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I. INTRODUCTION

ECENT NEO-THOMISTIC WRITINGS on the nature
of the human person have emphasized the metaphysics
f spiritual being, and in particular the liberty of
spiritual being from the passive potency that characterizes
merely physical subsistents.! The eminent Thomistic scholar
Kenneth Schmitz seems to suggest that receptivity in spiritual
being transcends the principles of act and potency altogether.’
Act and potency would then pertain primarily to subpersonal
being. By contrast Norris Clarke infers that creaturely receptivity is
defined more by act than by potency.* Thus viewed, receptivity
becomes an analogous perfection that is possessed by God—a
point made by a variety of authors* attempting to unify under
one notion creaturely and divine receptivity.

' See W. Norris Clarke, Person and Being (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press,
1993). In a different but allied vein, see Kenneth Schmitz, "The First Principle of
Personal Becoming," The Review of Metaphysics 47, no. 4 (June 1994).

* This is my reading of Schmitz's reflections in "Personal Becoming."

* See W. Norris Clarke, "Response to Long's Comments," Communio (Spring, 1994)—
for instance, "But what I, with David Schindler and Hans Urs von Balthasar, am doing
is precisely trying to expand the range of the concept, to call attention to the fact that at
a certain level of being—the personal—the notion both can and should be detached from
the limitations which ordinarily accompany it, so that it can turn into a sign of positive
perfection rather than imperfection" (166).

4 See for example "The Person: Philosophy, Theology, and Receptivity" for diverse
principled accounts of receptivity, Communio (Spring, 1994). In particular, note the
approaches of Norris Clarke, S.J., and David Schindler, who each argue that the recep-
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In this article I examine the root notion that personal activity
transcends the ontological principles of act and potency. I also
consider the effort to retain these ontological principles by chris-
tening receptivity a pure perfection of act. Both of these views
seem to presuppose the inadequacy either of St. Thomas's philo-
sophic anthropology or at least of its traditional interpretation; I
shall argue that each implies the abandonment of Thomistic
metaphysics.

The teaching that act and potency pertain only to lower, sub-
personal being and that these principles are utterly inadequate
for philosophic analysis of the person contrasts markedly with
the doctrine that all subjects of being reflect diverse rationes of
subject and act, which as distinct but proportionately identical
are bonded in a community of analogy. Likewise, the view of
receptivity as pure act seems to imply that the human subject is
self-actuating, thus negating the composite character of the
human person. Hence the purpose of this essay is in a sense to
argue for vindication of the community of analogy in response to
arguments that implicitly terminate it within the domain of the
subpersonal.

What is at stake is whether one falls into the very error char-
acteristic of modern philosophy as described by Kenneth
Schmitz: "the loss of a more general and more generous meta-
physical interiority and the reduction of the residue of interiority to
the confines of the human consciousness."® Is there a dichotomy
between human nature and that of lesser beings, such that the
principles of act and potency do not apply to it? Do human spir-
ituality and subjectivity transcend such ontological principles as
act and potency which permeate the field of subpersonal being?
Should we, as Schmitz's remarks seem to do, distinguish "non-
passive receptivity" from activity and potency?® Or should we
tivity of the divine Word vis-a-vis the divine nature in Trinitarian theology is bonded in
analogical community with creaturely receptivity. Skeptics about this project are repre-
sented in the discussion by George Blair, "On Esse and Relation," and by myself, "Divine
and Creaturely Receptivity: The Search for a Middle Term."

$ Schmitz, "Personal Becoming," 766.

¢ Ibid., 771: "Yet nonpassive receptivity is as much a mark of the human spirit as is its

activity." Schmitz objects to the view that receptivity is "something less than a transcen-
dent value."
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follow Clarke in identifying receptivity as a pure perfection, con-
trary to the view that receptivity designates potency?’

I shall first broach this issue in the writing of Kenneth
Schmitz, following with a consideration of the ontology of
knowledge in relation to receptivity, and of Aquinas's doctrine
regarding being and operation. Then I will briefly advert to
Norris Clarke's effort at reconciling ontological analysis of the
person with contemporary personalist philosophy.

IL. RECEPTIVITY, IMMATERIALITY, AND INTERIORITY

In his recent essay "The First Principle of Personal Becoming,"
Kenneth Schmitz describes the negation of creaturely subjectivity
and interiority characteristic of modern philosophy, which arro-
gates these traits more or less exclusively to rational consciousness.®
In the course of commenting upon this phenomenon, he endeavors
to recover the radically analogous conception of immateriality in
Thomistic metaphysics. As he puts it:

There is a certain immateriality that is to be found in all things, even
physical things. The traditional metaphysics attributed a nonmateriality
to physical things by virtue of their complex constitution, since, in
addition to the passive and potential factor within them that was
dubbed primary matter, there were the factors of form, finality, and
participation in the cosmic web of existence. These nonmaterial factors
were held to be the forms of immateriality proper to physical things,
but they were also held to be the physical analogues of the immateriality
that was held to be inseparable from the depth and interiority consti-
tutive of every caused being. In sum, the traditional metaphysics held
that some kind of immateriality was inseparable from every being by
virtue of its being.’

Schmitz relates this realization that being and form entail
"some kind of immateriality” to the account that St. Thomas
gives of the negative judgment of separation by which one dis-
cerns that being, substance, form, and act are not necessarily

7 Clarke, “Response,” 167: "I see no convincing reason for including imperfection and
limitation as part of the very meaning of the term ‘receptivity’ or ‘receive,” and good rea-
sons for not doing so.”

® See Schmitz, “Personal Becoming,” 762-66.

° Ibid., 766-67.
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found with matter and motion, although they may be so0.” In this
perceptive stress upon the manner in which the actus essendi of
any being generically overpasses the limits of material essence,
the metaphysical roots of subjectivity are once again discerned.
Of course, this immateriality is not the positive immateriality of
intrinsically spiritual being: but it is wide enough to provide for
the discovery of such being.

Were the concept of being essentially determined by materiality
and mobility, then the analogous affirmations made of the
unmoved mover would be impossible: a material, mobile, mutable
being that is immaterial, immobile, and immutable is a contra-
diction in terms! Being implicitly and actually overpasses the
limits of material essence. Being as an analogically intelligible
object—"subject in act"—that is intrinsically diversified in dif-
ferent beings does not essentially include potency and matter,
although it may be found with them. In other words, there is
nothing about the intelligibly analogous object "subject in act"
that requires the subject to include potency: matter and potency
are accidental to existential act, which is not self-limiting but
limited only by its commensuration to a potential principle.
Nothing in the intrinsic character of "act" requires that it be com-
mensurated to a finite subject (if it did, proofs for God's existence
would be impossible).

' St. Thomas Aquinas, Opera Ommnia: Super Boetium de trinitate (Commissio
Leonina: 1992), q. 3, a. 3: "Vtraque autem est de his que sunt separata a materia et motu
secundum esse, set diuersimode, secundum quod dupliciter potest esse aliquid a materia
et motu separatum secundum esse: uno modo sic quod de ratione ipsius rei que separata
dicitur sit quod nullo modo in materia et motu esse possit, sicut Deus et angeli dicuntur
a materia et motu separati; alio modo sic quod non sit de ratione eius quod sit in materia
et mot',, set possit esse sine materia et motu quamuis quandoque inueniatur in materia
et motu, et sic ens et substantia et potentia et actus sunt separata a materia et motu, quia
secundum esse a materia et motu non dependent sicut mathematica dependebant, que
numquam nisi in materia esse possunt quamuis sine materia sensibili possint intelligi"
(speaking of revealed theology and philosophic theology). Note also the following lines of
ibid., q. §, a. 4, ad 5: "Ad quintum dicendum, quod ens et substantia dicuntur separata a
materia et motu non per hoc quod de ratione ipsorum sit esse sine materia et motu, sicut
de ratione asini est sine ratione esse, set per hoc quod de ratione eorum non est esse in
materia et motu quamuis quandoque sint in materia et motu, sicut animal abstrait a
ratione quamuis aliquod animal sit rationale.”



PERSONAL RECEPTIVITY AND ACT 5

The ratio entis is intrinsically analogous, and its proportionate
unity lies in the diverse but similar proportions of act and sub-
ject. Nothing requires this relation to be real and not logical, so
it is affirmed (albeit only logically) even of God, ipsum esse sub-
sistens per se. This discernment of the intrinsic analogicity of
being highlights the formal intelligibility whereby we distinguish
diverse grades of actuality among beings—some forms are more
immersed in potency than are others. As the maxim operatio
sequitur esse implies, the more immersed in potency is the sub-
stantial form the more immersed in potency will be the second
act or operation that manifests the nature of a thing.

It is at this juncture that Schmitz's analysis seems to
backpedal from the rich emphasis upon analogicity that heretofore
characterizes his account. The problem is not that he distin-
guishes—as one ought—the immateriality that characterizes
"every being by virtue of its being" from the immateriality that is
specific to spiritually subsistent forms. Rather, the difficulty is
that he describes the higher acts proper to personal beings in a
manner that derogates the imputation of potency to them in rela-
tion to their acts. This derogation takes the form of distinguish-
ing the receptivity of personal beings—which is "active"—from
the receptivity of subpersonal or merely physical being, whose
receptivity is characterized exclusively in terms of passive potency.

The context within which the question of receptivity in per-
sonal and subpersonal being arises within Schmitz's exposition is
that of "communication without loss."! Such communication
differs from physical activity, in that the "transfer" of wisdom
need not imply the diminishment of it in the one who "transfers"
it. Hence:

What evidence do we have of communication without loss? A most
obvious fact is that which many of us have at hand: it is the evidence
of teaching, whether formally in a classroom setting or informally in a
conversation among friends. For when we bring someone to under-
stand what we have come to understand, or when they bring us to that
point, neither we nor they lose the knowledge communicated.”

" Schmitz, "Personal Becoming," 770.
12 Thid.
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This point is, as it were, one of the bona fides of the presence of
positively immaterial or spiritual being. Note, however, the subtle
emphasis upon the "merely physical mode of passivity" in the
lines that follow:

In this communication we meet another indicator of the human spirit
and its proper law. In order to receive the communication we must be
properly disposed. We must listen to what is being said or be attentive
to the printed page. Gabriel Marcel has remarked upon the need to dis-
tinguish the notion of receptivity from that of passivity. In receiving a
guest or a gift, the recipient is not simply passive. It makes no sense to
say that the host has been mutated. He or she is called to conform to
the disposition of a certain gracious activity that transcends any merely
physical mode of passivity or activity, though the entire performance
contains elements of both. The climate of the Enlightenment is very
much with us still, and so the notion of receptivity is not easy to under-
stand in a nonpassive sense. The insistence upon the identification of
human dignity with autonomy and choice understood as individual
independence makes reception something less than a transcendental
value that is compatible with and even ennobling to our humanity. Yet
nonpassive receptivity is as much a mark of the human spirit as is its
activity, and the laws of such receptivity and activity are the laws that
govern scientific understanding, artistic creativity, social civility, moral
respect, and religious life."

This lengthy quotation reveals philosophical contrapositions
whose nature is not immediately clear. We are told that "nonpas-
sive receptivity is as much a mark of the human spirit as is its
activity." But precisely what is meant by "nonpassive receptivity"?
Does nonpassivity mean activity? If so, then is not a comparison
of "nonpassive receptivity" and "activity" simply a comparison of
activity and activity? If not, then what is "nonpassive" about
receptivity? For is not a potency, pari passu with its actualization,
actualized?

On the other hand, if receptivity is in some proper and limited
sense an instance of passivity, then howsoever much it is a "mark
of the human spirit," how is it known save through its appropriate
actualization? Granted that human receptivity is irreducible to
and "transcends any physical mode of passivity or activity," are
we to infer that spiritual receptivity is simply unanalyzable in

B Ibid., 770-71.
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terms of act and potency merely because it is not a "physical" or
"material" receptivity? Or is "physical”" perhaps being used here
in a way cognate with the Banezian use in the phrase "physical
pre-motion" (i.e., does "physical" simply mean "real")? But clearly
Schmitz judges the spiritual to be real, so to say that spiritual
receptivity transcends "physical" passivity or activity cannot
mean that it transcends reality.

It appears that Schmitz here construes the spiritual transcen-
dence of the person vis-a-vis lower, subpersonal, physical beings
in one of two ways. In the text cited above he suggests that act
and potency—as principles garnered in the knowledge of sensi-
ble beings—are too crude to serve in the analysis of personal
being and operations. He seems also to adduce a third principle—
neither act nor potency—that is in some sense unique to spiritual
beings (for if act and potency do not pertain to personal being,
personal being is nonetheless a real principle).

In any event it appears that by "nonpassive receptivity"
Schmitz does not intend to designate either merely a motio—the
act of a thing in potency insofar as it is in potency—or an imper-
fect act. For motion is predicated analogically both of physical
and positively immaterial subjects. In this fashion, even posi-
tively immaterial beings are said to "move"—not in space, but
from potency to act. Only the type of such motion, and not the
generic character of the actualization of potency, differs between
subpersonal (physical) and positively immaterial beings. And
"imperfect act” lies still in the genus of act, and does not constitute
a fundamental shift from analysis in terms of act and potency.

Granted, then, that a human being "receives" insight in a
mode different from that in which a plant "receives" water, the
question is whether in the process of each "actualization" or
movement from potency to act we may distinguish potency and
act. For even in the most densely symbiotic unity of potency and
act, if they remain distinct principles, "nonpassive receptivity"
will appear an overgeneral and underdetermined notion; that is,
it will appear to refer to the process of receiving as a whole,
including its predispositions—a process of actualization in which
naturally there is a leavening of act before, during, and after the
motio from potency to act. Yet description of any movement
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from potency to act can be designated as "nonpassive" in this
way. At the level of operation, even the carnivorous insect needs
to scramble after, fight, and subdue its prey before actually
ingesting it; and actual ingestion precedes the assimilation of
nutriment.

Motion from potency to act is hardly unique to spiritual crea-
tures. Rather what is unique is the character of the potencies
actualized: for the spiritual assimilation to the other as other in
knowledge is clearly not a merely physical process. Whereas
when we receive food we assimilate it to ourselves, as it were, in
knowledge we become the other qua other, transcending the limits
of physicality. This is the very nature of objectivity: the cleaving
to and identification with that which is the case. A fortiori the
communication of truth transcends the nature of merely physical
communications. But from this it does not follow that intellec-
tive receptivity does not entail a richly intricate symbiosis of act
and potency.

Let us then take as a given that there are two corollary meanings
of "nonpassive receptivity" implicit in Schmitz's analysis. It
appears that act and potency are considered inapt to serve in the
analysis of personal being and operations, being fit only for the
analysis of subpersonal beings; and it also appears that a third
principle is being adduced—neither act nor potency—that is
contrasted with activity and is in some sense unique to spiritual
beings. To assess these points it is helpful to see if the analysis of
human knowledge in terms of act and potency can do justice to
its object.

IIT. ONTOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF HUMAN COGNITION

Let us consider receptivity from the vantage point of St.
Thomas's ontology of knowledge. As nonpassive receptivity is
noted by Schmitz as crucial to "scientific understanding, artistic
creativity, social civility, moral respect, and religious life,"* it
would seem one could not do better than to seek to identify "non-
passive receptivity" within the context of the life of the mind.
Indeed, St. Thomas himself writes of the intellect: "Now there

" Ibid., 771.
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can be no contrariety in the intellective soul. For it receives
according to the mode of its being."”

