THE STATUS AND FUNCTION OF DIVINE
SIMPLENESS IN SUMMA THEOLOGIAE Ia, qq. 2-13

PeTer Burns, S.J.

Jesuit School of Theology
Berkeley, California

Introduction

N THE FIRST PART of what follows I hope to do four
I things: a) to give a brief summary of Aquinas’s remarks

_contained in the third question of the first part of the Summa
Theologiae, entitled de Dei sumplicitate; b) to outline two dif-
erent ways of interpreting what Aquinas is about when making
those remarks; c) to assess which interpretation is better from
an exegetical standpoint; d) to assess which interpretation is bet-
ter from a philosophical standpoint. In the second part my aim
will be threefold: a) to trace the way Aquinas derives and uses
the concept of divine sinipleness in questions 2 through 11; b) to
examine briefly the relationship between this concept and possible
cosmological arguments for the existence of God; and c¢) to
evaluate critically some modern treatments of arguments of the
cosmological type in the light of this relationship. I shall not be
concerned to show that Aquinas’s conclusions in question 2 (the
Five Ways) are justified by the arguments he adduces; rather,
my concern will be to show that an adequate evaluation of his
arguments cannot ignore the function of divine simpleness as a key
element therein.

I. The Status Of Divine Simpleness
(1) A Summaryof S.T. 1a, 3

At the beginning of question 3 Aquinas lists eight points of
inquiry. The first is whether God is a body, that is, composed
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of extended parts. He offers three reasons why he thinks the
reply must be negative. Firstly, an unchanging first cause of
change, which God is (by Ia, 2, 3) would appear not to be bodily,
since experience offers no examples of bodies causing change
without themselves changing. Secondly, to be extended in space
implies the potentiality of being divisible, but a primary reality is
utterly actual, since absolutely speaking, actuality precedes po-
tentiality, and God is the primary reality. Thirdly, since the soul
is nobler than inanimate things, and God is the most excellent of
beings, God cannot be any less noble than the soul. But the soul
in itself is not bodily but that in virtue of which bodies are what
they are.

In the next article Aquinas denies that God is composed of
matter and form because matter is potential and only exists by
participating in some form. In addition, since agents act in virtue
of their form, God, as the prime source of activity and being in
no way potential, must be considered as being essentially form
without composition with matter. Aquinas then asks whether
God can be identified with his own essence or nature. Given that
matter is the individuating factor in beings composed of matter
and form, and that such composition is ruled out in case of God,
Aquinas claims that the distinctness of his being must be due to
form. Hence God is his own form or nature or essence. In a
crucial move in the next article Aquinas identifies God, who is
his essence, with his existence, for as an uncaused necessary
reality this essence must be self-subsistent. Thus God’s nature
or essence is necessarily self-instantiating, nor does God partici-
pate in existence, but essentially is identical with (the act of)
‘existing ’. Therefore the distinction between essence and exist-
ence, between what something is and that it is, does not hold for
God.

Having claimed that God is his own existence, Aquinas argues
that this existence is prior to genus in general and to the genus of
substance specifically. So there is no possibility of distinguishing
in God genus and difference, nor can God receive predicates as a
substance, since this would imply potentiality. Therefore God is
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not composed of substance and accidents. In article 7, Aquinas
claims that God is altogether simple. After summing up the
previous remarks he makes two general points. Everything com-
posite is subsequent to and dependent on its components, whereas
God is the first, uncaused necessary being. Secondly, everything
composite is caused, for essentially diverse elements must be
caused to unite, but God is uncaused. This entails that in all
composite beings there is some element not sharing a common
predicate with the whole. In the last point of inquiry, Aquinas
denies that God enters into composition with other things. As
first cause God is distinct from all subsequent causes and effects.
As the primary and immediate source of activity he cannot be a
component in other agents. Since God does not partake of any-
thing he cannot participate in the substantial being of other
things, but is their being only causatively.

(2) Two interpretations

Whether one thinks Aquinas is correct on these points will
depend not only on the view one takes of his reasoning, but also
on what one considers the nature of his enterprise to be. The
importance of determining this latter question has sometimes been
neglected by commentators and critics alike, and so the usefulness
and validity of their comments and criticisms are to that extent
undermined. In this article T shall employ the terms ° doctrine’
and ‘ grammar’ to denote two different ways of understanding
the import of Aquinas’s treatment of this subject. Broadly speak-
ing, I intend by the word ‘doctrine’ that approach which sees
Aquinas’s utterances in this part of the Summa as making onto-
logical assertions about the reality called God which Agquinas
claims in question 2 can be successfully referred to. By ‘gram-
mar’ I mean the approach which takes the question on God’s
simpleness to be about the logical rules which must underpin and
govern theological language. That both activities are simulta-
neously compatible is a possibility that I do not wish to rule out
at the outset. And it may turn out that on any interpretation
there will still be considerable philosophical difficulties facing the
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Thomist position, but I am not primarily interested in that ques-
tion here.

A treatment of divine simpleness which I think exemplifies the
“doctrine ’ approach is provided by William E. Mann. He uses
the term ‘ doctrine’ and refers to his subject matter as the Doc-
trine of Divine Simplicity (DDS). This terminology in itself
does not tell us how he regards the type of claims Aquinas is mak-
ing in $.7. Ia, 3. His article, however, does appear to treat di-
vine simpleness as a real feature of divine being, crucial and, in
a loose sense of the word, definitive of God’s existence. His con-
clusion is that God is just a special, ‘rich’ property-instance,
and that this is what the DDS amounts to. He explains his posi-
tion in the following way. He notes Aquinas’s tendency to assimi-
late sentences of the forms ‘ God is F’ and ‘ God is F-ness’ to
sentences of the form ‘ God is his F-ness’. God cannot have be-
ing through some quality which is not itself identical with him-
self without violating what later scholastics called his aseity. An
uncaused necessary being cannot depend on anything else for its
existence. So instead of ““ God is wisdom” or ““ God is wise”” we
should say, “ God is his wisdom.” And we should avoid saying
that ““ God is wise and just and good and. . . .7 We should say
instead, *“ God’s wisdom, justice, goodness, etc., are identical with
God.” Now phrases like ‘ God’s wisdom’ and so on, Mann
thinks of as definite descriptions referring to instances of prop-
erties. The question then is, how can instances of different prop-
erties be identical. Mann thinks that if

1) divine attributes are necessarily co-extensive (i.e. if it were im-
possible to instantiate being omniscient without also instantiating
being omnipotent, and so forth), and if

2) necessarily co-extensive attributes are necessarily identical, then

3) God, if he exists, is an instance of the property of being a God-
head (where the last mentioned property is defined by the set of
all its instances).

Now if a property is nothing but the set of all its instances, it

1 William E. Mann, “Divine Simplicity,” Religious Studies vol. 18, no. 4
(December 1982), pp. 451-471.
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follows that necessarily co-extensive properties are necessarily
identical. This view of properties rejects the idea that distinct
predicate expressions refer 7pso facto to distinct properties. On
this view different predicates may have a single, common referent
although connoting different verbal meanings. Some recent phi-
losophers, notably Saul Kripke,* have adopted this view of prop-
erties. Hence, for example, having a certain temperature is just
having a certain mean molecular kinetic energy. Now Aquinas, in
a very important passage of the Summa Theologiae, rejects the
notion that divine predicates are synonymous, while insisting on
a unique and common referent for their instantiation. He says,

Thus the words we use for the perfections we attribute to God, al-
though they signify what is one, are not synonymous, for they signify
it from many different points of view . .. That is why he is one
thing described in many ways, for our minds learn of him in the
many ways he is represented in creatures.®

Mann relies on this statement to claim that while the properties
predicated (analogously) of God differ in sense, what instantiates
them in God is a single referent. Hence, property-instances, the
F-ness of x and the G-ness of y, are identical if

1) being F is necessarily co-extensive with being G, and
2) x=1y.

Mann concludes that God is an instance of a conjunctive property.
To show that a personal being can be thought of as a property-
instance, he introduces the notion of a rich property, which is a
single, very long, conjunctive property. So Smith might instan-
tiate the property of being fat and lazy and stupid, etc. Each per-
son, then, is an instance of a unique rich property. That there
can be only one instantiation of the property of being a Godhead
needs argument.* There is, then, for Mann no ontological dis-

2 Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980).

88, T. la, 13, 4 (Blackfriars edition). Perhaps in this context translating
the verb ‘significare’ as ‘to refer’ might illuminate better Aquinas’s thought
in this connection.

4CL. S.T. 10,11, 3.
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tinction between God’s attributes. He admits, however, that it is
still difficult to demonstrate that the divine attribues are neces-
sarily co-extensive.”

Be this as it may, Mann’s account of divine simpleness appears
to be a description of the ontologically constitutive structure of
divine being. We are being informed about what is the case with
God. Mann's concern is with how a reality judged to be simple
can really be so. Aquinas’s remarks in S.T. Ia, 13, 4 (quoted
above) are taken and used by Mann to state a thesis about prop-
erty-instance identity which will hold with respect to God if he
exists, not as cautioning us about the force of our language about
God. The stress is on the via eminentiae, not the via negationss.
Of course, Mann does not think that definite descriptions of God
enable us to imagine what God is like, any more than mathe-
matical descriptions referring to sub-atomic particle behavior,
curved space-time, ‘black holes’ or electro-magnetic fields pro-
vide us with veridical images of these realities. We only know
how to give such mathematical descriptions from the effects of
the realities in question. But such descriptions may be true and
informative. We are presented by science with a body of knowl-
edge, in effect, a doctrine of the physical universe.® Mann, I
think, sees Aquinas’s work in an analogous light.

Something of a contrast to this way of thinking is to be found

5 There is also some difficulty in accepting a set-extensional account of
properties. It would seem to follow from such an account that being a
centaur and being a prime number between 7 and 11 would be the same prop-
erty, the property of not being instantiated. Perhaps this odd result could be
averted if we allowed literary references to centaurs to provide us with a
known set of individuated instances of being a centaur. But this procedure has
problems of its own. How are we to count references to unspecified numbers
of centaurs, and what ahout thoughts about centaurs or drawings of centaurs?
Are they not on a par with literary centaurs?

61t is true that some scientists, especially theoretical physicists, hold a
more or less instrumental or operationalist view of their own work. However
I think that they should still be taken as presenting us with a ‘doctrine’ of
the universe, and not simply a ‘grammar’ for talk about the physical world,
because their instrumentalism is connected not so much with the proper rules
for scientific discourse, as with a particular view of the kind of extra-lin-
guistic reference that discourse has (namely, its observable and predictable
consequences).
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in David B. Burrell’s book, Aquinas: God and Action.” Accord-
ing to Burrell, the premise that language and reality are struc-
turally isomorphic underlies all attempts at philosophical analysis.
That this is not the case where the reality in question is God, is
what Aquinas is trying to establish in S.T. Iqg, 3, in Burrell’s
view. There is no isomorphic relation between language and the
reality of God—this is what saying God is simple amounts to.
All subject-predicate forms are strictly inappropriate to God.
Aquinas wants to show that the nature of God cannot be stated.
Hence Burrell entitles his first chapter, “ The Grammar of Divin-
ity 7. He thinks Aquinas wants to set out linguistic rules to the
effect that human discourse systematically fails to exhibit the
reality of God. For Burrell then, Aquinas is engaged in a re-
flection on the rules for interpreting discourse concerning the di-
vine, a reflection that enables us to ‘characterize’ what cannot be
described. Questions 3 through 11 stake out what Burrell terms
a depth grammar ‘in divinis’. So in his second chapter he poses
and replies to the central question:

What then is Aquinas up to in these questions which treat God’s
simpleness, perfection, limitlessness, unchangeableness and oneness?
My contention is that he is engaged in the metalinguistic project of
mapping out the grammar appropriate ‘ in divinis’, He is proposing
the logic proper to discourse about God.®

Earlies he makes quite clear what Aquinas is not up to:

All this, remember, is by way of considering not what God is but
what he is not. If this be a ‘doctrine of God’, it is a dreadfully
austere one. Taken as a doctrine of God, it spawns the notorious
God of ‘ classical theism ’ not unrelated to Blake’s Nobodaddy. Buta
perceptive reader would think twice before identifying a deliberate
consideration of what God is not with a teaching presuming to say
what God is. We could expect a doctrine of God to say what God is
like, yet Aquinas is clear enough in warning us not to expect that

7 David B. Burrell, Aguinas: God and Action (London, Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1979).
& Burrell, Aquinas, pp. 16, 17.
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of him. Nevertheless, commentators and critics have assumed that
he is offering us just that—a doctrine of God—in questions 3 through
11.°

We are confirmed in our belief that Burrell wishes his remarks to
be taken seriously when, after discussing Aquinas’s treatment of
the arguments against God’s being bodily, he claims that a) the
arguments do not prove that God is not a body, and b) that God
might well have a body, and ¢) that this is not the point of the
inquiry anyway.*

The difference of interpretative approach from that of Mann is
by now, I hope, quite perceptible. Burrell agrees that question 3
is the absolutely vital one for understanding Aquinas’s thought in
this part of the Summa. Simpleness is not just another attribute
along with perfection, limitlessness and the rest. It is a determina-
tive principle for understanding and accepting all that follows.
For Burrell, it is this basic denial of compositeness, whether logi-
cal or ontological, formal or material, that opens up the way for
Aquinas to ‘characterize’ God, but without stating or at least
intending to state anything factually and positively informative
about God’s nature. Aquinas’s task is to outline a logic that will
allow us to articulate the non-articulability of transcendent being.
One is easily reminded of Wittgenstein’s remark, “ Whereof we
cannot speak, thereof we must remain silent.” But for Aquinas,
the * whereof ’ exists.

