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o T. THOMAS AQUINAS often refers to the distinction
between res significata and modus significandi. He as-
b serts that, while the absolute and analogical predicates
of positive theology may be predicated of God with regard to
their RS,* they must be denied of God with regard to their
MS? The distinction, then, is an important element in his

1 For brevity’s sake I will refer to res significate by RS and to modus
significandi by MS; 1 will also speak of the res/modus distinction. The fol-
lowing abbreviations for Aquinas’s works will be used: BDH =FHapositio in
librum Bocethii De hebdomadibus (Marietti ed., 1954); DA=the disputed
question De anima (ed. J. H. Robb [Toronto: PIMS, 1968]); DDN =Huwzpositio
super lLibrum Dionysii De divinis nominibus (Marietti ed., 1950) ; DP=De
potentia (Marietti ed., 1949) ; DSS8=De substantiis separatis (Leonine Com-
mission, vol. 40, 1969) ; DV =De veritate (Leonine Commission, vol, 22, 1972-
76); Herm.=Sententia libri Peri hermeneias (Marietti ed., 1955); John=
Lectura super Johannem (Marietti ed., 1952) ; Meta.=Sententia libri Meta-
physicorum (Marietti ed., 1950); Phys.=S8ententia libri Physicorum (Mari-
etti ed., 1965) ; Quod.=Quaestiones quodlibetales (Marietti ed., 1956); 8§CG =
Summa contra gentiles (Marietti ed., vols, 2-3, 1961) ; SDO=Huxpositio super
lUbrum De causis (Marietti ed., 1955) ; 88=~Scriptum super libros Senten-
tigrum (Paris: Lethielleuwr, 1929, 1933, 1947) ; ST =S8umma theologiae (Alba/
Rome: Editiones Paulinae, 1962). The English translations are my own.
For Thomas’s positive theology of the divine names, see Gregory Rocea,
“ Analogy as Judgment and Faith in God’s Incomprehensibility: A Study in
the Theological Epistemology of Thomas Aquinas” (Ann Arbor: University
Microfilms International, 1989) 540-615.

2 A characteristic text: “In every name predicated by us [of God], im-
perfection is found with respect to the name’s mode of signifying [MS],
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theological epistemology and onomatology.?

For some, however, the distinction would ultimately lead us
back to the univocist camp of Duns Scotus,* for they see it as
hiding within itself a latent core of univocity. One writes that
the predication involved in analogy of attribution is both uni-
vocal and equivocal: “ It is univocal, insofar as it always de-
notes the same proprietas rei; it is equivocal since, through a
different modus significandi, it ° connotes’ a different existen-
tial mode of the denoted proprietas.”® Another writes, in
similar fashion, that ““the same property is signified, but the
way in which the property inheres in the subject is different.” ¢
Amother contends that the distinction between RS and MS is
a “ bogus distinction between what words really mean and what
they mean to us.”? If the res/modus distinction is an im-

which does not belong to God, though the thing signified [RS] is suitable to
God in some eminent manner ” (8CG 1.30.277) ; the same sentiment is found
in many other texts such as S§ 1.35.1.1. ad2 and ST 1.13.3. Thomas often
explains the saying of Pseudo-Dionysius, that negations about God are true
while affirmations are vague, by claiming that affirmations are true as re-
gards their RS but not as regards their M8 (8§ 1.22.1.2. adl; 1.4.2.1. ad2;
80G 1.30.277; DP 7.5 ad2; 8T 1.13.12. adl; 8SDC 6.161).

3 Hampus Lyttkens, however, thinks the distinction plays no essential role
in Thomas’s theory of the divine names (“ Die Bedeutung der Gottespriadikate
bei Thomas von Aquin,” Neue Zeitschrift fir systematische Theologie und
Religionsphilosophie 6 [1964] 277-80). Klaus Miiller claims the application
of the res/modus distinction to the divine names “ says really nothing at
all” (Thomas von Aquins Theorie und Prazis der Analogie. Der Streit wm
das rechte Vorurteil und die Analyse einer aufschlussreichen Diskrepanz in
der ¢ Summa theologice ”, Regensburger Studien zur Theologie 29 [Frank-
furt am Main/Bern/NY: Peter Lang, 1983] 100). .

4 See Richard Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism (Oxford: Clarendon,
1977) 78-80.

5 Jan Pinborg, Logik und Semantik im Mittelalter: Ein Uberblick, After-
word by H. Kohlenberger, Problemata 10 (Stuttgart/Bad Cannstatt: From-
mann-Holzboog, 1972) 101; but cf. G. Scheltens, “Die thomistische Amnal-
ogielehre und die Univozititslehre des Duns Skotus,” Fraenziskanische
Studien 47 (1965) 323.

6 Jonathan Kvanvig, “ Divine Transcendence,” Religious Studies 20 (1984)
378.

7John Morreall, dnalogy and Talking about God: A Critigue of the
Thomistic Approack (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1978)
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portant component in Aquinas’s theology of the divine names
and if it rests ultimately on univocity—either because the
names we predicate of creatures and God really have the same
meaning or because the reality they referto is really the same—
then Thomas’s contention that the absolute names of positive
theology are predicated analogically of God cannot be upheld,
and therefore God’s transcendence will be slighted by all di-
vine predication. This investigation of what Thomas means
by the distinction between res significata and modus signifi-
candi begins by looking at the actual historical genesis of the
relevant terminology.

I. Historical Background

Thanks to the combined efforts of several scholars, today
we have a fairly good picture of the Western ancestry of the
term modus significandi, which began its career in grammar
but was later incorporated into logic and epistemology and
which in its later contexts was distinguished from the 7es
significata.®

114. For Morreall, the RS is what the word really means, but we do not
know what that is; the RS is a “core meaning ” that has picked up limited
connotations by being applied to creatures for so long; supposedly, after
stripping away the ‘“ encrustations of the MS, we are leit with the “ pure”
meaning or RS. But at this point no one can describe that pure meaning,
and so in the end it is no meaning at all.

8 See Charles Thurot, Extraits de divers manuscrits latins pour servir a
Phistoire des doctrines grammaticales au moyen dge (Frankfurt: Minerva,
1964; repr. from Notices et exiraits des manuscrits de la Bibliothéque Im-
périale, vol. 22/2 [Paris, 1868]), especially pp. 148-60; Ueberweg-Geyer, Die
patristische und scholastische Philosophie, vol. 2 in Grundriss der Geschichte
der Philosophie, 11th ed. (Berlin: Mittler, 1928), section 37, especially pp.
455-60; Martin Grabmann, Mittelalterliches Geistesleben, 3 vols. (Munich:
M. Hueber, 1926; 1936; 1956), especially vol. 1, chap. 4, and vol. 3, chaps. 3
and 12; M.-D. Chenu, “ Grammaire et théologie aux XIIe et XIIIe siécles,”
Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen dge 10 (1936) 5-28;
idem, La théologie au douziéme sitole, Preface Wy #. Gilson, Btudes de philo-
sophie médiévale 45 (Paris: Vrin, 1957); Franz Manthey, Die Sprachphilo-
sophie des hl. Thomas von Agquin und thre Anwendung auf Probleme der
Theologie (Paderborn: Schéningh, 1937); Brendan O’Mahoney, “ A Medieval
Semantic: The Scholastic Tractatus de modis significandi,” Laurentianum &

13
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The remote foundations of the term are to be found in
Aristotle, Boethius (480-525), and the ILatin grammarian
Priscian, a contemporary of Boethius. Chapters two and three
of Aristotle’s On Interpretation teach that the noun and verb
“ signify ” (sémainein) something, and that the verb “ signifies
time in addition” (prossémainein chronom): e.g., health is a
noun and ¢s healthy a verb, the latter signifying in addition
(to what the noun signifies) that the health is now presently
existing. In his commentary on Aristotle’s On Interpretation,
Boethius understands the Philosopher to mean that while the
noun may signify (significare) time in one sense (in words
like today or tomorrow) , only the verb necessarily and as part
of its very nature consignifies (consignificare) time according
to its ““ proper mode ” (proprius modus) .° Boethius’s consignifi-
care is very close in meaning to Aristotle’s prossémainein, and
the Boethian verb consignifies time according to a modus.'
Finally, in his Institutiones grammaticae (2.4.17) Priscian refers
to the “semantic properties” (proprietates significationum) of
the various parts of discourse, which by the middle of the
twelfth century will be discussed under the term mod: signifi-
cands.

In the early middle ages, from the eighth to the beginning

(1964) 448-86; idem, “The Medieval Treatise on Modes of Meaning,” Philo-
sophical Studies 14 (1965) 117-38; Geoffrey Bursill-Hall, Speculative
Grammars of the Middle Ages, Approaches to Semiotics 11 (The Hague/
Paris: Mouton, 1971); Jan Pinborg, Die Entwicklung der Sprachtheorie im
Mittelalier, Beitrige zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des Mit-
telalters 42/2 (Munster: Aschendorff, 1967): idem, Logik und Semantik im
Mittelalter: Ein Uberblick (Stuttgart/Bad Canstatt: Frommann-Holzboog,
1972); idem, “ Speculative Grammar,” in The Cembridge History of Later
Medieval Philosophy, ed. A. Kenny, N. Kretzmann, J. Pinborg (Cambridge:
Cambridge University, 1982) 254-69; for the old logic of the Middle Ages,
see The Cambridge History 101-57, and for the logic of the high Middle
Ages, see section four of the same work; other relevant literature may be
found in E. J. Ashworth, The Tradition of Medieval Logic and Speculative
Grammar from Anselm to the End of the Seventeenth Century: A Bibliog-
raphy from 1836 Onwards (Toronto: PIMS, 1978).

9 In Uibrum Aristotelis De interpretatione, 2nd ed., “De nomine® ( PL
64:421D-422B) ; cf. idem, De divisione (PL 64:888D-889A).

10 Cf, Pinborg, Die Bntwicklung 30-45.



RES SIGNIFICATA AND MODUS SIGNIFICANDI 177

of the twelfth century, grammar—in conjunction with dialectic
and rhetoric, the other two parts of the triviim—mwas taught
in the cloister and cathedral schools, mainly as a commentary
on Priscian and Donatus. In its middle third, however, the
twelfth century experienced a logicizing of grammar, under the
influence of the translations of Aristotle’s logical organon,
especially as it was interpreted by the commentaries and logi-
cal treatises of Boethius and by other Arabic commentaries.™
This logicizing took place especially at the hands of Peter Abe-
lard (d. 1142) ** and Peter Helias, a professor at Paris around
1140 who is actually the founder of the medieval logic of lan-
guage, explaining Priscian’s Institutiones grammaticae through
Aristotle’s Categories and On Interpretation.® He teaches that
the parts of speech are distinguished from one another by their
modi significandi, which is his understanding of Priscian’s
proprietates significationum. A part of speech is a sound in-
dicating the mind’s concept, ie., it is a way (modus) of sig-
nifying or consignifying something. Thus, the noun is that
which signifies “ substance with quality.” He argues for seven
parts of speech—noun, wverb, participle, pronoun, adverb,
preposition, and conjunction—on the grounds that there are
only seven modes of signification and rejects the interjection
since it does not have a per se mode of signification. The “ es-
sential modes ” are what pertain always and universally to the
parts of speech as such, and the “accidental modes” are
either species of the essential parts of speech (a noun may be
either appellative or proper) or something secondary to the

11 For Boethius’s influence on medieval logic, see Chenu, La théologie, chap.
6. The early period of medieval logic, which runs from the beginning of the
twelfth century to about 1230, is sometimes called logica antique and fur-
ther subdivided into logica vetus and logica nova: the former is founded on
Porphyry’s Isagoge, Aristotle’s Categories and On Interpretation, and
Boethius’s logic treatises; the latter is founded on the remaining treatises of
Arigtotle’s logical organon.

12 Note that Abelard distinguishes the nomen from the verbum by the way
(modus) each signifies time (see Thurot 150).

18 For the very early logic before Abelard and Peter Helias, see Grabmann,
3:94-113.
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essential mode as such (e.g., the single or plural number of a
noun) .**

The thirteenth century deepened the logical advance with
treatises dealing with sentence and enunciation, the properties
of terms (like supposition and distribution), and the syncate-
gorematicals, which are various connective, modal, or numeral
terms (like ommnis, totus, non, et, an, necessario, etc.). The
most famous treatise of this period is Peter of Spain’s Sum-
mulae logicales (ca. 1240-45) *°

Finally, from 1270-1350 a new genre flowered, known as
grammatica speculativa, whose works were commonly called
Tractatus de modis significandi or Summae modorum signifi-
candi,'® and whose authors were named Modistae. Relying on
Aristotle’s logical corpus (as interpreted by Boethius), Pris-
cian, Donatus, and Peter Helias, the Modistae treatises merged
grammar with logic and even metaphysics, attempting to con-
struct a philosophy of language that could describe a universal
linguistics and grammar that are isomorphic with and depend-
ent upon common reality. The Modistae take for granted a
realistic epistemology, especially in the celebrated triad of
modus essendi, modus intelligends, and modus significandi, the
first of which grounds the res, which is represented by the con-
ceptus (grounded in the second), which is signified by the
dictio (grounded in the third). A physical noise (vox) be-
comes a word (dictio) and part of speech (pars orationis) by
having a determinate modus significandi within the language,
but this latter is directly conditioned by the way in which in-
tellectual knowledge grasps reality intentionally (modus in-
telligendr) , which is itself representative of the various cate-
gories and kinds of reality (modus essends) .

