two things in reply. First, teleology for St. Thomas does not
imply consciousness, which is usually what is most objected to

18 Summa Theologiae (S.T.), Ia, q.5, 2.3, ad 4.
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in teleology. It expresses the idea that things in a state of mo-
tion or change are things on the way to becoming something
(or ceasing to be something if they are decaying), and the
something they are becoming is the goal or end of that becom-
ing. This is not contrary to the evidence of nature, since na-
ture is precisely an organised whole of moving or changing
things. Second, if one wishes to deny teleology to nature and
on this ground to accuse St. Thomas of committing the natu-
ralistic fallacy, then the ground of one’s criticism has shifted.
It 1s no longer a criticism based on logie, but one based on
physies or one’s view of nature. If naturalism is a fallacy it
will only be because it is first an error about the nature of
nature. But whether this view of nature is an error or not is a
question that belongs to another sphere that cannot be dealt
with here. It is enough to state what St. Thomas’s position is,
for that shows how his theory relates to the problems and how
they do or do not constitute problems for him.

The question of knowledge is more easily dealt with. The
way we know good is the way we know any other being or
reality, that is, by the mind. Just as we recognize that things
are through reflection on the evidence of the senses, so we
recognise that the being of things so recognised has the aspect
of goodness when viewed as the object of appetition or as a
goal. There is nothing peculiar about this sort of knowing, or
if there is it is something that attaches to our knowing of
being and things in general, including the knowing one finds in
science. Thus difficulties on this score cannot be supposed to
be exclusive to cognitive accounts of good.

St. Thomas on the Is and the Ought

If St. Thomas’ theory of good can answer the other elements
of the naturalistic fallacy, it would seem not to be able to an-
swer the question about good and action or the Is and the
Ought. This is because it is a cognitivist theory and the is/
ought distinction seems fatal to all cognitivist theories. The
claim is that value-judgments are action-guiding and hence en-
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tail or involve ought-judgments or judgments that indicate
what one should do. But ought-judgments are not statements
of what is the case, nor can they follow from statements of
what is the case. Consequently value-judgments cannot be
statements of what is the case.

The puzzle that is being got at here might be put, not just
in terms of the relations between certain judgments, but also
in terms of the relations between thinking and willing, and the
question becomes how can thinking move one to desire or will
something. The implication of the is/ought distinction is that
this cannot happen. Thinking and willing belong to different
spheres. If thinking did affect one’s choices it could only be
because one was already committed or engaged towards what
one was thinking about. For instance if seeing that = is y
makes one choose z, this could only be because one was already
committed in favor of y; thinking by itself cannot create a
commitment or desire de novo. The is/ought distinction thus
directs one to the question of the inter-relationships between
thinking and willing or desire. There are thus two angles to
the Is/Ought problem: the angle of judgments and the angle
of the relationship between different faculties. St. Thomas’s
answer embraces both.

In St. Thomas’ theory the key to understanding this puzzle,
as to understanding the previous ones, is a correct understand-
ing of goodness. This is the ‘ bridging ’ concept between think-
ing and desire. For, according to St. Thomas, good is in both
spheres, and not just in one as prescriptivists and emotivists
assume. This is because good is the sort of cognitive concept
it 1s. Understood cognitively good is being as object of desire,
and hence this one and the same consideration of being is an
object for both thought and desire at once. But if the object
is the same, the approach to it is not. Thought takes good as
something to consider and know, desire takes it as something
to pursue and get, and the move from thought to desire turns
on this fact: the object is one, but the orientations towards it
are different. According to St. Thomas the mind moves desire
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by presenting it with its objects, namely goods. The mind con-
ceives some good and this conception of good then becomes a
focus for desire. So just by the fact that thought and desire
are what they are, and that they share a common object, the
move from thinking a good to desiring it becomes readily in-
telligible. What the one conceives and knows, the other comes
to desire. This is a natural process that arises just because
thought is what it is and desire is what it is.”®