We must, as Schmitz suggests, in an intellectual context "listen
to what is being said or be attentive to the printed page."'
Clearly, focusing the mind to listen, or being attentive, is an act.
If this act is not performed, one will not receive that which
another intelligent mind may have to bestow. But when the mind
is focused, and one is attentive and listening, what then tran-
spires? Does one already know everything the speaker is
communicating? Sometimes this is the case—sometimes we are
reminded of something that we not only have considered in the
past but that we have in mind even as the speaker communicates it
to us.

But what transpires when we are told something we did not
know before? Take the case of a communication in which the
knowledge of the listener is genuinely enhanced. By virtue of
what has this enhancement occurred? Has the listener not come
actually to know that which before he knew only potentially?
Why focus the mind, if not to facilitate an act of knowledge? And
even when that which one contemplates is something one has
previously known, still with respect to cognizing it once again
the mind has moved from potency to act.

In Thomas's analysis emphasis is placed upon the actuation of
intellective potency as the result of several "active" factors: pre-
dispository acts (attentiveness, et al.); the actual form of the thing
cognized; and the active principle of the mind—the ontological
principle of the agent intellect illumining and abstracting its
object, rendering it an actual intelligible inseminating the possible
intellect and moving the mind from potency to act. Finally, good
intellectual habits—"active potencies"—are important in order
quickly and penetratingly to "get the point." Let us consider these
elements of act pertaining to the cognitional process more
carefully.

The role of predispository acts is clear: attending, listening,
and so on, are clearly acts. That which is being attended to is an

" Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1, q. 75, a. 6: "In anima autem intellectiva non
potest esse aliqua contrarietas. Recipit enim secundum modum sui esse."
' Schmitz, "Personal Becoming," 771.
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ontological subject in some aspect or other. It may be that we are
attending to a person speaking, or to a physical event, or to the
subtleties of an emotional situation. But that to which one
attends informs the mind.

The "actual character of that which is known" is correctly con-
strued in two ways: in terms of its nature or form, or in terms of
its existential act. For instance, one may focus the mind upon
what the known thing is, or equally unproblematically consider
whether it exists in rerum natura or simply as an object of
knowledge. Hence the nature of the dinosaur—outside Jurassic
Park—while once to be found in rerum natura, is now found
only as an object of knowledge. One may focus the mind upon
the mode of a thing's being—does the dinosaur really exist, or
does it now exist only cognitionally, solely in intellectual inten-
tion? In different ways both the existence of a thing and its
nature serve as active principles of our knowledge.

For St. Thomas the critically active principle of our knowl-
edge is the agent intellect. The phrase "agent intellect” does not
refer to a phenomenologically evident datum. Rather it refers to
an ontological principle explicating how the human mind
abstracts the nature of a thing from material singularity, how it
renders the potentially knowable object to be actually intelligible
and uplifted from its immersion in matter. In the absence of such
a principle, either individuated natures must somehow convert
themselves into universal objects of cognition, or else the princi-
ple of human knowledge must be treated as immediately divine
(or at least extra and supra human), as in the case of Augustinian
illuminationism. While St. Thomas concedes that the agent intel-
lect participates the divine mind, it does so as a secondary cause
exercising its own very real causality.” Some might consider
abstraction an activity that derealizes its subject—a principle of
illusion rather than knowledge. But denial of the role of abstrac-
tion in knowledge appears unfounded in real evidence. For if all

7 Cf. Aquinas, STh I-II, q. 79, a. 4, ad 5: "cum essentiae animae sit immaterialis, a
supremo intellectu creata, nihil prohibet virtutem quae a supremo intellectu participatur,
per quam abstrahitur a materia, ab essentia ipsius procedere, sicut et alias eius
potentias."
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abstraction is held to deform its object, one's universal criticism
of abstraction is itself objectively groundless.

Only when the nature of the thing to be known (a nature that
in the individual thing is potentially intelligible) is made actually
intelligible by abstraction does there ensue a knowable object.
This actually knowable object moves the mind from potency to
act in respect of the thing known. There are not "two minds"—
the agent and the possible—but rather two powers of the mind,
one abstractive while the other is conceptually apprehensive.®
The object made actually intelligible through illumination and
abstraction moves the possible intellect from potency to act with
respect to knowing."

Finally, in the act of affirming or denying that the thing con-
ceived is thus and so, the intellect returns to the singular exis-
tential subject it has objectivized. Whereas truth is found both in
sense knowledge and the apprehension of quiddity, this truth is
not self-consciously possessed by the mind until an intellective
judgment is made wherein "the intellect can know its own con-
formity with the intelligible thing,"* for then "the thing known is
in the knower, which is implied by the word truts."* This judg-
ment reflects the actuality of the thing known in rerum natura,
and involves adversion to the phantasm and the senses.”

¥ 1bid. 1, q. 79, a. 4, ad 4.

' The intelligible species is not that which is known, but the principle whereby it is
known: the mind does not simply know impressions made upon it—a suggestion quite
familiar to St. Thomas long before Hume—since this would imply the impossibility of
science and the view that "seeming" is all that the mind can attain. Cf. ibid. I, q. 85, a. 2.

® Ibid. 1, q. 16, a. 2: "Intellectus autem conformitatem sui ad rem intelligibilem
cognoscere potest.”

*! Ibid. The broader passage states that "Veritas quidem igitur potest esse in sensu, vel
in intellectu cognoscente quod quid est, ut in quadam re vera; non autem ut cognitum in
cognoscente, quod importat nomen veri; perfectio enim intellectus est verum ut
cognitum."

2 Ibid. 1, q. 84, a. 7: "Dicendum quod impossibile est intellectum secundum praesentis
vitae statum, quo passibili corpori coniungitur, aliquid intelligere in actu, nisi conver-
tendo se ad phantasmata.” See also q. 85, a. 1, ad S: "Dicendum quod intellectus noster et
abstrahit species intelligibiles a phantasmatibus, inquantum considerat naturas rerum in
universali; et tamen intelligit eas in phantasmatibus, quia non potest intelligere ea quo-
rum species abstrahit, nisi convertendo se ad phantasmata, ut supra dictum est."
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This account of knowledge is simply the application to cogni-
tion of the ontological principle that everything that is moved
from potency to act is moved by something in act.” The fuse of
actuality runs from the actus essendi through the substantial
form and the essence of the thing; the actual presence of the
thing to the senses via its operations; the mind's illumination and
abstraction of some objective aspect of the subject actually pre-
sent via the phantasm (but only potentially intelligible prior to
abstraction)” rendering the potentially intelligible object to be
actually intelligible; the corresponding movement of the possible
intellect from potency to act with regard to conceiving the thing
known through the actually intelligible object;* and then, finally,
to the existential synthesis of all the preceding cognitive and sub-
tending acts in a judgment regarding the being of the thing con-
ceived via the abstracted intelligible, a judgment that must
advert to the phantasm and the senses.”

This ontological account of human knowing safeguards two
important elements. On the one hand, there is an active element
in our knowing: the mind must illumine and disengage some
potentially intelligible object and render it to be actually intelli-
gible.”” Knowing is not entirely passive—it involves not merely

2 See ibid. I, q. 79,a. 3;0r 1, q. 2, a. 3.

¥ 1bid. 1, q. 85, a. 1, ad 4: "Dicendum quod phantasmata et illuminantur ab intellectu
agente, et iterum ab eis per virtutem intellectus agentis species intelligibiles abstrahuntur.
Iluminantur quidem quia sicut pars sensitiva ex coniunctione ad intellectum efficitur
virtuosior, ita phantasmata ex virtute intellectus agentis redduntur habilia ut ab eis
intentiones intelligibiles abstrahantur. Abstrahit autem intellectus agens species intelligi-
biles a phantasmatibus, inquantum per virtutem intellectus agentis accipere possumus in
nostra consideratione naturas specierum sine individualibus conditionibus, secundum
quarum similitudines intellectus possibilis informatur."

“Ibid. See also I, q. 87, a. 1: "Sed quia connaturale est intellectui nostro secundum sta-
tum praesentis vitae, quod ad materialia et sensibilia respiciat, sicut supra dictum est;
consequens est ut sic seipsum intelligat intellectus noster, secundum quod fit actu per
species a sensibilibus abstractas per lumen intellectus agentis, quod est actus ipsorum
intelligibilium, et eis mediantibus intelligit intellectus possibilis.”

* Ibid. I, q. 84, a. 7: "Unde manifestum est quod ad hoc quod intellectus actu intelli-
gat, non solum accipiendo scientiam de novo, sed etiam utendo scientia iam acquisita,
requiritur actus imaginationis et ceterarum virtutum." Also: "Et ideo necesse est ad hoc
quod intellectus intelligat suum obiectum proprium, quod convertat se ad phantasmata,
ut speculetur naturam universalem in particulari existentem."

77 Ibid. 1, q. 84, a. 6: "Sed quia phantasmata non sufficiunt immutare intellectum pos-
sibilem, sed oportet quod fiant intelligibilia actu per intellectum agentem; non potest dici
quod sensibilis cognitio sit totalis et perfecta causa intellectualis cognitionis, sed magis
quodammodo est materia causae."
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our predispository attentiveness, but abstractive acts of the
mind. On the other hand, the agency of the knower is not demi-
urgically independent of the real. On the contrary, the knower's
mind is inseminated and actualized by the real, it is rendered to
be actually in conformity with the nature of the thing known.
"The knower in act is the known in act."?® The mind, which is
translucent to the real, must become conformed to the real, must
actually become that which potentially it is.

If the mind is not to be regarded as entirely self-actualizing
with respect to that which it knows, then it must be admitted
that the mind is a "measured measure," that it receives a crucial
impetus to its own achievement from the part of the actually
intelligible nature of the thing known. Yet, were it not for the
abstractive (and illuminative) agency of the intellect, this nature
would not thus be rendered actually intelligible so as to inseminate
our cognition and move us from potentially to actually conceiving
it.”

The Thomistic doctrine of the agent and possible intellect
hence preserves and explicates at the ontological level the con-
joint activity and passivity evident in our experience.
Knowledge involves abstractive acts, certainly; but it also and
primarily involves cognition of things through the abstracted
intelligible species. If St. Thomas is correct in the proposition
that "everything that is received is received according to the
mode of the receiver,"* it is to be expected that the nature of the
singular thing should be received intellectually by a rational
being, that is, as abstracted and illumined: as actually intelligible.
And this requires the application of an active intellectual principle.
This actual intelligible actuates the possible intellect, moving it
from potential to actual knowledge. Clearly here we are in the
presence of a most finely and delicately delineated symbiosis of

#1bid. 1, q. 87, a. 1, ad 3: "Sicut enim sensus in actu est sensibile propter similitudinem
sensibilis, quae est forma sensus in actu; ita intellectus in actu est intellectum in actu
propter similitudinem rei intellectae, quae est forma intellectus in actu. Et ideo intellec-
tus humanus, qui fit in actu per speciem rei intellectae, per eandem speciem intelligitur,
sicut per formam suam."

¥ 1bid. 1, q. 79, a. 4.

“ Ibid. 1, q. 84, a. 1: "nam receptum est in recipiente per modum recipientis.”
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act and potency. But the principles of act and potency—here as
elsewhere in Thomas's theory—are kept distinct.

If "nonpassive receptivity" means only that the agent intel-
lect—an active intellective principle—is involved in knowing,
this is for the unreconstructed Thomist a noncontroversial
proposition. "Nonpassive receptivity" will then only mean that in
higher beings both higher potencies and higher acts are to be
found. But, understood in this way, both plausible senses of
Schmitz's proposition fall apart: act and potency clearly apply to
the activity of personal beings (this is precisely how this account
of knowing is developed!), and not merely to subpersonal or
physical things. And apart from intermediary incomplete or
imperfect act® there is no principle intermediate to act and
potency, but only the motion from potency to act by virtue of
something already in act. Any purported transcendence of the
mind over act and potency, then, appears illusory from an
ontological perspective.

What of "active potencies" (i.e., habitus)? Do they not offer
some solace? No, because they are not active in the same respect
in which they are potencies. In other words, the residual capacity—
which derives from the performance of many good acts of a cer-
tain species—to act promptly, joyfully, easily, and well, is active
with respect to rendering one more proximate to act, but still in
potency with respect to the act itself. Otherwise to have a good
habit would mean to be in perpetual act with respect to that
which is governed by the habit, which is clearly not the case.

The Thomistic analysis of intellective act does not, then,
afford evidence for a "nonpassive receptivity" unless this phrase
simply refers to the distinctive configuration of act and potency
requisite for human knowledge. Indeed, St. Thomas clearly
identifies the intellect as a passive power in the wide sense that
it needs to be moved from potency to act (but not, it should be

*! Ibid. I, q. 85, a. 3: "Secundo oportet considerare quod intellectus noster de potentia
in actum procedit. Omne autem quod procedit de potentia in actum, prius pervenit ad
actum incompletum, qui est medius inter potentiam et actum, quam ad actum perfectum.
Actus autem perfectus ad quem pervenit intellectus, est scientia completa, per quam dis-
tincte et determinate res cognoscuntur. Actus autem incompletus est scientia imperfecta,
per quam sciuntur res indistincte sub quadam confusione."
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noted, in the merely physical sense of losing an attribute whether
proper or improper). Hence after distinguishing first a sense of
passivity that involves the deprivation of natural attributes or
inclinations, and then a second sense of passivity that involves
alteration or movement wherein anything—whether naturally
proper to the thing or not—is lost, St. Thomas writes of a third
sense of passivity:

Thirdly, in a wide sense a thing is said to be passive, from the very fact
that what is in potentiality to something receives that to which it was
in potentiality, without being deprived of anything. And accordingly,
whatever passes from potentiality to act may be said to be passive, even
when it is perfected. It is thus that to understand is to be passive.*

A few lines down, he writes further:

But the human intellect, which is the lowest in the order of intellects
and most remote from the perfection of the divine intellect, is in poten-
tiality with regard to things intelligible, and is at first like a clean tablet
on which nothing is written, as the Philosopher says in II1 De anima.
This is made clear from the fact that at first we are only in potentiality
towards understanding, and afterwards we are made to understand
actually. And so it is evident that with us to understand is in a way to
be passive, according to the third sense of passion. And consequently
the intellect is a passive power.*

St. Thomas will allow that there is not simply a division
between potency and act; there is also in the power that is actu-
alized an incomplete act: "every power thus proceeding from
potentiality to actuality comes first to incomplete act, which is
intermediate between potentiality and actuality, before accomplishing

*1bid. I, q. 79, a. 2: "Tertio dicitur aliqui pati communiter ex hoc solo quod id quod est
in potentia ad aliquid, recipit illud ad quod erat in potentia, absque hoc quod aliquid abi-
iciatur. Secundum quem modum omne quod exit de potentia in actum potest dici pati,
etiam cum perficitur. Et sic intelligere nostrum est pati."