14 See Thurot 153-55, 170.

15 The treatise is divided into seven smaller omes: enunciation, universals,
predicamentals, syllogism, topics, fallacies, and properties of terms.

16 Cf, Grabmann, 1:115-46. The Modistae tractates diminished with the
rise of nominalism, which could not abide their realism of universals.

17 See Boethius of Dacia, Opera: Modi significandi sive gquaestiones super
Priscianum Maiorem (written ca. 1270), ed. J. Pinborg, H. Roos, 8. S. Jensen,
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The modus significandi gradually became identified with a
word’s consignificatio,® which itself could mean two things:
the syntactic meaning of a dictio, i.e., how a word needs to be
related to others in a statement in order to signify syntactically;
or the secondary, connotative meaning in addition to the
primary, denotative one (e.g., the verb consignifies tense, one
of its accidental modes) .** The MS, then, which is a consigni-
ficatio and which establishes the parts of speech, can be dif-
ferent even when the reality (res) referred to remains the same
because the modus intelligendi on which the MS is based is also
different. The usual example is that of pain: dolor and doleo
signify the same res, some sort of pain, but the former does so
per modum permanentis and the latter per modum flurus vel
fiert.?® Jan Pinborg offers a concise summary of the grammat-
ical analysis of the Modistae:

According to modistic analysis words consist of a phonological ele-
ment (vox) and two levels of semantic components, one concerned
with specific or lexical meanings (significata specialia), the other
with more general meanings, called mod: significandi, on which in
turn the syntactical component depends. . . . By a first imposition
the expression is connected with a referent, insofar as a name is
instituted to refer to a definite object or attribute of an object.
How this happens is almost never discussed in any detail. The re-
lation holding between the expression and the object referred to is
called the ratio significandi. It is often described as the ‘form’
which turns a mere sound into a lexeme (dictio). . .. In a second-
ary imposition the lexeme receives a number of modi significandi
which determine the grammatical categories of the word. . . . A
given lexeme can be associated with different modi, so that the
same lexeme may be realised as different parts of speech and as

vol. 4/1-2 of Corpus Philosophorum Danicorum Medii Aevi (Hauniae: Gad,
1969) 4.15fF, 7.42ff, 27.36, 64.77ff, 81.25, 83.51, 262.83. Michael de Marbais
(late 13th century) writes: “Unde ratio intelligendi sumitur ab ipsa re;
quam rationem intelligendi presupponit ratio significandi existens in dictione ”
{Thurot 156).

18 For the details of this process, see Pinborg, Die Entwicklung 30-45.

19 Bursill-Hall 54-55; Thurot 155-56.

20 ’Mahoney, “A Medieval Semantic” 466-86; idem, “The Medieval
Treatise ” 124-28.
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different grammatical forms. . . . Obviously then, the modi are a
kind of semantical modifiers, further determining the lexical mean-

ing of the dictio, thus preparing it for various syntactical func-
tions. 2

Aquinas certainly recognizes the traditional triad of modus
essendi, modus intelligend:, and modus significandi (Herm.
1.8.90), and he also knows how to employ the purely gram-
matical distinctions of the Modistae and other medieval logi-
cians and grammarians, especially in his Trinitarian theology.**
Nevertheless, he probably did not know any of the Modistae
texts properly speaking, for he does not use the modal defini-
tion for the parts of speech, and the first real texts of the
Modistae genre only appear about four years before his death,
in 1270, with Martin and Boethius of Dacia.?* Still, some of
the ideas and concepts of the grammatica speculativa were
probably known and discussed some time before they began
to be formally published in 1270.

Three points conclude this section. First, the res/modus dis-
tinction has its historical roots in the discipline of grammar,
from Peter Helias to the Modistae. Aquinas, however, incor-
porates the distinction into his theological epistemology and

21 Speculative Grammar” 257-58. For the plethora of modi significands
used by the Modistae in order fully to define each part of speech, see
O’Mahoney, *“ The Medieval Treatise ” 128-38; Bursill-Hall 345-91.

22 87 1.839.3, for one example. James Egan shows how Thomas uses the
grammatical distinction between the concrete and abstract modes of naming
in his teaching on the Trinity (“Naming in St. Thomas’ Theology of the
Trinity,” in From an Abundaent Spring, ed. by Thomist staff [NY: P. J.
Kenedy, 1952] 152-71). For a commentary on ST 1.39 from a semantic per-
spective, see Michael-Thomas Liske, “ Die sprachliche Richtigkeit bei Thomas
von Aquin,” Freiburger Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie und Theologie 32 (1885)
373-90. Cf. Fernando Inciarte, “ La importancia de la unién predicado-sujeto
en la doctrina trinitaria de Tomas de Aquino,” Scripta Theologica 12 (1980)
871-84; idem, “ Zur Rolle der Priadikation in der Theologie des Thomas von
Aquin: Am Beispiel der Trinititslehre,” in Miscellanea Mediaevalia 13/1,
Sprache und Erkenntnis im Mittelalter (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1981) 256-69.

23 Pinborg agrees with Manthey and O’Maloney on this point (Die Butwick-
lung 69, n. 19). For some background to the “modes of discourse” in
Aquinas, see Mark Jordan, “Modes of Discourse in Aquinas’ Metaphysics,
New Scholasticismn 54 (1980) 401-16.
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justifies it, as we shall see, by recourse to theological truth.**
Second, while some of the modi are essential to the various
parts of speech, they are accidental to the specific, lexical
meanings of individual words.*®* This opens up the possibility,
then, of excising the modi in order to penetrate to the pure
lexical meaning of divine names. But Thomas will not allow
this in his understanding of the modi, for the ratio nominis of
any divine name is always a creaturely meaning such that we
can never cut away a creaturely mode in order to come up with
a ratio nominis that applies purely and properly to God.*®
Third, the grammatical employment of the res/modus distine-
tion has a propensity to support univocity to the degree that
it refers to an inner-worldly reality that remains the same in
itself even though the ways of understanding and signifying
it may vary (e.g., pain is the same in itself even though the
ways of understanding and signifying it as a noun or verb are
different) . Aquinas’s use of modus intelligendi and modus sig-
nificandi is more mysterious and difficult to grasp: the res of
the transcendent God and the finite creature is not the same,
and yet in true theological judgments the same creaturely
ratio nominis, with its attendant creaturely modi of understand-
ing and signification, somehow reaches past the creature to

2¢ Pinborg sees Thomas’s use of the M as grounded in real existential dif-
ferences, whereas the Modistae relied more on Avicenna’s * existence-indif-
ferent conception of being ” (Die Entwicklung 38-39, 44-45, and n. 68). Keith
Buersmeyer shows how Thomas knows that the polysemy of the word est
depends on first knowing the truth about reality and how he is more flexible
than the Modistae of his time and later in not attempting to make grammar
adjudicate for metaphysics (“The Verb and Existence,” New Scholasticism
60 [1986] 145-62). D. Salman writes that the theory of the modi significands,
“elassic in grammar since Peter Heliae, had undergone at the hands of St.
Thomas a daring epistemological transposition, based on a very deliberate
psychology of knowledge and on a new conception of the metaphysical strue-
ture of the object” (Bulletin thomiste 5 [1937] 184).

25 We note in passing that Thomas holds, contrary to those known as
the Nominales and to some of the Modistae, that the verb’s consignification
of time is not accidental but essential to its very meaning (DV 1.5; Quod.
4.9.2) ; cf. Chenu, “ Grammaire et théologie ” 9-22.

26 On this point, see Rocca 540-54.
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posit a res in the infinite God. This will become clearer in the
next section.

I1. Res Significata and Modus Significandi in Aquinas

Every proper and positive divine name can be considered
from three perspectives: that of the res significata, the ultimate
reality which divine predication signifies to exist properly and
with priority in God; that of the ratio nominis, the conceptual
meaning or proper signification which is always creaturely and
is only said properly of the creature; that of the modus sig-
nificand:, which is a consequence of our conceptual mode of
understanding and which also is only said properly of the
creature.”” But what does Thomas mean by the phrase modus
significandi? By denying the M8 of God, he usually intends to
reject anything composite in God, since our mode of significa-
tion always entails composition, but rejecting composition also
involves refusing anything accidental or anything merely ab-
siract or concrete in God. Moreover, his denial of the MS rests
upon the ontological truth that God lacks any finite mode and
upon the epistemological truth of the creature’s connatural
mode of understanding.

A. God’s Modelessness and the Creature’s Mode

Thomas identifies God with the pure perfection of infinite
and modeless being.*® “ Nothing is said of God by participa-
tion, for whatever is participated is determined to the mode of
that which is participated and so is possessed in a partial way
and not according to every mode of perfection” (SCG
1.32.288) . God’s modelessness is the divine infinity and vice
versa. As esse purum, God “ is not limited to some mode of the
perfection of being but possesses the totality of being in him-
self.” #* Thus, God “ does not exist by any mode, i.e., accord-

27 See DV 2.1 adll; SCG 1.34.208; ST 1.13.3; 1.13.6.

28 For texts and discussion, see Rocca 481-93.

29 DP 2.1. “Every act inhering in something else receives its termination
from that in which it is, because whatever is in another is in that thing
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ing to some finite and limited mode, but he has universally and
infinitely encompassed (accipere) in himself the totality of
being ” (DDN 5.1.629); that is, God’s not existing by any
mode means that he has the totality of being “ simply and
without limitation (incircumscriptive)” (SCG 1.28.267) . When
Thomas, then, speaks of God as having a mode,*® or of having
perfections according to the noblest mode, we must under-
stand him to be speaking loosely since he already knows that
the divine infinity precludes God from possessing any strict
mode whatsoever. Other indications also show that he has no
intention of claiming a strict mode in God: God’s “noblest
mode ” of possessing being turns out to be tantamount to the
identity of being and essence in God, which is Thomas’s prin-
cipal reason for claiming God to be infinite;** certain phrases
containing modus as predicated of God are oxymoronic;®®
finally, if God’s mode is the divine essence,’* and if God’s es-
sence is the divine being, and if God’s being is infinite and
without determinate mode, then to speak of God’s mode is
really to signify the divine modelessness.

Correlatively, therefore, the creature’s mode is first of all
the limited, determinate, and finite level or grade of being the
creature enjoys.*”® “ The different grades of beings are consti-

through the mode of the recipient. The act that exists in no other thing,
therefore, is terminated in no other thing ... and God is the act that in no
way exists in another ” (SCG 1.43.360). Cf. 8§ 1.43.1.1; 1.43.1.2, add; DV
29.3.

30 S8 1.43.1.2. adl; BDH 3.51; DV 5.8. ad3; 8C@G 1.29.276; 1.31.281;
1.34.298; DP 3.15.ad19.

81 88 1.2.1.2; 1.23.1.2.

82 Cf. 88 1.8.4.1, sed contra 3. Modus may be used of God in the context of
an article that rests upon ackmowledging God as infinite in being (87
1.13.11).

33 In distinction from all creatures which have a determinate, particular
mode of existing, God is said to have “a universal mode of being” (DDS
8.199-218, 253-61), though God’s “mode ” must be indeterminate, infinite,
and thus modeless. For similar reasons, God’s “mode of supereminence”
(SCG 1.30.276, 278) would also seem to be an oxymoron.

34¢“ Any mode of God is the divine essence” (John 1.11.213); cf. DV
2.11.103-18; 8.2.ad2; SCG 1.32.285.

35 88 1.19.2.1.ad3; SCG 1.31.280; Quod. 4.1.1; ST 1.44.2.
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tuted from the different modes of being (essends).” *® The
mode proper to the creature is its own species (SCG 1.30.276) .
Since every mode entails a thing’s determination,®” the mode
of every created thing is finite.®® All things are given their
mode (modificantur) by God (SS 1.3.2.3.ad3), insofar as no
creature receives being according to its total power but has it
contracted to its own special mode of excellence (SCG
1.28.260) .

The truth that God is modelessly infinite i1s perhaps the
primary contention of Aquinas’s qualitative negative theology *
and is the result of knowing God as ipsum esse subsistens,
which is itself the consequence of faith’s view that God is the
absolutely transcendent and totally free creator.®® The primary
truth of qualitative mnegative theology denies of God that
which 1s at the root of the creature’s imperfection qua
creature—limitation, determination, finitude, mode—and an-
nounces that God has no mode distinet from the divine nature
itself; but this means that qualitative negative theology lies
behind the concerns of modal negative theology to excise from
God even the imperfect connotations of the perfection-denoting
terms we predicate of God. It also means, moreover, that we
can never pretend to conceive some pure, “unmoded ” per-
fection in God by distilling out its “divine mode.” Since God
has no mode, such a procedure would leave us, paradoxically,
either with a quidditative knowledge of God’s perfect nature,

3¢ §CG 1.50.424; same idea in 1.93.790; cf. 1.50.426; 1.69.579; 8§ 2.18.2.2.