(3) The exegetical question

I now wish to examine the approaches of Mann and Burrell
with respect to their merits as pieces of exegesis. In a prologue
to question 3 Aquinas says that we cannot know what God is,
but only what he is not, and that therefore we cannot consider
the way in which God exists but only the ways in which he does
not. In $.T. Ia, 12, 12 Aquinas maintains that reason can know
that a simple form is, even though it cannot attain an understand-
ing of what it is. Burrell's interpretation demands that these

9 Ibid,, p. 13. 20 Tbid., p. 20.
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statements be given their full weight. But some important clues
for solving the exegetical question are contained in question 13
which deals explicitly with theological language. In article 1 of
that question Aquinas claims that we can successfully refer to God
using abstract or concrete nouns although neither type by itself
exhibits God as being simple and subsistent. This is due to
God’s essence being identical with his existence.

Burrell tries to shed some light on this point by a considera-
tion of the distinction between a proposition (merely entertained)
and an assertion. Parallel distinctions might include those be-
tween a sentence and a statement, a possibility and an actuality,
a set of truth-conditions and their fulfilment, and between under-
standing and judging. Assertions say what reality is, but they do
not say that they do, (in Wittgenstein's phrase) they show that
they do. How people know that an assertion is being made is
not contained in the form of the proposition but derives from a
variety of complex circumstances. This is why Aquinas thinks
that saying God’s essence is to exist does not prove God’s exist-
ence even if it is true to say this. We do not know merely from
the meaning of the proposition itself if we are in a position to
assert it. On this point Burrell’s agnosticism seems to mirror that
of Aquinas. But I think that Burrell almost forgets that Aquinas
does, in fact, make the identification of divine essence and divine
existence; in other words, Aquinas believes one can get to a posi-
tion where one can assert this identity and thereby state a truth
about God. But one does not arrive at this position simply by a
consideration of the meaning of the proposition. We need to
look more closely at how Aquinas thinks we can attain the stance
of assertion vis-a-vis God.

In the next article of question 13 Aquinas claims that our pre-
dications do express something of the divine nature, albeit im-
perfectly. So he says at the end of the article:

In this life we cannot understand the essence of God as he is in him-

self; we can, however, understand it as it is represented by the per-
fections of his creatures.
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Aquinas believes that God, as the cause of perfections in creatures,
must in some way resemble those created perfections. Thus, God’s
justice does not merely mean the cause of justice in the world,
whatever that might be. Rather, the cause of justice must re-
semble in some way created justice, and so on. The res signi-
ficata’ and the “modus significandi’ are causally related, and
causes resemble their effects. Where the ‘res significata’ is di-
vine, our way of speaking about it will depend on intelligible
forms drawn from sensory experience of composite entities (the
‘modus significands’ ). But Aquinas refuses to accept that there is
no resemblance between the First Cause and its effects. In the
reply at S.7. Ia, 13, 2 he explicitly rejects the idea that predica-
tion of God consists merely in saying that God is the cause of the
created quality signified by the predicate in question. The thesis
about cause-effect resemblance must be included. And in article
6 of the same question Aquinas states:

We have already shown that words of this sort [words used non-
metaphorically] do not only say how God is a cause, they also say
what he is.™*

These claims by Aquinas suggest that Burrell’s interpretation of
the prologue statement at 5.7, Ia, 3 that we cannot know God’s
essence might be excessively agnostic. However, Burrell can
claim that in question 3 Aquinas is not dealing with the divine
perfections like wisdom and justice but with absence of composite-
ness in God (for which there is no clear created analogue), and
what that implies. What seems clear from question 13, then, is
that Aquinas believes that we can in principle make a number of
true statements about God, although only a few of these will be
literally true. But is Aquinas also making any ontological asser-
tions about God in the earlier questions, particularly in question
37 1 think he is.

For Aquinas, being is, absolutely speaking, prior to logic.”? It
is God’s simple ontology which makes it true that language can-

11 “non solum dicuntur de Deo causaliter, sed etiam essentioliter.”
128 T. 1a, 3, 1, and the ‘sed contra’ in la, 3, 5.
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not represent him to us adequately, but it does not mean the same,
any more than the fact that it is raining heavily means the same
as the fact that it is inadvisable to go out, although the former
fact may make it true that it is inadvisable to go out. There is
a logical connection between God’s being simple and the inade-
quacy of our language about him, but in the order of reality di-
vine simpleness precedes this connection in the order of logic.
And of course, Aquinas concedes—or rather argues—that we can-
not know what it is like for God to be simple, but he is neverthe-
less convinced that such a God exists. He makes a judgment to
that effect, not only a preliminary act of understanding which
determines whether and how we can talk about the fact. So when
he says that God is simple, Aquinas does not mean that language
systematically fails to represent God adequately (he does say
this in question 13). Likewise, when Aquinas says that God is
not a body, he is making a factual claim; he is not just saying
that it is inappropriate to speak of God as bodily. Indeed, given
his obvious acceptance of the legitimacy of metaphorical language,
it is clearly not inappropriate on some occasions to speak as if
God 15 a body. Moreover, the interpretation of such language pre-
cisely as metaphorical depends upon taking the affirmation of di-
vine simpleness (and hence, immateriality) as a metaphysical and
literal statement about God.

Two considerations, then, suggest to me that Burrell’s exegesis
is not quite correct. One is that Aquinas, in question 3, is pre-
cisely concerned to make judgments and not simply to understand
possibilities, because he is asking what kind of reality he has
reasoned to in question 2. Only after he has made some headway
on that front does it become clear that special rules concerning
discourse i divints are logically called for. If one had not already
decided that God is and must be simple, it would not make sense
to think that a special grammar for God-talk was in order. To
highlight this point it is important to notice how Aquinas comes
by the notion of divine simpleness in the text. He does not simply
start off with a nominal definition to the effect that God, if he
exists, must be an absolutely simple reality. Rather, God’s
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simpleness is discovered precisely in the course of working
out the proofs of his existence using the general metaphysical
principles of actus and poteniia. This is best illustrated in the
First Way, for Aquinas the via manifestior. 1 take that argument
to be saying something like this: given Aquinas’s understanding
of change in general, something has to be actus purus if any
changes are to occur (which, manifestly, they do). But to be
actus purus is to be in no way composite, to be essentially and
absolutely simple. It is in the very process of arriving at the
judgment that there is an actus purus (albeit swiftly and at the
beginning of a massive compendium of theology) that its neces-
sary simpleness becomes apparent. Perhaps Aquinas ought not
to call this reality ‘ God’ so quickly. But as it turns out, this
application is not unreasonable, for if it is in the very process and
goal of the rational judgments made in question 2 that the dis-
covery is made implicitly that the Prime Mover is simple, the
later questions make clear the implication that these judgments
refer to an unique, infinite, immaterial, perfect and unchanging
reality.

Secondly, Aquinas reserves his treatment of how we can talk
about God until question 13. In question 3 he does not say that
he is carrying out a critical reflection about discourse to do with
God. He is engaged in that task only later, and when he is, he
says so explicitly. It is true that question 3 deals with God’s
being by way of denying those manners of being which he is not.
But this is still a metaphysical, not a metalinguistic enterprise.

It appears, then, that Burrell’s harshly linguistic concerns are
not fully consistent with Aquinas’s actual train of thought. Cer-
tainly the moment of thought Burrell identifies and emphasizes
is there in Aquinas, but I think he has mislocated it. One feels
tempted to ask Burrell whether his interpretation of Agquinas
along the lines of a grammar in divinis also applies to the Five
Ways. Are they to be construed as necessary ways of thinking,
@ la Kant, but devoid of any real bearing on the objective con-
stitution of reality? On this view ‘Prime Mover’, °First
Cause’, ‘ Necessary Being’ are not definite descriptions picking
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out God but Tdeas of Reason with a purely ‘ regulative’ function
for our minds. I do not know whether Burrell would accept this
line of thinking but I doubt very much if Aquinas would.

(4) The philosophical question

Burrell and Mann are, of course, philosophizing in a very dif-
ferent context from that of Aquinas. Moreover, Mann’s avowed
purpose is not so much to describe what he thinks Aquinas is
doing in S.T. Ia, 3, as to see whether what he is doing makes
philosophical sense. But implicit in that is an interpretation of
Aquinas’s intentions, and I think that his interpretation is prob-
ably closer to those intentions than that of Burrell. There remains
the question of whether his interpretation is more fruitful in fact
from the philosophical point of view.

The vital step in question 3 is the identification of God’s
essence with his existence. The difficulty for Aquinas is, then,
to explain how he still does not know what the essence of God is.
For if T know that God is his own existence, how can I still say
that I do not know what God is? It looks as though one is
claiming to know that p, while also claiming not to know what
p means, and this result appears absurd to many. It is to be
noted that statements which identify God’s essence with his exist-
ence, or indeed, his wisdom with his justice, are different in kind
from utterances like ‘ God exists’ or ‘God is wise’, since in
these latter cases one is grounding the statement in a considera-
tion of the effects of God’s causal activity and in a thesis about
causes resembling their effects. But there is no identity of essence
and existence in God’s effects, and surely only accidental coin-
cidence in some creatures of wisdom and justice. Hence, one is
tempted to think that the sentence ‘ God’s essence is identical with
his existence’ is a merely nominal and stipulative definition. But
we have seen that Aquinas wants to deal in judgments about
reality—he will admit that if God exists, his essence and existence
are identical; but he already wants to insist that God does exist
in the IFive Ways, and concludes on that basis that the identity
of God’s essence and existence obtains in reality. We noted how
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the notion of divine simpleness is generated precisely (although
it is not fully explicitated) in the reasoning in question 2 that
leads to the affirmation of God’s existence. But if this procedure
is sound, and presumably Aquinas thinks it is, why does he deny
himself (in the prologue to question 3) a knowledge of the di-
vine essence?

I think the answer to this problem goes something like this:
‘Exists’ does not display the manner of relation between the
referent of the subject term and the fact of iis existence. In this
respect, ‘ exists’, if it is properly called a predicate at all (it is
surely a grammatical one), differs significantly from other predi-
cates, as numerous philosophers have remarked. For while we
may know that something exists, we cannot know what it is to
exist (whereas we do know not only that some things are red,
but what it is to be red). One might say that we do not and
cannot know the ‘essence’ of existence. If we did, Aquinas
seems to be saying, we would know God as he is in himself—
we would know what God is. Now in the case of the perfections
we attribute to God we know the meaning or sense of the words,
but not, Aquinas maintains,”® the real essence that such words
primarily refer to, namely God. Hence we can know that God
really is FF, G, or H, but not what it is for God to be F, G, or H.
As Gerard J. Hughes has noted,* we cannot spell out or ¢ un-
pack’ the resemblance that grounds our predications about God
in terms of some respect in which the resemblance holds, for we
do not know how to speak of that respect as it is instantiated in
God, the primary referent of the predication. But this inability

1885 T, Ia,13,6.

14 “ Aquinas and the Limits of Agnosticism,” in The Philosophical Assess-
wment of Theology, ed. G. J. Hughes (Tunbridge Wells, UK. and Washing-
ton, DC: Search Press and Georgetown University Press, 1987), pp. 47-48.
I agree with Hughes that we cannot ‘spell out’ in what respect there is a
resemblance, but perhaps we can refer to that (though not that respect) in
terms of which there is a resemblance, namely esse interpreted as actus (for
Burrell, a quintessentially analogous term). Esse is not a respect in terms of
which the resemblance can be stated, since it is beyond all classification. And
we cannot ‘ spell out’ esse because we simply do not know what it is, what its
‘essence’ is. But we can refer to esse.
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in itself does not invalidate our predications. So far then,
Aquinas can make out a case for making judgments which can
be true even though the one judging is not in a position to know
the real essence referred to in the propositions he or she utters.
Analogously, we might allow that while one can know that God’s
essence is identical with his existence, one cannot know what it is
for God’s essence to be identical with his existence.

If this is allowed, then a ‘doctrine’ approach will still be
philosophically tenable, for we will be dealing in judgments about
the ontological character of some reality, and not simply making
rules about the meaning of the term ‘ God’. We will be judging
the that, but not the what of God’s esse. Still, the analogy is not
without difficulties, for to deal in unknowns like divine wisdom
on the basis of an inference from the experience of its imperfect
earthly analogue is one thing, but to identify unknowns like
God’s essence and existence without benefit of an experientially
grounded analogue of such identity is another. It is true that
Aquinas works out his notion of divine simpleness, and there-
fore the identity of God’s essence with his existence, in the process
of reasoning from judgments of empirical fact to a metaphysical
ground of those facts. And if that is so, the essence-existence
identity in God may well be legitimate i Aquinas’s own terms.
But in Aquinas the terms are those of act-potency metaphysics;
it is that metaphysics, not the experientially grounded judgments
of change or causation as such, which generates the existential
affirmation of actus purus, and so generates the judgment that
the divinity is simple. What is important to recognize here is that
Aquinas’s basic metaphysical assumptions play a role that is con-
stitutive of the understanding he has of the starting points (such
as the general fact of change) of his arguments for the existence
of God as actus purus; and in that role they are not neutral with
respect to the question of God’s simpleness. Thus there comes a
point when one’s metaphysics is applied to reality in such an in-
determinate and wide-ranging way that it starts to function as a
¢ grammatical’ key for interpreting all subsequent discourse
about reality. And the metaphysics of act and potency applied
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to the extremely general phenomenon of change with a view to
formulating a way of successfully referring to God is an exercise
at the limits of philosophical generality. In such a case the con-
tribution of one’s basic metaphysical presuppositions to a primary
characterization of the question to be decided is so determinative
of the conclusion that one can hardly speak of an assumption-
neutral truth. This in itself does not necessarily result in an
illusion, any more than grammar in the ordinary sense prevents
us from making true statements in a language. But not to recog-
nize the logical import of one’s metaphysical assumptions at the
beginning of an enterprise such as proving the existence of God
could lead one into an overly facile acceptance of ‘ facts about
God’. I think Burrell overestimates Aquinas’s awareness of this
point.