** Ibid.: "Intellectus autem humanus, qui est infimus in ordine intellectuum, et maxime
remotus a perfectione divini intellectus, est in potentia respectu intelligibilium, et in prin-
cipio est 'sicut tabula rasa in qua nihil est scriptum,' ut Philosophus dicit in III De 4n.
Quod manifeste apparet ex hoc, quod in principio sumus intelligentes solum in potentia,
postmodum autem efficimur intelligentes in actu. Sic igitur patet quod intelligere nos-
trum est quoddam pati, secundum tertium modum passionis. Et per consequens intellec-
tus est potentia passiva."
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the perfect act."* He proceeds to state that "The perfect act of the
intellect is complete knowledge, when the object is distinctly and
determinately known; whereas the incomplete act is imperfect
knowledge, when the object is known indistinctly, and as it were,
confusedly."*

Yet this analysis stands in contrast with Schmitz's assertion of
a "nonpassive receptivity." Indeed, context will not support the
proposition that what Schmitz intends by such receptivity is
merely an imperfect act, for example an act of knowing that is
indistinct and confused. In what would otherwise be a crisp
restatement of a basic theme within St. Thomas's philosophic
anthropology, Schmitz reasons:

Even when we speak of spiritual activities, such as knowing and lov-
ing, we must bear in mind that it is the whole human being who knows
and who loves. It follows that in any actual exercise of knowing there
will be found physical movements that are both the necessary condi-
tion and the constant companions of what is the spiritual factor in such
activities. The kind of becoming that is proper to the human person,
then, is a becoming that is mixed with mutations to eye and ear and
body, but the becoming is not to be identified simply with those muta-
tions. The human spirit gives evidence, rather, of a distinctive principle
operating within an ever-changing physical totality.*

Nothing here would be problematic but for his earlier denial
that "It makes no sense to say that the host has been mutated."*
Yet conjoined with this earlier denial, his emphasis in the above
text upon mutation "to eye and ear and body" in a becoming "not
to be identified simply with those mutations" takes on the aspect
of a reduction of act and potency solely to the realm of physical
substance and operation.

Indeed, it appears that Schmitz is adducing the physical
aspect of human nature to explain the presence of "movement"

** Ibid. I, q. 85, a. 3: "Omne autem quod procedit de potentia in actum, prius pervenit
ad actum incompletum, qui est medius inter potentiam et actum, quam ad actum
perfectum."

*5 Ibid.: "Actus autem perfectus ad quem pervenit intellectus, est scientia completa, per
quam distincte et determinate res cognoscuntur. Actus autem incompletus est scientia
imperfecta, per quam sciuntur res indistincte sub quadam confusione."

* Schmitz, "Personal Becoming," 771-72.

% Ibid., 771.
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and "mutation." But these are also analogous terms: there are
nonphysical "motions" from potency to act. Moreover, real evi-
dence for the proposition that act and potency are insufficient
principles for understanding personal activity has so far amounted
only to this—that the agency of persons is higher than the agency
of things. A further principle—and perhaps one that Schmitz
himself would not otherwise wish to countenance—may be
required in order to draw the conclusion to which this subtle use
of the notion of "nonpassive receptivity" gives play. Might it be
that a certain continental derogation of the analogia entis—the
selfsame stance that Schmitz criticizes earlier in his essay for its
reduction of subjects of being to mere objects of consciousness—
has insinuated itself here, suggesting an ontological dichotomy
where there is only the superior immateriality and liberty distin-
guishing personal from subpersonal being?

Rather than contemplating the superior ontological density of
the human subject, whose intellect is a measured measure and
who participates being, goodness, and truth via divine efficient
causality, the persistent tendency of continental rationalism is to
divorce the person from nature. Yves Simon has observed that it
is not the work of natural-law theory but rather is "the most con-
stant tendency of Kant and the Kantian tradition to strengthen,
bring forth, overdo, rcnder overwhelming, if not theoretically
exclusive, the contrast between the universe of nature and the
universe of morality."* Here one might as easily say "the contrast
between the universe of being and the universe of knowledge,"
owing to the separation of the noumenal and phenomenal in
Kantian theory. The resultant anthropological accounts
ineluctably depict the human person as demiurgically self-acti-
vating and autonomous.” This seems to be true of many

8 Yves Simon, The Tradition of Natural Law (New York: Fordham University, 1992),
124-25.

% For example, Edmund Husserl's claim in The Cartesian Meditations that knowledge
can be philosophically explicated irrespective of whether the world exists or not.
However many realist glosses may be applied, this cannot help but strike one as sug-
gesting that an epistemic impressario temporarily substitute for God. To cite but two pas-
sages: "The being of the world, by reason of the evidence of natural experience, must no
longer be for us an obvious matter of fact”; "anything worldly necessarily acquires all
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continental systems of thought,® even of some phenomenologi-
cal philosophies of a more realist bent.” The ontological charac-
ter of St. Thomas's analysis and its insistence upon the partici-
pated character of human intellective light establish a revealing
point of contrast:

We may therefore see whether an intellect is in act or potentiality by
observing first of all the nature of the relation of the intellect to uni-
versal being. For we find an intellect whose relation to universal being
is that of the act of all being; and such is the divine intellect, which is
the essence of God, in which, originally and virtually, all being pre-
exists as in its first cause. And thus the divine intellect is not in poten-
tiality, but is pure act. But no created intellect can be an act in relation
to the whole universal being, because thus it would need to be an
infinite being. Therefore no created intellect, by reason of its very
being, is the act of all things intelligible; but it is compared to these
intelligible things as a potentiality to act.”

Over against this ontological analysis of human knowing, the
prime move in the speculative dislocation of the person from
nature seems to occur in the bifurcation of intellect and tran-
scendental being: for example in a Kantian categorical agnosis
regarding reality (the "noumenal"), or in an utter temporalization
and phenomenalization of being (Dasein). But does not the
refusal to discern the hierarchy of being as critically articulated

the sense determining it, along with its existential status, exclusively from my
experiencing, my objectivating, thinking, valuing, or doing at particular times" (The
Cartesian Meditations, trans, Dorion Cairns [Nijhoff, 1960}, 18, 26).

 In addition to Husserl, one notes the Sartrean description of human consciousness
(pour soi) as the antithesis of mere physical being (en soi); or the Heideggerian fascina-
tion with temporality (but what of transcendental being?).

! Amongst professedly realist phenomenologies, one notes the teaching of Dietrich von
Hildebrand that the good of the person is irreducible to any natural analysis. See, for
example, his Christian Ethics (New York: David McKay Company, 1953).

“ Aquinas, STh I, q. 79, a. 2: "Considerari ergo potest utrum intellectus sit in actu vel
potentia, ex hoc quod consideratur quomodo intellectus se habeat ad ens universale.
Invenitur enim aliquis intellectus, qui ad ens universale se habet sicut actus totius entis;
et talis est intellectus divinus, quia est Dei essentia, in qua originaliter et virtualiter totum
ens praeexistit sicut in prima causa. Et ideo intellectus divinus non est in potentia, sed est
actus purus. Nullus autem intellectus creatus potest se habere ut actus respectu totius
entis universalis, quia sic oporteret quod esset ens infinitum. Unde omnis intellectus crea-
tus, per hoc ipsum quod est, non est actus omnium intelligibilium, sed comparatur ad
ipsa intelligibilia sicut potentia ad actum.”
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both in first and second act in relation to potency establish pre-
cisely such a bifurcation? Is not the insinuation of a principle
that is neither act nor potency nor imperfect act an attempt to
fashion a philosophic anthropology whose prime note is no
longer act?

The best one can hope for from such a conspectus would seem
to be the re-entry of act as univocally modeled, sequestered, and
isolated in the consciousness of the person. For personal being
and act have been not merely distinguished, but dichotomized,
vis-a-vis lower analogates of being. Can such an anthropology
remain true to the created character of personal being? Granted
that such an effect is hardly commensurate with the philosophi-
cal trajectory of Schmitz's realism, it is the nature of one's view
of being and act—and the tenability of one's realism-—that is at
stake.

IV. BEING AND OPERATION

Thus far consideration of the subtle transfiguration of recep-
tivity into a nonpassive principle that is distinct from act as well
as potency has occurred in two ways. Initially we focused upon
this notion inasmuch as it is present in the writing of Kenneth
Schmitz; then we contraposed this understanding with St.
Thomas's understanding of human intellection. Nowhere in St.
Thomas's account does he retreat from an allegedly pure
"Aristotelian" habit of adverting to act and potency as ontologi-
cal principles. If anything, St. Thomas appears to deepen the
analogicity of these principles by extending them to the existen-
tial realm in his metaphysics of esse. Not that esse is the act of a
somehow pre-existing essence, but esse as act is limited by the
potency of the nature it actualizes.

From this vantage point it appears that it is the higher char-
acter of intellective potency—and the corresponding higher
actuality of intellective operation—that marks it as distinct from
subintellective being. But the ontological principles of act and
potency do not hecome otiose in relation to personal being, nor
do they cease to apply proportionately to spiritual being. If they
did, then the analogy of being in terms of proper proportionality
of subjects and acts would become invalid, and the metaphysics
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of the person would indeed dissolve into the mists of a highly
univocal phenomenological personalism.

Repudiation of act/potency analysis of the human person is
essentially a repudiation of Thomistic metaphysics in its own
right. This conclusion cannot be averted by the supposition that
while the principles of act and potency are important in the text
of Aristotle, they play no part in the anthropological analysis of
St. Thomas. Virtually every page of his text cries out with
examples to the contrary.”

Certainly St. Thomas's treatment of knowledge does not
eschew the primacy of act vis-a-vis potency in either the formal
or the existential order. The ontological necessity for the doctrine
of the agent intellect proceeds from the need to explicate the
transition from potential to actual intelligibility on the part of
the object, and the transition from potential to actual under-
standing on the part of the subject. The ontological force of St.
Thomas's teaching that truth consists formally in judgment con-
sists in the primacy of existential act vis-a-vis the formal order
(for truth is in quidditative knowledge, but the intellect does not
self-consciously know it as such until judging what is and what
is not the case, nor does it enjoy perfected knowledge of nature
until it grasps it according to the manner in which it actually
exists).”

Some forms are more immersed in potency than others. The
maxim operatio sequitur esse implies that the more immersed in
potency any substance is, the more immersed will its second act
(operation) be: for operation manifests the nature of a thing.
Indeed, it is only by virtue of a thing's operations that one is able
to reach the point of adequate judgment regarding its status in
being. Hence "since nothing acts except so far as it is actual, the
mode of operation of the thing follows from its mode of being."*

* The analogous character of these terms—act and potency—is extensively widened
rather than narrowed by the further development of the metaphysics of esse, which
should not be viewed as a substitute for the sublunary analysis.

* Aquinas, STk 1, q. 84, a. 7.

“ Ibid. 1, q. 89, a. 1: "cum nihil operetur nisi inquantum est actu, modus operandi
uniuscuiusque rei sequitur modum essendi ipsius.”
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For the nature of each thing is shown by its operation. Now the proper
operation of man as man is to understand, for it is in this that he sur-
passes all animals. Whence Aristotle concludes that the ultimate
happiness of man must consist in this operation as properly belonging
to him. Man must therefore derive his species from that which is the
principle of this operation. But the species of each thing is derived from
its form. It follows therefore that the intellectual principle is the proper
form of man.*

Thus proper knowledge regarding form requires knowledge
of operation. It is only by virtue of the composite character of
operation in terms of act and potency that one is properly able to
judge that human being is composite. Yet if intellection entails
that which is neither potency nor act nor imperfect act, then
intellection cannot be judged to be composite. Intellection thence
becomes a sign of the unintelligibility of man's being. If one
denies St. Thomas's teaching regarding operation and being, one
not only abandons this particular account of human knowledge
but also the Thomistic account of the analogous nature—and the
hierarchy—of being.

Nowhere does St. Thomas suggest that our knowledge either
of substantial nature or of a substance's mode of being is other
than through knowledge of its operations.” Even the human dis-
cernment of the spirituality that characterizes intellectual activity
derives not from a direct intuition of the spirituality of the soul,
but from a contemplation of human activity: "Not therefore
through its essence but through its act does our intellect know
itself."*® The hierarchy of being is thus reflected and communicated

“Ibid. 1, q. 76, a. 1: "Propria autem operatio hominis inquantum est homo, est intel-
ligere; per hanc enim omnia alia transcendit. Unde et Aristoteles in libro Eth., in hac
operatione, sicut in propria hominis ultimam felicitatem constituit. Oportet ergo quod
homo secundum illud speciem sortiatur, quod est huius operationis principium. Sortitur
autem unumquodque speciem per propriam formam. Relinquitur ergo quod intellec-
tivum principium sit propria hominis forma."

7 For this distinction between substantial nature and mode of being at the height of its
significance, see St. Thomas's account of the knowledge of the separated soul, which by
nature is ordered to the flesh, but whose altered mode of being sustains a praeternatural
mode of operation. Cf. ibid. I, q. 89, a. 1: "cum nihil operetur nisi inquantum est actu,
modus operandi uniuscuiusque rei sequitur modum essendi ipsius.”

* Note that what is at stake is the singular perception of the intellectuality of one's
soul. See ibid. 1, q. 87, a. 1: "Non ergo per essentiam suam, sed per actum suum se cog-
niscit intellectus noster.”
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to our knowledge through a corresponding hierarchy of opera-
tion. This latter hierarchy is defined relative to the degree of
actuality and potentiality that characterizes operations.

What, then, are the consequences of viewing the human person's
operations as sui gewneris such that they are not bonded in ana-
logical community according to the proportion of act and potency?
The first and critical implication of such an approach is the
sequestration and isolation of the being of the human person
from the hierarchy of being. For the hierarchy of being is under-
stood in terms of the analogy of proper proportionality—that is,
the likeness of two proportions, x is to its act as y is to its act. But
the analogy of proper proportionality is only formulable through
knowledge of a thing's substantial mode and degree of being;
and a thing's substantial mode and degree of being is unknow-
able without recourse to its operations, which manifest the
character of its being.

In one crucial respect the relation of esse to ens is unlike the
relation of other acts to other potencies. Other acts presuppose
their respective potencies: I cannot actually be walking unless I
first have the potency to walk. But in the case of esse, unless the
subject exists, it can have no other potency whatsoever. Ergo, the
first act must be considered ontologically prior to its commensu-
rate potency.

Nonetheless, in each case—whether of first or second act—act
is not self-limiting, but is limited by a potency to which it is
ordered. This is indeed the authentic teaching of St. Thomas
regarding act as a real analogical principle, one that medievalist
scholars have carefully noted.” Furthermore, according to St.
Thomas there is no privileged cognitive access to the being of a
substance apart from contact with it through its operations. Only
insofar as these operations manifest the character of a being is it
knowable to us. And to reiterate an earlier point, a being acts

* See the instructive essay by John Wippel, "Thomas Aquinas and Participation," in
Studies in Medieval Philosophy, ed. John Wippel (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 1987), e.g., 155: "Thomas insists that act as such is not self-
limiting. If one finds limited instances of act, and especially of the actus essendi, this can
only be because in every such case the act principle or esse is received and limited by a
really distinct principle.”
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only insofar as it is in act.’® Hence to assert of some segment of
the person's being that it stands outside the proportion of act and
potency, is for St. Thomas to say that it stands outside of being,
which is absurd. The proportion of act to potency runs through
both the first and second act of creatures.

To assert that the human person transcends the division of
being into act and potency is to assert the fundamental inade-
quacy of Thomistic metaphysics. It is understandable why critics of
Thomistic ontology wish to embrace such a conclusion. But is
there reason to supplant the rigor and grandeur of St. Thomas's
metaphysical analysis on behalf of a notion of "nonpassive recep-
tivity" for which no anthropological correlate can be discovered?
The sight of Thomists ardently prepared to sacrifice an essential
element of the master's synthesis in order to propitiate a conclu-
sion for which no evidence has been adduced is startling. For
however finely one delineates human intellection and discerns
the distance that separates its passivities from those of the physical
order, in the broad sense of requiring activation and fecundation
from without the human intellect is a passive potency. Between
the penchant of continental rationalism to see in human intellection
an unmeasured measure pulling itself up by its own bootstraps
and St. Thomas's analysis of intellective actuation, there appears
to be no tertia via.