37 De propositionibus modalibus (Leonine Commission, vol. 43 [1976]) lines

3-7. The work, if authentic, is one of Thomas’s very earliest.

38 8§ 1.8.1.2, sed conira 2.

39 Qualitative mnegative theology denies of God imperfect creaturely quali-
ties like corporeality or emotion. To deny mode and finitude of God is to
deny in principle every other possible creaturely imperfection, since creaturely
imperfection as such is most fundamentally the creature’s status as limited,
partial, “moded.” For the distinction in Aquinas between qualitative nega-
tive theoclogy and modal negative theology, see Rocca 149-58. Modal mega-
tive theology denies of God the imperfect creaturely “ modes” (in being and
understanding) of even pure perfections like wisdom and goodness.

40 On this point, see Rocea 423-28, 457-80, 493-509,
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since perfection and mode do not differ in God, or with no
knowledge of God at all, since to separate the divine mode from
a perfection would be to separate God from the perfection.

Negative theology’s separation from God of creaturely im-
perfections and of the imperfect manner in which creatures
possess perfections is the basis for Thomas’s rejection of the
modus significandi of God, by which he usually intends to deny
composition or accidents in God. But sometimes by denying
the MS he simply wants to note that, while our names signify
finite and definite forms distinct from one another, in God the
perfections signified are infinite, indefinite, and not really dis-
tinct from one another.®* Of course, the fact that creaturely
perfections are definite and finite implies that one will be dis-
tinct from the other whenever more than one are found in the
same creature.

Aquinas recognizes a proportion between modes of being,
modes of understanding, and modes of signifying, the first caus-
ing the second, and the second the third. Since creatures re-
ceive perfections from God in an imperfect manner, and since
the signification of any name used by us is grounded in our
knowledge, which is based on the imperfect manner in which
creatures participate in God, any name can be denied of God
with respect to its manner of signification (SS 1.22.1.2). Even
in the case of terms that denote absolute perfections there is
always a creaturely connotation (consignificatio) insofar as
our manner of understanding the perfection is necessarily based
on sensible reality (ibid.,ad2). All three modes, in their proper
order of influence, can be denied of God: “ All the things af-
firmed of Ged can also be denied of him since they are not
fitting to him in the way they are found in created things and
as they are understood and signified by us” (DDN 5.3.673) .

B. The Human Mode of Understanding

In general, “every knower has knowledge of the thing
known not through the mode of the known thing but through

41 DP 7.5ad2; DDN 1.3.101.
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the mode of the one knowing ” (S§ 1.3.1.1). Our intellect is
“informed by created things” (SS 1.4.2.1.ad2), and more
particularly, takes its proper mode of understanding (modus
intelligendi) from sensible things.* But God transcends
whatever we can know or say of the divine being on the basis
of material and created reality, for God transcends that reality
and the modus intelligendi founded on it.* DP 7.2ad7 signals
in a striking fashion our intellect’s ability to transcend its own
mode of understanding.** The intellect naturally understands
being (esse) in the way it is found in the things from which
the intellect receives its knowledge, and being is in these things
not as subsisting simply but as inhering concretely in some
substance,

Reason discovers, however, that there is some subsistent being;
and so, although the word being signifies in a concrete fashion,*
when the intellect attributes being to God it transcends its own
mode of signifying, attributing to God that which is signified but
not the mode of signifying.

Thomas is trying to prove here that God’s being and essence
are identical, that God is subsistent being (esse). The objec-
tion Thomas responds to claims we should not attribute being
to God since God is simple and subsistent whereas being is
always attributed to something as if it were a concrete, inher-
ing accident. But if we have discovered a subsistent being,
Thomas reasons, then the truth that “ God is subsistent being ”
must be upheld, even though the mind realizes in the assertion
itself that its concepts and way of understanding cannot do
justice to the truth it affirms of God. Truth outstrips the very

42 §81.22.1.2ad2; cf. ST 1.13.3.ad3.

48 See SDC 6.170-71 (cf. DDN 1.3.77), where Thomas constructs an elaborate
schema to show how we come to affirm things of God and harmonizes it with
other schemas he has found in the Liber De cousis and Pseudo-Dionysius’s
On the Divine Names. All three schemas begin at the most basic level of
sensation.

44 Cf. DP 74.adl.

45 Per modum concreationis must be a typographical mistake for per modum
concretionis.
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manner in which we understand as humans. Indeed, unless we
already knew that God is subsistent being, we would never be
able to assert that our way of understanding this very truth
itself falls short of God, since we only know it falls short of
God because, whereas it connotes God’s being as something
concrete and composed, we know that God’s being is really
simple and subsistent.

We may generalize, then, and state that the modus intelli-
gendi can be denied of God only because some already known
divine truth contradicts what the modus intelligendi, left to
itself, would connote or imply about God. Thomas’s examples of
denying the modus intelligendi always follow this pattern.
SCG 2.12 demonstrates that God cannot be really related to
creation, since this would imply that God is dependent on
something created; and SCG 2.13.919-20 proceeds to argue
that, since such relations are not really in God and yet are still
predicated of him, they must be attributed to him simply on
account of our way of understanding, “ for when our intellect
understands one thing as referred to a second it also under-
stands at the same time (cointelligere) a relation of the sec-
ond to the first even though the second is sometimes not really
related to the first.” ** If such relations are predicated of God
and yet we know that they cannot actually be in God, then by
a process of elimination we know that their predication and
signification are the result of our natural way of understand-
ing. Again, although creation is not really a process of change,
it seems to be so according to our mode of understanding since
we imagine and understand the same thing as existing both be-
fore and after its creation; and since the MS follows the modus
wntelligend:, we also signify creation as if it were a change.*

46 The mind cannot escape its way of understanding and yet also knows
that it cannot escape and so judges its predications about God accordingly.
Temporal relations are predicated of God insofar as they result from our way
of understanding, not that the intellect discovers any real relation of God
to the world, “but more from a certain necessity that is comsequent upon
the mode of understanding” (DP 7.11).

47T 8CG 2.18.953; ST 1.45.2ad2. SC@ 2.10.903 states that power is attrib-
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For Aquinas, composition is the most salient feature of the
human way of understanding that must always be denied in
divine predication. Our intellect knows the simple in the mode
of the composite, apprehending the simple form as a subject
and attributing something to it (ST 1.18.12.ad2), for the in-
tellect forms propositions according to the mode of composite
things, from which it naturally takes its knowledge (SS 1.4.2.1).
Nevertheless, the intellect rises above its natural way of know-
ing and does not attribute the composition to God, understand-
ing that what corresponds to all its different comcepts is one
and simple: “ For the intellect does not attribute to the things
1t understands the mode by which it understands them, as it
does not attribute immateriality to the stone though it knows
the stone immaterially ” (SCG 1.86.302) . The mind is not
false when it understands the simple God in a composite fash-
ion, for there is a double meaning to the proposition * the in-
tellect is false that understands a thing otherwise than it is™:

The adverb otherwise can determine the verb understand in rela-
tion to the thing understood or to the one understanding. If the
former, then the proposition is true, and the meaning is: any in-
tellect is false that understands a thing to be otherwise than it ac-
tually is; but this is not the case here, for when our intellect forms
a proposition about God it does not say that he is composite but
that he is simple. If the latter, then the proposition is false. For
the intellect’s mode of understanding is different from the thing’s
mode of being, and it 1s clear that our intellect understands in an
immaterial fashion those material things that exist on a level be-
low itself, not that it understands them to be immaterial but that
it possesses an immaterial mode of understanding. Similarly, when
it understands simple things above itself, it understands them ac-
cording to its own mode, i.e., in a composite fashion, but not that
it understands them to be composite (ST 1.18.12.ad3).

C. The Human Mode of Signification
Based on faith in God as the transcendent and free creator,

on the truth that God is the pure positivity of Ipsum esse sub-

uated to God with respect to immanent actions only according to the modus
intelligendi and “ not according to the truth of the matter.”
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sistens, on qualitative negative theology’s rejection of all
mode, finitude, imperfection, and composition in God, on modal
negative theology’s rejection of anything imperfect in God’s
possession of perfections, and on our characteristic modus in-
telligendi, Thomas’s rejection of the modus significandi of any
divine predication primarily intends to bolster and uphold
God’s simplicity and subsistence and thus to separate from
God the inevitable connotations of composition, abstraction,
and concretion that arise whenever our mind forms and signi-
fies any predication, as well as the related connotation that
would imply anything accidental in God. Because he already
knows that nothing composite, concrete, abstract, or accidental
really exists in God, he can reject what the MS would seem in-
directly to posit in God, and he can impute such connotations
to the characteristic fashion in which our mind understands
and signifies what it knows rather than to any reality in God.

He explains the different modus essendi or modus subsistendi
of various substances by reference to their level of simplicity
or complexity. Material substances have a different mode of
esse from that of separate substances, and separate substances
from that of God, for God is the divine esse and nature, sepa-
rate substances are not their own nature, and material
substances are neither their own esse nor their own nature but
only subsist as individuals.** But even though we know these
different modes of being exist, the mode of signification of
“God is good ” and “ that woman is good  is the same in both

48 DA 17.ad10. DA 17 argues that the essence of the separated soul belongs
to the genus of separate intellectual substances and has the same modus
subsistendi, since both kinds of entity are subsistent forms. Material things,
however, do not belong to the same genus asg separate quiddities and have a
different modus essendi (DA 16). Cf. DP 7.7 on the different modus ewis-
tendi of the house in material reality and in the builder’s mind. Thomas can
also refer to the tem Aristotelian predicaments or categories asg diverse grades
of material entity that give rise to diverse modes of being (DV 1.1.114-61).
Ens is divided into the ten categories according to a different modus essends,
and since the modes of being are proportional to the modes of predication,
the ten highest gemera are called the ten predicaments. (Phys. 3.5.322; ef.
88 1.8.4.3; 1.22.1.3ad2).
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cases; in fact, it is only because he realizes God’s mode of exist-
ence is not the same as the mode implied and connoted when
we say “ God is good ” that Thomas tells us we must deny the
MS when we predicate goodness of God.** A similar situation
obtains in the case of concrete and abstract names.

In all the reality that exists below the first cause, certain things
are found that are complete and exist perfectly, while others are
imperfect and incomplete (diminutus). The perfect things are
those that are per se subsistent in nature, which we signify through
concrete names (human, wise, ete.); the imperfect things are those
that are not per se subsistent, like forms, which we signify by ab-
stract names (humanity, wisdom, ete.). . . . Every name we use
either signifies a sharing in something complete, as concrete names
do, or signifies something as an incomplete formal part, as abstract
names do. Hence no name we use is worthy of the divine ex-
cellence ®®

The MS is directly dependent on the real composition of sub-
sistent, concrete things with nonsubsistent, abstract qualities
and forms; it renders every name unworthy of God since we
know that God is neither concrete in a composite fashion nor
abstract in an incomplete or imperfect fashion.

SCG 1.80.277 tells us more exactly why the MS renders every
name we use unworthy of God’s transcendent excellence.

49 It is not universally true, then, to say that for Thomas “a difference
of modus essendi of a referent corresponds to a difference of modus signifi-
candi of a predicate” (James Ross, Portraying Analogy [Cambridge Cam-
bridge University, 1981] 165), though it is true in the case of the ten Aris-
totelian categories, which are the ultimate modi preedicandi corresponding to
the ten most fundamental modi essendi among material realities (Phys.
3.5.322). It is precisely because the creaturely and material objective mode
connoted by a predicate’s mode of signification does not correspond to God’s
objective mode as the predicate’s referent that Thomas feels constrained to
deny our human mode of signification in all divine predication.

50 SDC 22.378; 383. While humanity and human both refer to the whole
human essence, the former does so per modum partis and the latter per
modum totius (88 1.23.1.1); homo signifies the human as a concrete whole
and humanitas signifies that formal element by which a human is a human
(Meta. 7.5.1379-80). Since Deus signifies divinity in the concrete while
Dettas does so in the abstract, the latter, on account of its modus signifi-
candi, cannot be used in place of one of the personal names of the Trinity
whereag the former can (John 1.1.44).
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With a name we express reality in the way that our intellect con-
ceives it. Having the origin of its knowledge in the senses, our in-
tellect does not transcend the mode found in sensible things, in
which, on account of the composition of form and matter, the
form and that which possesses the form are different. A simple
form is indeed found in sensible things, but it is imperfect since it
does not subsist; a subsistent thing that possesses the form is also
found, but it is composite (concretio) rather than simple. What-
ever our intellect signifies as subsistent, therefore, it signifies as a
composite being, and whatever it signifies as simple it signifies not
as that which is but as that by which something is. And so, as re-
gards the mode of signifying, every name we predicate has imper-
fection, which does not belong to God, though the reality signified
is suitable to God in some eminent way. This is clearly the case in
the names goodness and good: they signify something, respectively,
as nonsubsistent and as concrete; in this respect no name is ap-
propriately applied to God but only with respect to the reality
that the name is used to signify.