One must note, however, that this move from thought to de-
sire finds its explanation in desire, not in thought. Unless de-
sire were as such ordered to the good no amount of thinking
about good would move one to desire. To make this clearer
one may consider the analogy of sight, for the visible is to
sight as the good is to desire. No amount of visible things
would make the eye see if the eye were not already in itself
ordered towards the visible as its object.*® In this sense one
may concede a certain truth to the claim that thinking does not
move desire unless one is already committed to what one is
thinking about. This is because the commitment to good on
the part of desire has to be presupposed to any act of desiring
(as the commitment to truth on the part of the mind has to
be presupposed to any act of knowing) . But this commitment
is not an explicit act of desire; it is the structure of desire as
such which belongs to it whether one is desiring anything or
not (as it is the structure of the eye to be ordered to the
visible whether an act of seeing is taking place or not). More-
over nothing about this commitment requires one to deny
that good is something cognitive; it is just that this commit-
ment is a commitment of desire.

This then is the way St. Thomas explains how (theoretical)
thought can move to desire. It answers the objection of Grisez
and Finnis that no theoretical truth can move to desire.
Theory can do this by presenting desire with its objects. But

19 Ibid., Ia Ilae, q.9, a.1.
20 I'hid., q.10, a.1, 2.
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Grisez and Finnis, along with most non-naturalists, are right
to hold that it is not theory as such that explains this fact;
they are just wrong to suppose that therefore theory cannot
move desire at all. This is because they forget the fact of de-
sire and its natural orderedness to good;* and hence that what
theory naturally grasps as a truth, desire naturally grasps as
an object of pursuit.

Given this account it is possible to see how the move from
thought to desire begins with an Is, namely the Is of good-
ness. And here one can see how St. Thomas’s position relates
to the other angle of the Is/Ought problem, the angle of
judgments. The question is how to get from an Is-judgment
to an Ought-judgment. The first part of the answer has al-
ready been given, namely how one gets a desire of good from
a theoretical statement that x is good. The rest of the answer
lies in noting how desire, once focussed on some good pre-
sented to it by thought, turns back on thought and moves it
to a different kind of thinking, namely practical thinking.
Practical differs from theoretical thinking in its end, that is
to say in its orientation. The end of theory is truth and of
practice it is action, for in practical thinking one thinks in order
to discover what to do. Action, however, proceeds not just
from thought by itself but only from thought with desire (or
possibly desire alone in the case of passions), since we act be-
cause we desire to act. Hence practical thinking is thinking
informed by desire, or thinking set in the service of desire.*

It is of some importance to understand the structure of this
thinking. It is thinking that takes good as its starting point,
since action is for the sake of some good. But it approaches
this good not from the angle of theory but from that of desire;
its orientation to good is that of desire. Thus the starting
point of practical thinking is not so much good as the desire
of good; or in other words it begins with desire and its func-

21 Schultz, op. cit., pp. 13-14.
22 8.7, 1Ia, q.79, a.11.
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tion is to reason out how to act to satisfy desire. The first
principle of practical thinking must therefore reflect this prior-
ity of desire, and according to St. Thomas it does so in the form
of an ought or a gerundive. The first principle is ‘ Good is to
be pursued or done’. This ‘ to be’ is a sort of ‘ought’, so one
may say that for St. Thomas practical thinking begins not
with an Is but with an Ought. It does not derive this Ought
from some prior theoretical Is; it does not derive it at all, but
rather begins with it, for it is what first constitutes it as prac-
tical thinking. This does not mean that the Ought springs up
from nowhere; rather it comes from desire, for Ought just ex-
presses at the level of reason the orientation to good of
desire.*

This does not mean either that an ought-judgment is not
a judgment of reason but something volitional. On the con-
trary it is a judgment of reason for it is a judgment about
what to do in order to attain some good. Ought just expresses
the order of action to some good, and says that the action is
due in view of that good (there is no categorical Ought for
St. Thomas as there is for Kant; for St. Thomas Ought is al-
ways subordinate to some good).** The only thing to note in
the case of practical oughts is that they are made from the
point of view of desire. It is this that gives to these truths
about the order of action to good the element of prescription
or their imperative force.”