Does not knowledge of the being of the human person require
knowledge of personal activity? And does not this activity mani-
fest a composite character, however much it transcends the
realm of subpersonal act? It is only through a being's first and
second acts that it is intelligible at all—a point that should give
pause to those who suggest dispensing with St. Thomas's
account of nature, substance, and knowledge while presumably
retaining his metaphysics. Once severed from its prime eviden-
tial roots, the resultant account of esse may prove to be little
other than a fideist preserve. As the evidential roots of the meta-
physics of esse are to be found in the contactus with finite sensible
being in second act, denial that personal second act is bonded in

 Aquinas, STh I, q. 89, a. 1.
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analogical community with the operations of subpersonal being
is a denial of the transcendentality and hierarchy of being.

In sum, the analogy of being is known through the operations
of substances. These operations reflect diverse degrees of mate-
riality, manifesting diverse grades of being on the part of their
substantial principles. To dissever personal operations from the
ontological principles of act and potency is thus to deny the
intrinsic analogicity of being. What is forfeited in the beginning
will be difficult to reclaim in the end.

If personal operation is beyond ontological analysis, then per-
sonal being is beyond the entire order of the divine providence
and a law to itself. This conclusion hardly seems a way to
reclaim the interiority and subjectivity of being in the light of the
reduction of all things to mere objects of consciousness. For per-
sonal being becomes metaphysically incommensurable with lesser
beings once a genuinely "nonpassive receptivity" that is other
than "act" is affirmed. Yet on St. Thomas's analysis creaturely
receiving entails prior potency and activation.

One can of course envisage certain misconstructions of the
doctrine of analogy that might explain the speculative rationale
behind the view that personal being and operation transcend the
analogical extension of act and potency. If, for instance, the anal-
ogy in play were merely an analogy of extrinsic attribution, it
might mistakenly be supposed that for St. Thomas the personal
subject only is and acts in virtue of the similitude of the person
to wholly physical beings.

On the contrary, it is clear that persons do not enjoy being
solely because of their similitude to nonpersonal being. Nor is the
doctrine of St. Thomas that emphasizes corporeal quiddity as the
proper object of the human intellect®’—and that stresses that
"incorporeal things, of which there are no phantasms, are known
to us by comparison with sensible bodies of which there are
phantasms"¥—a reduction of the being of positively immaterial
or spiritual creatures to a mere similitude of physical things.

*'1bid. 1, q. 84, a. 7.
%2 Ibid., ad 3: "Dicendum quod incorporea, quorum non sunt phantasmata, cognos-
cuntur a nobis per comparationem ad corpora sensibilia, quorum sunt phantasmata."
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For the order of our knowledge and discovery is distinguish-
able from the order of being. That which is most intelligible in
itself may be initially, in relation to our knowledge, least intelli-
gible. That we depend upon beings of lesser luminosity for our
knowledge of essentially higher immaterial realities flows from
the nature of the human person as an embodied knower. As the
subject is not a mere Cartesian consciousness but a unified sub-
ject who both senses and intellectively knows, so the proper
object of the human intellect is proportioned to the composite
nature of the embodied knower.

This teaching focuses on the starting point and term of our
knowledge in corporeal beings—which, though lower beings, are
still beings. It is precisely the function of the negative metaphysical
judgment of separation to lay bare the transcendence of being
vis-a~-vis any particular limited mode thereof by virtue of the
transcendence of act vis-a-vis any finite subject.

This judgment of separation leads one to recognize the intrinsic
diversification of being in terms of the similar but diverse pro-
portions of subject and act. It thus manifests the proportionate
unity of being as that of a similitude of diverse proportions of
subject and act. As there is nothing in the intrinsically diversified
ratio of subject-in-act that mandates any particular degree and
kind of potency, being does not require—but may be found
with—potency. Hence the evidence of being permits of the dis-
covery of the truth of the proposition that God exists, and that in
God the relation between subject and act is one of utter identity:
the relation is wholly logical. If material things were affirmed to
be by virtue of their degree of potency, rather than by virtue of
their actus essendi, then discovering that a purely actual
unmoved mover existed would be impossible (for being would be
equivalent to being material).

Clearly, then, St. Thomas is not saying that God is simply
because He is similar to Tootsie Rolls, porcupines, and other
physical creatures. Indeed, for St. Thomas there is more dis-
similitude than similitude here, and the truth of the matter is
that the being of every finite subject is but an ontologically defi-
cient imitation of God. Hence, in one place St. Thomas identifies
the principal form of analogical knowledge of God as that of the



26 STEVEN A. LONG

relation of cause to effect.”® Knowledge of this relation, in turn,
presupposes the analogy of being uniting all creaturely things,
inasmuch as St. Thomas argues, "For it is not possible to name
God unless from creatures."™ If being is predicated of creatures
according to their diverse but similar proportions of subject and
act, and God is named from creatures, then the naming of God
presupposes analogy of proper proportionality.

Being, which is intrinsically diversified, is first discovered in
subjects proportioned to our powers as bodily (as well as spiritual)
beings. As the starting point and naturally proportioned termi-
nus for our rational acts, physical being supplies our prime con-
tactus with being. This first contact with being is ipso facto contact
with the efficient causality of God.

In summary, then, personal being is not rendered univocal
with lesser being in St. Thomas's account. It is untrue to say,
because spiritual being follows corporeal things in the order of
discovery, that in the order of being spiritual being is secondary.
That which is more intelligible in itself is frequently less intelli-
gible to us. St. Thomas does not suppose that a spiritual being is
only because of its likeness to sensible being; rather we know it
is, only because of our knowledge of evidence proportioned to
the unity of our nature as embodied knowers. This account of
knowledge is not ontological reductionism, but it does preserve
and respect the character of human being: man is not an angel,
nor a demiurge. Unlike the Edmund Husserl of the Cartesian
Meditations, St. Thomas does not suppose that knowledge can
be explicated in precision from the actual existence of the world.
For the intellect is a measured measure.

V. Is RECEPTIVITY AN ACT SEPARABLE FROM POTENCY:
A PURE PERFECTION?

Having criticized the notion of a nonpassive receptivity that is
neither act, imperfect act, nor potency, we can consider Norris
Clarke's argument that nonpassive receptivity is a pure perfec-

1bid. 1, q. 13, a. 5.
* Tbid.: "Non enim possumus nominare Deum nisi ex creaturis.”
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tion of act. He reasons that receptivity may be subjected to a
judgment of separation that will reveal that receptivity does not
require potency, although it may be found with potency. This
judgment would thus be cognate with the negative judgment of
separation revealing the subject matter of metaphysics, the judg-
ment that being does not require potency although it may be
found with it.* If such a judgment about receptivity is well-
founded it would indeed be a way to embrace personalist con-
clusions without abandoning the metaphysical lights of St.
Thomas Aquinas. But is this judgment well-founded?

Clarke insists that ascribing potency to receiving "would be
defining the term by its own partial negation, which is not a
valid way of conceptual analysis."** However, one must note that
any activity essentially requiring matter or potency is indeed
defined "by its own partial negation." Whether such definition is
"a valid way of conceptual analysis" or not is determined not by
our dialectical experiments with concepts but by the natures our
concepts reveal to the intelligence. Moreover, the removal of
temporality from our understanding of receptivity will not settle
the issue. One must first settle what the term "receptivity" desig-
nates. If it indicates the possession of a perfection by virtue of
another and not by virtue of oneself, then the subject receiving
does not originate the perfection. Hence, its mode of possession
of the perfection is not through itself, but through another, indi-
cating that it does not, simply speaking and through itself, possess
the perfection.

If the receiving subject does not originate the perfection, it
would seem that even on the hypothesis of a "complete reception"
of a perfection the subject would stand in an atemporal relation
of potency vis-a-vis the originating principle of the perfection:
"atemporal" because not every receiving is temporal, and here we
are concerned with the pure definition of "receiving"; "potency"
because in some respect—that of the perfection received—the
subject is actualized by another (whether temporally or nontem-
porally) and hence is not simply self-actualizing. From this very

5% Clarke, Response, 161.
* Ibid., 166.
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datum it becomes manifest that a received pure perfection can-
not be received in its totality.

The totality of a pure perfection excludes potency, while the
potency for some perfection—to be actualized through another
rather than simply through itself—is necessary for receptivity.
Potency is discernible in the subject's nonpossession of the per-
fection apart from the causality of another. Naturally speaking,
receiving indicates potency.

Clearly acts are associated with human receiving—for
instance, the act of focusing one's mind in receiving the content
of a lecture. Acts such as this occur prior to and throughout one's
intellectual reception. But a "receiving" that requires predisposi-
tory and sustaining acts in order to occur does not yet reveal any
case in which the precise element of receiving is a pure perfec-
tion of act. It establishes only the existence of a process that
involves such acts. If this is receptivity as act, it appears to be
merely a semantic shift to an order of generality sufficiently
diffuse to encompass acts and potencies indistinctly.

Certainly in the case of intellective receptivity there are pre-
dispository acts. We have seen that human knowledge involves a
delicate harmonization of potency and act, the motion from
potency through imperfect act to complete act. For receptivity
(in the case of the intellect) to be act it must be identified with the
agent intellect's illumination of and abstraction from the phan-
tasm. But the agent intellect does not itself receive the intelligible.
The abstractive (and illuminative) agency of the intellect raises
the potentially intelligible nature to actual intelligibility, actively
inseminating our cognition via the abstracted species through
which we are moved from potential to actual conception of the
thing known.*

This account highlights the abstractive agency of the intellect,
and the passive receptivity of the ideational conception of the
thing known. But the principles of act and potency remain dis-
tinct. Indeed St. Thomas renders it clear that in his judgment the
power of the intellect is in the most general sense a passive

57 Aquinas, STh 1, q. 79, a. 4.
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potency.® What is achieved by construing the agent intellect's act
of abstraction as a "reception"? The reception is on the part of the
possible intellect. Why should one maintain that the possible
intellect is in act prior to its actualization?®

This treatment has not, of course, targeted the nature of love
but rather that of knowledge. Love might be thought to be dif-
ferent, and more favorable, inasmuch as it bears upon an act of
the will. Yet on closer inspection the volitional act is itself actu-
ated. For while the will is a spiritual faculty, (1) it is specified by
and begins with knowledge, which is itself actuated; and (2) even
more than knowledge does love find its actual alpha and omega
in the being of the beloved, which being is an ontologically
imperfect participation of the goodness of God. Love is stirred,
actuated, and sparked by the existence of the beloved subject, by
the being of the beloved. Even deformed love manifests this nos-
talgia for the being of the beloved. Finally, (3) the positive sub-
stance of any act of the will is not outside the creative providence
of God who is the author of freedom—as Thomas puts it, "man’s
free choice is moved by an extrinsic principle, which is above the
human mind, namely by God."® The will is not a demiurgic
unmoved mover, but a power of rational desire for the good
whose liberty rests upon the intellect's translucence to universal
truth.

VI. CONCLUSION

St. Thomas's metaphysical doctrine is not a renunciation, but
a deepening affirmation, of the primacy of act. As has been seen,
his analysis of human knowledge involves act and potency

¥ 1bid. 1, q. 79, a. 2.

I do not wish to affect lack of sympathy for the objects that frequently motivate the
desire to explicate "nonpassive receptivity" as discontinuous with Aristotelian analysis.
Specifically, in analysis of gender in terms of diverse modes of possession of human
nature, one might argue that the perfection of the feminine in terms of "nonpassive recep-
tivity" has been derogated in favor of activity. But why not carry out the analysis in terms
of act, locating feminine and masculine according to a similarity-in-difference of act,
implying complementary perfections? Are not the distinctions, whatsoever they be,
actual?

% Aquinas, STk I-11, q. 109, a. 2: "liberum arbitrium hominis moveatur ab aliquo exte-
riori principio quod est supra mentem humanam, scilicet a Deo."
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regarding both the formal element (abstraction and conception)
and the supraformal existential element (affirmation or negation
regarding the being of the thing conceived). This follows par:
passu with the roles of act and potency both in a substance's
operation (manifesting the nature of the agent) and in being
(composition of essence—i.e., the limiting, potential principle—
with existential act—i.e., esse).

Efforts to deny the applicability of act and potency to the
higher life of the person must end in the isolation and sequestra-
tion of the human person from transcendental being, rendering
the person a metaphysically unintelligible reality. Such a separa-
tion of the person from the hierarchy of being implies that the
human subject—who may quickly metamorphose to a pure
"rational consciousness"—is an unmeasured measure—a gnosti-
cally self-sufficient and demiurgic subject. Even Clarke's effort
to identify receptivity as "act"—thus preserving the fundament
for metaphysical contemplation—precisely destroys the basis for
judging the cognitive acts of the person to be composite, by tran-
substantiating potency into act.

By contrast the Thomistic emphasis upon the intellective
power as a measured measure preserves the metaphysical depen-
dency of the human mind upon being and God. The human
intellect is a spiritual faculty whose exercise involves an intricate
symbiosis of potency and act. This account preserves and expli-
cates the passivity and activity, indeed the objectivity and the
creatureliness, of human cognition. St. Thomas's philosophic
analysis never ceases to place the human person's knowledge
in relation to the entire hierarchy of being and hence a fortiori to
the divine wisdom and providence.

Human receptivity is not a reality undefined by act and potency,
nor is greater justice to the person achieved by an anthropologi-
cal denial of the epiphany of act. The metaphysics of esse crown-
ingly articulates the inscape of finite being through the simili-
tude of diverse relations of act and potency; and our knowledge
of personal being is mediated by our knowledge of personal
operation. Separate these operations from the analogy of being
and they are rendered metaphysically unintelligible.
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Nor can one escape these conclusions by fleeing to a view of
receptivity as an act, so as to situate it in the hierarchy of being.
Howsoever desirable such a conclusion might be for certain pur-
poses, creaturely evidence will not yield any receptive principle
whose receptive status does not flow from its passive potency. In
the absence of any such evidence there is no natural foundation
for personalist separatism isolating human acts from principles
explicative of all creaturely being. Finally, then, the human
person is not distinguished from other beings as a subject who is
uniquely ontologically opaque or naturally unintelligible.
Rather the human person is a being whose nature is at root
spiritual, positively immaterial, transcendent and free, and
hence intellectively translucent to the whole universe of ens
commune and to its absolutely transcendent Author.
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CHOLARS HAVE DEBATED a great deal about whether
or not Thomas Aquinas taught that there are exceptionless
moral norms for human action and, if he did hold that
there are such norms, how he understood them.' Remarkably,
however, no study exists treating solely or for the most part
Thomas's commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, the
Sententia libri ethicorum,’ in relation to the question of
exceptionless norms.* In what follows I intend to fill that lacuna.

' The following articles serve as a mere introduction to the vast amount of secondary
literature on the subject: Franz Scholz, "Problems on Norms Raised by Ethical
Borderline Situations: Beginnings of a Solution in Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure,"
in Readings in Moral Theology, vol. 1: Moral Norms and Catholic Tradition, ed. Charles
E. Curran and Richard A. McCormick, S.J. (New York: Paulist Press, 1979): 158-83; Jean
Porter, "Moral Rules and Moral Actions: A Comparison of Aquinas and Modern Moral
Theology," The Journal of Religious Ethics 17 (1989): 123-49; Louis Janssens, "A Moral
Understanding of Some Arguments of Saint Thomas," Ephemerides Theologicae
Lovanienses 63 (1987): 354-60; Louis Janssens, "Saint Thomas Aquinas and the Question
of Proportionality," Louvain Studies 9 (1982-83): 26-46; Mark Johnson, "Proportionalism
and a Text of the Young Aquinas: Quodlibetum IX, Q. 7, A. 2," Theological Studies 53
(1992): 683-99.