Theological truth tells us that our names cannot do justice
to God, whose simplicity is perfectly subsistent rather than
imperfectly abstract, and whose subsistence is totally simple
rather than concretely composite.®

Every name fails to signify the divine being since no name sig-
nifies at the same time something perfect and simple, for abstract
names do not signify a being subsisting through itself and con-
crete names signify a composite being; . . . rejecting whatever is
imperfect, we use both kinds of name in divine predication, ab-
stract names on account of their simplicity and concrete names be-
cause of their perfection.’?

An individual substance existing with categorical accidents

51 Cf. 8OG 1.26.248. In S§ 1.4.2.1ad2, Thomas justifies the Dionysian modal
negation “God is not wise * by saying that God is not wise as other things
are wise in such a way that in God wisdom should differ from the one who
is wise.

52 §§ 1.4.1.2; same idea in ST 1.3.3.adl; cf. 8§ 1.8.1.1.ad3; DP 8.2.ad7;
ST 1.13.1.ad2. Chenu explains how in certain early medieval thinkers the
theology of God’s absolute simplicity prevents Priscian’s definition of the
noun (‘that which signifies substance with quality ”) from enjoying a uni-
versal extension, since we name with nouns the God in whom there is no com-
position of substance and quality (La théologie 100-107).
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always entails a certain degree of composition, at least of the
substance or subject and its accidents.”® For this reason alone
we would have to deny any accidents in God, but we also must
do so because an accident implies dependence (SS 1.8.4.3) and
because, since God is his own being and nature and therefore
identified with simple and pure actuality, no further perfec-
tion can accrue to him by way of an accident.”* Because of the
theological negation of accidents in God, Thomas holds that, al-
though we predicate of God certain perfection terms (like
wisdom) which signify accidents in creatures, we must not
suppose they signify accidents in God (ST 1.3.6.ad1) and must
therefore deny their modus significandi.® Once again, his rea-
son for rejecting the MS is its connotation of something in God
that he already knows to be untrue. Since no divine name can
be taken as implying an accident in God, a name that among
creatures would have as its highest genus one of the nine cate-
gorical accidents (such as quality) is said to be predicated ac-
cording to its proper specific meaning but not according to its
generic meaning (e.g., wisdom denotes the perfection of knowl-
edge in God but nothing accidental) , since that generic mean-
ing always refers to a categorical accident.®®

In conclusion, Aguinas acknowledges the traditional triad of
modus essendi (objective mode) , modus intelligendi, and modus
significandt (subjective modes), with each member grounding
the one (s) after it* As such, the denial of the MS is a short-

53 Meta. 7.11.1533-36 and SS 1.8.4.3; cf. Heta. 7.5.1379-80.

5¢ DP 7.4 and SCG 1.23.

55 88 1.9.1.2, and ad4.

56 58 1.8.4.3 and DP 7.4.ad2; cf. 8§ 1.41.1; 1.22.1.3.ad2; 1.35.1.1.ad2;
1.35.1.4.ad7. Strictly speaking, a predicate falling under the category of
relation could even be said of God according to its generic meaning, for rela-
tion denotes only esse ad and not esse in (88 1.8.4.3). Ounly the generic cate-
gories of substance (De Deo uno) and relation (De Deo trino) are applicable
to God (8§ 1.8.4.3; cf. 8§ 1.8.4.2.adl; 1.22.1.3.ad2).

57 See W. Norris Clarke, “ Analogy and the Meaningfulness of Lan-
guage about God: A Reply to Kai Nielsen,” Thomist 40 (1976) 75-80;
Ginther Poltner, “ Die Reprasentation als Grundlage analogen Sprechens von
Gott im Denken des Thomas von Aquin,” Saleburger Jahrbuch fir Philosophie
21-22 (1976-77) 26-37.
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hand way of pointing out how every proper predication placing
a res significata in God inevitably falls short of God. The denial
of the M8 purifies our assertions about God by separating from
God all composition, abstraction, concreteness, and accidents.®®
A few texts even seem to use the MS stratagem in order to
deny of God the finite and determinate mode of creaturely per-
fections. The rejection of the MS only makes sense in the con-
text of previously known theological truths, for only such
truths justify and make possible the denial of the imperfec-
tions implied and connoted by our human ways of understand-
ing and expression. The MS stratagem is negative theclogy in
brief compass, purifying the expressions of positive theology
by recourse to theological truth,

III. The Res/Modus Distinction and the Analogical
Nature of . Divine Predication

Does Aquinas’s use of the res/modus distinction secretly
readmit univocity into divine predication after he has seem-
ingly banished it? Does his use of it veil a hidden univocity
so that he and Duns Scotus are saying the same thing after
all? Three reasons suggest an answer in the negative.*

First, Aquinas’s analysis discovers three essential elements
to all divine predication: the res significata, the modus signi-
ficandi, and the ratio nominis. The denial of the MS does not
leave us with a pure concept exactly fitted to God’s transcend-
ent perfection, for our concept of any perfection (the ratio
nominis) is always and ineluctably bound to and primarily

58 See Ralph McInerny, The Logic of Analogy: An Interpretation of St.
Thomas (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1961) 59-60, 157-61.

59 David Burrell distinguishes Scotus’s use of the distinction, which leads
to univocity, from Thomas’s (Analogy and Philosophicel Lenguage [New
Haven: Yale, 1973] 117, 178-80). Thomas uses it but does not rely on it,
since of itself it tends to direct meaning to univocity; indeed, his practice
“contradicts ” the distinction (ibid. 136-39). John Wippel absolves Aquinas
of any “veiled univocity ” in his use of the distinction (Metaphysical Themes
in Thomas Aquinas, Studies in Philosophy and the History of Philosophy 10
[Washington, D.C.: CUA, 1984] 238).
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predicated of creatures. The mind uses the ratio nominis to
signify the RS in God, all the while denying the MS of the
ratio nomanis, but it never sees or conceives anything more in
the concept than the creature’s perfection which the concept
naturally signifies. There is no univocal core to the concept
that has been abstracted from its finite and infinite modes;
rather, analogy comes to pass when the mind predicates the
ratio nomanis of God in an act of judgment that claims a truth
about the holy darkness of God which transcends anything
the concept can quidditatively grasp on its own, bound as it is
to creatures.” Confusion ensues if we do not preserve the ratio
nominis as part of Aquinas’s analysis. For him, the ratio
nominis, qua concept, is always referred to the creature as the
prime analogue; it does not become analogical by being recon-
celved in a deeper fashion with reference now to a purer divine
meaning but rather by being used in a true judgment that
posits some reality in God. The truth of the judgment makes
us realize that the concept, as used but not as conceived, has
been extended beyond the creaturely realm. We never really
know in a clear conceptual fashion what a divine name might
mean for God, and whatever we do know about such a name
is always a consequence of the judgments we have already
made about God. The source of umity, moreover, for every
analogical extension within divine predication is always the
creaturely conceptual meaning of the ratio nominis.®

80 See Edward Schillebeeckx, Revelation and Theology, trans. N. D. Smith,
2 vols. {NY: Sheed and Ward, 1968) 2:170-78, 204; * The act of signifying
goes further than the ratio nominis . ..” (ibid. 171).

61 The ratio nominis is the source of unity in divine predication. Both
Kvanvig and Morreall (see our opening paragraph above and nn, 6-7) seem
to identify the ratio nominis with the RS, which lands them in trouble: the
former thinks Thomas identifies the BS in God and creatures, when actually
Thomas speaks of the retic nominis as being analogically—which does not
mean conceptually—one in God and creatures; in the latter’s opiniom, since
for Thomas the RS is what the name really means and since we never actually
know what that meaning is, there is ultimately no meaning at all in divine
predication—but while Thomas does admit that we have no concept of the
RS in God we do have a conceptual knowledge of the ratio nominis as it
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Second, the res/modus distinction is really a microcosm or
encapsulation of the whole combined expanse of Thomas’s posi-
tive and negative theology. Faith (supported by reason) in
the free and transcendent Creator-God as ipsum esse sub-
sistens grounds the whole of his positive theology. This view
of God is the basis for the most fundamental proposition of his
qualitative negative theology, the truth that expresses God’s
infinite modelessness and consequent incomprehensibility and
thus allows the supereminent modelessness of God to remain
—indeed demands that it remain—in impenetrable and trans-
cendent darkness. Positive and qualitative negative theology
exercise their influence upon modal negative theology, which
denies anything imperfect even in the perfections of God.**
The res/modus distinction first posits a reality (RS) in God
(positive theology) and then, on the basis of a qualitative
negative theology that denies any modus in God at the same
time as it refuses any conceptual knowledge of God’s res or
modus, rejects the connotations of divine predication (the
denial of the MS) that would place anything composite, ab-
stract, concrete, or accidental in God (modal negative the-
ology) . Because of the judgments of positive and qualitative
negative theology, Thomas can deny the M8 in divine predica-~
tion even though he never pretends to know God’s res, ratio,
or modus; indeed, we must have recourse to negative names or
names of supereminence in order to express the divine mode,
whose quiddity escapes us (SCG 1.80.278). In other words,
Thomas’s theological epistemology teaches us that while the
RS can be said of God in true affirmations and the MS of those
same affirmations can be simultaneously denied, we still never
know, paradoxically, what that res or its infinite mode amounts
to in God and this means that one can never use the res/modus

applies to creatures, which is then a source of unity for the meanings of
divine predication.

62 Burrell reinterprets the res/modus distinction as an integral part of
Thomas’s negative theology, which continually denies that any concept can
represent God (Analogy 162-64).
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distinction to distill a univocal core of meaning out of a com-
pound solution of finite and infinite modes.® It is true that the
distinction is used by Thomas in regions remote from its orig-
inal application In grammar, where it could easily cobabit with
a univocal view of reality, and it is true that a too wooden or
material interpretation of it quickly leads back to univocity.*
It is also true that of itself it adds nothing new to his theologi-
cal epistemology. Nevertheless, Thomas does employ the dis-
tinction as a kind of partial compendium of that epistemology,
and thus its proper interpretation should evoke the complexus
of judgments that comprise his positive and negative theology.

Finally, since the analogical nature of divine predication and
the use of the res/modus distinction are, in Aquinas, matters
of judgment instead of concept,®® the danger of the “ common
core of univocity ” is avoided. His transcendental analogy de-
pends not on a more profound conceptualizing but on recog-
nizing the truth about God. One author has writien that
Thomas uses the distinction to remind us we have to consider
two things any time we employ a perfection-expression for
God: “ the immediate context in which it applies, and the in-
tention or scope latent within the term.” *® This “ intention ”
within the term, however, is not a new level of concept but
rather the fact that the term can be used to express true judg-
ments about God. When Thomas speaks of a statement’s in-
tentio significare, the phrase first of all refers to the statement’s
objective design or tendency to express the truth.®” In Aquinas’s

83 Cf, Bernard Montagnes, Le docirine de UVanalogie de Pétre daprés saint
Thomas d’Agquin, Philosophes Médiévaux 6 (Louvain/Paris: Publications
Universitaires/Béatrice-Nauwelaerts, 1963) 99-103; William Hill, Knowing
the Unknown God (NY: Philosophical Library, 1971) 141-42. For Burrell,
the res/modus distinction “does not yield any privileged access to the res
oo 2 (Aquines: God and Action [Notre Dame: UND Press, 19791 10).

6¢ Cf, Burrell, Aquinas 10; Henri de Lubac, The Discovery of God, trans.
A. Dru from 3rd French ed. (Chicago: Regnery, 1967) 200-201.