The general metaphysical notions that Aquinas was working
with have of course been subject to a number of stiff treatments
as well as neglect in the subsequent history of philosophy. It
would be absurd to expect Aquinas to anticipate all relevant
philosophical developments after his own period. But Burrell’s
interpretation along the lines of ‘ grammar i divinis’ enables
Aquinas’s position to own up to the logical effects of its under-
lying metaphysical presuppositions. This need not mean that
logic is to substitute for metaphysics, nor that we can never do
more than formulate metalinguistic rules for how to talk about
reality, while bracketing the ontological significance of talk about
reality as such. But it helps to distinguish these two activities, as
Burrell's approach does. To that extent it helps Aquinas’s position
to locate itself in terms of modern philosophy in a way that pro-
vides a bulwark against the more naive sorts of challenge on
offer. A logically self-aware Aquinas is a more formidable op-
ponent to his modern critics, even if at the expense of a reduction
in metaphysical self-confidence (which is not to be confused with
the elimination or abandonment of metaphysics). But to pretend
that historically Aquinas was fully aware of the precise point
where metaphysics and  grammar’ cross over is to be unnec-
essarily generous as well as anachronistic. If my reasoning on
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this point is correct, then Aquinas can only benefit from Burrell’s
treatment in today’s philosophical climate. If it is not, then both
Aquinas as a philosopher and Burrell as an exegete deserve more
credit than I suggest here.

II. The Function Of Divine Simpleness
(1) Its function in the text

We have earlier contrasted the way in which Aquinas derives
the notion of divine simpleness with a merely stipulative defini-
tion. In the latter approach, one would simply start off by de-
fining any uncaused necessary reality as being absolutely non-
composite since one wants to rule out any kind of dependence on
components. If anything is an ontologically independent reality,
it will be simple. One would then employ a cosmological argu-
ment to try to demonstrate the existence of the independent real-
ity. But Aquinas does not stipulate simpleness as a characteristic
of such a reality straightway. Instead he arrives at the judgment
about divine simpleness as a consequence of his arguments in
question 2; for given the validity of Aquinas’s general meta-
physical principles as these are applied to the occurrence of change,
or causation, or contingent beings, it is only if a reality which is
in no way potential and therefore implicitly simple exists, that
these occurrences can be explained.

When we surveyed Aquinas’s remarks in question 3 we saw
that it is the denial of potentiality that commonly leads Aquinas
to deny bodiliness, composition of form and matter, or of essence
and existence, substance and accidents, or genus and difference
with respect to God.*® It is instructive to note that whether God
is composed of actus and potentia is not given a separate article.
That God is not so composed is already assumed to have been
shown in question 2.

It is God as actus purus and therefore absolutely simple that
implies his perfection in question 4:

15 This is especially true in the second reply in article 1, the first reply in
article 2, the second reply in article 4, the first reply in article 6, the fourth
reply in article 7, and the third reply in article 8.
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Thus, the first origin of all activity will be the most actual, and
therefore the most perfect, of all things. . . . The most perfect thing
of all is to exist, for everything else is potential compared to exist-
ence. Nothing achieves actuality except it exist, and the act of exist-
ing is therefore the ultimate actuality of everything, and even of
every form.!®

In question 5 Aquinas identifies, at a fundamental level, existing
with being good, even though the expressions have different
senses. Again the crucial point concerns the ontological primacy
of actuality over against potentiality. Article 1 brings this out by
relating goodness to desirability, desirability to perfection, and
perfection to actuality, and the same point is reiterated at the be-
ginning of the reply in article 3. With these and earlier con-
siderations in mind, it is clear that God must be good, as Aquinas
goes on to state in question 6. The absence of genus-difference
composition in God is used to show that God is supremely good
in article 2, and the absence of substance-accidents composition is
used to show that God is good by nature in article 3. In question
7 the absence of matter-form composition is employed to argue
for God’s limitlessness, and the absence of essence-existence com-
position is used to claim that other realities cannot be limitless in
the same way. God, being ipsum esse subsistens, is as such
uniquely limitless. In question 8, article 4, God’s omnipresence is
specially characterized because of its wholeness; there is no ques-
tion of part of God being present in one place but not in others.
In question 9 the denial of potentiality in God entails his immut-
ability. Aquinas says explicitly:

Things in change are therefore always composite [but since God is]
altogether simple. . . . he cannot change?

And since there always exists potentiality in creatures, God alone
is altogether unchangeable, not being composed of substance and
accidents (and therefore able to lose or acquire new qualities),
nor of essence and existence (and therefore able to come to be or

168 7. 10,4 1.
178, T. 1a,9,1.
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cease to be). And this absolute unchangeability entails God’s
timelessness given the analysis Aquinas offers of time in terms
of change. Finally in question 11, article 3, Aquinas appeals to
God’s simpleness to show that there cannot be more than one
God. If God’s nature is identical with his existence then * to be
God is to be this God ”.** And God is supremely one because he
is not divided in any way but is absolutely simple.*®

The denial of compositeness in God is, then, a crucial feature
running through Aquinas’s reasoning in questions 4 through 11.
Of course, Aquinas does employ other arguments from time to
time to back up his conclusions in these questions, and he tackles
secondary questions in various articles. Nonetheless, simpleness
is the ontological condition and primary reason for asserting that
the reality whose existence is affirmed in question 2 is perfect,
good, limitless, immutable, timeless, and one. In this light, to
call that reality ‘God’ is not unreasonable. As such, simpleness
is not merely an attribute (albeit drawn in negative terms) among
others. The relationship between question 3 and the rest is not
coincidental but determinative. This point is sometimes missed by
commentators. The negative attributes discussed in these ques-
tions are really ways of elaborating what is involved in being
“ommino simplex’. In a sense, we are not really being told any-
thing more than we were told in questions 2 and 3, or even ques-
tion 2 taken alone. In this respect, Burrell does deliver a valuable
insight in speaking of a logic proper to discourse about God.
Logically, a reality that was not absolutely simple would not be
the other things either. But Aquinas’s aim is not just to show
this, but also to give reasons for believing that it really is God
whose existence he has shown in question 2. We are still being
presented with a series of ontological judgments in these ques-
tions because otherwise we might think that the question of God’s
existence had not really been settled in question 2. We might not
realize what negative attributes must be true of actus purus, and
so fail to recognize its divine character.

188 T 1a,11, 3.
198, T. 1a,11,4.
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(2) Divine simpleness and cosmological arguments

It is with this thought in mind that I turn now to the relation-
ship of divine simpleness to Aquinas’s ‘ proofs’ of the existence
of God and similarly constructed arguments. It is often claimed
that even if the Five Ways are valid, they do not prove the exist-
ence of God, but at best only the existence of some reality that
may or may not be identical with the referent of the term ‘ God’
as it is used by religious believers. Sometimes even the possibility
of this identity is denied, not infrequently by religious believers
themselves. But as we have seen, if the Five Ways prove the
existence of an absolutely simple reality which in virtue of that
absolute simpleness is immaterial, perfect, good, infinite, immui-
able, timeless, and one, it does not seem unreasonable to give
the name ‘ God’ to that reality. The fact that a host of other,
metaphorical predications may be invoked by religious believers
to talk of the same reality, and that these predications may be
more meaningful religiously than the (negative) predications dis-
cussed in questions 3 through 11 does not necessarily imply that
the God referred to in those questions and under those referring
descriptions (‘the God of classical theism’) will not turn out to
be one and the same as the God referred to by the more religious-
ly evocative language of Scripture (‘ the God of Christian faith’).
A social security number may successfully pick out the human be-
ing who is my sister, even if I do not normally refer to or think
of her as the person so picked out.

As the text stands, however, the objection is plausible. Aquinas
introduces the name ‘ God’ before he spells out the simpleness of
the reality in question, and all that that means. But that early
introduction of the name should not deflect us from considering
soberly whether the name should not indeed be applied after all.
If Aquinas has gotten things a little back to front, that should
not stop us from asking whether they are the right things. More-
over, the notion of simpleness is, I contend, implicitly present in
the First Way. For it is there that the denial of potentiality in
the Prime Mover is first charted. Given actus purus, simpleness
and the other divine attributes seem to follow. If Aquinas had
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started with a nominal definition of ‘ God’ as conceptually en-
tailing the notion of absolute simpleness, and had then proceeded
to instantiate that concept by a cosmological argument, things
might have been clearer. But there is something forceful and at-
tractive in generating the judgment of absolute simpleness in the
course of the argument itself. For if the argument works, it
works as a unity. And one avoids the criticism of already start-
ing from a concept of God, a criticism often leveled against a
prioristic arguments for his existence. Aquinas’s argument in-
stead is genuinely from empirical fact. Of course, some concepts
are there from the start, as they must be in any argument. Bur-
rell’s point about ‘ grammar ’ is a fair one in this connection. But
the crucial concepts are general and metaphysical in this part of
Aquinas’s enterprise, not specific and religious. They involve the
analysis of change in terms of act and potency. If these meta-
physical principles conjoined with the empirical fact of change
generate the conclusion that there exists a reality totally without
potentiality and, therefore, without composition of any kind, and
this fits well with the claims of theistic believers, to talk of
smuggling God into the argument seems out of place. Any other
argument exhibited in a deductive form will be open to an ana-
logous charge, but it is surely a trivial one. To say otherwise is
to rule out @ priori the possibility of a deductive proof of God’s
existence. The fact that Aquinas does not make his every phi-
losophical presupposition explicit in the text is not damning of
his arguments, even if as we saw earlier, it would have been
better for Aquinas to have been aware of the logical effects of
those presuppositions.

If one were to reconstruct what is going on in this part of the
Summa, one would see that the notion of simpleness plays an
indispensable role in the endeavour as a whole. Cosmological
arguments which take their inspiration from Aquinas would, one
suspects, do well to highlight this function of simpleness. This
is not the place to do a full-scale analysis and evaluation of such
arguments. But it does seem to me that a crucial step is going
to have to involve the notion of simpleness as a necessary char-
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acteristic of whatever is proved to exist as the ontological ground
of change, causality, dependent beings, etc. Since it seems plau-
sible on inspection to suppose that the universe and any particular
objects it contains are all composite, then the conclusion of such
an argument would appear reasonably to refer to what is trans-
cendent.

(3) Some modern critical treatments of
cosmological arguments

In my view most modern critics of Aquinas’s Five Ways and
similar arguments tend to neglect the vital role that simpleness
plays therein. Their usual strategy is to concede provisionally
that the cosmological arguments under review might yield a nec-
essary reality, one which is factually incapable of not existing and
upon which all other things depend for their existence. But they
maintain that there is no reason to identify this reality with God.

In John Hick’s Arguments for the Existence of God* he
analyzes cosmological arguments in terms of a search for explana-
tory ultimacy. While he points to the mental rather than the ma-
terial realm as the realm to which people may naturally be led
in their search for this ultimacy, he concludes that there is no
decisive reason for positing God rather than the material universe
as this explanatory ultimate:

Now as de facto ultimates, God and the physical universe enjoy
equal status,® . . . There is no adequate reason to do other than
accept the universe as simply an ultimate inexplicable datum. For
whilst the cosmological argument presents us with the options: uni-
verse as brute fact or as divine creation, it does not provide any
ground for preferring one to the other.??

Considering that Hick tries in this book to give an account of
Aquinas’s views on this subject, it seems a serious error to omit
all mention of the grounds that Aquinas certainly advances for
preferring the theistic alternative, namely, the complete absence

20 John Hick, Arguments for the Ewistence of God (London: Macmillan,
1970).

21 Hick, Arguments, p. 48.

22 Ibid., p. 51.
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of compositeness in God, and the irreducibly composite character
of the physical universe. For Aquinas, the universe just does not
have what it takes to be the requisite explanatory ultimate—ab-
solute simpleness. Aquinas might be wrong about his reasons
for holding this view, but at least they should be given a hearing.

In J. L. Mackie’s book, The Miracle of Thetsm,” he allows
that a plausible argument can be constructed in which a relation
of dependence leads us to posit a reality whose existence depends
on nothing else. But he counters the theist thus:

We have no reason for accepting this implicit assumption [that the
reality which ends the regress is God]. Why, for example, might
there not be a permanent stock of matter whose essence does not
involve existence but which did not derive its existence from any-
thing else ? 2+

Now Aquinas did not mean by ‘matter’ the same as Mackie.
In Aquinas’s terms, matter is purely potential as such, and this
means that uninformed matter would not be anything actual at
all. If Aquinas had understood the modern notion of matter, he
may have allowed it actuality, but he would have applied to this
alternative to God as to any other an analysis that would have
revealed it as metaphysically composed of act and potency, and
therefore as incapable of halting the regress of dependence. On
the one hand, then, the purely potential cannot be ultimate in the
order of reality, and on the other, non-dependence implies non-
compositeness. Aquinas has his reasons, therefore, for preferring
God to matter, and they derive from a metaphysics of act and
potency which shows the need for an ontologically simple reality
to ground all composite realities. But Mackie has failed to ad-
dress himself to the function of divine simpleness in Aquinas’s
argument.

In a more recent article,” Martin Lee wonders why the world
needs to be thought of as contingent. He argues:

23 J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Oxford University Press, 1982).

2¢ Mackie, Miracle, p. 91.

25 Martin Lee, “ Something Rather Than Nothing,” Heythrop Journal, vol.
XXVIIL, no. 2 (April, 1986), pp. 141-154.



24 PETER BURNS, S.J.

Any theory of the universe that posits some fundamental stuff or
other {for example, energy) will support the . . . claim that the
world is not contingent.?® . . . There is still no reason to pass from
the undoubted dependence of the individual objects of the universe
to the conclusion that the world is itself dependent.®*

In these quotations ‘ contingent ’ differs from ‘ dependent’ in that
it means being capable of coming into and going out of existence,
whereas something can be dependent for its existence on some-
thing else without being contingent in this sense. Lee advances
the conclusion that ‘ We should rest with the view that the world
has a necessity through itself’.*®* He does not consider the crucial
belief of Aquinas that only an absolutely simple reality can have
this per se necessity or ‘ aseity >. For Aquinas anything composite
depends on its components. If it seems reasonable to suppose that
the world as a whole, its basic stock of ‘ energy,” and its individual
objects are composite realities, they cannot on Aquinas’s account
provide the per se necessity Lee thinks they can. To neglect this
aspect of the thought of such an important and influential propo-
nent of cosmological arguments as Aquinas is inevitably to de-
value criticism aimed in his direction.