Practical thinking may therefore be called Ought-thinking,
and the point of this thinking is to discover by reasoning what
to do here and now in order to satisfy the desire which set
practical thinking going in the first place. In this sense it pro-
ceeds from a first or fundamental Ought about good to par-
ticular Oughts in the here and now. Here there may indeed
be a process of logical deduction but it is a deduction from

28 Ibid., Ia Ilae, q.94, a.2; q.3, a.4, ad 3; q.9, a.1; q.17, a.1.

24 Ibid., .90, a.2.

25 Ibid., q.17, a.1. I think that the view I express here about Ought is not
too different from that expressed by Schultz, op. cit., pp. 21-3.
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Ought to Ought (not from Is to Qught). There is for St.
Thomas no logically valid move from Is to Ought. There is
nevertheless a move from Is to Ought but it is understood not
in terms of logic but in terms of theory of mind. What one
has to understand is how the first Is-thinking about what things
are good (made at the level of theory) gives rise to desire of
good and how this desire of good in turn gives rise to another
kind of thinking, practical or Qught-thinking. And under-
standing this is understanding the interrelationships between
thinking and desiring, not points of logic. The gap between Is
and Ought is for St. Thomas both there and not there. It is
there in the sense that there is no move of logic from one to
the other, and it is not there in the sense that there is a move
from one to the other, but it is a move that involves a to-ing
and fro-ing between the faculties of thought and desire.

This is how for St. Thomas an assertion of value, as that z
is good, can both be a theoretical or descriptive truth and yet
be a guide to action or give rise to prescriptions about what to
do. For the recognition of good moves desire and desire
then moves thought to think about how to get this good.
Prescriptive or practical judgments thus begin in a funda-
mental Ought and in an act of volition, but this Ought and
volition are themselves founded on a more fundamental grasp
of good by theoretical mind as an aspect of the being of things.
This is how St. Thomas can be a naturalist about value, that
is deny the fact/value distinction, and a sort of non-naturalist
about prescription, that is maintain the Is/Ought distinction.
The subtlety of this position relies on the way he relates the
Ought back to the Is via an analysis of thinking and desiring.

Conclusion

This concludes my account of the thinking of St. Thomas
as it relates to the problems of the naturalistic fallacy. It can
be seen how this account copes with the puzzles while still re-
maining fundamentally naturalistic. Predications of value are
genuine predications, or are genuine descriptive judgements,
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and yet are supervenient and allow a place for a value-free sci-
ence. Also these predications, without being themselves pre-
scriptions or imperatives, allow for prescriptions and impera-
tives because of the input of desire. This keeps the Is/Ought
distinction while drawing its non-naturalist sting. No con-
temporary account keeps such a balance between the conflict-
ing positions over the Naturalistic Fallacy.

One can also see from all this how this position differs from
the Grisez/Finnis position. They lack the analysis of the rela-
tions between thought and desire and that is why they deny
predications of good can be theoretical and why they assert
that mind is practical or prescriptive of its own nature rather
than because of the input of desire. But these claims are not
necessary to make sense of good and Ought, nor do they reflect
the genuine thought of St. Thomas. T hope that much is clear
from what has been argued above,

PETER S1MPSON
The Catholic University of America
Washington, DC



ROBERT ORFORD’S ATTACK
ON GILES OF ROME

O

N TWO PREVIOUS ARTICLES, I tried to demonstrate
how Robert Orford drew upon the thought of Giles of
Rome in order to formulate his own explanation of hylo-

morphism and the so-called real distinction between essence
and existence.r Orford, it will be remembered, was one of the
earliest disciples of his colleague St. Thomas Aquinas, and-more
important- is the first Thomist we know of who turned to Giles
in order to gain an understanding of these basic philosophic
problems, and who wove Giles’s ideas into his own elaboration
of what he took to be St. Thomas’s position regarding them.