65 On this point, see Rocea 288-315, 339-63.

66 Burrell, Aquinas 10.

67 André Hayen describes how Thomas uses intentio/intendere at the level
of intelligence to mean intensity, voluntary intention, voluntary attention, or
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theological epistemology and onomatology, the res/modus dis-
tinction serves to underline the absolutely central position he
gives to the truth status of our theological judgments about

God.

the mind’s knowledge of the thing—an intentio iniellecta (L’intentionnel selon
saint Thomas, 2nd ed., Preface by J. Maréchal, Museum Lessianum (section
philosophique) 25 [Brussels/Paris: Desclée, 1954] 47-51, 161-201). See also
H. D. Simonin, “La notion d’intentio dans Poeuvre de S, Thomas d’Aquin,”
Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 19 (1930) 445-63. Intentio
stgnificare, therefore, could refer to voluntary intention (what the proposition
“means ” or “wants” to say) or to the knowledge itself (“God is good”
intends of itself to posit goodness in God), but the former is reduced to the
latter since what the proposition “wants ” to say is always at least partially
and sometimes totally a function of what it does say. In DDN 4.9.412, for
example, the intentio significare is the intelligible meaning or sense of a word
or set of words as opposed to the mere physical sound or sight of syllables,
words or senfences; in John 1.1.25, the one using the name lopis is said to
intend to signify the actual stone.
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OR AQUINAS a sequence of thoughts, even if inter-
connected in some manner, does not automatically con-
stitute a scientific discipline. To justify a claim to sci-
entific status such a sequence will have to be characterized by
those properties which raise mere thinking to the level of rea-
soning: it will have to proceed rationabiliter, in all senses of
the term. The sequence will have to be concerned with a cor-
responding obiectum speculabile, with a universal concept or
ratio.* It will have to be endowed with a direct object of in-

1% Et ideo oportet seientias speculativas dividi per differentias specul-
abilium, in quantum speculabilia sunt.” In Boethii de Trin., q. 5, a. 1;
“. .. scientia est de aliquo dupliciter. Uno modo et principaliter, et sie sci-
entia est de rationibus universalibus . . .” In Boethii de Trin., q. 5, a. 2, ad
dum. The term ratio in Agquinas has a remarkable multiplicity of senses.
L. Schiitz, Thomas-Lewikon (reprinted N.Y., 1857), pp. 679-690, enumerates
eighteen principal significations. Without going into detail, I would like to
point out that I am employing the term ratio in the sense of a universal con-
cept (Schiitz’s i’). This is not the universal concept taken as a particular
psychological fact or mental event, with the ontological status of an accident
inhering in the rational soul as in its subject, but rather the universal con-
cept in the sense of its notional content, taken as a particular psychological
fact. The term ratio, therefore, denotes the notional content which: (1) rep-
resents the intellect’s understanding of the nature or essence which is in-
stantiated in a multiplicity of particulars (the nature or essence is itself
denoted by the term ratio according to another of its senses, Schiitz’s sense
‘k’); (2) is endowed with the intentio wuniversalitatis whereby the multi-
plicity of particulars in which the corresponding nature or essence is in-
stantiated falls under the concept as its genus or species; (3) is verbally
expressed by a definition. This sense of the term ratio is, of course, not to
be confused with that wholly different sense (also of great importance for an
understanding of metaphysical resolution) whereby it demotes the intellect’s
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vestigation, with a proportionate subiectumm scientiae, which is
at least formally distinct from that of any other scientific
discipline,

Aquinas affirms that this is indeed the case with the sequence
of interconnected reasonings which constitutes the science of
metaphysics. In the Prooemium to the commentary on the
Metaphysics of Aristotle, he states that metaphysics is con-
cerned, in the first place, with being as such—with being as
being and the properties which are immediately consequent
upon it? The direct subject matter of metaphysics, its
obiectum speculabile as such, is the ratio which is the content
of the concept of being in general (ens commune) and which
is instantiated In everything which falls under this quasi-
generic concept. But just how does the mind have access to
this obiectum speculabile? How does the intellect form the
concept of being in general and seize its content? After all, the
content of this concept which expresses the “ nature ” of being
as such, the ratio entis, is neither readily nor immediately
grasped by the intellect. If it were, there would indeed be no
need for the discipline of metaphysics. Just how then does the
intellect attain it? This question represents the crucial prob-
lem of the very possibility of the science of metaphysics as en-
visaged by Aquinas. Aquinas is certainly aware of this and in
the same Prooemium does not neglect to answer it. The con-
tent of the concept of being in general, the obiectum speculabile
of metaphysics, is attained by means of a process of resolutio.’

In this paper I shall examine this process of metaphysical
resolution. I shall first trace Aquinas’s gradual clarification of
the nature of resolutive reasoning by commencing with its
most primitive, albeit paradigmatic, instantiation. I shall then

activity of discursive reasoning (Schiitz’s sense ‘g’); Aquinas contrasts this
latter ratio with the intellect’s activity of intuitive insight or intellectus.
2%, .. non tamen considerat quodlibet eorum ut subiectum, sed ipsum solum
ens commune . . . Metaphysica, in quantum considerat ens et ea quae con-
sequuntur ipsum.” In Meta., Prooemium.
3 “Haec enim transphysica inveniuntur in via resolutionis, sicut magis
communia post minus communia.” In Hetq., Prooemium.
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consider the peculiarities of the process of resolution as it is
operative in metaphysical reasoning up to the point of mind’s
seizure of the ratio entis. Finally, in the light of the interpreta-
tion proposed, I shall reconsider an especially controversial
issue which affects current discussions of Aquinas’s metaphysi-
cal methodology.

I

Resolution is a type of reasoning (ratiocinatio).* Aquinas
affirms that to say of the intellect that it proceeds in a rational
manner (rationabiliter) involves a multiplicity of significa-
tions.® Initially it means simply that its activities are per-
formed in accordance with a specifically human (as opposed
to an angelic or divine) manner of acquiring knowledge. A
manner which is properly human finds its point of departure
in the operation of those sensitive faculties with which the ra-
tional soul is so richly endowed. But for “ thinking ” to attain
the status of “ reasoning ” much more than this is required.
The intellect will also have to ocoupy itself with that multiplic-
ity of generic and specific concepts which are the characteristic
products of reason, of the mind’s manifold grasp of rationes.
Furthermore it will have to move according to those char-
acteristics which are peculiar to a process of discursive reason-
ing. The intellect will move gradually, step by step as it were,
from the knowledge of things already grasped to the discovery
and intellectual appropriation of things previously unknown.
But for the intellect to be successful at discursive reasoning it
cannot proceed in an arbitrary, fanciful, or opinionated man-
ner, It will have to fulfil the requirements proper to logical
thinking. Logical thinking is fundamentally discursive reason-
ing which in both its form and its matter is regulated and
nourished by an intimate contact with first principles. With
respect to its form, the structures of its argumentations, the

4%, , . ratiocinatio humana . . . in via iudieii, resolvendo, redit ad prima

principia . . .” Summa Theol., I, q. 79, a. 8.
5 See In Boethii de Trin., q. 6, a. 1, Responsio.
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modalities of possible and acceptable combinations of the
propositions which enter these as their premises, will have to
be regulated by the laws of syllogistic inference, laws which
are ultimately reducible to the first principles of the under-
standing, that is, the first principles of demonstration, the
dignitates or maximae propositiones.® With respect to its mat-
ter, the propositions which enter the intellect’s argumentations
as premises will also have to be ultimately reducible to first
principles, that is, to propositions which, if they do not have
the status of dignitates, must at least have that of positiones
or (in the case of subordinated sciences) of suppositiones.”
When both of these conditions, formal and material, are met,
thinking will proceed rationabiliter, n a particularly pregnant
sense. It will possess the status of being not merely discursive
but indeed demonstrative reasoning. It will be reasoning which
is capable of yielding indisputably scientific knowledge, with
conclusions grounded in the discernment of causes and ex-
pressed by certain, universal, and necessary propositions (as
opposed to merely probable, particular, and contingent propo-
sitions—to say nothing of mere opinions, surmisals, or gratui-
tous rhetorie) .

Within this context of the intellect’s need to be grounded ulti-
mately in first principles, Aquinas sees an initial and fun-
damental instantiation of “resolution.” By * resolution”
Aquinas means, in the first place, a process of reasoning where-
by the status * demonstrative ” can be shown to pertain to a
sequence of discursive reasoning. I shall call this first type of
resolutive reasoning “logical resolution.” The task of logical
resolution is programatically delineated by Aquinas in the
Prooemium to the commentary on the Posterior Analytics of
Aristotle.® Logical resolution seeks to display the ultimate

8 See In Post. Anal., Procemium, #6.

7 See In Post. Anal., I, Lect. 4, 5.

&% Pars autem Logicae, quae primo deservit processui, pars Iudicative dici-
tur, eo quod iudicium est cum certitudine scientiae. Bt quia iudicium certum
de effectibus haberi non potest nisi resolvendo in prima principia, ideo pars
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rooting in the first principles of both the formal and the ma-
terial aspects of a piece of reasoning; its formal structure is
shown to be ultimately a particularized application of the first
principles of demonstration, and its material aspect (the propo-
sitions which are its content) is shown to be ultimately de-
rived from propositions which are, in one way or another,
primary propositions. By means of this two-fold “ reduction ”
or “ analysis,” the judgments which are the conclusions of the
piece of reasoning in question will be seen to possess the epis-
temological status of “ certitude.” ® This will be displayed by
the judgments which terminate the process of resolution it-
self; in virtue of their own contact with first principles, the
judgments possess the status of certitude themselves.

Which are the salient characteristics of logical resolution
which make it paradigmatic for further instances of resolutive
reasoning? Which are the fundamental elements of logical
resolution which justify the wider and analogical extension of
the term “ resolution ” to designate other processes of reason-
ing which have such elements in common with it? I suggest
there are four. (1) Insofar as it is itself an instance of ratio-
cinatio, logical resolution involves a dynamic interplay be-
tween the two fundamental acts of the mind—simple appre-
hension and judgment.* (2) Logical resolution terminates in
intellectus—it is a discursive movement of the mind which
finds its climax and terminus in the intellectual seizure of first
principles.™ (8) Logical resolution is designated by Aquinas

haee Analytica vocatur, idest resolutoria. Certitudo autem iudicii, quae per
resolutionem habetur, est, vel ex ipsa forma syllogismi tantum . . . vel etiam
cum hoc ex materia, quia sumuntur propositiones per se et mecessariae . . .”
In Post, Anal., Prooemium, #6.

8, .. in cognitionem veritatis ratio inquirendo pervenit, quam intellectus
simplici intuitu videt; unde ratio ad imtellectum terminatur; unde etiam in
demonstrationibus certitudo est per resolutionem ad prima principia, quorum
est intellectus . . .” In Sent., II, d. 9, q. I, a. 8, ad. 1.

10 See In Post. Anal., Prooemiuwm, #4; In Boethii de Trin., q. 5, a. 3.

11 “ Intelligere enim est simpliciter veritatem intelligibilem apprehendere.
Ratiocinari autem est procedere de uno intellecto ad aliud, ad veritatem in-
telligibilem cognoszcendam . . . inde est quod ratiocinatio humana, secundum
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as the “wia tudici ” because its culminating insight into first
principles enables the intellect to ascertain the status of certi-
tude which pertains to judgments, both the conclusions of
demonstrative reasonings and its own conclusions.** (4) Logi-
cal resolution is grounded in the discernment of causes.

The fourth element warrants some remarks. The causes
whose discernment grounds the process of logical resolution
are the “ form ” and “ matter ” of the pieces of reasoning which
are analyzed by it. We have seen that these correspond to: (1)
The structure of such a piece of reasoning as an instantiation
of the laws of syllogistic inference, which are ultimately re-
ducible to the first principles of demonstration; (2) The logi-
cal status of being primary which pertains to the propositions
to which the content of such a piece of reasoning is ultimately
reducible. It must be noticed that logical resolution has no
direct interest in the particular subject matter of the proposi-
tions which are the content of such a piece of reasoning nor
has it any direct interest in the particular subject matter of
the primary propositions to which they are ultimately re-
ducible. Logical resolution is directly concerned only with the
logical status of these primary propositions, with whether they
are (as they must be if we are to have an mstance of demon-
strative reasoning) dignitates or positiones or at the very least
suppositiones. Now, the “form ” and “ matter” of pieces of
reasoning, taken in this sense, are the logical causes of the

viam inquisitionis vel inventionis, procedit a quibusdam simpliciter intel-
lectis, quae sunt prima principia; et rursus in via iudicii, resolvendo redit
ad prima prinecipia, ad quae inventa examinat.” Summe Theol., I, q. 79,
a. 8.

12¢ ., non posset mens humana ex uno in alind discurrere, nisi eius dis-
eursus ab aliqua simplici acceptione veritatis imciperet, quae quidem acceptio
est intellectus principiorum. Similiter nec rationis discursus ad aliquid cer-
tum perveniret, nisi fieret examinatio eius quod per discursum inmvenitur, ad
principia prima, in quae ratio resolvit. Ut sic intellectus inveniatur rationis
principium quantum ad viam inveniendi, terminus vero quantum ad viam
iudicandi” De Ver., q. 15, a. 1. “. . . certitude scientiae tota oritur ex
certitudine principiorum: tunc enim conclusiones per certitudinem sciuntur,
quando resolvuntur in principia.” De Ver. q. 11, a. 1, ad 13.
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status of certitude which pertains to the judgments which are
the conclusions of such reasonings. As “form ” and “ matter ”
they are designated by Aquinas as being “ intrinsic causes.”
Accordingly, logical resolution is to be understood as a process
of reasoning which is carried out exclusively secundum ra-
tionem. As such it is a process of reasoning which does not
concern itself directly with extra-mental realities but rather
focuses upon certain characteristics of the constituents of the
conceptual order. It is a process of reasoning which concerns
itself with the entia rationis or intentiones secundae which are
the subject matter of logic.

iI

Logical resolution can be performed with respect to any
sequence of reasoning which lays claim to demonstrative
status, regardless of the particular scientific discipline within
which that sequence of reasoning is carried out. But Aquinas
indicates further particular instances of resolutive reasoning
operative within and peculiar to each of the three theoretical
sciences, physics, mathematics, and metaphysics. Resolutive
reasoning in the three theoretical sciences needs to be clearly
distinguished from logical resolution despite its notional con-
tinuity with it. I shall call resolutive reasoning insofar as it is
operative in the theoretical sciences in general  scientific
resolution;” this is to distinguish it not only from logical resolu-
tion but also from resolution in the specific sciences. Scientific
resolution adapts itself to the particular subject matter, and
thus scientific resolution in general has to be distinguished into
the three subordinate and specific types whereby it is instan-
tiated in each of the three theoretical sciences: resolution in
physics, mathematical resolution, and metaphysical resolution.
But at this point I should like to indicate the characteristics
of scientific resolution in general which differentiate it from
logical resolution.