21 am aware of the contemporary controversy regarding whether Thomas's
Aristotelian commentaries represent his own views. A chapter of my dissertation will
treat the view that nothing in the commentaries can be taken to represent Thomas's own
thought unless substantiated by another text in the Thomistic corpus, a view aptly rep-
resented by Mark Jordan's "Thomas Aquinas's Disclaimers in the Aristotelian
Commentaries” in Philosophy and the God of Abraham: Essays in Memory of James A.
Weisheipl, O.P, ed. R. James Long, Papers in Mediaeval Studies 12 (Toronto: Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1991), 99-112. However, even if Jordan is right, Thomas
may still be useful as a rival interpreter of Aristotle vis-a-vis modern scholars.

* Cf. John A. Trentman, "Bad Names: A Linguistic Argument in Late Medieval
Natural Law Theories" Nous 12 (1978). 29-39. Trentman mentions Aquinas's commen-
tary, but Thomas is hardly the central figure of his treatment.
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In Catholic circles, recent debates have been couched in terms
of the "deontologists" versus the "proportionalists." Many virtue
theorists have prior and more fundamental concerns than pro-
portionalists about how a truly Aristotelian theory can ever be
compatible with exceptionless norms. This paper explores those
concerns. First, I will bring forward the arguments of several
prominent Aristotelian scholars whose theses undermine the
possibility of exceptionless moral norms in the Nicomachean
Ethics.” In many places, Thomas's own exegetical remarks seem
to support their contentions. Next, I will present the chief textual
citations that represent, as it were, a sed contra to these authorities
and indicate how these citations were understood by Thomas. I
will then argue that exceptionless norms must be a part of
Aristotelian or Thomistic virtue ethics. Finally, I will suggest
some answers to the arguments of the authorities cited earlier.

I. ARGUMENTS AGAINST EXCEPTIONLESS NORMS IN THE
NICOMACHEAN ETHICS

Martha Nussbaum, in The Fragility of Goodness, draws a
dichotomy between two visions about how norms or "rules"
might function in ethical deliberation, justification, and
practice.

One possibility is that the rules and universal principles are guidelines
or rules of thumb: summaries of particular decisions, useful for pur-
poses of economy and aids in identifying the salient features of the par-
ticular case. . . . They [i.e., moral principles] are normative only insofar
as they transmit in economical form the normative force of the good
concrete decisions of the wise person and because we wish for various
reasons to be guided by that person's choices. We note that their very
simplicity or economy will be, on this conception, a double-edged

* Since to my knowledge there exists no secondary literature on the Sententia libri
ethicorum and exceptionless norms, my chief interlocutors in this discussion will be nei-
ther Thomists nor proportionalists but rather Aristotelian scholars. Interestingly, we find
arguments used by proportionalists to argue against exceptionless norms in Thomas's
thought that are similar to those used by Aristotelian scholars who find no exceptionless
norms in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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attribute: for while it may help the principle to perform certain peda-
gogical and steering functions, it will also be likely to make it less
correct as a summary of numerous and complex choices.*

Nussbaum proposes one understanding in which moral norms
serve as guidelines to be respected and considered in all cases,
but only observed insofar as those norms substantially embody
the choices made by the wise. The simplicity of these rules facili-
tates the inculcation of good decision making among the young
and guides the mature person in action inasmuch as these rules
remain for the most part normative. Though they are not
normative in certain unusual cases, they serve as a caution
against hasty violation of a prima facie moral norm.*

On the other hand, one might understand these rules as
always and without exception binding.

Another possibility is that the universal rules are themselves the ulti-
mate authorities against which the correctness of particular decisions is
to be assessed. As the aspiring Platonic philosopher scrutinizes the par-
ticular to see the universal features it exemplifies, and considers it
ethically relevant only in so far as it falls under the general form, so the
aspiring person of practical wisdom will seek to bring the new case
under a rule, regarding its concrete features as ethically salient only
insofar as they are instances of the universal. . . . The universal principle,
furthermore, is normative because of itself (or because of its relation to
higher principles), not because of its relation to particular judgments.’

Aristotelian norms, interpreted in this way, are binding or "deonto-
logical," in the terminology of scholars in the proportionalist
debate.?

* Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1986), 299. J. A. Smith's introduction to The Ethics of Aristotle (London: J. M.
Dent & Sons LTD, 1911), gives an earlier version of this interpretation: "It is all-
important to remember that practical or moral rules are only general and always admit
of exceptions, and that they arise not from the mere complexity of facts, but from the lia-
bility of the facts to a certain unpredictable variation" (xi, emphasis added).

® This understanding of moral norms or rules is what I take some proportionalists to
mean by "virtually" and "practically” exceptionless moral norms. See, for example, Louis
Janssens, "Norms and Priorities in a Love Ethic," Louvain Studies 6 (1977): 207 and 217-
18; and Richard McCormick, Notes on Moral Theology 1965 thvough 1980 (Washington,
D.C.: University Press of America, 1981): 710.

" Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 299-300.

® Cf. Bruno Shiiller, S.J., "Various Types of Grounding for Ethical Norms," and Charles
Curran, "Utilitarianism and Contemporary Moral Theology: Situating the Debates," in
Curran and McCormick, Readings in Moral Theology, 1:184-98 and 341-62.
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Nussbaum regards the first reading as more plausible on
account of the following passage from the Ethics:

Let this be agreed on from the start, that every statement (logos)
concerning matters of practice ought to be said in outline and not with
precision, as we said in the beginning that statements should be
demanded in a way appropriate to the matter at hand. And matters of
practice and questions of what is advantageous never stand fixed, any
more than do matters of health. If the universal definition is like this,
the definition concerning particulars is even more lacking in precision.
For such cases do not fall under any science (teckne) nor under any
precept, but the agents themselves must in each case look to what suits
the occasion, as is also the case in medicine and navigation.’

According to Nussbaum, Aristotle indicates the necessity of the
mutability, indeterminacy, and particularity of ethical dis-
course.” Ethical discourse, and hence for her moral norms, must
change since "the world of change confronts agents with ever
new configurations, surprising them by going beyond what they
have seen."'* A moral agent cannot rely on general conceptions of
justice, just as a doctor "whose only recourse, confronted with a
new assortment of symptoms, was to turn to the text of
Hippocrates would surely provide woefully inadequate treatment;
a pilot who steered his ship by rule in a storm of unanticipated
direction and intensity would be, quite simply, incompetent at
his task."'” Nussbaum also emphasizes that Aristotle speaks of

® NE 1103b34-1104a10. William Charlton in Weakness of the Will glosses this state-
ment by saying, "Aristotle would hold, then, that a general principle of conduct can estab-
lish at best a prima facie rightness and wrongness" (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1988),
116. We have, then, in Nussbaum and Charlton, the same basic argument, though on dif-
ferent levels of the text. Nussbhaum works for the most part macroscopically and
Charlton microscopically, but both conclude that in Aristotle we find no "absolute duties"
or, in the language of proportionalists, no exceptionless moral norms.

' Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 302.

' Ibid. Joseph Fuchs concurs: "The a priovi, hence universal, non-historical social
ethics that stands opposed to this [taking into account the entire reality of the action], that
provides norms in advance for every social reality, sacrifices the indispensable objectivity
and therefore validity of duly concrete solutions to an a priori universalism® (Joseph
Fuchs, "The Absoluteness of Moral Terms," in Curran and McCormick, Readings in
Moval Theology, 1:115).

" Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 303.
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the "“indefiniteness or indeterminacy of the practical."" A rule,
like a manual of humor, is naturally bound between two irrec-
oncilable tasks: "what really counts [in humor] is in the response
to the concrete, and this would be omitted {in a manual]. . . . [Yet]
the rule would imply that it was itself normative for response (as
a joke manual would ask you to tailor your wit to the formulae
it contains)}—and thus would impinge too much on the flexibility of
good practice."" Since individual actions have irreducibly par-
ticular features, we as agents in ethical reasoning, reasoning
about the practical, use norms in childhood as a more absolute
guide, but as mature persons use these norms "tentatively in our
approach to the particular, helping us to pick out its salient fea-
tures."” These rules help greatly in situations in which we as
mature moral agents must decide without much reflection and
also "give us constancy and stability in situations in which bias
and passion might distort judgment."' However, superior ethical
agents "would not have the same need for them."” Nussbaum
concludes, "Practical wisdom, then, uses rules only as summaries
and guides; it must itself be flexible, ready for surprise, prepared
to see, resourceful at improvisation."*

In opposition to the "deontological" interpretation of norms in
Aristotle, she suggests that it reduces the full description of the
act, "regarding its concrete features as ethically salient only inso-
far as they are instances of the universal."" Further, she seems to
imply that universal principles lack sensitivity to the prudential
and practical judgments that are a cornerstone of Aristotelian
thought: "The universal principle, furthermore, is normative

' Ibid.

' Ibid.

"* Ibid., 304.

' Ibid.

7 Ibid.

" Ibid., 305. Cf. Sententia libri ethicorum 9.2 (1779); hereafter Sent. All Latin citations
are from the Leonine edition. English translations of the commentary are my own or by
C. L Litzinger, O.P., Commentary on Aristotle's “Nicomachean Ethics” (Notre Dame,
Ind.: Dumb Ox Books, 1993); the numbers in parentheses refer to paragraphs in the
English edition.

!9 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 299-300.
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because of itself (or because of its relation to higher principles),
not because of its relation to particular judgments."”

Nussbaum's interpretation finds support in the Sententia libri
ethicorum. Aristotle, according to Thomas, "says that it is not
easy to assign the sort of thing we must choose in such circum-
stances [i.e., of seemingly compulsory action]. He assigns as the
reason that many differences are found in singulars. Hence the
judgment of them cannot be comprised under an exact rule but
they are to be left to the evaluation of a prudent man."*' In other
passages that likewise stress the particularity of moral action,
Thomas lends support to Nussbaum's interpretation.

Nancy Sherman provides a second objection to the existence
of exceptionless norms in the Nicomachean Ethics. In the second
chapter of The Fabric of Character, she highlights the impor-
tance of epieikeia, or equity, in Aristotle's thought.” In her sum-
mary of the relevant texts, she argues that Aristotle gives several
overlapping reasons why, at times, written law must give way to
epieikeia: (1) the written law cannot enumerate all the possible
actions that might take place,” (2) in judging the applicability of
the law, the lawgiver's intention must be determined,” (3) the
interpreter of the law must at times go beyond the lawgiver's
intention to correct for defects present in the lawgiver (e.g., the
lack of relevant empirical evidence),” and (4) in all cases where
no existing law applies, equity must be used to determine a con-
clusion.” "The effect of equity in counteracting legal rigorism is
perhaps clearest in the establishing of punishments. It is associ-
ated with considerateness (suggnome) and a disposition to show

¥ Tbid., 300.

' "dicit quod non est facile tradere qualia oporteat pro qualibus eligere, et rationem
assignat ex hoc quod multae differentiae sunt in singularibus et ideo iudicium de eis non
potest sub certa regula comprehendi, sed relinquitur existimationi prudentis" (Sent. 3.2
[399)).

22 Nancy Sherman, The Fabric of Character: Aristotle's Theory of Virtue (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1989).

* A point acknowledged by Thomas at Sexnt. 5, 16 (1083).

% Acknowledged by Thomas at Sent. 5, 16 (1078, 1086).

¥ Thomas notes this also at Sent. §, 16 (1084).

* Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 17-18; Thomas also accepts this point, cf. Sent. §,
16 (1086;.
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forgiveness, leniency, or pardon."” Sherman contrasts this
approach with the Kantian principle of "universalizability."*
Thus, one might conclude from Sherman's account (though she
does not explicitly draw this conclusion), that the norms of the
moral life must be subject to equity, so that we can avoid falling
into the error of administering justice without regard to conse-
quence. Textual evidence from both Aristotle and Thomas lends
credibility to this view. Thomas writes:

Since particulars are infinite, our mind cannot embrace them to make
a law that applies to every individual case. Therefore a law must be
framed in a universal way, for example, whoever commits murder will
be put to death. . . . The reason why not everything can be determined
according to law is that the law cannot possibly be framed to meet some
rare particular incidents, since all cases of this kind cannot be foreseen
by man.”

According to a reading of the text inspired by Sherman, we
would err, then, if we were to claim that moral norms are uni-
versal. On this view, both Aristotle and Thomas hold that moral
norms cannot be framed to meet "some rare particular incidents."
Thus, in atypical situations, exceptionless norms must give way
to epieikeia.’® We should not therefore speak of exceptionless
norms but only virtually exceptionless norms, since for all
norms, in light of equity, exceptions must be made.

An argument put forward in W. F. R. Hardie's Aristotle's
Ethical Theory provides our final objection to the thesis that
exceptionless norms exist in Aristotle's ethical system. At Ethics
1107a9-14, Aristotle writes:

" Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 18.

*® Ibid., 22-24. Whether or not this contrast is justified is another question. If one
understands "universalizability" as R. M. Hare does, in the sense of not making personal
exceptions for oneself, then Sherman's contrast would be harder to maintain. See R. M.
Hare, Moval Thinking: Its Levels, Method, and Point (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981),
106-17.

¥ "quia enim particularia sunt infinita non pussunt comprehendi ab intellectu humano
ut de singulis particularibus lex feratur et ideo oportet quod lex in universali feratur, puta
quod quicumque fecerit homicidium occidatur" (Sent. S, 16 [1083, 1087]).

* Charles Curran is perhaps the best-known proponent of a similar idea, which he calls
a "theology of compromise.” See his Directions in Fundamental Moral Theology (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1985).
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But not every action nor every passion admits of a mean; for some have
names (onomastai) that already imply that badness is included in them
(suneilemmena meta tes phauloutetos), e.g., spite, shamelessness, envy,
and in the case of actions such as adultery, theft, murder; for all of these
and such things imply by their names that they are themselves bad, and
not the excesses or deficiencies of them.*

This teaching, Hardie notes, neither adds to nor modifies the
antecedent doctrine, but rather indicates an implication of the
doctrine to eliminate possible misunderstandings.”” He comments
further that:

[Aristotle] is making a purely logical point which arises from the fact
that certain words are used to name not ranges of action or passion but
determinations within a range with the implication, as part of the
meaning of the word, that they are excessive or defective, and therefore
wrong. Thus envy is never right and proper because "envy" conveys
that it is wrong and improper. Again it does not make sense to ask
when murder is right because to call a killing "murder" is to say that it
is wrong. . . . This, and no more than this, is what Aristotle means when
he says that "not every action nor every passion admits a mean"
(1107a8-9).%

In other words, Hardie admits that Aristotle holds that “To mur-
der is always wrong," but suggests that to use the word "murder"
already implies a moral evaluation. "To murder" means "to kill
wrongly" or "to kill unjustly.” The word used to name the act
implies a moral evaluation of the act.* Thus, we do find
exceptionless moral norms in Aristotle, but these norms are
tautological.*

*! Oxford translation, which Hardie uses generally throughout his book.

¥W. F. R. Hardie, Aristotle's Ethical Theory, 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980)
136.

*1bid., 137-38.

* Saint Thomas sometimes makes remarks that support Hardie's claim: "Likewise in
practical matters there are some principles naturally known as it were, indemonstrable
principles and truths related to them, as evil must be avoided, no one is to be unjustly
injured, theft must not be committed and so on" (Sent. S, 12 {1018}, emphasis added).