One modern proponent of the cosmological argument is Rich-
ard Swinburne.®® His basic argument differs from that of
Aquinas in being inductive. Swinburne does talk of simplicity as
having an important role in his argument, but he is not really
dealing with the simpleness of divine being. HHe mnotes that
Leibniz claimed that the universe is not metaphysically necessary
and therefore that its existence needs explanation. He continues:

He [Leibniz] may be right, but I cannot see how you can argue for
this claim except in terms of the relatively greater simplicity and
explanatory power of a potential explanans [such as God].%¢

26 L ee “ Something,” p. 149.

27 Tbid., p. 150.

28 Thid., p. 151,

29 Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1979).

20 Swinburne, God, p. 126.
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The simplicity Swinburne seems to have in mind here is primarily
that of theism as an explanatory hypothesis over against the rela-
tively complex hypothesis of an otherwise unexplained and com-
plicated physical universe existing as a brute fact. He does, it is
true, maintain that the universe has a vast complexity as com-
pared with God’s existence.®* Occasionally he seems to shift from
talking about the relative simplicity of God’s existence as an ex-
planatory hypothesis to appealing to the ontological simpleness of
God as that which makes the theistic hypothesis the simpler of
the two. But in general his interests are in epistemological con-
siderations and analogies with what he calls personal explanations,
not in a rigorous denial of compositeness in God. For example,
he is much less cautious than Aquinas in describing God in per-
sonal terms, and he assumes too easily, I suspect, that if God is
ontologically less complex than a complicated physical universe,
then the concept of God is a simpler one from the point of view
of probability theory than the concept of a complex universe exist-
ing as a brute fact. The implication appears to be that the con-
cept of God is somehow easier for the understanding to grasp (on
an analogy between God and a finite mind) than the concept of
a complex universe, and that therefore it provides us with a sim-
pler hypothesis. I think we have seen enough to realize that this
implication is of doubtful validity. What makes the concept of
God so difficult is precisely bound up with the idea that God is
absolutely simple. The initial probability of this concept being
instantiated in reality must appear rather low both in terms of
empirical observation, and in terms of our subjective understand-
ing of what it might be like to be absolutely simple. As Aquinas
is at pains to point out, we cannot properly understand or de-
scribe the divine reality because language is systematically in-
adequate for speaking of what is absolutely simple. Nevertheless,
Aquinas also tells us, we are right to take a simple reality over a
composite one as the preferable ultimate explanans, but for reasons
that have more to do with metaphysics than probability theory.
It may be objected that none of the foregoing rebuts the argu-

31 Ibid., p. 130.
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ments of those such as Hick, Mackie, and Lee, who regard cos-
mological arguments as doomed to failure. But I have not been
arguing that their conclusions are, in the end, false. I have simply
been concerned to show that to fail to present a vital and rich
feature of Aquinas’s position on such arguments is to criticize in
a seriously inadequate and misleading way. I have little doubt
that rejoinders to the full mode of argument would not be slow
in being proferred, and I make no claim here that these rejoinders
would inevitably fail. Defenders of cosmological arguments may
also refine and develop the way in which divine simpleness can
function in such arguments in ways that go beyond what was
achieved by Aquinas. What is at stake is not only the validity
of the steps in such maneuvers, but the value, consistency, ex-
planatory power, and persuasiveness of the underlying meta-
physics, especially the metaphysics of actus and potentia. 1t is
true of course that this kind of metaphysics has been attacked in-
dependently of the case for theism. And it is true that Anthony
Kenny does criticize facets of Aquinas’s metaphysics in his anal-
ysis of the Five Ways.?* Partly because Kenny’s criticisms seem
to me to be based on misunderstandings, and partly because other
modern critics have neglected the role that simpleness has in
Aquinas’s arguments, I would maintain that a more profound
and systematic study of cosmological arguments that includes the
role of simpleness is called for by those at home with both
Thomistic and modern analytical philosophy of religion. The im-
portance of the question of the existence of God, and the value of
understanding correctly Aquinas’s contribution to that question,
require and merit nothing less.

32 Anthony Kenny, The Five Ways (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1969).
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%, NE OF THE MOST striking features of Catholic
moral theology since Vatican II has been the reluctance
g of so many moral theologians, on all sides of the con-
troversies which have characterized that discipline, to offer a sub-
stantive account of goodness and the human good as a basis for
understanding the moral life. There has been an extensive dis-
cussion of human goods (plural) and their relation to moral ob-
ligation, but no one, to my knowledge, has attempted to ground
that discussion systematically in a substantive account of what it
means to live a good human life which would precede and justify
the identification of some goods as true or basic human goods.
To the contrary, a number of the most influential moral theo-
logians, led by Germain Grisez and John Finnis, insist that our
knowledge of moral obligation cannot be based on any such gen-
eral metaphysical or anthropological theory. Instead, they hold
that morality is grounded in our recognition of certain basic
goods, which are self-evident to us.

My purpose in this essay is to examine the claim that some
basic goods are self-evidently such to us. I will argue that Grisez
and Finnis have not made a convincing case that there are self-
evident basic goods. Moreover, I will argue that, to the extent
that defenders of proportionalism do not challenge the Grisez-
Finnis account of basic goods, their alternative theories of moral-
ity are vitiated as well. I will conclude that the current debate in
Catholic moral theology concerning the foundations of moral ob-
ligation might more fruitfully be cast as a debate over rival ac-

27
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counts of the human good, than as a debate over the moral sig-
nificance of particular goods.

The Grisez|Finwis account of basic goods

In order to understand the point of the account of self-evident
basic goods developed by Grisez and Finnis, it will be necessary
to see how this account functions in the context of their overall
theory of morality.* This theory of morality begins with a gen-
eral account of practical reason, which is then narrowed down
into a theory of moral action, interpreted as action that is ra-
tional in the fullest possible sense. That is, this theory begins
with the observation that all rational agents act in order to ob-
tain or to preserve something that seems to be good, at least to
that agent. But even the most rational agent can be mistaken
as to whether this concrete desideratum is truly good, and in such
a case the action is likely to be self-frustrating or even harmful
to the agent (to say nothing of its consequences for others).
Hence, the exigencies of practical reason itself, prior to the in-
troduction of any properly moral consideration, force us to ask
whether the seeming goods for which we act are true goods.
And how are we to distinguish between true and seeming goods?
Grisez and Finnis reply that the (true) good in its most general
sense must be understood as that which is desirable, not only for
this or that individual or in these special circumstances, but de-
sirable per se, for every individual and in all situations.

So far, this line of analysis will be familiar to anyone acquainted
with scholastic philosophy. But at the next stage of the argu-

1iIn my summary of the theory of morality put forth by Grisez and Finnis,
I have relied primarily on the following works: John Finnis, Natural Law and
Natural Rights (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980) ; Germain Grisez, The Way
of the Lord Jesus, Volwme One: Christian Moral Principles (Chicago: Fran-
ciscan Herald Press, 1983) ; and Germain Grisez, Joseph Boyle, and John
Finnis, “ Practical Principles, Moral Truth, and Ultimate Ends,” The Ameri-
can Journal of Jurisprudence, 32 (1987), 99-151. The latter essay presents
a summary of their theory including a detailed commentary on the earlier
works through which it was developed, as well as responses to critics, and
may be said to be the definitive statement of the Grisez/Finnis theory of
morality up to now.
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ment, the originality of the Grisez/Finnis theory of morality be-
comes clear. How do we know what counts as a #rue human
good, that is, how do we determine which among the possible
objects of human desire (if any!) is intrinsically desirable for
any rational agent? Grisez and Finnis respond that the true
human goods are self-evidently such to us. Our knowledge of
them is not derived from our knowledge of the natural world,
nor does it depend on a particular philosophical/theological
framework. This answer is not meant to imply that this knowl-
edge is innate, in the sense that it would be present to us apart
from any sort of experience whatever; the babe in the cradle does
not grasp the self-evidence of these goods. However, once we
have some experience of the basic goods, have felt their attractive
power, so to speak, then it becomes evident to us that these goods
are desirable in and of themselves:

[The basic human goods] are not inferred from facts. They are not
inferred from metaphysical propositions about human nature, or
about the nature of good and evil, or about ‘ the function of a human
being ’, nor are they inferred from a teleological conception of na-
ture, or any other conception of nature. They are not inferred or
derived from anything. They are underived (though not innate).
Principles of right and wrong, too, are derived from these first, pre-
moral principles of practical reasonableness, and not from any facts,
whether metaphysical or otherwise.?

Specifically, there are seven basic human goods, of which the
first three are substantive (they exist prior to our choices) and
the rest are reflexive (they depend on our choices) : human life
(including health and procreation), knowledge and aesthetic ap-
preciation, skilled performances of all kinds, self-integration, au-
thenticity/practical reasonableness, justice and friendship, and
religion/holiness.®

The first principle of practical reasoning (FPPR), “Good is

2 Finnts, Natural Law, 33-34.

3 The list of basic goods is taken from Grisez, Way, 124, and Grisez, Boyle
and Finnis, “ Practical . . .,”” 107-108. Finnis’s earlier list is somewhat different,
but not, in my opinion, fundamentally so; see Finnis, Natural Law, 86-90.
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to be done and evil is to be avoided,” is similarly self-evident to
anyone who has experienced any sort of desire.* Moreover, it is
prior to any other deliverances of practical reasoning, since it is
the foundation for them all. Indeed, an item of behavior that did
not stem out of the FPPR would not count as a human action at
all. That is, a putative action must be intelligible in terms of the
agent’s intentions in order to count as a true action; we must be
able to describe it in such a way as to indicate what good the
agent hopes to secure or preserve by behaving as she does. Of
course, Grisez and Finnis are not claiming that our knowledge
of the FPPR depends on the mastery of a philosophical theory of
action (which could hardly be self-evident) ; their point is rather
that what we mean by calling an item of behavior an action is
that it is consciously directed towards some good. Moreover, it is
clear that this notion of action is closely connected to the claim
that there are seven fundamental human goods. These are such
precisely because they provide an intelligible reason for action
for any rational agent; whenever we ask, “ Why are you doing
that ? 7 the answer, “ To obtain knowledge ” (or one of the other
six basic goods), is always sufficient to render the action intel-
ligible. Correlatively, all actions intend one or more of the basic
goods in some way; whatever good the agent intends in a specific
case will always be found on examination to be a means to, or an
aspect of, some basic good(s). That is, any action that is truly
such will always be aimed, directly or indirectly, at obtaining or
holding onto one or more of the basic goods.

Hence—and this is eritically important for Grisez and Finnis—
practical reason is different in kind from speculative reason, and
practical/moral truths are different in kind from speculative
truths. Practical reason proceeds from starting poinis that are
wholly independent of speculative knowledge and reasoning, and
its truths correspond to what ought to be (in a sense of ““ ought ”
that is not necessarily moral), rather than to what is. Grisez
and Finnis insist on this point, because they accept the familiar
argument that no moral (or more generally, practical} conclusions

¢ Grisez, Way, 178.
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can be drawn from purely factual premises alone. This is taken
to be a deliverance of elementary logic, which teaches us that
nothing can appear in the conclusion of an argument that is not
somehow implicit in its premises; specifically, statements about
the way things are cannot yield any conclusions about the way
things ought to be. To this general point, they add the more
specific argument that morality is not concerned with human life
and nature as they exist here and now, since after all, what al-
ready exists cannot be brought about by any action. Morality
concerns what we will bring about in the future, and the future
of human life is open-ended; we cannot say either what it will
be, or what it should be, on the basis of what we know it to be
now. Of course, once practical reason turns to the task of dis-
cerning how to bring about what is to be, it necessarily takes
factual truths into account, since these set the means and limits
of our action. But factual truths never play more than this sec-
ondary role in practical reasoning, just as truths about the way
things should be do not determine the way things are, except in-
sofar as existing conditions reflect our previous attempts to act
rationally and morally.

If the FPPR expresses what is essential to human action as
such, then how is it possible to move from this principle to spe-
cifically moral reasoning? Once again, Grisez and Finnis appeal
to a scholastic dictum, interpreted however in a distinctive way:
a moral action is rational in the fullest sense, whereas an immoral
action is irrational in some respects, although it retains sufficient
rationality still to count as an action. And what does it mean for
an action to be irrational/immoral in this way? As we would ex-
pect, this question must be answered in terms of the account of
basic goods outlined above. We have already observed that a
putative action is truly such only if it is aimed (directly or in-
directly) at securing one (or more) of the seven basic human
goods. But because each of these basic goods is immediately self-

8 This general contention has been challenged by logicians and moral phil-
losophers; for example, see Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 56-58.
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evident, they are incommensurable and stand in no intrinsic order
to one another. Hence, an action that aims at one basic good
while arbitrarily slighting others is irrational to the extent that
it turns from a basic good without adequate reason, even though
it retains sufficient rational intelligibility to count as an action.
Admittedly, we cannot aim at all the basic goods all the time;
but we can act in such a way as to remain open to those basic
goods that we do not actively pursue in a given action. Only
in this way will our action be fully rational, that is to say, moral-
ly good. Hence, the first principle of morality (FPM) is, “In
voluntarily acting for human goods and avoiding what is op-
posed to them, one ought to choose and otherwise will those and
only those possibilities whose willing is compatible with a will
towards integral human fulfillment.”®

At this point, it would seem that a new component has been
added to the Grisez/Finnis theory of morality. It would be natu-
ral to assume that the ““ integral human fulfillment ”’ to which the
FPM refers is some determinate ideal of human existence, super-
vening over the attainment of the basic goods and placing them
in some sort of order. But Grisez in particular is very careful to
ensure that we do not understand integral human fulfillment in
this way.” Any such determinate ideal of human life would be
static and limiting, in his view, since the future condition of the
human person cannot possibly be predicted. Hence, this concept
of integral human fulfillment, as far as it goes, is wholly de-
pendent on the account of the basic human goods. That is, in-
tegral human fulfillment is nothing other than the complete en-
joyment of all the basic human goods; what that would look like
in practice cannot be determined, since the basic goods are open-
ended and transcend their specific instantiations. Clearly, we will
never achieve integral human fulfillment by our own efforts, but
a truly moral will is one that is directed towards it nonetheless,
as a rational ideal.