Scientific resolution is in notional continuity with logical
resolution in that it has in common with it the four elements
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mentioned above: it is an instance of ratiocinatio and is thus
constituted by the interplay between simple apprehension and
judgment; it terminates in intellectus, in the seizure of first
principles; it is designated as the ““ via tudicsi ”; it is grounded
in the discernment of causes. But what are the characteristics
of scientific resolution which differentiate it from logical resolu-
tion? There are four of these: (1) The first principles which
are seized as a result of scientific resolution (and which are its
terminus) are not at all those principles which are the con-
cern of logical resolution. They are neither the first principles
of the understanding precisely insofar as they are the first
principles of demonstration, which ground the logico-formal
aspect of demonstrative reasoning, nor are they the primary
propositions precisely insofar as they are considered from the
point of view of their logical status and quite independently of
their particular subject matter which, as such, ground the
logico-material aspect of demonstrative reasoning. Rather, sci-
entific resolution is concerned with the first principles of the
theoretical sciences precisely insofar as they do yield a partic-
ular subject matter and are thus determinative with respect to
a field of investigation. Thus, in the first place, scientific reso-
lution is concerned with #he first principle of a theoretical sci-
ence, with its proper scibile or obiectum speculabile from
which, as its direct subject matter, the entire content of that
science may be said to flow™® (2) Because the first principle

18 “In qualibet enim scientia sunt quaedam principia subiecti, de quibus est
prima consideratio . . . cum rationem unitatis scientiae acceperit ex unitate
generis subiecti, rationem diversitatis scientiarum non accipit ex diversitate
subiecti, sed ex diversitate principiorum. . .. Cum ergo scibile sit proprium
obiectum secientiae, non diversificabuntur scientiae secundum diversitatem
materialem scibilium, sed secundum diversitatem eorum formalium. . . . Et
ideo quantumcunque sint aliqua diversa scibilia secundum suam naturam,
dummodo per eadem principia sciantur, pertinent ad unam scientiam. . . .
Nec tamen intelligendum est quod sufficiat ad wunitatem scientiae unitas
principiorum primorum simpliciter, sed unitas principiorum primorum in
aliquo genere scibili . . . scientiae sint alterae secundum prinecipia, cum per-
veniatur resolvendo ad prinecipia prima quae sunt indemonstrabilis, quae
oportet esse elusdem generis cum his quae demonstrantur.” In Post Anel., I,
Lect. 41, #364 — #368.
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which is the ferminus of scientific resolution is the obiectum
speculabile which is the subject matter of the particular theo-
retical science within which the process of resolution is opera-
tive, the essential element (the element which effects it) of sci-
entific resolution is the particular mental operation whereby
the mtellect can have access to an obiectum speculabile. This
is the mental operation which is designated generically by
Aquinas as distinctio or abstractio, and its three specific
types, proper to physics, mathematics, and metaphysics re-
spectively, are total abstraction, formal abstraction, and sepa-
ration.™ (8) Scientific resolution in general may proceed both
secundum rem and secundum rationem, with the exception of
mathematics where it operates solely secundum rationem.
That is, scientific resolution can be grounded not only in the
discernment of intrinsic causes, material and formal, but also
in the discernment of extrinsic causes, efficient and final*®
(4) The obiectum speculabile of a theoretical science is always
a ratio and, even though in reality it is instantiated in par-
ticular entities, as an obiectum speculabile exists in thought as
the content of a concept (and is thus characterized by uni-
versality, necessity, immateriality, and immutability) . There-

14 “ Sic ergo in operatiome intellectus triplex distinctio invenitur. Una
secundum operationem intellectus componentis et dividentis, quae separatio
dicitur proprie; et haec competit scientiae divinae sive metaphysicae. Alia
secundum operationem, qua formantur quiditates rerum, quae est abstractio
formae a materia sensibili; et haec competit mathematicae. Tertia secundum
eandem operationem [quae est abstractio] universalis a particulari; et haec
competit etiam physicae . . .” In Boethii de Trin., q. 5, a. 3.

18 ¢, . . quia cum rationis sit de uno in aliud discurrere, hoec maxime in
scientia naturali observatur, ubi ex cognitione unius rei in cognitionem al-
terius devenitur, sicut ex cognitione effectus in cognitionem causae. Et non
solum proceditur ab umo in aliud secundum ratiomem, quod non est aliud
secundum rem, sicut si ab animali procedatur ad hominem, In scientiis emim
mathematicis proeeditur per ea tantum, quae sunt de essentia rei, cum
demonstrent solum per causam formalem; et ideo non demonstratur in eis
aliquid de una re per aliam rem, sed per propriam diffinitionem illiug rei.
. . . Sed in scientia naturali, in qua fit demonstratio per causas extrinsicas,
probatur aliquid de una re per aliam rem omnino extrinsecam.” In Boethii
de Trin., q. 6, a. 1, ad lam q.
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fore, it is in scientific resolution secundum rationem, rather
than in scientific resolution secundum rem, that the operation
of distinction which is specific to a particular theoretical sci-
ence is operative and that science’s direct subject matter is
grasped.

At this point it is necessary to clarify the distinction drawn
by Aquinas between reasoning secundum rem and reasoning
secundum rationem. (One should note that it is not a distine-
tion which is peculiar to resclutive reasoning but is also ap-
plicable to the rational process of compositio). Aquinas tells
us that reasoning secundum rem is reasoning which is grounded
in the discernment of extrinsic causes, efficient and final, while
reasoning secundum rationem is reasoning which is grounded
in the discernment of intrinsic causes, material and formal.'®
But just what do these affirmations imply with respect to the
character of the two types of reasoning in question? I would
suggest that Aquinas is saying that reasonings secundum rem
are reasonings which are directly about realities; they are rea-
sonings which find both their point of departure and their con-
clusions in existential propositions. On the other hand, reason-
ings secundum rationem are reasonings which need not be
about realities at all—and, if they are, they are so only in a
reflexive way.' They are rather reasonings which find both
their point of departure and their conclusions in propositions
which concern the conceptual order. They are reasonings
which are concerned with the determination of the necessary
constituents of the contents of concepts; they are concerned,
at least in the first place and directly, with rationes as such.*®

16 “Ratio enim . . . quandoque de uno in aliud secundum rem, ut quando
est demonstratio per causas vel effectus extrinsecos. . . . Quandoque vero
procedit de uno in aliud secundum rationem, ut quando est processus secun-
dum causas intrinsecas . ..” In Boethii de Trin., q. 6, 1, ad 3am q.

17 Ag in the case, for example, of mathematical reasonings which are solely
secundum rationem, insofar as mathematics deals with mathematical “en-
tities ” which are no more than rationes but which when applied in the
“ scientiae mediae” deal with realities.

18 This is why I have avoided the customary practice of translating the
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The considerations just presented enable us to appreciate
why Aquinas characterizes scientific resolution in ways which,
while not wholly discontinuous with the four characterizations
of logical resolution mentioned above, do represent a signifi-
cant reelaboration of the concept of resolution. (1) It is a
movement of the intellect from composites to simples.”® (2)
It is a2 movement of the intellect from wholes to their parts.?
(8) It is a movement of the intellect from what is known con-
fusedly to something which is known distinctly.® (4) It is a
movement of the intellect from a multiplicity to a unity.” (5)
In the case of scientific resolution secundum rem, it is a move-
ment of the intellect from effects to their cause®® (6) In the
case of scientific resolution secundum rationem, it is a move-
ment of the intellect from less universal concepts to a more
universal one.**

Latin term “resolutio ” by the English term “analysis.” The term “anal-
ysis,” with its connotation of conceptual analysis, might be employed to
translate the expression “resolutio secundum rationem ” but certainly mnot
the term “ resolutio ” without further qualification.

19 “ Bst autem duplex via procedendi ad cognitionem veritatis. Una quidem
per modum resolutionis, secundum quam procedimus a compositis ad sim-
plicia, et a toto ad partem, sicut dicitur ir primo Physicorum, quod confusa
sit prius nobis mota. Et in hac via perficitur cognitio veritatis, quando per-
venitur ad singulas partes distincte cognoscendas. Alia est via compositionis,
per quam procedimus a simplicibus ad composita, qua perficitur cognitio
veritatis cum pervenitur ad totum.” In Meta, II, Lect. 1, #278.

20 Tbid.

21 Thid.
22 “ Est enim rationis proprium ecirca multa diffundi et ex eis unam sim-
plicem cognitionem colligere. . . . Intellectus autem e converso per prius unam

et simplicem veritatem considerat et in illa totius multitudinis cognitionem
capit. . . . Sic ergo patet quod rationalis consideratio ad intellectualem
terminatur secundum viam resolutionis, in quantum ratio ex multis colligit
unam et simplicem veritatem. Et rursum intellectualis consideratio est prin-
cipium rationalis secundum viam compositionis vel inventionis, in quantum
intellectus in uno multitudinem comprehendit.” In Boethit de Trin., ¢. 6, a.
1, ad 3am q.

28 “Ratio enim . . . procedit quandoque de umo in aliud secundum rem,
ut quando est demonstratio per causas vel effectus extrinsecos; componendo
quidem, cum proceditur a causis ad effectus; quasi resolvendo, cum proceditur
ab effectibus ad causas . ..” In Boethii de Trin., q .6, a. 1, ad 3am q.

24 *“ Quandoque vero procedit de uno in aliud secundum rationem, ut quando
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Iox

In this paper I shall not consider the details of resolutive
reasoning as it is operative in either physics or mathematics;
within these sciences it is effected by the mental operations of
total abstraction and formal abstraction respectively. Rather,
at this point, I shall turn directly to resolutive reasoning as it
is operative in metaphysics. I shall consider in turn: (1) meta-
physical resolution secundum rem, and, in the next section, (2)
metaphysical resolution secundwm rationem.

The first moment of metaphysical resolution secundum rem
involves the presentation of one or more arguments which find
their point of departure i the factual existence of sensible
realities, These sensible realities are most certainly grasped by
the mind as instances of being (ens) .*®* But this original grasp
of being hags as its content no more than a vague and confused
notion of being. It is an imprecise and unclarified notion of
being which is merely preliminary and not yet explicitly meta-
physical.*® It is nonetheless a notion of being from which the
mind can derive that knowledge of the first principles of un-
derstanding, with which it must be endowed if it is to be able to
perform any process of reasoning whatsoever. The arguments
which constitute metaphysical resolution secundwm rem com-
mence with the factual existence of sensible realities and focus
upon their peculiar characteristics of particularity and multi-
plicity, of materiality, mutability, and contingency, of being
affected by potentiality. In these arguments the mind con-
siders precisely those characteristics of sensible realities which
identify them as constituents of the Aristotelian realm of

est processus secundum causas intrinsecas: componendo quidem, gquando a
formis maxime universalibus in magis particularia proceditur; resolvendo
autem quando e converso, eo quod universalius est simplicius.,” In Boethif
de Trin., q. 6, a. 1, ad 3am q.

25 %, . . nec primum obiectum intellectus mnostri, secundum praesentem sta-
tum, est quodlibet ens et verum; sed ems et verum consideratum in rebus
materialibus . . .” Summe Theol., I, q. 87, a. 3.

26 See my “ Aquinas on the Preliminary Grasp of Being,” The Thomist 51
(1987) : 555-574.
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“physis” and which determine their inclusion within the re-
flerive subject matter of natural science.” The mind’s con-
sideration of these characteristics enables it to evaluate these
sensible realities as effects. For the puzzling factual existence
of realities endowed with such characteristics demands, if the
intellect is to attain a satisfactory terminus at all, the affirma-
tion of the necessary existence of an ultimate and grounding
reality as their principle or cause, a supersensible reality whose
nature must be wholly “lacking ” these peculiar characteristics.
The one or more arguments which constitute metaphysical
resolution secundum rem have thus the logical status of demon-
strations quia. They are arguments which are grounded in the
discernment of extrinsic causes and invelve a rational move-
ment from the grasp of the existence of a multiplicity to the
affirmation of the existence of a grounding unity. As such,
these arguments are no mere processes of the analysis of con-
cepts but precisely instances of resolution secundum rem.

Now one of these arguments might well correspond to that
argument in the eighth book of the Physics whereby Aristotle
seeks to prove the existence of a Prime Unmoved Mover,
though I would suggest that any other valid @ posterior: argu-
ment for the existence of God would be equally acceptable to
Aquinas. Nonetheless, no matter which argument might be em-
ployed, what is necessary is that it terminate in the intellectual
seizure of the “nature” of the first principle or cause whose
existenice has been demonstrated, a cause whose “ nature ” is
grasped to be, to use Aquinas’s own words, Ipsum Esse Sub-
sistens. What I wish to stress is that it would not be sufficient
for metaphysical resolution secundum rem to terminate merely
in the affirmation of the existence of some other immaterial or
separated substance, for example, it would not be sufficient for
it to terminate in the affirmation of the existence of the rational
soul and of its immateriality. (The reasons for my insistence
will be evident below.)