% In this same vein, Richard McCormick writes: "When something is described as
‘adultery’ or 'genocide,' nothing can justify it; for the very terms are morally qualifying
terms meaning unjustified killing, intercourse with the wrong persen, etc. That is, they
are tautological. The question contemporary theologians are facing is rather this: What
(in descriptive terms) is to count for murder, adultery, genocide?" (Notes, 700). Lisa
Cabhill concurs: "[Norms] such as 'Do not commit murder,’ 'Do not tell a lie,' and 'Do not
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It may not be apparent why this interpretation serves an argu-
ment against moral norms in Aristotle. Does not Hardie's inter-
pretation of Aristotle's text at 1107a8-9 presuppose that Aristotle
accepts that there are exceptionless moral norms? As a matter of
fact, Hardie acknowledges exceptionless norms, but he under-
stands them in such a way as to make them inoperable and non-
guiding. In a sense then, according to Hardie's interpretation,
there are no exceptionless norms in Aristotle, not because of the
adjective "exceptionless" but because of the noun "norms."
"Norm" connotes that which can or ought to guide a person.
Tautological rules cannot do this. How could they? Let us take a
non-moral example of a norm (not an exceptionless norm, just a
"good in pluribus" norm). "If you want your car to run well,
change the oil every three thousand miles." This rule can guide
action only if it is non-tautological. If we were to understand
"every three thousand miles" really to mean "every time your car
needs its oil changed," and the precise question we are asking is:
"How often ought I to change my o0il?" we will not have gotten a
bit closer to an answer. Similarly in moral matters, if we ask,
"What is good (or evil) for a human agent to choose?" and the
answer really boils down to: "What is good (or evil) for a human
agent to choose," then our inquiry has not advanced.*® Hence, to

be cruel' [are analytical or tautological norms]. These specify a certain sort of act, and
indicate furthermore that it is carried out in circumstances that make it immoral.
However, the precise nature of those circumstances is not specified. The norms prohibit-
ing murder, lying, and cruelty deal with homicide, telling an untruth, and inflicting suf-
fering, all of which might be justified in some but not all circumstances. . . . we are not
told what kind of homicide counts as murder, of untruth as lying, or of infliction of pain
as cruelty” (Lisa Cahill, "Contemporary Challenges to Exceptionless Norms," Moral
Theology Today [St. Louis, Mo.: The Pope John XXIII Center, 1984], 123).

* Thomas agrees. When commenting on Aristotle's remarks at 1138b25-32, Thomas
says: "Next at "It is true,’ he shows that it is not enough to know this about right reason.
He states that what was said is certainly true but does not make sufficiently clear what
is required for the use of right reason; it is something common verified in all human occu-
pations in which men operate according to a practical science, for instance, in strategy,
medicine, and the various professions. In all these it is true to say that neither too much
nor too little ought to be done or passed over but that which holds the middle and is in
accord with what right reason determines. . . . If a person were to ask what ought to be
given to restore bodily health, and someone advised him to give what is prescribed by
medical art and by one who has this art, i.e,, a doctor, the interrogator would not know
from such information what medicine the sick man needs" (Sent. 6, 1 [1111]).
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interpret the words “murder,” “adultery,” and “theft” as already
implying moral evil and nothing more is to claim that no
exceptionless norms exist in Aristotle.”

I1. AN OVERLOOKED AND MISCONSTRUED PASSAGE:
NICOMACHEAN ETHICS 2.6

This impressive set of arguments and authorities must, if it is
to be thorough, treat texts that seemingly contradict this inter-
pretation. To Hardie's credit, he does treat such texts, but
Nussbaum and Sherman do not. The latter two do not acknowledge
Ethics 1107a1-22:

Not every action nor every feeling, however, admits of the mean, for
some of them have names which directly include badness, e.g., such
feelings as malicious gladness, shamelessness, and envy, and, in the
case of actions, adultery, theft, and murder; for all of these and others
like them are blamed for being bad, not [just] in their excesses and defi-
ciencies. Accordingly, one is never right in performing these but is
always mistaken; and there is no problem of whether it is good or not
to do them, e.g., whether to commit adultery with the right woman, at
the right time, in the right manner, etc., for to perform any of these is
without qualification to be mistaken.*

This lacuna mars their treatment of the Ethics. Thomas does not
make such an omission in his commentary.

All of these things [adultery, envy, murder] and the like are evil of
themselves and not only in their excess or defect. Hence in such things a
person cannot be virtuous no matter how he acts, but he always sins in
doing them. In explaining this, he [Aristotle] adds that right or wrong
in actions like adultery does not arise from the fact that a person does
the act as he ought or when he ought, so that then the act becomes

*7 Porter concurs: "Most proportionalists hold that the negative moral rules can be
recast as essentially tautological affirmations that it is wrong to do wrong with respect to
some of life's most important values: 'Murder is wrong' means 'Wrongful killing is
wrong.' . . . In order to apply these rules to concrete cases, it is necessary to evaluate
whether a contemplated instance of killing, say, is wrong, that is, is not justified by some
commensurate premoral value. Hence, the moral rules themselves give us no specific
information on what one ought or ought not to do, as they do for traditionalists. At most,
they identify areas of human life that are of special moral significance" (Porter, "Moral
Rules and Moral Actions," 129, first emphasis hers).

* Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Hippocrates G. Apostle (Grinnell, Towa: The
Peripatetic Press, 1984), 29.
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good, but on the other hand evil when not done as it ought. Without
qualification sin is present whenever any of these is present, for each of
them implies an act opposed to what is right.”

Thomas goes on to point out that since these actions (adultery,
murder, etc.) are either an excess or a defect, in order for them to
be morally good they must be at the same time a mean, which is
a contradiction. Furthermore, we would have to find the excess
of the excess and the defect of the defect, which could go on
forever.” The latter consideration amounts to a reductio ad
absurdum, for in practical matters, like ethical deliberation,
agents cannot speculate endlessly.

For Aristotle as well as Thomas, exceptionless norms make up
part, and only part, of their conception of virtue. Perhaps
Nussbaum, Charlton, and Hardie were motivated, in part, by a
wish to mark the distance between Aristotelian ethics and
Kantian deontological ethics, a valuable enterprise.”
Nevertheless, we ought not lose sight of the importance and even
necessity of exceptionless norms in Aristotelian or Thomistic
virtue ethics.” In the words of Alasdair MacIntyre:

In possessing the moral virtues [a virtuous person] will recognize that,
just as it is always wrong to act contrary to the virtues, so certain types
of action (for example, murder, theft and adultery) are always bad,
independently of circumstance. Aristotle said nothing about how pre-
cisely the knowledge of the universal wrongness of these types of action
is related to the possession of phronesis. This silence concerns what was
to become a central problem area for later virtue ethics.®

* “"omnia enim ista et similia, secundum se sunt mala; et non solum superabundantia

ipsorum vel defectus; unde circa haec non contingit aliquem recte se habere qualiter-
cumque haec operetur, sed semper haec faciens peccat. Et ad hoc exponendum subdit,
quod bene vel non bene non contingit in talibus ex eo quod aliquid faciat aliquod horum,
puta adulterium, sicut oportet vel quando secundum quod non oportet. Sed simpliciter,
qualitercumque aliquod horum fiat, est peccatum. In se enim quodlibet horum importat
aliquid repugnans ad id quod oportet" (Sent. 2, 7 [329)).

“ See ibid. (330).

“'Cf Sherman, 119-23. See also Julie Annas, "The Virtues," in The Morality of
Happiness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 47-131.

“ Elsewhere Aristotle writes that "it is probable that there are some kinds of action that
a man cannot be forced to do and he ought to undergo death of the cruelest kind rather
than do them. (The reasons that constrained Euripides' Alcmaeon to kill his mother seem
to be ridiculous.)" (Nicomachean Ethics 1110a26-29).

“ Alasdair MacIntyre, "Virtue Ethics," in Encyclopedia of Ethics (New York: Garland,
1992) 1277.
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I hope to move in the direction of a solution by talking about
practices and the hierarchical ordering of practices in Aristotle
and Thomas.

Aristotle, Thomas, and Nussbaum draw analogies between
the practice of virtue and the arts of medicine and seamanship.*
It is true that these analogies indicate the way in which the moral
life cannot be simply deduced from universal norms, yet these
analogies tell us more than that alone. Is it not the case that, in
these activities, to do certain individual acts is not to do these
activities well? In the art of medicine, it is without doubt true
that the proper medicine to give to an ailing patient cannot be
deduced from an a priori universal norm, but it is also the case
that certain treatments ought never to be given.* Before consid-
ering all the relevant and particular characteristics of an asthmatic,
a doctor cannot determine whether Theodur, Serevent, or
Provental will best alleviate his bronchitis, but the doctor knows
that forcing the patient to inhale car exhaust will not help his
condition. Given that an exclusive atmosphere of CO along with
the corresponding exclusion of O, over an extended period causes
death in all human patients (thus naturally excluding the end of
the medical art, restoration of health), we would be justified tele-
ologically in holding the exceptionless moral norm: "Do not
administer CO to patients."* To violate this negative exceptionless
norm is to thwart the end of the medical profession.

Nussbaum, again following Aristotle and Thomas, takes up a
second analogy from the art of seamanship.” Once again, the
example perhaps indicates more about the moral life than
Nussbaum may want to admit. Although we cannot sail a boat
to shore by a priori positive dictates, this is not to say that we
cannot thwart the effort to move a ship to shore by violating
negative precepts. Given that winds and waters vary in channels

* See Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 303.

“ I leave aside here questions about euthanasia, assuming for the moment that the art
of medicine only properly achieves its end in the restoration of health to the sickly.

*6 Since some may point out that there is a circumstance involved here implicitly, that
is, "over an extended period of time," we could substitute a less colorful example, like
completely lobotomizing or decapitating the patient.

" Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 303.
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and seas, a ship's captain must make prudential judgments in
light of relevant and highly specific factors to chart a course.
Without experience and knowledge of relevant particulars, one
cannot say whether a port tack upwind is or is not more advan-
tageous than running a spinnaker downwind. However, certain
negative norms apply if we want to sail a ship at all. Thus, it is
an exceptionless norm of this activity that we must not destroy
the ability of the boat to float. To cause the boat to sink is to
exclude naturally and necessarily the end of moving that boat
into shore.

The observation that certain practices often can be thwarted
by certain actions should not provoke much controversy. In fact,
this is recognized by Maclntyre in After Virtue when he notes
that if a child playing chess is seeking the good internal to the
game of chess and not external, "if the child cheats, he or she will
be defeating not me, but himself or herself."* However, even if
these analogies and examples indicate something important
about the moral life, as their use in Aristotle, Thomas, and
Nussbaum suggests, we need not accept that flourishing in
virtue necessitates the observance of exceptionless norms.”
Certainly, to sink a ship or to cheat is to exclude the internal
goods of sailing and chess playing, but in light of other goods,
would not the virtuous person punch a hole in the hull or move
a piece without the other player's knowledge? Intuition suggests
that the goods internal to practices may have to be sacrificed in
light of other goods internal to other practices.

But in Aristotle and in Thomas, practices are ordered to one
another. As Aristotle notes in the Nicomachean Ethics, bridle

* Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
1984), 188.

**1 do not mean to conflate rational activity leading to the habit of virtue (arete) with
craft (techne). According to Aristotle, virtue differs from craft in at least three ways. One
cannot misuse a virtue, but one can misuse a craft (as a doctor using knowledge of the
human body and medicines could kill a patient). Secondly, crafts function independently
of the intention of the artisan, but the exercise of virtue requires the just intention of the
agent. Thirdly, craft ends in product; virtue in activity. What Aristotle does not say, and
on my account cannot say, is that craft and virtue differ in that the former is of such a
nature that some actions thwart its aim, while the latter is of such a nature that no action,
in itself, thwarts its activity. Cf. Jan Edward Garrett, "Aristotle's Nontechnical
Conception of Techne," The Modern Schoolman 64 (May 1987): 283-94.
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making is ordered to horsemanship which in turn is ordered to
the military art. It would therefore seem apparent that the virtu-
ous person would never violate the goods internal to the military
art for the sake of the goods of bridle making. Hence, it would
seem that the practices at the top of the hierarchy cannot be
violated at all, since there would be no goods internal to still
higher practices for which they might be violated. The highest
practices for both Aristotle and Aquinas involve communal life.
Norms prohibiting the destruction of this life are exceptionless,
since without this communal life agents cannot flourish in the
lower-order practices. Speaking about Aristotle, MaclIntyre
notes, "Examples of such offences would characteristically be the
taking of innocent life, theft, and perjury and betrayal." In refer-
ence to Aquinas, Jean Porter writes that exceptionless norms
govern "the harms that involve some violation of the fundamen-
tal institutional structures of the community. Adultery violates
the norms of marriage (II-II 154.8); lying violates the very point
of language (II-II 110.1); usury violates the institutions of prop-
erty and commerce (II-II 78.1); the various kinds of judicial
offences (perjury, for example) violate the norms of legal justice."*
Without community there cannot be human flourishing, hence to
harm the communal well-being in such a way as to undermine
the community is to thwart not only the well-being of the com-
munity, but also one's own. The agent who violates these norms
undermines a necessary condition for his own flourishing in
virtue and those who undermine such conditions cannot them-
selves be virtuous; hence the virtuous person would never
violate exceptionless norms prohibiting the aforementioned acts.

This is precisely why Aristotle, and Thomas following him,
speaks of actions that ought not be done regardless of circum-
stances or remote intention.”' Certain actions naturally and by
necessity thwart the ends of human activity of the highest

* Porter, "Moral Rules and Moral Actions," 138.

*'By circumstances I mean "accidental circumstances” in Janet Smith's terms and I
wish to distinguish remote intention from what she calls "specifying intention." Remote
intention is the intention that does not specify the act, though it may be the reason for the
act; for example, if one steals to give to the poor, giving to the poor is the remote
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order.” One could, it seems to me, argue against this under-
standing of morality as an entire system in favor of versions of
Kantian deontology or Millian utilitarianism. However, to operate
with Aristotle's or Thomas's presuppositions and then to deny
exceptionless norms does not seem tenable.™

III. A RESPONSE TO ARGUMENTS AGAINST EXCEPTIONLESS
NORMS IN ARISTOTLE'S NICOMACHEAN ETHICS

Martha Nussbaum's insightful interpretation cannot be
appreciated until one first differentiates groupings of norms: (1)
positive norms admitting exception, (2) positive norms admitting
no exception, (3) negative norms admitting exception, and (4)
negative norms admitting no exception. Let us clarify what is
meant by each category of norms in turn.*

Most positive moral norms fall into category (1), positive
norms admitting exception, for example, "Return borrowed
objects," "Take care of your spouse and children,” and "Pay
employees as promised.” These norms do not need to be consid-

intention, the proximate intention is stealing. I take these distinctions from her article "A
Tangled Web or: Veritatis splendor and the Object of the Act" (unpublished). IHustrating
this point, Thomas writes: "He [Aristotle] states that other actions are so evil that no
amount of force can compel them to be done but a man ought to undergo death of the
cruelest kind rather than do such things, as St. Lawrence endured the roasting on the
gridiron to avoid sacrificing to idols" (Sent. 3, 2 [395)).

*2 In addition, to have certain virtues one must engage in the corresponding types of
activity: "However, it can happen that a man, having other moral virtues, may be said to
be without one virtue because of lack of matter, for example, someone good but poor
lacks munificence because he does not have the means of great expenditures" (Sent. 6, 11
[1288)).