8 Grisez, Way, 184.
" Grisez, Way, 222-224; compare Grisez, Boyle and Finnis, “ Practical, . .,”
117-119.
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The FPM is further explicated by means of what Grisez refers
to as eight modes of responsibility, which are simply specifications
of the FPM: “ Each mode of responsibility simply excludes a
particular way in which a person can limit himself or herself to
a quite partial and inadequate fulfillment.”® To quote Grisez’s
helpful summary of the modes:

1. One should not be deterred by felt inertia from acting for intelli-
gible goods. This happens when one refrains from doing something
worthwhile out of laziness, conquerable depression, or the like . . .
2. One should not be pressed by enthusiasm or tmpatience to act in-
dividualistically for intelligible goods. This happens when one acts
by oneself, although knowing that by cooperation with others the
good would be more perfectly attained insofar as others could share
init...

3. One should not choose to satisfy an emotional desire except as
part of one’s pursuit and/or attainment of an intelligible good other
than the satisfaction of the desire itself. Violations occur when people
act for no good reason, on account of impulse, craving, routine, cr the
continued lure of goals which no longer make sense . . .

4, One should not choose to act out of an emotional aversion ex-
cept as part of one’s avoidance of some intelligible evil other than
the inner tension experienced in enduring that aversion. This hap-
pens when one is deterred from reasonable action by feelings of re-
pugnance, fear of pain, anxiety, and so forth . . .

5. Omne should not, in response to different feelings toward different
persons, willingly proceed with o preference jor anyone unless the
preference is required by intelligible goods themselves . . . This mode
is violated when one’s treatment of others is marked by partiality
toward some (including partiality towards oneself). . .

6. One should not choose on the basis of emotions which bear upon
empirical aspects of intelligible goods (or bads) in a way which in-
terferes with a more perfect sharing in the good or avoidance of the
bad. This happens when people act for the conscious experience of
a good rather than the reality . . .

7. One should not be moved by hostility to freely accept or choose
the destruction, damage, or impeding of any wntelligible good. Viola~
tions occur when negative feelings cause people to act destructively
(including self-destructively). . .

8 Grisez, [7ay, 101,
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8. One shouid not be moved by a stronger desire for one instance of
an intelligible good to act for it by choosing to destroy, damage, or
impede some other instance of an intelligible good. This happens
when one deliberately acts to bring about something bad, either for
the sake of a good or to prevent something else bad . . .2

Because each of the modes of responsibility is a specification
of one fundamental principle, they are equally self-evident and
equally important. However, as Russell Hittinger observes, the
seventh and eighth modes most clearly indicate the distinctiveness
of the Grisez/Finnis theory.* Although Grisez and Finnis later
refine the way in which they express it, the general idea con-
veyed by these prohibitions is summed up in their early statements
that we are never morally justified in acting against a basic good.™
Hence, these theorists reaffirm the traditional view that there are
some acts that can never be morally justified, but are intrinsically
morally evil—namely, they add, those actions that involve direct
attacks on some basic good, for example, direct homicide, delib-
erate contraception, lying, or adultery.

So far, the analysis of morality offered by Grisez and Finnis
would seem to be unassailable. The claim that there are certain
basic goods which are self-evidently such appears at first reading
to be persuasive, and the conclusions for morality that they draw
from this insight would seem to follow inevitably from their ac-
count of the basic goods. After all, who could justify a choice
that is directed against a basic good? But on closer examination
serious problems with this analysis of moral obligation begin to
emerge.

What are the basic goods?

Recall what we have been told so far: There are certain basic,
equally irreducible human goods, which always provide a reason
for action, and against which a rational person will never act
directly; moreover, all this is self-evidently true. We should not

® Grisez, Way, 225-226.

16 Russell Hittinger, 4 Critigue of the New Natural Law Theory (Notre
Dame: The University of Notre Dame Press, 1987), 59.

11 See Grisez, Way, 227, footnote 2, for a later comment on these statements.
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expect to be given much of an argument for self-evident truths,
and initially, at least, we do not get cne. What we get are dia-
lectical considerations that are meant to help us to uncover what
we already know implicitly; for example, “. . . any sane person is
capable of seeing that life, knowledge, fellowship, offspring, and a
few other such basic aspects of human existence are, as such,
good, i.e worth having, leaving to one side all particular predica-
ments and implications, all assessment of relative importance, all
moral demands, and in short, all questions of whether and how
one is to devote oneself to these goods.” **

In other words, the process of reflection that we are being in-
vited to undertake would go somewhat as follows: Consider any
action that you like, say for example your action in reading this
article. Now suppose you are asked why you are doing that.
Whatever the details of your answer, it will almost certainly
amount to this, that you suspect that the author may have some-
thing enlightening to say. In other words, your action is ultimate-
ly directed towards the good of knowledge. Admittedly, you may
not be acting in a given case in order to secure the good that
might at first be supposed to motivate your action. Suppose, to
continue with the preceding example, that you are certain that this
author is a fool who can have nothing helpful to say, but you are
an editor, and it is unfortunately part of your job to read this
dreadful essay. Even then, it is argued, your reason for acting
would reduce to one of the basic goods. In this case, you would
be acting, ultimately, for the good of life, since you must do your
job in order to earn the salary that you need in order to live. In
short, the argument concludes, if we reflect upon the sorts of rea-
sons that persons give for their actions, we will be led ineluctably
to acknowledge the self-evident moral force of the basic goods
towards which those reasons point.

This line of analysis is plausible because it presupposes the fact,
which I think no one would deny, that there are certain states of
affairs that almost everyone would agree upon as being prima

12 Finnis, Neatural Law, 30; compare Grisez, Poyle and Finnis, “ Prac-
tical .. 7 113,



36 JEAN PORTER

facie desirable. That is, almost everyone would agree that, all
other things being equal, it is better to be alive than dead, knowl-
edgeable rather than ignorant, and so on. If Grisez and Finnis
simply concluded from this fact that there are certain broad
classes of generally acknowledged goods, which are of significance
for moral reflection, then their analysis would be unassailable.
But of course they go well beyond this fundamental observation
to assert that seven of these generally acknowledged goods are in
fact self-evidently basic, irreducible, and desirable in all circum-
stances. Furthermore, they take it to be self-evident that it is al-
ways irrational, and therefore immoral, to act in such a way as to
destroy or directly impede an instance of one of these goods. And
it is at these points that their analysis falters.

In the first place, neither of these claims follows from the gen-
eral observations about the sorts of reasons that are offered as
explanations for actions, on which Grisez and Finnis could claim
to have identified at least a wide area of agreement. Even if we
grant that most human actions can be explained in terms of the
agent’s efforts to attain or preserve some one of a few generally
acknowledged goods, it does not follow that every action must be
explained in terms of these goods in order to be intelligible or ra-
tional. Much less does it follow that these goods are basic goods
in the Grisez/Finnis sense, that is, distinct and mutually un-
derived. Furthermore, even if we did grant that there are seven
and only seven basic, underived goods towards which all rational
action is necessarily aimed (directly or indirectly), it still would
not follow that it is necessarily irrational to act in such a way as
to damage or impede an instance of one of these goods, even if
that were the only way in which it would be possible to avert the
destruction of another instance of a basic good.

But of course, Grisez and Finnis do not intend to offer argu-
ments for these claims. To do so would be seli-defeating, since
in their view these claims are self-evident and therefore neither
need nor admit of arguments in their defense. But as a matter of
fact, these claims simply are not self-evident, at least not in the
sense that there is some obvious absurdity or self-contradiction
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involved in their denial. Of course, Grisez and Finnis could re-
spond by claiming that anyone who does not grasp the reality
and moral force of the basic goods is either not sufficiently reflec-
tive, or not too bright, or else morally corrupt. But such a move
is bound to be unsatisfactory, at least to anyone who is not al-
ready convinced by the account of morality developed by Grisez
and Finnis, if only because this sort of argument could be used
to justify any moral claim that strikes anyone with sufficient force
to seem to her or him to be self-evidently compelling. It may well
be self-evident to someone (as it seems to have been to G. E.
Moore) that love and beauty are the only intrinsically desirable
aims for action, and therefore, one is morally obliged to promote
these aims as far as possible.*® It might even be said that anyone
who does not grasp the moral force of love and beauty is hope-
lessly dull or corrupt, and therefore unqualified to participate in
moral discourse at all. But neither Grisez and Finnis, nor a good
many others, would agree with these assertions, and there is no
reason why they should, at least not without arguments of some
kind. The same may be said about Grisez’s and Finnis’s own sys-
tem, and for this reason it is not surprising that they do resort
to arguments at some points in their analysis, as we will observe
later on.

At any rate, there is a more fundamental difficulty with the
move that Grisez and Finnis make, from a consideration of gen-
erally agreed upon desiderata, to a list of basic goods. That is, it is
not clear just what these basic goods are supposed to be, or to put
it another way, what their ontological/logical status is. Grisez
and Finnis tend to speak as if they have an independent existence,
distinct from the individuals and states of affairs to which they
are somehow tethered, in virtue of which they command our re-
spect and demand our protection.’* That is why they tend to

13 G, E. Moore, Principic Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1903), 183-224.

14 This hypostatization of the basic goods is evident throughout the writings
of Grisez and Finnis and their collaborators. For example, see Grisez, Way,
122 “ Basic human goods are thus greater than the particular things people
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speak in terms of attacking an instance of the basic good of life, for
example, rather than in terms of harming someone by killing him,
and that is also why they adopt the fantastic position that there is
no essential difference between the anti-life will of a murderer
(who attacks life by killing someone) and that of a couple who
use contraceptives (thereby attacking life by preventing concep-
tion).*® It may well be the case that there is some independent
reality that undergirds our use of universals like “ life "—inde-
pendent, that is, of the fact that we happen to group a number of
disparate particular states of affairs together under this name.
But one need not be a nominalist in order to question whether it
makes sense to speak of hypostatized basic goods as Finnis and
Grisez seem to do. I know of no theory of universals according to
which it makes sense to speak of universals, or the realities that
undergird these universals, as being themselves potential objects
of actions, in terms of which, therefore, we could make sense of
the language of attacking basic goods.

It might be objected that what Grisez and Finnis say is that
we can never act in such a way as to destroy an instance of a basic
good, and this does not imply that the basic goods themselves are
potential objects of action. But in that case it is difficult to see
the point of the language of basic goods. It may be that the claim
that we ought never to destroy or impede an instance of a basic
good is nothing more than a short-hand way of saying that we
must never act in ways that are harmful and destructive. If that

do to participate in them.” A second example: “ It is true that contraception
does no injustice to the possible person whose life it prevents. But it does not
follow that contraception is morally acceptable. For homicide is wrong wnof
only because it involves an injustice, but also because it carries out a nonra-
tionally grounded, contralife will—a will that the one killed not be. . . . Thus,
even if contraception does no injustice to anyone, it is wrong because it neces-
sarily involves a nonrationally grounded, contralife will—the same sort of will
which also is essential to the wrongness of deliberate suicide and homocide in
general.” Germain Grisez, Joseph Boyle, John Finnis and William E. May,
“‘Every Marital Act Ought to Be Open to New Life:” Towards a Clearer
Understanding,” The Thomist 52.3: 365-426, at 385. (lItalics mine). Hittinger
also remarks on the tendency in Grisez et al to hypostatize the basic goods at
72 and 77,
15 Again, see “ ¢ Every Marital Act...” 385.



BASIC GOODS AND THE HUMAN GOOD 39

is so, then Grisez and Finnis open themselves up to the argument
that an act of, for example, killing, need not be harmful or de-
structive in any obvious way, or else it may be the only way to
avert still more grievous harms. Clearly, they have cast their
moral analysis in terms of norms of respect for basic goods rather
than in terms of prohibitions of harmful actions precisely in order
to block these sorts of arguments. But without some account of
what the basic goods are, it is difficult to escape the suspicion that
the appeal to basic goods is finally nothing other than a device by
which to block consequentialist arguments without actually an-
swering them.

Parenthetically, it should be noted that the principle that one
is never morally justified in attacking an instance of a basic good
can give rise to wildly improbable conclusions, particularly when
it is applied to actions that we would not already be inclined to
judge as morally problematic on other grounds. For example,
consider the following case: During the Superbowl, the police in
Dallas are told that a bomb has been planted in the stadium, and
it will go off at half-time. Imagine further that the police have
every reason to believe that this is no hoax; there really is a
bomb, a big bomb, and if it goes off there will be a tremendous
loss of life. Can the police stop the game and evacuate the sta-
dium? If we apply the logic of the Grisez/Finnis analysis of
morality, they cannot. The football game in progress is an in-
stantiation of the basic good of a skilled performance, and as such,
it cannot be destroyed or impeded, even to avert a threat to the
basic good of life. I am not saying that Grisez and Finnis would
draw this conclusion, but given their insistence that no instance
of a basic good can be sacrificed, even to preserve another instance
of a basic good, it is difficult to see how they could avoid it.

So far we have examined some difficulties in Grisez’s and
Finnis’s claim that there are basic, irreducible goods. But per-
haps a plausible case can be made for a weaker version of this
claim than the one they offer: Even granting that “ knowledge,”
“life,” and the like name abstractions of uncertain ontological
status, it might still be said that to describe a course of action in
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such a way as to show that it would produce or preserve one of
these goods is to indicate why, all other things being equal, any ra-
tional agent would have a rationally compelling motive to act in
the way indicated. It might be argued in this way that there is
a limited but definite sense in which the basic goods are always
perceived as being desirable, without implying anything about
just what it is that we desire when we desire one of the basic
goods. But even this weaker claim is not self-evident.

Consider two counter-examples. First, suppose that you are
the last person in a very long line at the check-out counter in the
grocery store. You have plenty of time and nothing to do. Your
eye catches a headline on the cover of the National Enquirer:
“ Shocking new evidence indicates that Princess Di is having an
affair with Michael Jackson!” Assuming that you didn’t know
that, wouldn’t mind the minuscule expenditure of effort necessary
to pick up the paper and read about it, and (admittedly an unlike-
ly hypothesis) have good reason to trust the reliability of the Na-
tional Enguiver, does it follow that you have a rationally com-
pelling motive to act in order to obtain this bit of knowledge?
No; you may just not care to learn anything about the personal
life of the Princess of Wales. And assuming that you are not
personally involved with the royal family yourself, there is noth-
ing patently irrational in such an attitude.