27T believe this to be the meaning of Aquinag’s affirmation that “. . . sei-
entia naturalis aliquid tradit scientiae divinae . . .” In Boethii de Trin.,
q.5,a.1,ad 9.
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But it must be noticed that the intellectual seizure which
terminates metaphysical resolution secundum rem represents
an insight merely into God’s “ nature ” rather than into God’s
nature, that is, the seizure of God as Ipsum Esse Subsistens is
the product of an entire sequence of negative judgments, of
remotiones. *® The distinctively metaphysical mental operation
of separatio is already operative within the various arguments
which constitute metaphysical resolution secundum rem.* In
this first moment of metaphysical resolution, negative separa-
tion is clearly concerned with realities rather than with rationes
and might accordingly be designated as “ negative separation
secundwm rem.” 'This sequence of negative judgments of sepa-
ration secundum rem can be succinctly expressed by the fol-
lowing proposition: “not all beings involve potentiality and
are material and mutable . . . there must also be a Being who
does not involve potentiality, materiality and mutability . . .”*
Metaphysical resolution secundum rem is therefore effected by
negative separation secundum rem. Nevertheless, there is more
to metaphysical resolution secundum rem than just the pro-
cedure of negative separation which effects it. This “ more”
is expressed by the positive judgment that “ God is Ipsum

28 “ Cognito de aliquid an sit, inquirendum restat quomeodo sit, ut sciatur
de eo quid sit. Sed quia de Deo scire mon possumus quid sit, sed quid non
sit, non possumus considerare de Deo quomodo sit, sed potius quomodo non
sit. . . . Potest autem ostendi de Deo quomodo non sit, removendo ab eo ea
quae ei non conveniunt, utpote compositionem, motum et alia huiusmodi.”
Summa Theol., I, q. 3., introd.

29 For Aquinas’s identification of the notions of “remotio ” and “ separatio
(secundum rem)”: “Quaedam vero sunt quae excedunt et id quod cadit sub
sensu et id quod cadit sub imaginatione. . . . Sed tamen ex his, quae sensu
vel imaginatione apprehenduntur, in horum cognitionem devenimus per viam
causalitatis . . . per remotionem, quando omnia, quae sensus vel imaginatione
apprehendit, a rebus huiusmodi separamus.” In Boethii de Trin., q. 6, a. 2.

30¢, . . est quaedam scientia superior naturali: ipsa enim natura, idest
res nmaturalis habens in se principium motus, in se ipsa est unum aliquod
genus entis universalis. Non enim omne ens est huiusmodi: cum probatum
sit in octavo Physicorum, esse aliquod ens immobile. Hoc autem ens im-
mobile superius est et nobilius ente mobili, de quo considerat maturalis.” In
HMeta., 4, Lect. 5, #593.
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Esse Subsistens.” A positive judgment which as such, even
while it does not do justice to God’s nature, is a suitable ter-
minus for a process of reasoning which wants to instantiate
Aquinas’s conception of resolution. Furthermore it is a positive
judgment which substantiates Aquinas’s characterization of
resolutive reasoning as the “wia tudics,” as it is a judgment
‘which has certitude, being the result of one or more demonstra-
tions quia.

Now it is clear that for Aquinas this metaphysical resolu-
tion secundum rem does not yield to the mind that ratio, that
obiectum speculabile, which is the direct subject matter of
metaphysics. For Aquinas, God, whose existence is affirmed
and whose “nature” is seized as being that of Ipsum Esse
Subsistens, is the direct subject matter not of metaphysics but
of sacra doctrina.®* As we shall see, God only enters within the
ambit of metaphysical research insofar as He is the principium
essendi of the reflexive subject matter of metaphysics, of all
beings which, in one way or another, instantiate the ratio entis
and therefore fall under the concept of being in general (ens
commune) , as if it were a generic concept. Nevertheless, it
might be argued, and I shall in fact argue, that the positive
and certain judgment, the intellectual insight, which is the
terminus of metaphysical resolution secundum rem, into the
“nature ” of God as Ipsum Esse Subsistens, is indispensable to
metaphysical reasoning’s eventual seizure of the obiectum
speculabile of metaphysics in a manner adequate to the ground-
ing of Aquinas’s metaphysics as a science.

v

The second moment of metaphysical resolution, secundum
rationem, is not directly concerned with realities, but, insofar
as it is grounded in the discernment of Inirinsic causes, with
the formation of more universal concepts and the determina-
tion of the necessary constituents of their contents. It is an

81 See In Boethii de Trin., q. 5, a. 4.
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authentic instance of resolutive reasoning not only because by
it the mind moves from the grasp of a multiplicity to that of
a unity but also because it is a process of reasoning which
finds its terminus In the intellectual seizure of the very “ na-
ture ™ of that unity. This second moment of metaphysical
resolution 1s also effected by the exercise of the distinctively
metaphysical mental operation of negative separation. But this
further type of negative separation must not be confused with
that negative separation secundum rem which had effected
metaphysical resolution secundum rem. Metaphysical resolu-
tion secundum rationem 1is effected by what might accordingly
be designated as “ negative separation secundum rationem.”

Whether metaphysical resolution secundum rationem is nec-
essarily dependent for the very possibility of its achievement
upon a prior execution of metaphysical resolution secundum
rem is an extremely controversial issue, and it is also an issue
which has been formulated in various different ways. Basically
it corresponds to the problem of whether the very possibility
of Aquinas’s science of metaphysics is necessarily dependent
upon a prior demonstration of God’s existence and the seizure
of God’s “ nature” as Ipsum Esse Subsistens. What is not
controversial though is that metaphysical resolution secundum
rationem could be founded upon metaphysical resolution se-
cundum rem. I believe that this would be acceptable even to
those interpreters of Aquinas’s metaphysical methodology who
would argue that it need not be. It is my contention though,
as I have already intimated in the preceding section, that in
fact it must be and I shall take this for granted in the re-
mainder of this section. So as to avoid irksome interruptions of
its continuity I shall argue only my case here and consider
alternative interpretations in the next and concluding section
of this paper.

As T have said, metaphysical resolution secundum rationem
moves from the grasp of a multiplicity to that of a unity, and,
precisely because it is a resolution secundum rationem, both of
these concern the conceptual order. The initial multiplicity is
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that of diverse concepts of being. These are not yet explicitly
metaphysical concepts of being, as they do not presuppose any
kind of grasp of the ratio entis but only that vague and con-
fused notion of being which is the content of that original ap-
prehension of being (to which I referred in the preceding sec-
tion) . They are concepts such as: “material and mutable be-
ing affected by potentiality,” “immaterial but mutable being
affected by potentiality,” “ immaterial and immutable, purely
actual being.” In metaphysical resolution secundum rationem,
the mental operation of negative separation concerns itself pre-
cisely with such concepts. Negative separation secundum ra-
tionem progressively denies that the peculiar contents of these
various concepts of being are necessary constituents of the
ratio entis, which is to be seized eventually. It denies that they
are necessary constituents of the content of the concept of be-
ing in general, which is thereby gradually elaborated. The rea-
soning which justifies these progressive negations is obvious.
If, for example, either the notion of materiality or that of im-
materiality were necessary constituents of the ratio entis, then
the actual existence of either immaterial beings or material be-
ings, respectively, would be contradictory and hence impos-
sible. But as a matter of fact (and as was recognized through
metaphysical resolution secundum rem) , not only material be-
ings but also immaterial beings exist. Therefore both the no-
tion of materiality and that of immateriality must be negated
of the ratio entis.®® Now the great value of this procedure is
that it enables the mind to move gradually towards the seizure
of the ratio entis, by negating of it (in the manner indicated)
what cannot possibly pertain te it as a necessary constituent,
without at the same time presupposing a prior grasp of the
ratio entis (which would involve circular reasoning) .

32, . . ens et substantia dicuntur separata a materia et motu non per hoc
quod de ratione ipsorum sit esse sine materia et motu, sicut de ratione asini
est sine ratione esse, sed per hoec quod de ratione eorum non est esse in
materia et motu, quamvis quandoque sint in materia et motu, sicut animal
abstrahit a ratione, quamrvis aliquod animal sit ratiomale.” In Boethii de
Trin., q. 5, a. 4, ad 5.
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At this point one must be careful not to interpret the role
of negative separation incorrectly. Negative separation does
not imply the positive exclusion from the concept of being in
general of, say, the notion of materiality or that of immaterial-
ity. If this were the case it would be tantamount to asserting
than neither material beings nor immaterial beings could fall
under the “ generic ” concept of being in general which is being
formed. If this were the nature of the role of negative separa-
tion, the result would be an entirely vacuous concept of being
in general. Furthermore insofar as it would place both out-
side of being in general, it would transform the notions of
materiality and immateriality into differentiae and the concept
of being in general into a generic concept. Rather, negative
separation goes not further than the denial that the notions
of materiality and immateriality are necessary constituents of
the ratio entis. Thus the ratio eniis, even though it has not as
yet been grasped, is acknowledged as being capable of instan-
tiation in both material and immaterial beings. Both material
being and immaterial beings can therefore be “ subsumed”
under the concept of being in general. By this “ subsumption ”
I mean simply that both material beings and immaterial be-
ings, insofar as they both instantiate the refio entis and there-
fore fall under the quasi-generic concept of being in general, can
be considered from the point of view of being as being (ens in-
quantum ens) and as such enter within the scope of meta-
physical research. In other words, being as being, the concept
of being in general which is being progressively elaborated, does
not positively exclude either material beings or immaterial be-
ings, and both can be considered under the formality of being
as being, because the possible instantiation of the ratio entis
is not limited either to the one or to the other. Neither the no-
tion of materiality nor that of immateriality is a necessary con-
stituent of the ratio entis, and it is precisely this that is shown
through negative separation secundum rationem.

This sequence of negative judgments of separation secundum
rationem can be succinetly expressed by the following proposi-
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tion: To the ratio entis does not necessarily pertain either the
notion of being material or of being immaterial, of being mut-
able or of being immutable. Thus, as the result of this progres-
sive negative separation, metaphysical resolution secundum
rationem involves the movement of the mind from all our
multiple and preliminary concepts of being to the formation of
the concept of being in general (ens commune) . Insofar as the
ratio entis which is the necessary constituent of the content of
this concept contains no necessary reference to either material-
ity or immateriality, the concept of being in general is situated
on the level of the third degree of separation from matter.®
Yet, insofar as the ratio entis can be instantiated in both mate-
rial and immaterial beings, both can fall under the concept of
being in general, which therefore has been appropriately char-
acterized by interpreters as only “ neutrally immaterial.” *

I should like to stress that metaphysical resolution secundum
rationem involves more than the negative separation secundum
rationem which effects it. It is not to be confused with nega-
tive separation, let alone identified with it. The climax, the
terminus which is necessary to it as a process of resolution,
cannot simply be the formation of a concept of being in gen-
eral but must rather be the intellectual insight into, the posi-
tive seizure of, the ratio entis. Remember that the gradual
elaboration of the concept of being in general through nega-
tive separation did not at all presuppose a seizure of the ratio
entis; this was rather the constant goal of the process of meta-
physical resolution secundum rationem. Just how is this
achieved and just “ what” is the ratio entis? I would suggest
that as the result of negative separation, the mind discerns that
there is at least one “conceptual ” content which, insofar as
it is necessarily common to all the multiple and preliminary

33 See Summa Theol., I, q. 85, a. 1, ad 2.

3¢ John F. Wippel, “Metaphysics and Separatio According to Thomas
Aquinas,” The Review of Metaphysics 31 (1978): 431-470. I shall cite from
this article as republished in Metaphysical Themes i Thomas Aquines
(Washington, 1984), pp. 69-104. See p. 72.
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concepts of being on which negative separation has been exer-
cised, positively resists negative separation and is seized by
the intellect as the ratio entis. This irreducible conceptual con-
tent may not be negated of the concept of being in general
without either falling into contradiction or “annihilating > it.
This conceptual content is the sharing in a common existential
actuality, of participating in a common esse ut actus entis.*
The ratio entis, the one necessary constituent of the content
of the concept of being in general is the condition of partici-
pating in what Aquinas refers to as “ esse commune 2

The problem which immediately arises is that of the nature
of this act of intellectual seizure of the ratio entis, which rep-
resents the terminus of metaphysical resolution secundum ra-
tionem. What is the nature of this act, and what are its ulti-
mate conditions of possibility, if it is to be able to ground
Aquinas’s metaphysics as a science? I will not deal with this
issue at this point, but I shall return to it in the concluding
section, because I believe that the answer given to this ques-
tion affects all the controversial issues In current interpreta-
tions of Aquinas’s metaphysical methodology.

Now the ratio entis is the one necessary constituent of the
concept of being in general which is the obiectum speculabile,
the direct subject matter, of Aquinas’s metaphysics. The re-
flexive subject matter of metaphysics, on the other hand, is all
those entities, whatever their individual, specific, and generic
peculiarities, in which the ratio entis is found and which there-
fore fall under the concept of being in general as a quasi-generic
concept. This is analogous to the way in which sensible par-

85 ¢, ., , ratio autem entis ab actu essendi sumitur . . .” De Ver, q. 1, a.
1, ad 3.5 “ . . ens dicitur quasi esse habens . . .” In Meta., 12, Lect., 1,
#2419.; “. .. ens dicat aliquid proprie esse in actu . . .” Summe Theol., I,
9. 5, a. 1.