** This is recognized by some proportionalists. Louis Janssens writes that moral evil
exists when "There is an inner contradiction between the elements forming part of the
description of what is done. . . . Violence is a premoral disvalue and its use can be justi-
fied by a proportionate reason (e.g. in self-defence). But truly human sexual intercourse
is an expression of love and thus a free, mutual self-giving which is radically opposed to
the use of violence" (Janssens, "Norms and Priorities," 217-18). I take it, though Janssens
does not explicitly say so, that this means all acts of rape, rape here meaning "acts of
intercourse without mutual consent” ought not to be done, since ipso facto to rape is to
exclude the proper end of human sexual activity which is, in part, mutual self-donation.

** I do not mean by this division to show that such norms exist, but only logically to
divide the possible norms according to two categories, positive/negative and exception-
less/non-exceptionless.
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ered at all times, nor do they bind all agents at all times. If one
has not borrowed objects, one need not observe the norm:
"Return borrowed objects." Even if one has borrowed an object,
let us say a sword, and the owner intends to kill himself with it,
again one is not bound to return the sword, because one judges
that not returning the sword in this case is a rightful exception of
the positive norm that applies in pluribus.*

Other positive norms (2) apply always and without exception.
For example, Thomas would agree that we are always and with-
out exception bound by the norm that we are to love God with
all our heart and our neighbor as ourselves.® And Aristotle
would assent that we should promote virtue in ourselves and
others. As a norm this is true, but the norm is so general that it
lacks practical application, not in the sense that one cannot
apply it, but in that applying the rule constitutes the very
difficulty of the moral life.”” Nussbaum and others are correct in
noting this.*

The type of norm (3) that is negative but not exceptionless
likewise helps us to make prudential judgments but does not and
cannot be our sole guide to action. W. D. Ross in The Right and
the Good called these guidelines "prima facie duties." Examples

* Thomas recognizes this: "Such is the nature of human actions that they are not done
always in the same way but are done otherwise in certain infrequent instances. For exam-
ple, the return of a deposit is in itself just and good, as it happens in most cases, but in a
particular situation it can be bad, for instance, if a sword is returned to a madman" (Sent.
S, 16 [1085}). Advocates and opponents of proportionalism offer different accounts of
why this is, but they agree that it is the case.

* Louis Janssens agrees that there are such norms: "The formal norms constitute the
absolute element of morals. For instance, it will remain true, that always and in all cir-
cumstances, we must be just" ("Norms and Principles," 208).

*7 Ibid., 208-9: "Formal norms do not determine the concrete content of our actions.
There is, for example, the norm requiring us to be chaste: we have to order our sexuality
in such a way that we respect ourselves as human subjects, our relationship to others,
and the demands of social life. The formal norm, though describing our inner attitude,
does not tell us which concrete actions are able to embody a chaste disposition."

* Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 302: "And matters of practice and questions
of what is advantageous never stand fixed, any more than do matters of health. If the uni-
versal definition is like this, the definition concerning particulars is even more lacking in
precision. For such cases do not fall under any science (techne) nor under any precept,
but the agents themselves must in each case look to what suits the occasion, as is also the
case in medicine and navigation."
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of these types of norms include "Do not break promises,"” "Do not
inflict pain," and "Do not put your life in danger." A morally good
agent keeps these in mind as important rules of thumb that help
guide people to what many situations demand, but not all.
Finally, as we noted above in the Nicomachean Ethics and in
the Sententia libri ethicorum, there are those norms (4) that the
one seeking to be morally good must not violate under any cir-
cumstances. As we have seen, Thomas gives as examples murder,
envy, and adultery.” Elsewhere, Thomas adds another example,
a distinctly non-Aristotelian one, idolatry: "The philosopher
speaks here according to the habit of the Gentiles, which now
has been abrogated by manifest truth; hence, if anyone now
would spend something on the cult of demons, he would not be
munificent, but sacrilegious."® A quick retort to this example
might be that even here Thomas does not condemn offerings to
demons in all cases and times but only under the New Law,
which he implicitly assumes. However, Thomas does not say
that the moral evil of offerings to demons comes from being pro-
hibited by both the Old and New Law, but rather that such
offerings are prohibited because they are morally evil according
to the natural law. The "nunc" refers to the situation now in
which moral agents would know that they are offering sacrifice
to demons, beings unworthy of such offerings. Unlike the
Gentiles who had unformed consciences about this matter,
Christians know better. The moral depravity of such offerings
exists regardless of the moral culpability of the agents.® Norms
of type (4) include the Ten Commandments: Thou shall not have
strange gods in my sight, nor adore nor serve graven images.
Thou shall not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain. Thou
shall not commit adultery. Thou shall not bear false witness
against thy neighbor. Thou shall not covet thy neighbor's wife,

0 Sent. 2,7 (329).

 "oquitur hic Philosophus secundum consuetudinem Gentilium, quae nunc mani-
festata veritate est abrogata, unde, si aliquis nunc circa cultum daemonum aliquid expen-
deret, non esset magnificus, sed sacrilegus" (Sent. 4.7).

® In scholastic terms, offering sacrifice to demons is always peccatum, but does not
always involve the same or even any degree of culpa. Consideration of personal guilt or
lack of guilt of persons who violate moral norms is beyond the focus of this study.
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nor his house, nor his field.® For Thomas, these norms are excep-
tionless and his conception of the final end, in differing from
Aristotle's, indicates why his list of exceptionless precepts
includes commands not only of the second tablet of the Ten
Commandments, but also of the first.*

Let us return to Nussbaum's objection. To support the collapse
of norms (1)-(4) into one category of rules, Nussbaum and
Charlton cite this text from the Etkhics, yet the citation at best
supports only half their deduction. Aristotle writes:

There is nothing stable in the field of conduct or in what is advanta-
geous any more than in the field of medicine. And such being the posi-
tion with universal principles, still less do principles concerning particular
cases admit of exactness. Particular cases fall under no set of rules. The
person acting at any time must look to what fits the occasion, as in
medicine and seamanship.*

Charlton glosses this statement by saying, "Aristotle would hold,
then, that a general principle of conduct can establish at best a
prima facie rightness and wrongness."® The italicized portion
does not have support in the Aristotelian text cited. We cannot
determine "what is advantageous," but Aristotle does not say
that we cannot determine what is disadvantageous or what is
wrong in the sense of exclusive of the end. In 1107a1-22 he indicates
some actions that he considers inherently disadvantageous,
inherently morally wrong. And as we saw earlier in the
Sententia libri ethicorum, Thomas concurs with this judgment.®

Given the types of moral norms that appear in both Aristotle
and Thomas, Nussbaum errs in collapsing all four under the one
category of "moral rules." For three of the four categories of
norms, this reductive move makes sense. Norms (1), (2), and (3)
are either so general as not to admit concrete application without
difficult prudential judgment or as to serve as important but
nevertheless prima facie guides, binding only for decision making in

% See Deuteronomy 5:1-21.

 Whether or not these norms are tautological is another matter to be treated later in
this paper.

 Nicomachean Ethics 1104a3-10.

% Charlton, Weakness of the Will, 117, emphasis added.

% CE. Sent. 2, 7 (329).
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times of passion, urgent necessity, or youthful lack of prudence.
However the category of moral norms (4) does not appear in
Nussbaum's analysis of the text, though it appears in Aristotle
and in Aquinas. Norms of this kind make untenable her proposed
dichotomy of Aristotelian "rules."®’

In response to Sherman's objection about the primacy of equity,
it must be pointed out that it is distinct, though related, to the
question of exceptionless norms. She does not suggest that equity
implies a denial of norms (4), but this position may be implicit in
and certainly is compatible with her analysis. First one must
point out that though exceptionless norms may be codified in
law, they need not be and not all can be.® Both Aristotle and
Thomas make clear that equity treats positive law, not moral
law.”® Aristotle says that the equitable man is "the one who chooses
and does the things spoken of; he is not a zealous enforcer of justice
in the worse sense, but a mitigator, although he recognizes the
law as a deterrent."” Thomas comments on this passage, noting
that the just man "is not acribodikaios, i.e., a zealous enforcer of
justice in the worse sense, for vengeance, like those who are
severe in punishing, but rather like those who mitigate the penalties
although they may have the law on their side in punishing. The
legislator does not intend punishments in themselves but as a
kind of medicine for offenses. Therefore the equitable person

" Nussbaum's other concerns, that norms (4) reduce the ethically salient features of an
act and that such norms make prudential judgment meaningless do not seem very sub-
stantial. In respect to the first difficulty, as we understand from other works of Thomas,
morally good actions require a good act or object, a good intention, and fitting circum-
stances. If any of these are missing, on Thomas's account, the agent has acted badly. A
defense of this doctrine, however, lies outside the scope of the present inquiry. In response
to the second, exceptionless norms, in fact any type of norm, do not render superfluous
the exercise of prudence. According to Thomas, the reverse is true: the exercise of pru-
dence, which applies a judgment to the appetites (see his De veritate, q. 17, a. 1, ad 4),
requires moral norms.

® Norms treating exclusively internal actions, "Thou shall not covet thy neighbor's
goods," seemingly cannot be codified in law, since it would be all but impossible to prove
a violation of the law, if the person never acted exteriorly under envy's sway.

%Thomas writes: "What is legally just is determined by the majority of cases. But what
is equitable is directive of the legally just things because the law necessarily is deficient
in the minority of cases" (Sent. 6, 9 [1243], emphasis added).

Y Nicomachean Ethics 1137b34-1138a2.
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does not add more punishment than is sufficient to prevent
violations."” These texts indicate that Aristotle and Thomas
understand equity as treating positive rather than moral law, for
there is no way that one can avoid the punishment of the moral
law. In Aristotle's terms, for an agent to violate the moral law is
to thwart his own happiness. In Thomas's terms, to violate the
moral law is to separate oneself from God, the source of happi-
ness. In neither case does anyone outside the agent punish him,;
rather he punishes himself in the very doing of the immoral deed.
Both Aristotle and Thomas could in principle assent to what
Augustine said: "The punishment of sin is sin."”

One might respond that ideally moral law would not require
equity, but that in so far as moral norms become codified in written
form by human hands, equity would apply to these as well as to
the positive laws of a community. This response has merit, but
we must distinguish ways in which equity would and would not
apply to written moral teaching.

As we noted, Sherman summarizes Aristotle's case for equity
in several overlapping reasons why, at times, written law must
give way to epieikeia: (1) the written law cannot enumerate all
the possible actions that might take place, (2) in judging the
applicability of the law, the lawgiver's intention must be deter-
mined, (3) the interpreter of the law must at times go beyond the
lawgiver's intention to correct for defects present in the lawgiver
(e.g., the lack of relevant empirical evidence), and (4) in all cases
where no existing law applies, equity must be used to determine
a conclusion.” Let me suggest briefly here the use and abuse of
epieikeia for norms as prominent in proportionalist literature.

The first argument could apply to moral norms (4) in so far as
these norms cannot and do not pretend to delineate the entire
scope of concrete actions that in the concrete situation are morally
evil. At times, even the most seemingly benign act, for example,
a kiss, can be a wicked act.” Norms (4) indicate one way in

"' Sent. 5, 16 (1089).

" "Sed utique agnoscimus hoc peccatum poenam esse peccati® (Contra Tulianum opus
imperfectum 2.38.17-18).

3 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 17-18.

" Cf. Luke 22:46-47.
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which a person might go wrong, but a person could go wrong in
another way by an evil intention or by doing something that in
itself is good (marital intercourse) but in a circumstance that renders
the action morally bad (in a public place, when intercourse
would endanger the health of one spouse, etc.). According to
Thomas's moral theory, moral norms (4) do not, cannot, and
were never intended to encompass the whole of moral life, but
only delineate certain parameters of human action.

With respect to the second argument, McCormick and others
are correct in observing that one difficulty of moral theology and
philosophy is determining what is or is not "adultery,” "murder,"
or "genocide."” No moral norm can apply itself.”* As we have
seen, however, we have no moral norm at all if the moral norm
is tautologous. Therefore, the three words McCormick uses as
examples do have evaluative elements in them, but not movally
evaluative elements. Let us then distinguish two common ways
in which the word "adultery" has been used. One could mean by
"adultery;" wrongful, undue, or disproportionate intercourse.
This, I take it, is what McCormick and Cahill mean by the term.
On the other hand, one could mean by the term "adultery," sexual
intercourse between a married person (X) and someone else (Y)
not married to that person (X).” The debate today, of course, is
not whether or not the sixth Commandment prohibits adultery,.
How could anyone be confused about the wrongfulness of hav-
ing wrongful intercourse? Even Hugh Hefner could assent to
that. The debate centers around whether or not adultery, can be
permitted.”™

S Cf. McCormick, Notes, 700. One might object that these are "value-laden" terms
because they describe the object in a fuller sense than materia circa quam. Adultery, for
instance, is not an action in its material aspect alone but has other specifying circum-
stances. Still, the admission of "specifying circumstances" cannot be equated with "value-
laden terms" until shown. If we define adultery as "sexual intercourse between married
person (x) and . . ." then we have specifying circumstances, but no terms with morally
evaluative elements.

* Cf. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations §§85 and 86.

77 This way of refering to adultery is more precise and symmetrical than Thomas's ref-
erence to the same unjust act as "having sexual intercourse with another's wife" (Sent. S,
15 [1076}).

™ Cf. W. V. O. Quine, "Two Dogmas of Empiricism," in From a Logical Point of View
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964), 20-46.
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McCormick and Cahill mistake intension for extension when
they say that these norms are tautologous in magisterial docu-
ments. For example, "two squared" and "four" are intensionally
different, but extensionally the same. That the Church's magis-
terium teaches that adultery, is extensionally the same as adul-
tery, does not mean that they are intensionally the same, that is,
the same in meaning.

To apply a norm prohibiting adultery, we must determine
what it is to be married and what it is to have intercourse, both
usually obvious matters to determine,” but, particularly with
respect to the former, perhaps not easy to determine in every
instance.* To apply the norm prohibiting murder, if we under-
stand by murder the direct killing of an innocent person,” we

1 bracket for the moment considerations of annulments of marriages. My point is
simply that the vast majority of people do not puzzle much when they have to check
either the single, married, or divorced box on their tax return.

 We have to be pretty imaginative here but if a man and a woman were stranded on
a desert island after a shipwreck in which both their spouses presumably drowned, one
could reasonably conclude that if they thought their spouses were dead and if they com-
mitted themselves to one another as husband and wife until death, then they would not
be commiting adultery by having intercourse. Still, others might question if they had a
valid marriage, etc.

8 One might object that this is not the definition of murder, but an attempt to specify
circumstances that make homicide murder. Furthermore, the objector might continue, I
have taken simple actions (homicide, sexual intercourse) and added circumstances in
which they might be considered immoral (of an innocent, with the spouse of another or
without mutual consent). As to the former, the definition of a word is no fixed entity.
Periodically, when using the words "adultery," "murder," or "rape" I have defined them as
I believe they are understood in common usage and by magisterial documents of the
Church. McCormick, Cahill, and others use these words in a different way than I do. Of
course, they are free to do so and it may be helpful to do so at times. The important point
is not what word we use to describe A, as "sexual intercourse between a married person
(X) and someone else (Y) not married to that person (X)" but whether A, can or cannot
be the choice of an agent seeking to act morally well. McCormick and others, as I read
them, say that A can be done, in some circumstances, morally. One point of this paper is
to show that Thomas disagrees.