In view of this recognition of Giles as an appropriate guide
to a Thomist grasp of these issues, it is surprising to find
among Orford’s works the Reprobationes dictorum a fratre
Egidio in primum Sententiarum.? The Reprobationes is a
strange document. In it, as I shall show later, Orford seeks
every opportunity to find fault with Giles. Indeed, his eriti-
cisms, hardly ever of any substance, are at times so “ picky ”
they cause the reader to wonder as to his real purpose in writ-
ing them down in the first place.

In this article, T shall review the historical context of the
Reprobationes and try to show what it was about Giles of
Rome that so irritated the Dominican Orford.

The early catalogues contain no more than two entries for

18ee F. Kelley, “ The Egidean influence in Robert Orford’s doctrine on
Form ', Thomist, 47, 1, January, 1983, pp. 77-99, and “Two early English
Thomists: Thomas Sutton and Robert Orford vs. Henry of Ghent”, Thomist,
45, 3, July, 1981, pp. 345-387.

2 This work is extant in one manuscript, viz. M8. Merton 276, fol. 20ra-
50ra. It has been edited by A. Vella: Robert d’Orford Reprobationes dic-
torum a fratre Egidio in primum Sententiorum, Paris, 1968.
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Orford.? However, from references he made in his extant writ-
ings, viz., Sciendum, Contra dicta Henrici and Reprobationes,
we know the titles at least of some of his other writings. As
one might have expected, Orford wrote commentaries on the
books of the Sentences. In addition to the references to these
commentaries he mentions also a De unitate formae, Super 2
de sommo et vigilia, Super 6 de Metaphysica and De genera-
tione. We know of Orford’s part in certain disputed questions
and of his sermon in 1293. Finally, we have offered our reasons
elsewhere for attributing to him the opuscule entitled De
naturda materiae et dimensionibus interminatis.*

From the mere fact that Orford saw the necessity of writ-
ing against Giles of Rome in defense of St. Thomas Aquinas,
one might have thought that in Giles one had found an antag-
onist of the Angelic Doctor. For a long time Giles was taken
to have been not an adversary but rather a stout defender of
his teacher, St. Thomas.® The picture of Giles of Rome as the
loyal Thomist, the legend as it has more recently been labelled,
derived in no small measure from the erroneous ascription to
him of the work which is in fact Richard Knapwell’s, viz. Cor-
rectivum corruptorii ‘ Quare’® Once this mistaken ascription
had been corrected and further study was done, mainly by
E. Hocedez, Giles no longer appeared as having been the
staunch and loyal Thomist of the legend. On the contrary,
Hocedez says of him:

Gilles décidément n’est pas le thomiste, dans le sens profond du
mot, qui s’est donné Thomas pour Maitre et guide de sa pensée:

3For a full account of what the catalogues have under Orford’s name, see
A, Vella, “Robert of Orford and his place in the scholastic controversies at
Oxford in the late xiiith century” (Oxford Univ. B.Litt. thesis 1946), MS.
B.Litt., ¢. 30, vol. 1, Bodleian Library, pp. 12-27.

4 See F. Kelley, « The Egidean influence ”, pp. 90-96.

5 See F. Lajard, “Gilles de Rome ”, Histoire littéraire de la France, 30
(1888), pp. 421-566.

6 “ Nous croyons que ce qui a le plus contribué & faire de Gilles le disciple
‘devoué du docteur Angélique, c’est la fausse attribution qu’on lui a faite
du Defensorium ”, E. Hocedez, “ Gilles de Rome et Saint Thomas ”, Mélanges
Mandonnet, vol. 1 (Paris, 1930), p. 402.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