36 H'sse commune is our conceptualization of esse ut acius entis insofar as
we consider it as participated in by all entia, “ Quod est commune multis,
non est aliquid praeter multa nisi sola ratiome. . . . Multo igitur minus et
ipsum esse commune est aliquid praeter ommes res existentes nisi in in-
tellectu solum.” Summa Contra Gent., I, Cap. 26, #241.
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ticulars are only the reflexive subject matter of a natural sci-
ence. The direct subject matter, the obiectum speculabile, is
the ratio found in these particulars as their natures or essences;
it is the necessary content of that universal, specific, or generic,
concept which, in the resoclutive moment of that natural sci-
ence, has been formed by the mental operation of total ab-
straction.”” We should also note that for Aquinas all the en-
tities in which the ratio entis is instantiated enter into the re-
flexive subject matter of metaphysics only insofar as they do
instantiate the ratio eniis and not as they are instantiations
of different natural kinds.®*® Furthermore, in the light of the
mind’s grasp of the ratio entis at the climax of metaphysical
resolution secundum rationem, it is clear why God is not the
obiectum speculabile of metaphysics and does not even enter
within its reflective subject matter: because God as Ipsum
Esse Subsistens is grasped by the mind at the climax of meta-
physical resolution secundum rem, He does not exemplify the
condition of participating in esse commune, is not to be num-
bered among the entities which instantiate the ratio entis, and
falls outside of the extension of the concept of ens commune.
As T intimated at the conclusion of the preceding section, God
enters the ambit of metaphysical research only as the prin-
cipium essends of the constituents of the reflexive subject mat-
ter of metaphysics.

37% , . scientia est de aliquo dupliciter. Uno modo primo et prineipaliter,
et sic scientia est de rationibus universalibus, supra quas fundatur. Alio
modo est de aliquibus secundario et quasi per reflexionem quandam, et sic de
illis rebus, quarum sunt illae rationes, in quantum illas rationes applicat
ad res etiam particulares, quarum sunt, adminiculo inferiorum virium. Ra-
tione enim universali utifur sciens et ut re scita et ut medio sciendi. Per
universalem enim hominis rationem possum iudicare de hoc vel de illo.”
In Boethii de Trin., q. 5, a. 2, ad. 4.

88, . . . metaphysicus considerat etiam de singularibus entibus non se-
cundum proprias rationes, per quas sunt tale vel tale ens, sed secundum
quod participant communem rationem entis . . .” In Boethit de Trin., q. 5,
a. 4, ad 6.
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v

In light of this interpretation of metaphysical resolution in
Aquinas, I would now like to consider a particularly controver-
sial issue which has received a great deal of attention in the
contemporary discussion of Aquinas’s metaphysical method-
ology.® This issue has usually been expressed in the form of
the question: Do we first need to prove the existence of God if
the science of metaphysics envisaged by Aquinas is to be pos-
sible at all? Interpreters of Aquinas’s metaphysical method-
ology have given an extremely wide variety of answers to this
question, but I believe they can be grouped into four basic
positions. (1) Aquinas’s science of metaphysics does not pre-
suppose a prior demonstration of the existence of God because
the intellect is capable of forming a concept of being in gen-
eral, the subject matter of this science, by means of a distinctio
other than negative separation, for example, by means of some
kind of total or formal abstraction. (2) Aquinas’s science of
metaphysics does not presuppose a prior demonstration of the
existence of God because the intellect is capable of forming a
concept of being in general by means of a process of negative
separation, and this process need not be grounded in the
demonstration of the existence of any immaterial reality, let
alone of God. (8) Aquinas’s science of metaphysics does not
presuppose a prior demonstration of the existence of God be-
cause the intellect is capable of forming a concept of being in
general by negative separation and, though this process needs
to be grounded in the affirmation of the existence of some im-
material reality, for example, the rational soul, this need not
be God. (4) Aquinas’s science of metaphysics does presuppose
a prior demonstration of the existence of God because the in-
tellect is only capable of forming a concept of being in gen-

89 For an invaluable guide see John F. Wippel, op. cit., and the discussion
of this article in Rassegne di Leiteratura Tomistica 14 (1981): 127-128.
See also A. Moreno, O.P., “ The Subject, Abstraction and Methodology of
Aquinas’ Metaphysics,” 4ngelicum 61 (1984): 580-601.
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eral, by means of a process of negative separation, and this
process can only be grounded in the affirmation of the exist-
ence of the immaterial reality who is God.

It is my contention that all four of these positions are un-
satisfactory because they all fail to do justice to the problem
as I think it should be reformulated. In light of the interpreta-
tion given above, I would ask: Does the intellect first need to
perform that metaphysical resolution secundum rem which has
as its terminus the seizure of God as Ipsum Esse Subsistens if
it is to be capable of performing that metaphysical resolution
secundum rationem whereby it can obtain that obiectum
speculabile, the ratio entis, which is the direct subject matter
of metaphysics? And can it do so in a manner which will
ground Aquinas’s metaphysics as a science?

In light of this reformulation of the problem, I see little
point to entering into a detailed discussion of the four posi-
tions. I consider them all to share some common failings: (1)
They fail to see that the obiectum speculabile which must be
seized if the science of metaphysics envisaged by Aquinas is
to be possible at all is not just some indeterminate concept of
being in general but precisely the ratio entis. (2) They fail to
see that that negative separation which effects metaphysical
resolution secundum rem must be clearly distinguished from
that negative separation which effects metaphysical resolution
secundum rationem. (3) They fail to see that in neither case
of metaphysical resolution (secundum rem and secundum ra-
tionem) should the negative separation which effects it,
(secundum rem and secundum rationem respectively) be con-
fused, let alone identified, with the resolution that it effects;
the resolution effected involves more than just the negative
separation which effects it. (4) They fail to appreciate the im-
plications of Aquinas’s conception of resolution in general, and
a fortiori of metaphysical resolution, and thereby fail to render
an adequate account of the scientific status that Aquinas at-
tributes to his metaphysics.

As we have seen, one of the essential elements of a process
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of resolution as such is that it is a process of ratio which nec-
essarily terminates in intellectus; it is a process of discursive
reasoning which has as its terminus always and necessarily
the seizure of first principles. This is especially and paradigma-
tically tmuie of resolution in its initial instantiation as logical
resolution, but it 1s also true of scientific resolution as it is
performed within and specified by each of the three theoretical
sciences. Logical resolution culminates in the seizure of the first
principles of both the formal and the material aspects of rea-
sonings as such. Similarly, scientific resclution culminates in
the seizure of the first principle proper to a science from which
the entire content of that science flows, its oblectum specul-
abile, which as such 1s always a ratio. Now metaphysical resolu-
tion, if it is to be an authentic process of resolution at all,
must culminate in the intellectual seizure of the first principle
of metaphysics, of its obiectum speculabile, the ratio entis,
which is the necessary constituent of the concept of being in
general. The point that needs to be stressed is that the ferm-
inus of metaphysical resolution secundum rationem cannot be
just the formation of some imprecise or indeterminate concept
of being in general which would still leave the mind quite un-
enlightened as to the ratio entis. Such a * terminus ” would not
be an adequate terminus at all, and the process of “ resolu-
tion ” that attained it would not be an authentic instance of
resolution. After all, we already have some kind of vague and
confused notion of being on the basis of the original, merely
preliminary and pre-metaphysical grasp of being which is
common to all men. Indeed, if one could found the science of
metaphysics envisaged by Aquinas on some merely indeter-
minate concept of being in general and without an explicit
seizure of the ratio entis, then surely this original apprehension
of being would be quite sufficient, and there would be no need
whatsoever for either metaphysical resolution or the negative
separations which effect it. But, as I have argued, for Aquinas
it is the seizure of the ratfio entis which represents the only
satisfactory terminus of metaphysical resolution secundum
rationem.
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At this point we need to return to the earlier question about
the precise nature of this intellectual seizure whereby the mind
attains the ratio entis as the terminus of metaphysical resolu-
tion secundum rationem. We have seen that this seizure is
rendered possible by that succession of negative judgments of
separation secundum. rationem which effect metaphysical reso-
lution secundum rationem. Since it must have the character of
a positive seizure, this attainment itself cannot be a negative
judgment of separation. The situation is exactly parallel to
that of metaphysical resolution secundum rem, which is ef-
fected by a succession of negative separations secundum rem
but which has as its terminus the positive judgment that “ God
is Ipsum Esse Subsistens,” and while this judgment does not
do justice to God’s nature, it is nonetheless no mere negation.
Similarly, I would suggest, the seizure of the ratio entis which is
the terminus of metaphysical resolution secundum rationem is
no mere negation but a positive judgment: “the ratio entis is
the condition of participating in esse commune.”

Now it is my contention that this positive judgment seizing
the ratio entis must presuppose the positive judgment seizing
God as Ipsum Esse Subsistens if it is adequately to ground
Aquinas’s metaphysics as a science and if the process of meta-
physical resolution secundum rationem of which it is the Zer-
minus is to be an authentic instantiation of Aquinas’s concep-
tion of resolution. Aquinas characterizes the process of resolu-
tion as the “wia fudicii.” An authentic process of resolution
must have as its ferminus not just any positive judgment
but must always culminate in a positive judgment which pos-
sesses the epistemological status of being certain. A positive
judgment which seized the ratio entis but which lacked certi-
tude would not only be inadequate to the grounding of meta-
physics as a science; it would not even represent a satisfactory
terminus for a process of metaphysical resolution secundum ra-
tionem which claimed to be authentic.

We have seen that the positive judgmental seizing God as
Ipsum Esse Subsistens, which is the terminus of metaphysi-
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cal resolution secundum rem, does possess certitude. This is
because metaphysical resolution secundum rem, even though
it is effected by a sequence of negative separations, is con-
stituted by one or more arguments which have the logical
status of demonstrations quia. But what is the epistemological
status of the positive judgment seizing the ratio entis if we
consider it exclusively in terms of metaphysical resolution
secundum, rationem? This process of metaphysical resolution
is also effected by a sequence of negative separations, but, un-
like metaphysical resolution secundum rem, it is in no way
constituted by one or more arguments which could possibly
pretend to the status of being demonstrations quia, let alone
demonstrations propter quid. Metaphysical resolution secun-
dum rationem nvolves neither reasoning from realities grasped
as effects to the affirmation of the existence of their cause nor
purely deductive reasoning, which would have as its point of
departure the grasp of some quod quid est of being, expressed
by a definition. Of course this is entirely appropriate: it
would hardly do for the initial seizure of the obiectum specul-
abile of metaphysics to be the result of demonstrative reason-
ing if metaphysics is to be first philosophy.

Furthermore, in contrast with logical resolution, metaphysi-
cal resolution secundum rationem is not a case of an analysis
or reduction to first principles which are principia per se nota
quoad ommnes (propositions whose truth is grasped and as-
sented to by all who understand the meanings of the terms
which appear in them). Such principles are known to begin
with; they must be if the logical resolution of the piece of rea-
soning being examined is to be possible at all. The proposition
which expresses the seizure of the ratio entis, “ the ratio entis
is the condition of participating in esse commune,” while it
might n se be an analytic proposition, is most certainly not
analytic quoad omnes. If it were presupposed, we would
have a petitio principit. Rather, it is arrived at by the applica-
tion of a finite series of negative separations secundum ra-
tionem to a finite series of diverse preliminary concepts of be-
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ing. As I said in the preceding section, it represents the seizure
of an irreducible conceptual content which cannot be negated
of the concept of being in general without either falling into
contradiction or “ annihilating ” that concept. But it must be
kept in mind that this concept of being in general has itself
been formed on the basic of a necessarily finite series of diverse
concepts of being. As a matter of principle the seizure of the
ratio entis which culminates metaphysical resolution secundum
rationem represents no more than a highly sophisticated con-
jecture. There is no certitude whatsoever that it represents a
seizure of the ratio entis as it must necessarily be. Viewed
solely in the light of the metaphysical resolution secundum ra-
tionem which it culminates, the seizure of the ratio entis seems
to be irremediably deficient with respect to the epistemological
status that it must have if metaphysics is to be a science and
not merely a dialectical discipline, dealing at best with prob-
abilities.

It should now be clear why I believe that the very possibility
of Aquinas’s science of metaphysics presupposes a prior demon-
stration of the existence of God and the intellectual seizure of
God as Ipsum Esse Subsistens as the terminus of metaphysical
resolution secundum rem. It is only by being seen in the light
of this certain judgment that the seizure of the ratio entis
which culminates metaphysical resolution secundum rationem
can itself acquire the epistemological status of certitude. In-
sofar as it does so, it becomes an acceptable terminus for the
process of resolution which it culminates, a process of resolu-
tion which Aquinas would call the ““ via wdicii.” Insofar as it
does so, it can also serve as a suitable point of departure for
a scientific metaphysics which finds in the ratio entis its
obiectum speculabile or direct subject matter. Aquinas makes
this point repeatedly, albeit implicitly, throughout his works.
It is because God is Ipsum Esse Subsistens that we can be cer-
tain that the condition of participating in esse commune is the
ratio entis, which is instantiated in everything which falls under

























































































































































































































































































































