Secondly, suppose that you have a terminal disease that will
end in a prolonged (but painless) coma. Your doctor asks
whether you want to be kept alive artificially during this period,
and you say no. Again, there is nothing obviously irrational in
that response. Even assuming that you have no countervailing
reasons to wish to be allowed to die (you will not be experienc-
ing pain or anything else, and supposing further that you have
outlived all your relatives and close friends—there is no one left
who would suffer from your comatose state), the simple fact that
you would be alive in a coma does not give you a rationally com-
pelling reason to ask to be sustained indefinitely in that state.

There is yet another difficulty to be considered. As Ronald
McKinney points out, there seems to be no compelling reason to
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hold that the seven basic goods proposed by Grisez and Finnis
comprise the only possible objects for rational action.’® Indeed,
these goods are described in such vague terms that most of what
we desire can be fitted under the heading of one or another of
them; but at least one obvious candidate for what is per se de-
sirable is left off the list, namely, physical pleasure. Grisez’s argu-
ment for this exclusion is that pleasure cannot be an wutelligible
good, and therefore cannot be an object of practical reason.
But he equivocates. If by “intelligible good " he means something
that has a necessary intellectual component, like knowledge, then
neither is human life, taken by itself, an intelligible good; on the
other hand, if he means something that can be the object of
thought and planning, then certainly physical pleasure can be an
intelligible good (just as much as life itself can be). It begins to
seem that underlying Grisez’s argument at this point is a hunch
that pleasure is just not worthy to be a basic human good, that
poetry must somehow be better than pushpin if the human race is
to maintain its dignity.

Moreover, it is not at all self-evident that the basic goods are
truly basic in all their instantiations, and never function as in-
strumental goods. Indeed, it would seem to be just as plausible
to describe life itself as an instrumental good, as opposed to a
basic good. After all, life is no blessing, and can be a burden, as
we say, when an individual is not capable of enjoying those things
which seem to many to be the goods that make life worthwhile.
Admittedly, Grisez has a special argument for the basic status of
the good of human life: If we deny that human life is a basic (as
opposed to an instrumental) good, then we are denying the em-
bodied character of the human person and {falling into a false
dualism.*®* But as Hittinger observes, that is a very odd move
indeed for someone who claims that life is a self-evident basic

16 Ronald H. McKinney, S. J., “ The Quest for an Adequate Proportion-
alist Theory of Value,” The Thomist 53.1: 56-73, at 61-68.

17 Grisez, Way, 119-121.

18 Grisez, Way, 137-138.
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good, that is, that it can be perceived as such without benefit of
any specific philosophical presuppositions.*®

It begins to look very much as if the list of supposed self-
evident basic goods proposed by Grisez and Finnis presupposes an
account of the good for the human person, which remains im-
plicit but which serves nevertheless to indicate which seeming
basic goods are in fact such. Furthermore, I suggest that the list
of basic goods that Grisez and Finnis propose has seemed gen-
erally plausible because most of their readers will have been
formed in the same tradition of thought as Grisez and Finnis
themselves, a tradition heavily (and somewhat inconsistently) in-
fluenced by Aquinas and Kant.*® That is, Grisez and Finnis and
most of their readers will share the same general notion of the
human good, which will give a high priority to the values of life
and sociability (thanks to Aquinas), a sort of rationality that is
opposed to the sensual and emoctional (thanks to Kant), and above
all, a pluralism of values and the freedom to fashion one’s own
notion of the good life out of those values (again, thanks to
Kant, as read through classical liberalism). Moving within this
intellectual tradition, the list of goods provided by Grisez and
Finnis is indeed plausible (although it is not so clear that the
same could be said about the eight modes of responsibility that
they identify). Their mistake lies in their assumption that this
list of goods would be self-evident to any rational agent, and not
only to those who share their implicit notion of the human good.

Goods and the good wm proportionalism

t may seem that the preceding arguments provide an implicit
brief for some version of proportionalism. But if these arguments
are correct, what they suggest instead is that the proportionalists

19 Hittinger, Critique, 44, 63.

20 T have argued elsewhere that Aquinas’s own use of the language of goods
depends on a comprehensive account of the natural, as well as the supernatural
human good, by which particular goods are identified and placed in ordered
relationships to one another, in my The Recovery of Viriue: The Relevance of
Aquinas for Christian Ethics (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press,
1990), 82-91.
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have not offered a sufficiently radical challenge to the Grisez/
Finnis theory of morality. To the extent that the proportionalists
have failed to offer an alternative account of the human good in
which to ground their account of goods, their account of morality
is likewise vitiated.

In order to see whether this claim is justified, it will be helpful
to begin by examining certain remarks on proportionalism offered
by Richard McCormick, not only because of the influence of his
work, but above all because he has indicated his agreement with
the account of basic goods developed by Finnis and Grisez.”* He
parts company with them, however, at the point at which they
turn from their account of the basic goods to explain how the
basic goods serve as the basis for moral obligation. As he ob-
serves,

The crucial question one must raise with both Grisez and Finnis is:
What is to count for turning against a basic good, and why? At
this point I find them both unsatisfactory. Finnis argues that when-
ever one positively suppresses a possible good, he directly chooses
against it. And since one may never do this, he argues, there are
certain actions that are immoral regardless of the foreseeable con-
sequences. This is a sophisticated form of an older structuralism. A
careful study of Christian moral tradition will suggest that an action
must be regarded as ““ turning directly against a basic good ” only
after the relation of the choice to all values has been weighed care-
fully.22

In a later work, McCormick proposes what amounts to an al-
ternative first principle of morality (FPM), which, like the
Grisez/Finnis version, is proposed as self-evidently true: “ Now
in situations of this kind [conflict situations], the rule of Chris-
tian reason, if we are governed by the ordo bonorum, is to choose

21 Richard A. McCormick, “Notes on Moral Theology: April-September
1972,” reprinted in Notes on Moral Theology: 1965-1980 (Lanham, MD: Uni-
versity Press of America, 1981), 423-472, at 451-454; also see Richard A.
McCormick, S.J., “Proxy Consent in the Experimentation Situation,” in
James Johnson and David Smith, eds., Love and Society: Essays in the
Ethics of Poul Ramsey (Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1974), 209-228,
at 217-218.

22 McCormick, Notes, 453.
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the lesser evil. This general statement is, it would seem, beyond
debate; for the only alternative is that in conflict situations we
should choose the greater evil, which is patently absurd. This
means that all concrete rules and distinctions are subsidiary to
this and hence valid to the extent that they actually convey to us
what is factually the lesser evil.” ** We might reformulate this
version of the FPM to read: “ Always act in such a way as to
bring about the greatest possible balance of premoral goods over
premoral evils, given that you can do so without directly bring-
ing about moral evil.” T believe it is safe to say that nearly every
other proportionalist would accept this first principle of morality
as well.> The negative corollary of this principle may be stated
as, “ Never act in such a way as to bring about a premoral evil,
unless your action will also bring about (or preserve) propor-
tionately greater premoral goods.”

As the preceding section indicates, I agree that McCormick is
quite right in his observation that Grisez and Finnis do not give
a satisfactory account of what it is to act in such a way as to at-
tack or impede an instance of a basic good. But it is not clear
that the alternative analysis developed by him and other propor-
tionalist moral theologians is more successful. How do we de-
termine, in any given situation, what counts as the greater good
or the lesser evil? Clearly, the cogency of proportionalism as a

28 Richard A. McCormick, S.J., “ Ambiguity in Moral Choice,” in Richard
A. McCormick and Paul Ramsey, eds., Doing Evil to Achieve Good: Moral
Choices in Conflict Situations (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1978), 7-
53, at 38.

2¢ See, for example, the characterization of proportionalism offered by
Edward V. Vacek, S.J., * Proportionalism: One View of the Debate,” Theo-
logical Studies 46 (1985), 287-314, at 289 and Bernard Hoose, Proportionalism:
The American Debate and Its European Roots (Washington, D.C.: George-
town University Press, 1987), 77-91. The qualification is necessary because the
revisionists generally insist that we are never justified in directly bringing
about a morel evil, even to avert a seemingly greater premoral evil. But this
is a narrow, although not unimportant qualification, since “moral evil” is un-
derstood to consist in a bad will, and nothing else; practically, this qualifica-
tion amounts to a prohibition against direct scandal and formal cooperation in
evil.
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moral theory depends on the adequacy of the answer that is given
to this question.

In many cases, it is relatively easy to give a plausible answer:
it is better to save one life than to lose two lives, it is better to
feed a hundred children than sixty, to support both one’s parents
as opposed to allowing one’s father to starve while maintaining
mama in luxury. What characterizes cases like these is that they
present us with alternatives in which we must choose between
greater and lesser instantiations of what appear to be essentially
the same goods; indeed, these sorts of cases leave us wondering
if anything is left for moral reflection to do.*® But most of the
situations that we face are not like this. Rather, they demand
that we adjudicate among widely different kinds of goods, which
cannot readily be compared in the way that a proportionalist anal-
ysis demands. Is it better to destroy the life of a child conceived
through rape, or to force the mother to endure the mental suf-
fering and social shame of bearing the child of a rapist? If we
must cut the federal budget, which should we sacrifice first—sup-
port for the fine arts, or support for prenatal care programs? In
cases of this sort, it is difficult to see what it might mean to
choose the greater good—so difficult that we begin to wonder
whether we can give any sense to “greater” and “lesser” in
this context at all.

This objection to proportionalism is very familiar, and pro-
portionalists themselves generally admit that no one has yet pro-
vided a fully satisfactory answer to it; although a number of sug-
gestions for a rule or rules of commensuration of goods have
been offered, none has obtained general acceptance by proportion-
alists themselves, and all would seem to be open to serious criti-
cism.®® Until an adequate set of standards for commensuration
can be provided, proportionalism must be considered as a pro-

25 Grisez develops this objection against proportionalism at greater length;
see Grisez, Way, 152.

26 A number of different meanings given to “proportionate reason” have
been summarized and critiqued by Brian V. Johnstone, C.S.S.R., in “ The
Meaning of Proportionate Reason in Contemporary Moral Theology,” The
Thomist 49.2.
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gram for developing a theory of morality, rather than as a theory
of morality. What are the prospects for developing such a set of
standards?

It would seem that if the proportionalists are to develop a
persuasive account of a rule or rules by which goods may be com-
mensurated, then they must take one of two routes® Lither
they must show that the seemingly diverse human goods are all
really derived in some way from one fundamental human good,
which provides a standard for commensuration; or they must
argue that human goods stand in some intrinsic ordering among
themselves, in such a way that, faced with a choice between dis-
parate kinds of goods, we can discern which is intrinsically more
desirable. The former line of approach leads straight to utili-
tarianism, with all its well-rehearsed difficulties, and the propor-
tionalists have wisely avoided it.”® But on the other hand it is
difficult to see how we might argue that discrete goods are
ordered, without some account of the human good simpliciter,
which would provide some criteria by which to identify particular
basic goods and to place them in some order to one another. But
the proportionalists generally have been no more willing to pro-
vide such an account than have Grisez and Finnis and their col-
laborators.

Furthermore, to the extent that the proportionalists share with
Grisez and Finnis the assumption that there are self-evident basic
goods, which serve as the starting-point for moral discernment,
their work suffers from a still more serious difficulty. We have
already seen that proportionalists have not yet been able to offer
a satisfactory account of the way in which we are to assess the
relative balance of goods and evils that would be produced by the

27 McKinney takes a third approach, advocating a balancing of wvalues, so
that values that have been neglected thus far are brought forward (“ Quest,”
68-73). But his version of proportionalism is vuinerable to the criticism, de-
tailed below, that it calls for an impossible adjudication among an indefinitely
large number of values (see especially 69-71).

28 On the differences between proportionalism and utilitarianism, see Lisa
Sowle Cahill, “ Teleology, Utilitarianism, and Christian Ethics,” Theologicel
Studies 42 (1981), 601-629,
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different courses of action open to us. But no matter how we
understand that process, it is clear that no such assessment would
be possible in a given situation, unless that situation presents us
with a finite set of goods to be assessed. Of course, the propor-
tionalists recognize that many of the situations that we face are so
complex that no one could offer anything more than an approxi-
mate assessment of the different goods and evils that different
courses of action would produce. But in order for even an ap-
proximate assessment to be possible, there must be some one,
definite set of projected goods and evils to be assessed. If it would
be impossible in principle for a perfect assessor perfectly to weigh
the goods and evils involved in different courses of action, then
it is not possible for us imperfect assessors to come up with even
an imperfect assessment.

And that is indeed the case, so long as we cannot appeal to any
normative standpoint by which to determine which, out of all the
logically possible candidates, are the true goods (and evils) in
a given set of projected courses of action. Without some such
normative standpoint, there are indefinitely many possible ac-
counts of what the goods are in any state of affairs, as many as
there are possible evaluators of that state of affairs. Moreover,
these accounts are not only indefinitely varied, they may well also
be at odds. For example, consider a debate between an ordinary
Sierra Club type conservationist and an exponent of a radical
ecological mysticism over the proposed uses of a tract of forest
land in Yellowstone Park. The ecological mystic believes that the
earth itself is a living creature, whose interests must be consid-
ered, whereas the conservationist only considers human interests.
An argument between these two is not likely to get very far; not
only are they going to assess the relative goods and evils in the
proposed actions differently, they are going to see different goods
and evils. For example, the ecological mystic may see a change in
the ecosystem of this tract of land as being an inherent evil, re-
gardless of its impact on human persons, whereas the conserva-
tionist would not. Conversely, the conservationist might consider
the economic benefits to farmers who might work the land as be-
ing inherently good, whereas the ecological mystic would not.
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It is more difficult to identify the presuppositions of propor-
tionalism than it is to identify the presuppositions underlying the
work of Grisez and Finnis and their followers, because the former,
unlike the latter, represents the work of scores of scholars who
have not collaborated closely and who disagree with one another
on many points. Nonetheless, I believe that a careful examination
of their writings would reveal that most of the proportionalists,
like Grisez and Finnis, presuppose an account of the human good
which determines their accounts of the discrete goods. Indeed, al-
though I cannot defend this judgment here, I suspect that the no-
tion of the human good presupposed by most proportionalists
would be very similar to that presupposed by Grisez and Finnis,
although it would probably reflect the influence of Kant a little
less, and the influence of American pragmatism a litile more,
than would the latter account.®

If the line of analysis developed in this article is correct, then
it suggests an explanation for the interminableness of the debate
between Grisez and Finnis and their supporters on the one hand,
and the proportionalists on the other: At the present time, the
terms of this debate do not allow for its resolution.®® That is, the
notion of basic human goods shared by both sides in this debate
does not have sufficient content, taken by itself, to allow for a ra-
tional resolution of the central question in this debate, namely,
“How are we to move from an account of the basic goods, to an
account of moral obligations based on those goods?” To put the
matter more sharply, there are no such things as self-evident basic
goods, and therefore, attempts to decide what it means to act
against them, to determine whether they are incommensurable,
and so forth, are not going to be very successful. However, if
this debate were approached explicitly as a debate over rival (yet
similar) accounts of the human good, it would be possible to
move it to its proper arena, that is, philosophical and theological
anthropology, rather than leaving it on the necessarily murky bat-

28 Compare Vacek, “ Proportionalism,” 306-309.

30 T argue for this claim in more detail in my book, The Recovery of Virtue,
16-21.



BASIC GOODS AND THE HUMAN GOOD 49

tlefield of competing “ self-evident ” truths, detached from rival
strands of a shared philosophical/theological tradition. Of course,
there would be formidable theoretical difficulties involved in any
effort to defend a conception of an integral good that cannot be
reduced to discrete goods. But, as I have argued elsewhere,
Aquinas provides us with at least one example of a successful ac-
count of the integral human good, and if his theory has been
rendered untenable by subsequent philosophical and theological
developments, it at least provides us with a model for develop-
ing a more adequate account, given our own intellectual context.®
At any rate, an effort to reformulate debates within Catholic
moral theology as debates over the nature of the human good
would at least clarify these debates and the resultant conversation
might even lead to a more convincing theory of the human good
than either side has yet offered.*

81 This is the overall argument of The Recovery of Virtue.

321 am indebted to Patrick Henry, Justus George Lawler, and Raymond
Pedrizetti for their comments on an earlier draft of this essay. In addition, I
delivered a version of this essay as a lecture at the Institute for Ecumenical
and Cultural Research at Collegeville, Minnesota, in the fall of 1988, and
many helpful comments and suggestions were offered by those present.
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O THOSE FAMILIAR with Saint Thomas’s writings
it is generally known that the Angelic Doctor changed his
position on a number of philosophical issues during the

course of his relatively short professional career. For instance,
there is his opinion concerning the instrumental role of higher
creatures in the creation of the universe—something he allowed
as possible in his Commentary on the Sentences but later re-
jected in his Disputed Question On the Power of God and in the
Summa Theologiae. Another example is Thomas’s view on the
possibility of an actual infinite multitude, an opinion he accepted
in the early Disputed Question On Truth but argued against in
the Summa Theologiae.*

However, to change one’s mind on a particular issue is not to
contradict oneself, since to do that is to say or hold, in the same
time frame, p while also saying or holding not p. However, in his
Treatise on Creation in the Swumma Theologiae, Saint Thomas
does, at least once, contradict himself in what he has to say on
the question of the demonstrability of the world’s temporal begin-
ning, a contradiction which, to my knowledge, has never previous-

10n the question whether higher creatures can be instrumental causes in
the creation of lower creatures see In Sent, IV, d. 5, q. 5, a. 3; De potentia
Dei, q. 3, a. 1c and Summa Theologiae, 1, q, 45, a. 5c. On the issue of an
actual infinite multitude see D. Q. De weritate, q. 2, a. 9 and Summa Theo-
logiae, 1, q. 7, a. 5. However, in the De aeternitate mundi—a work possibly
written after Saint Thomas completed the first part of his Swumma—Aquinas
asserts, towards the end of this work, that no demonstration has as yet been
forthcoming that God cannot produce a multitude that is actually infinite.
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ly been noted. In what follows I intend to expose this contradic-
tion and to see whether there is any possible way for him to
escape it.

I

In article 1 of Question 46 of the Prima pars, Aquinas argues
that it cannot be demonstrated that the world of creatures always
existed, given that the actual existence of creatures depends upon
the causal will of God and the only thing which God wills nec-
essarily is Himsell.? Consequently, whether or not the world
exists, or is created eternally or with a temporal beginning, are
matters entirely up to God’s free will.®> In the following article he
argues that neither can the world’s temporal beginning be demon-
strated but that this is something known only by faith.* It can-
not be demonstrated from the world itself since demonstration
proceeds by way of knowledge of the universal essences of things
and universals abstract from the hic et nunc, or from the ques-
tion of temporal origin.® Nor can it be proved from the world’s
efficient cause—the divine will—seeing that God’s will cannot be
investigated by reason except as regards those things which God
wills necessarily (and what He wills about creatures is not among

2 “ Dicendum nihil praeter Deum ab aeterno fuisse. Et hoc ponere non est
impossibile. Ostensum est enim supra quod voluntas Dei est causa rerum, Sic
ergo necesse est esse sicut necesse est Deum velle illa, cum necessitatis effectus
ex necessitate causae dependeat, ut dicitur in Mete. Ostensum est autem supra
quod, absolute logquendo, non est necesse Deum velle aliquid nisi seipsum.” ST
I, q. 46, a. 1c. Latin quotations from Saint Thomas appearing in the footnotes
are from the Leonine edition.

3“Non est ergo necessarium Deum velle quod mundus fuerit semper. Sed
eatenus mundus est quatenus Deus vult illum esse, cum esse mundi ex voluntate
dependeat, sicut ex sila causa. Non est igitur necessaritm mundum semper
esse: Unde nec demonstrative probari potest.” Ibid.

4 “ Dicendum quod mundum non semper fuisse sola fidei tenetur, et demon-
srtative probari non potest; sicut et supra de mysterio Trinitatis dictum est.”
Ibid., a. 2c.

5 “ Bt hujus ratio est, quia novitas mundi non potest demonstrationem recipere
ex parte ipsius mundi. Demonstrationis enim principium est quod quid est.
Unumquodque autem secundum rationem suae speciei abstrahit ab hic et nunc;
propter quod dicitur quod universelia sunt ubique et semper. Unde demon-
strari non potest quod homo, aut caelum, aut lapis non semper fuit.” Ibid.
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these).® Saint Thomas’s teaching here appears to be relatively
clear and uncomplicated: one cannot demonstrate either the
world’s eternity or its temporal beginning.

Moreover, Aquinas also thought this teaching necessary in the
interest of the faith. Evidently, to maintain that the world’s
eternity can be demonstrated (as certain philosophers had) is to
contradict Sacred Scripture, while to argue (as any number of
Christian and Arabic philosophers have) that reason can prove
the world’s temporal beginning is misguided—because mistaken—
and therefore a possible source of derision to the faith.” The
latter position is mistaken because it is quite conceivable, pre-
scinding from what we know from Revelation, that the world
and motion are eternal.® Furthermore, the usual arguments
brought forth to prove the world’s beginning, perhaps with one
exception, easily admit of refutation.® Consequently, if one were,

8 “ Similiter etiam neque ex parte causae agentis, quae agit per voluntatem.
Voluntas enim Dei investigari non potest, nisi circa ea quae absolute necesse
est Deum velle; talia autem non sunt quae circa creaturas vult, ut dicitur est,”
Ibid.

7% Potest autem voluntas divina homini manifestari per revelationem, cui
fides innititur. Unde mundum incoepisse est credibile, non autem demonstrabile
vel scibile. Et hoc utile est ut consideretur, ne forte aliquis quod fidei est
demonstrare praesumens rationes non necessarias inducat, quae praebeant ma-
teriam irridendi infidelibus, estimantibus nos propter hujusmodi rationes credere
quae fidei sunt.” Ibid.

8 Aquinas’s replies to the objections of this article proceed on the assump-
tion that there is nothing inconceivable about an eternal world. However, as he
says in his reply to the fifth objection, “ etsi mundus semper fuisset, non tamen
parificaretur Deo in aeternitate, ut dicit Boetius, in fine de Consol., quia esse
divinum est esse totum simul absque successione; non autem sic est de mundo.”
Ibid., ad 5.

? This position, viz., that the world is possibly eternal, is argued strenuously
in his De aeternitate mundi. If we may quote here from this text: “ The same
situation emerges if we carefully consider the position of those who held that
the world had always existed; for in spite of this they teach that it was made
by God, and perceived no logical contradiction in this doctrine. Therefore,
they who descry such inconsistency with their hawk-like vision are the only
rational beings, and wisdom was born with them.” (In this last sentence we
notice a sarcasm somewhat rare for Aquinas, indicating, perhaps, the degree
of temper this issue provoked.) The English translation is that of Cyril Vol-
lert, S.J., and is found in St. Thomas Aguinas, Siger of Brabant, St. Bona-
venture: On the Eternity of the World (Milwaukee: Marquette University
Press, 1964), p. 24.
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with such arguments, to support this religious belief it would
leave it open to ridicule. Clearly, then, for Saint Thomas (or so
it would seem) the world’s beginning is wholly a matter of faith
and cannot be demonstrated by reason.

However, concerning this last point, there is textual evidence
to suggest (indeed even more than suggest) that Saint Thomas
was not as dead set against the position that the world’s (and
with it time’s) beginning cannot be known by reason as his gen-
eral argument in article 2 of this question would have us believe.
(We are here touching upon what I discern to be a genuine con-
tradiction in his thought.) Indeed, as we shall very soon see,
what he has to say in two replies of article 1 would seem to indi-
cate that he did, at least implicitly, maintain this view, even
though he would also want to hold irrevocably to the position that
an eternal world, or, more precisely, an eternal spiritual world,
is not an impossibility. Moreover, given the benefit of today’s
science, he would, I think, be willing to concede that unaided rea-
son can know that this universe of ours did have a temporal origin
—whether by creation or not is another matter—and that it is
therefore not eternal and so must have a cause.®® Again, his view
that demonstration proceeds by way of a knowledge of the uni-
versal essences of things (be they physical, mathematical or meta-
physical in nature) would strike us today as decidedly too nar-
row. (Indeed Aquinas himself may have rejected this view in the
case of a demonstration quia, e.g., a lunar eclipse will occur, even
though he might reply that this type of demonstration does not
establish that lunar eclipses had a beginming and that there can
be no such demonstration.) As is well-known, it can be demon-
strated—and with a reasonable degree of accuracy—by archaeo-
logical finds and by carbon dating how long particular material
substances or their types have been in existence in our universe.
Finally, in one of his replies in article 2 of this question Aquinas
seems willing to allow, given his position in this work that an
actual infinite multitude is impossible, that man, if not the world,

10 For a good discussion of this point see ibid., the {ranslator’s Introduction,
particularly pages 2 and 3.
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can be demonstrated to have had a temporal beginning—a demon-
stration he had seemingly ruled out in the body of this article
where he restricts demonstration to universals and says it does
not settle questions of temporal origin.**

II

But to come to the contradictions (I indicated possibly more
than one) to which I alluded at the outset of my discussion:
they occur between things he says in articles 1 and 2 of Question
46. In the body of article 1, which I have in part already sum-
marized, he maintains that only God can be eternal (actually what
he intends to say here is that only God is necessarily eternal) see-
ing that the only thing which God wills necessarily is Himself.**
Given this truth about the divine will he can then go on to argue
that whether creatures exist at all or exist eternally or with a
temporal beginning depends upon a free decision on God’s part.
Although he does not consider, in the body of the article, the
question of why God decides to create the world (along with
time) with a beginning (rather than willing that it be without a
beginning), he does put forth a reason for this divine decision in
his replies to objections 6 and 9. In both replies he points out that
God must be considered as giving time to His effect (the uni-
verse) as much as and when He willed and according to what
was fitting to manifest His power; for (as he maintains in both
these texts) “the world leads more evidently to a knowledge of
the divine creating power if it was not always than if it always
was (for everything which was not always manifestly has a
cause, whereas this is not so manifest of what always was.)” *®

11 See ST 1, q. 46, a. 2c. also see ibid., ad 8.

12 The Leonine reading is “nihil praeter eum ab acterno fuisse ”. The Piana
edition has a variant reading where the word “ potest ” is inserted for the per-
fect infinite “fuisse ”. Aquinas could have meant by the word “eternal” here
the Boethian sense of eternal. Otherwise understood the statement must be
interpreted to read in part, “can be necessarily eternally ”’.

13 “Sed in agente universali, quod producit rem et tempus, non est con-
siderare quod agat nunc et non prius secundum imaginationem temporis post
tempus, quasi tempus praesupponatur ejus actione; sed considerandum est, quod
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But if Aquinas thought this to be so, viz,, that the reason why
God created the world with a temporal beginning was in order
that its author’s existence be more manifest to us, then is it not
logical to assume that he must have also thought it to be true that
the world’s beginning is something that God intends us to know
by reason? Yet, as we know, in the very next article he argues
that the world’s beginning is entirely a matter of faith! Further-
more, he also asserts in this article that the will of God cannot
be investigated by human reason except in regard to things that
God wills necessarily, and what He wills about creatures is not
one of them, apparently not even why He created the world with
a temporal beginning (viz., " ut manifestius declaret summ
auctorem” ) |

In his discussion in these articles, then, we apparently find fwo
contradictions in Saint Thomas’s expressed thought. One—per-
haps less significant so far as his general philosophical position
here is concerned—occurs when (in the replies I have noted) he
provides us with a reason why God created the world with a be-
ginning, but then, in the body of the very next article, goes on to
inform us that-—concerning things which God does not will nec-
essarily (e.g., the world, be it with or without a temporal begin-
ning )—the divine will cannot be investigated by reason. (How-
ever, as [ will argue momentarily, there is no real contradiction
here.) The other contradiction, which would seem to be the
more serious one, consists in his holding in article 1 (in his re-
plies to objections 6 and 9) that the temporal origin of the world
leads more evidently to the divine creating power (and thus,
presumably, is something that can be known to us from reason)

dedit effectui suo tempus gquantum voluit, et secundum quod conveniens fuit
ad suam potentiam demonstrandum. Manifestius enim mundus ducit in cog-
nitionem divinae potentiae creantis si mundus non semper fuit quam si semper
fuisset; omne enim quod non semper fuit manifestum est habere causam, sed
non ita manifestum est de eo quod semper fuit.” Ibid, a. 1, ad 6. And in reply
to objection 9 we read: “Licet igitur Deum ab aeterno fuerit sufficiens causa
mundi, non tamen oportet quod ponatur mundum ab eo productus nisi secundum
quod est in praedefinitione suae voluntatis, ut scilicet habeat esse post non esse
ut manifestius declaret suum Auctorem.” Ibid., ad 9.
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than if the world had always existed, and then arguing in the next
article that the world’s beginning is wholly a matter of faith.

Concerning the first argued contradiction, I think it can be
shown to be only an apparent one, based upon a misunderstanding
of Aquinas’s position about what we can know concerning the
divine will as it relates to creatures.*® Certainly he would insist
that we can know why God creates (viz., to communicate a share
in His goodness to creatures so that they can thereby render Him
glory) and why He creates a multitude of creatures including
both spiritual and material ones (viz., so that the universe be
complete and not wanting in any possible grade of creature, in
order thereby to reflect more perfectly the wisdom and goodness
of its creator).” However, what he argues in the body of article
2 is that one cannot demonstrate, from any investigation of the
divine will, the world’s (and time’s) beginning since that depends
on the simple will of God, which need not have willed the world’s
existence or willed it to have a temporal beginning. Yet given that
the world did have a beginning (and this, supposedly, we are to
accept on faith), one can then argue for the fittingness of God’s
creating it so. (This point will become clearer from a passage we
will very soon quote from the Summa Contra Gentiles.)

But when it comes to the second contradiction I have imputed
to Saint Thomas’s teaching in Question 46, it seems to be quite
incorrigible. It should be noted that Aquinas, not only in the
Summa Theologiae but elsewhere in his writings, argues the fit-
tingness of God’s creating the world (and time) with a begin-
ning in such a way as to imply that it is something which can be
known to reason apart from faith. Thus, in the Summa Contra
Gentiles, we find this passage (very revealing from the stand-
point of our argument) :

14 This apparent contradiction stems from taking in an unqualified or absolute
sense what Aquinas says here about human reason investigating the divine will
as that will relates to creatures.

15See ST I, q. 19, a. 5, ad 3; bid, q. 47, a lc. Also see Summa Contra
Gentiles, 111-1, ch. 72 (3) and ibid., I1I-I1, ch. 97 (13).
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A more effective procedure can be adopted in this matter if we start
with the purpose of the divine will, as was suggested above. The
end of the divine will in the production of things is the goodness of
God as manifested in His effects. But the divine power and good-
ness are best made known by the fact that things other than God
have not existed forever. The very fact that such things have not
always existed shows clearly that they have their existence from
Him. It also shows that God does not act by necessity of His nature
and that His power of acting is infinite. To manifest the divine good-
ness, therefore, it was supremely fitting that God should assign to
created things a beginning of their duration.*®

Now, as we have seen, in Question 46 in the body of article 2
he argues that the temporal beginning of the world is strictly a
matter of faith. But, then, how else—except presumably by faith
—can we know that the world had a beginning so that we can
be led thereby to know clearly that things “ have their existence
from Him” (and that He does not act by necessity of nature and
that His power of acting is infinite)} ? Yet for us to come to a
knowledge that God is the world’s author from Revelation, from
the fact of its being revealed that the world had a beginning, is
clearly a circular procedure and/or, at the very least, a redundant
one (indeed we can already accept from Revelation that God
exists, that he is the author of all, that His power is infinite, etc.).
No, it would seem that what Saint Thomas actually wants us to
accept in these various passages we have cited is the view that we
can more easily or readily come to a knowledge of the world’s
author if the world has not always existed than if it always had
(** since everything which was not always manifestly has a cause,
whereas this is not so manifest of what always was ™), and thus

16 “ Potest autem efficacius procede ad hoc ostendum ex fine divinae volun-
tatis, ut supra tactum est. Finis enim divinae voluntatis in rerum productione
est eius bonitas inquantum per causata manifestatatur. Potissime autem
manifestatur divina virtus et bonitas per hoc quod res aliae praeter ipsum non
semper fuerunt. Ex hoc enim ostenditur manifeste quod res aliae praeter
ipsum ab ipso esse habent, quia non semper fuerunt. Ostendit etiam quod
non agit per necessitatem naturae; et quod virtus sua est infinita in agendo.
Hoc igitur convenientissimum fuit divinae bonitati, ut rebus creatis principium
durationis daret.” Ibid., II, ch. 38. See also ibid., Ch. 35(8). For a similar
statement see De potentic Dei, q. 3, a. 17, ed 8.
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the fittingness of its temporal origin. But this implies (does it
not?)—unless we wish to attribute a circularity to Aquinas’s
thought so obvious as to be implausible—that the fact of the
world’s beginning (or “ newness”) is something that can be
known by reason from the world itself.

III

In one of the replies in this article (article 2), Saint Thomas
seems to suggest that the world’s beginning may not be entirely
a matter of faith and that there may be some plausible reasons
that establish it.*” In his reply to objection 8 he gives some con-
sideration to what he believed, erroneously, to be al-Ghazali’s
position on the eternity of the world and on the possibility of an
accidental actual infinite multitude.”* He seems willing to con-
cede here, given his earlier rejection in this work that an actual
infinite multitude is possible or intelligible, that, if not the world,
then man at least may have had a temporal origin (otherwise, on
the dual assumption of the world’s eternity and man’s existence
being necessary to complete the world, there would be an actual
infinite multitude of human souls.)* However, in other works he

17In the Summa Contra Gentiles, in Book II, chapter 38 (a chapter from
which we have just quoted in the preceding footnote), in discussing certain
arguments by which some endeavor to prove that the world is not eternal,
Saint Thomas has the following observation: “ Since these arguments do not
conclude with strict necessity, although they are not entirely devoid of prob-
ability, it is enough to touch on them briefly, so that the Catholic faith may not
seem to rest on inept reasonings rather than on the unshakable basis of God’s
teaching.” Vollert translation. See Cyril Vollert, S.J., Eternity, p. 43.

18 Actually al-Ghazali rejected both. For this misunderstanding on Saint
Thomas’s part concerning al-Ghazali’s teaching see Majid Fakhry, A History
of Islamic Philosophy (New York and London: Columbia University Press,
1970), pp. 248-249.

19 The objection here rests on the argument that if the world is eternal
there would now be an infinite number of human souls. In his reply, Aquinas
points out that some do not consider this to be an impossibility (“quidam enim
non reputant impossibile esse infinitas animas actu, ut patet in Mefa. Alga-
zelis, dicentis hoc esse infinitum per accidens”). But he goes on to add that
the world could be eternal, or at least some creature, e.g. an angel, if not
man (“Unde posset dicere aliquius quod mundus fuit aeternus, vel saltem
aliqua ut angelus, non autem homo”).
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allows that this is a difficult question and thinks that it is one
that has still not been definitely resolved.*® Furthermore, the in-
ference that man has a temporal origin would not lead us neces-
sarily to the world’s temporal beginning. Even so, despite the fact
that in his other replies to the objections of this article he has
dismissed, as non-probative, arguments purporting to show that
the world cannot be eternal, Aquinas does seem willing to
acknowledge here that what is basically at issue is not (putting
aside what we know from Revelation) whether the material world
is possibly eternal but the more general question whether creatures
(for example, angels) can be created so.”* And if this is true, then
it cannot be demonstrated that something created cannot be
eternal but that it must have a beginning of its duration (some-
thing we do know from Genesis). Now this position is not in

20 In De actermitate mundi he observes, “They also bring in arguments
which philosophers have touched upon and then undertake to solve them. One
among them is fairly difficult; it concerns the infinite number of souls; if
the world has existed forever, the number of souls must now be infinite.” Vet
he goes on to say: “ But this argument is not to the purpose, because God
could have made the world without men and souls; or He could have made
men at the time He did make them, even though e made all the rest of the
world from eternity. Thus the souls surviving their bodies would not be in-
finite. Besides no demonstration has yet been forthcoming that God cannot
produce a multitude that is infinite.” As quoted in Cyril Vollert, S.J., Eternity,
p. 25. If I may briefly comment on this text, Saint Thomas’s argument here is
quite disappointing in two notable respects. For one, there doesn’t seem to be
much sense in arguing, against the view that if there is an eternal world
there is an actual infinite number of human souls, that God could have created
man at some time in the past (say, when He did create him) and not eternal-
ly. For then, on the assumption of the world’s eternity, there would be an
infinite past time preceding the time that man was created and this would
seem to render unintelligible why God created man at this particular time—
the time He presumably did create man—rather than at some prior time
(and so on ad nfinitum). Secondly, to say that it has not been demonsirated
as yet that an actual infinite multitude is impossible (or cannot be made by
God) in order to refute the view of those who hold that it can be demon-
strated that the world is not eternal, is seemingly to employ an argumenium
ad ignorantiam and really does little to help Saint Thomas, philosophically, in
this argument.

21 “ Nos autem intendimus universailter in aliqua creatura fuerit ab aeterno.”
ST, 1, q. 46, a. 2, ad 8.
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itself incompatible with what he has asserted in the preceding
article about the world’s leading more manifestly to God’s exist-
ence if it has not always existed than if it were created eternally.
Perhaps, then, in the final analysis all that Aquinas wishes to
show in this article inquiring whether the world’s beginning is
an article of faith, is that it cannot be demonstrated that God’s
creation cannot be eternal and that, therefore, the beginning of
creatures gemerally is an article of faith.

Still it must be conceded that nowhere does he himself argue
the position that from the world itself we can know, or infer, its
temporal origin. Indeed, his usual teaching is just the opposite.?®
Nevertheless, as I believe I have conclusively shown, he implicitly
affirms as much in certain texts which I have cited. It would
seem, then, that we have here a genuine contradiction in Saint
Thomas’s expressed thought, one that is readily seen without
any need for taking sides philosophically. I personally know of
no way, philosophically or hermeneutically, to escape this con-
clusion but perhaps some reader, more knowledgeable than I, may.

22 Tn this connection it may be noted that all the formal arguments for God’s
existence found in Aquinas’s writings proceed on the implicit premise that an
eternal world is possible.
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The history of political philosophy since the time of St. Thomas has
been a history of successive failures to relate ethics to politics and
of successive attempts to find a substitute for theology, either in
politics itself . . . or in economics. . . . Men are today oppressed by
false theologies erected into political systems, and those who are not
so oppressed are in risk of becoming so oppressed by an intellectual
and moral inability to defend themselves. St. Thomas’s political sci-
ence will not give us the answers to problems of hydro-electric de-
velopment or technological unemployment; but it will give us the
answer to the most vital of contemporary problems: how to secure
the rational foundations of humane living.

—Charles N. R. McCay, “ St. Thomas and Political Science.” *

I

N WRITING ABOUT the small but rich corpus in political
philosophy by Charles N. R. McCoy, the temptation is almost
irresistible to call it, wittily, “ The Real McCoy,” or, more
academically, a theoretic essay on the reasons for our “ intellectual
and moral inability to defend ourselves.” The kind of being we
are, no doubt, needs defense, needs an explication that justifies
its unique givenness. Charles N. R. McCoy is not generally well-
known, though he has a small and (one hopes) growing number
of admirers. The very cultural unlikelihood of his central theme,

1 0n the Intelligibility of Political Philosophy: Essays of Charles N. R.
McCoy, edited by James V. Schall, S.J. and John J. Schrems (Washington;
Catholic University of America Press, 1989), p. 38.
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which is in no sense Hegelian, that there is indeed a coherent
philosophical intelligibility—a ‘ structure "—to political philos-
ophy, makes his work both unique, profoundly appealing, and per-
haps even prophetic. McCoy was concerned to explain the trans-
cendence of each person, each citizen, beyond the city, indeed be-
yond this world, without denying his exact political nature and
the reasons for its limits. Man was both a political and a philo-
sophical animal to whom more than either politics or philosophy
was given. The dignity of the city was essentially revealed in its
limits, in what good it could do with its own means while leav-
ing other admitted goods untouched, in what questions it could
legitimately bring up because of its experienced life, but still
could not answer by itself.

On reading him carefully in one’s own pursuit of philosophic
wisdom in an age replete with sundry mental and moral con-
fusions, it is tempting to affirm that, at last, in political philosophy
here is found a body of reflection which is indeed * the real
McCoy.” Here is a consistent examination of philosophic prin-
ciple that accounts for the contours of the whole of the discipline
in its most radical origins and clearest limits. McCoy’s “ reality ”
does not, to be sure, exist for most of the political science profes-
sion itself nor for Christian thinkers in the field of political
thought. This situation is unfortunate on both counts.

Political philosophy, for its part, has pursued in modern times
the line of its own autonomy in rejecting the great tradition which
affirmed the limited place of politics in the order of being, its posi-
tion as a practical, not speculative science. Theology—itself seek-
ing relevance in lieu of transcendence—has largely imitated this
modern turn in political thought. The crisis in theology is, more
than anything else, the result of a crisis in political philosophy, its
evolution in modernity. Thus in a discipline in which so many
of the ultimate human issues are either not confronted at all or
are at best confused, in a theological environment which is itself
largely infected with the theoretical deviations McCoy chronicled,
this benign neglect of his work may turn out to be an advantage.
McCoy’s independence of these ideological movements, grounded
































































































































































































































































