As for the second objection, again it is somewhat beside the point to argue about
whether "with the spouse of another" (SA) should be or not be considered as the object
of the act or as a specifying circumstance. On my account, it does not matter for the
moral consideration of the act. If SA is part of the object, the action is evil. If SA is con-
sidered a circumstance, the action is still evil. I have not shown why Thomas holds that
A is evil but the status of SA as within or around the object of the act is irrelevant to
moral (but not conceptual) debates, if we hold as Thomas that the moral evil of the
whole human act comes through the moral evil of any one of its elements.
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still must evaluate what is or is not direct and who is or is not an
innocent person. The same holds true for the norm prohibiting
rape. If we mean by "rape" intercourse without the consent of
one party involved, then, as recent debates about sexual harass-
ment have made clear, questions arise about what does or does
not constitute consent. What seems apparent, however, is that
we can and should seek to evaluate the meaning of these words
(consent, innocence, direct/indirect) and their application with-
out weighing the benefits and drawbacks of such determina-
tions. In other words, the balance of premoral/ontic/physical
goods and evils connected with a course of action does not
determine whether or not we are married, innocent, or willing.
After the definition has been established we are left with the real
task of application that cannot be avoided or minimized. Rules
do not interpret themselves.

The third argument holds that equity must determine new
cases in light of old standards. This requires, as all judgments in
Aristotelian virtue ethics do, the exercise of prudence. When the
birth-control pill first began to be widely used, Louis Janssens
argued that such use was not contraceptive but an extension of
the natural cycle of the woman® Paul VI's Humanae vitae
denied Janssens's opinion. The question at the time was whether
the pill was or was not a contraceptive medicine. However, once
again, for both (early) Janssens and Paul VI the question of
whether the pill is or is not a contraceptive device was not deter-
mined by the weighing of premoral goods and evils of use or non-
use of the pill, but on intrinsic grounds. This insight, to some
extent, has been lost in recent debates on the matter.

As for the fourth argument, by definition, where no written
law exists, a solution cannot be determined by established writ-
ten moral norms, but perhaps can be determined only by the
exercise of prudence and long discernment. This however does
not constitute an argument against moral norms (4) but only
indicates that such norms do not make up and guide the whole
of moral life, a claim not in dispute by anyone arguing for the

# Louis Janssens, "Morale conjungale et progestogends," Ephemerides Theologicae
Lovanienses 39 (1963). 787-826.
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existence of exceptionless norms in Aristotle or Thomas. Both
know that "rules" cannot be the beginning or end of moral think-
ing. The character Mary in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice
exemplifies the bookish intellect who knows general maxims but
not how to apply them in particular cases not covered by explicit
rules. Fanny Price in Mansfield Park provides a foil to Mary. She
acts rightly even when no rules are available (e.g., "buy silver
spoons in times of family crisis").* According to Aristotle's and
Thomas's moral theory, Fanny provides the model for excellence
in human action, not Mary, since the guidance of norms (4) indi-
cates only what not to do, not what to do. And what to do is the
real task of the moral life.

Our final objection came from Hardie who, if he is right,
could lend great support to both Nussbaum's and Sherman's
interpretations. In reference to Ethics 1107a8-9, Hardie comments
that

[Aristotle] is making a purely logical point which arises from the fact
that certain words are used to name not ranges of action or passion but
determinations within a range with the implication, as part of the
meaning of the word, that they are excessive or defective, and therefore
wrong. Thus envy is never right and proper because "envy" conveys
that it is wrong and improper. Again it does not make sense to ask
when murder is right because to call a killing "murder" is to say that it
is wrong. . . . This, and no more than this, is what Aristotle means when
he says that "not every action nor every passion admits a mean" (1107
ag-9).x

Exceptionless moral norms exist, but their tautological nature
makes them meaningless as guides to moral action.* Though
Hardie claims that his interpretation is held by most com-

& Thanks to Alasdair MacIntyre who provided me with the example.

8 Hardie, Aristotle's Ethical Theory, 137-38.

& Among proportionalists joining Hardie in this same judgment vis-a-vis Thomas
and/or the Catholic tradition, see Bruno Schiiller, S.]., "Christianity and the New Man:
The Moral Dimension—Specificity of Christian Ethics," in William J. Kelly, Theology
and Discovery: Essays in Honor of Karl Rahner S.J. (Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette
University Press, 1980), 307-12; Frank Scholz, "Durch ethische Grenzsituation aufge-
wortene Normenproblem," Theologische-praktische Quartalschrift 123 (1975): 341-55;
and McCormick, Notes, 700.
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mentators,® he cites no support. John Finnis, for one, is not con-
vinced:

Hardie, you noticed, gives no argument for his interpretation. Nor does
he tell us how to read the sentence: "Goodness or badness with regard
to such things does not depend on committing adultery with the right
person, at the right time, and in the right way." The parallel passage in
Aristotle's Eudemian Ethics, which Hardie leaves unmentioned here, is
even harder to read as making a merely logical point about the meaning of
words: "A man is not an adulterer through having intercourse with a
married woman more than he ought (there is no such thing): that is
already a vice."¥

Finnis goes on to remark on the history of commentary on
Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics. An ancient commentator
known only as the anonymous Scholiast suggested that a man
could have intercourse with another's wife (a tyrant's wife to be
precise), without the act being considered wrong, if the man
were doing so for the sake of overthrowing a tyrant. Finnis notes
that Christian commentators on Aristotle, among them Robert
Grosseteste and Albert the Great, all rejected this interpretation,
holding both that norms prohibiting adultery are not understood
as analytically involving moral evil, but rather as synthetically
involving moral evil, and that one cannot do this (or any other)
moral evil regardless of the foreseen consequences of committing
or abstaining from that moral evil.*

Even if Finnis has correctly interpreted the commentary
tradition, his opponent has an easy retort: the commentary tra-
dition was wrong. This, however, would have to be demonstrated
with more than an assertion. Finnis, for his part, is mistaken
when he claims that Hardie's case rests on just this, an assertion.
After the passage cited by Finnis, Hardie goes on to argue on
etymological grounds that Aristotle's word for adultery denotes

8 "Most commentators get this point right” (Hardie, Aristotle's Ethical Theory, 137).

8 John Finnis, Moral Absolutes: Tradition, Revision, and Truth (Washington, D.C.:
The Catholic University of America Press, 1991), 32.

# Ibid., 33-36. I use the Kantian terms "synthetic" and "analytic" only provisionally
since they are so much a part of the proportionalist/antiproportionalist debate. Not only
do these terms import foreign (hostile?) categories into premodern texts, but distin-
guished philosophers have called into question the hard distinction between analytic and
synthetic propositions. Cf. Quine, "Two Dogmas of Empiricism," 20-46.
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"something morally evil" but nothing descriptively.* This sup-
port seems fragile to me, for the etymology of a word does not
indicate the meaning of the word in every case—not every eulogy
is good, but every euphony is in some sense good. Etymology
does not settle the question in one way or the other. Let us con-
sider the passage in question again. In order to show the
ambiguity of the passage, I will underline the point of emphasis
of Hardie's reading and italicize my own.

Not every action nor every feeling, howevey, admits of the mean, for

some of them have names which directly include badness, e.g., such

feelings as malicious gladness, shamelessness, and envy, and, in the
case of actions, adultery, theft, and murder; for all of these and others

like them are blamed for being bad, not [just] in their excesses and defi-
ciencies. Accordingly, one is never right in performing these but is
always mistaken; and there is no problem of whether it is good or not
to do them, e.g., whether to commit adultery with the right woman, at
the right time, in the right manner, etc., for to perform any of these is
without qualification to be mistaken.”

Hardie reads the line "some of them have names which directly
include badness" as governing "malicious gladness, shameless-
ness, . . . envy . . . adultery, theft, and murder." I understand
Aristotle to mean that some feelings have names that indicate
that they are morally bad (malicious gladness, shamelessness,
envy) and that some actions do not admit a mean (adultery, theft,
murder). The genus is actions and feelings not admitting a mean,
with species of feelings, indicated as wrong by name, and morally
wrong actions. Either reading makes sense (though Hardie's
seems more plausible given editorial punctuation and translation),
so let us turn to external reasons to decide which is justified.
One must note that in the ancient world the word "adultery"
was not always understood as analytically a moral evil, but
sometimes simply as "intercourse with another's spouse," which
may or may not be morally evil.”” In other words, acts such as

8 See Hardie, Aristotle's Ethical Theory, 137,

% Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Hippocrates G. Apostle (Grinnel], Iowa: The
Peripatetic Press, 1984), 29.

! Cf. W. K. Lacey, The Family in Classical Greece (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1968) 113-16, 227. Lacey's exposition indicates that some Greeks understood adul-
tery in Hardie's sense and others in a non-tautologous sense.
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intercourse with another's spouse or with a person of the same
sex were not considered morally wrong by definition by all
Greeks; for them, the moral judgment "Adultery is a moral evil"
was a synthetic (and debatable) proposition. Objecting to the
characterization of adultery as evil made sense in a way that
objecting to the characterization of maliciousness as evil does not
for us. We cannot argue from the common Greek use of the word
to the judgment that the word "adultery" analytically indicates
moral evil.

Second, Aristotle, in claiming that tke act of adultery was evil,
was not uttering a mere Greek truism. To say that any sexual act,
as an act, is morally evil would have been unusual among
common ancient Greek opinion.” In the estimation of Michel
Foucault, certainly no advocate of exceptionless norms,

What seems in fact to have formed the object of moral reflection for the
Greeks in matters of sexual conduct was not exactly the act itself (con-
sidered in its different modalities), or desire (viewed from the stand-
point of its origin or its aim), or even pleasure (evaluated according to
the different objects or practices that can cause it); it was more the
dynamics that joined all three in a circular fashion (the desire that leads
to the act, the act that is linked with pleasure, and the pleasure that
occasions desire). The ethical question that was raised was not: which
desires? which acts? which pleasures? but rather: with what force is
one transported "by the pleasures and desires"? Immoderation and lack
of self restraint with regard to pleasure is what in fact was problematic to
the Greeks. Immorality in sex is always connected with exaggeration,
surplus, and excess. Offenses are quantitative in nature. Excess along
with passivity were the two main forms of immorality.”

If Foucault is to be believed, then Aristotle's specification of
adultery as an act that does not admit a mean cannot be under-
stood merely by the use of the word "adultery" to imply a moral
evil. Rather, to his Greek audience, the question of whether or
not any sexual act is morally evil or good would be a very open
question, with most people holding the opinion that any sexual
act could be a moral good provided that the acting man kept his

2 See, for instance, K. J. Dover, Greek Popular Movality in the Time of Plato and
Avristotle (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1974), 205-16.

% Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 2, The Use of Pleasure, trans. Robert
Hurley (New York: Vantage Books, 1990).
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pleasure somewhat in check and the boy, woman, or husband of
the woman was of lesser social status, and that the acting man
did not play a passive role.” Aristotle's text indicates a departure
from this ordinary view. In saying that adultery could never be a
mean, Aristotle cut against the common opinion that any single
act as an act could not be classified as good or evil in kind.
Finally, if Aristotle uses the words "adultery," "murder," and
"envy" in this tautological fashion, then he utterly fails in the goal
Hardie attributes to him in the first place. Aristotle, says Hardie,
makes his remarks about norms (4) not because "they add new
points to doctrine, or because they modify points which have
been made, but rather because they indicate implications of the
doctrine which have been stated in order to anticipate or elimi-
nate misunderstanding."” Hardie faces this difficulty: how does
using a word such as "adultery" (in the sense he thinks Aristotle
means it) help explain anything or help eliminate any possible
misunderstanding? It is as if someone asked Aristotle: "What is
the arithmetical mean between one and five?" To which Aristotle
replies: "Three." Finnis understands "three" to mean the addition
of one and one and one. Hardie thinks it clarifies and eliminates
possible misunderstandings about the meaning of "three" to say
that "it is the arithmetical mean between one and five." But the
precise question is "what is the arithmetical mean?"! Obviously,
one makes no progress in answering this question or eliminating
possible misunderstandings by saying "the arithmetical mean is
the arithmetical mean."** Aristotle must mean more by "adultery"
than "a wrong act" if he is to illuminate the reader and, as both

*1Ibid., 43. A Christian or post-Christian audience might assume that norms prohibit-
ing adultery implies an analytic or tautologous moral judgment because for centuries the
Church has taught that adultery (meaning "having sexual intercourse with one other than
one's spouse") is morally wrong. This statement is not analytic but synthetic, which is
why arguments are given for it (e.g., such actions violate marital trust, often bring about
terrible consequences, etc.). One does not argue for statements that are analytically true.

% Hardie, Aristotle's Ethical Theory, 136.

% The difficult questions about the mean prompt a long discussion by Aquinas found
in Sent. 5, 1-10. A treatment of disjunctive and continuous proportionality is, however,
beyond the scope of this paper.
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Hardie and Aquinas claim, eliminate misunderstandings that
may arise about the mean.”

Whatever the case with Aristotle, Thomas certainly did not
understand "adultery" to mean analytically "wrongful inter-
course." He comments that Aristotle "affirms that, on account of
what has been said, people also are of the opinion that the just
man can do injustice as readily as anyone else, because from the
fact that he is just he knows not less but more and can do any
one of the things called unjust, like having sexual intercourse
with another's wife."” None of the terms in the italicized propo-
sition indicate moral evil, but it is connected synthetically with
the "unjust." Therefore, we cannot say that Thomas understood
the proposition, "Adultery is a morally evil act,” as only
analytically true.”

Let me conclude with a summary of my argument. I have
tried to present the best arguments available against the propo-
sition that in the thought of Aristotle (and by extension the
thought of Thomas in his commentary on the Nicomachean
Ethics) exceptionless norms do not exist. Next, I tried to show
that the very analogies used by Aristotle, Thomas, and major
commentators invite the idea of exceptionless norms. Finally, 1
have tried to answer the objections raised by commentators to
my thesis that such norms, or a basis for such norms, exist in
Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics and Thomas's commentary on
it."® Of course, many questions remain unasked and unanswered

%7 Thomas writes: "Because virtue can occupy the middle course and vice the extremes
in actions and in passions, someone might think that this would happen in all actions and
passions. But he rejects this by saying that not every action or passion of the soul admits
a mean in the context of virtue" (Sent. 2, 7 [328)).

% tet dicit, quod propter praedicta etiam homines aestimant quod nihil minus sit facile
iusto facere iniustum quam cuicumque alii, quia per hoc quod aliquis est iustus non
minus, sed magis scit et potest operari unumquodque horum quae dicuntur iniusta; sicut
commisceri mulieri alterius" (Sent. S, 15 [1076], emphasis added). Thomas does not
always speak in this way however. Cf. Sent. 5, 10 (1018).

% Karl Rahner has suggested that an underlying problem in this debate is the Kantian
difficulty in accepting true, universal synthetic judgments. I believe that he is right, but
a defense of these judgments takes me too far beyond the tasks at hand, and in any case
is rarely if ever taken up by the authors discussed here.

' In reference to Thomas I have not supplied any argument for the first premise of my
argument: Thomas's commentaries on Aristotle represent his own thought. Thomas
writes in his commentary that there are exceptionless moral norms. He holds that there
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in terms of the modern debate about proportionalism and its
relation to the thought of Thomas. This inquiry did not consider
the use or abuse of the "direct/indirect" distinction in Thomas
and if such a distinction is found in Aristotle.”” Further, we
might have inquired about moral goods and evils and premoral,
physical, or ontic goods and evils as found or not found in both
authors.'” Likewise, we have passed over the role of intention in
moral action and the debate about how one should understand
the "object of the act."'® There are many interesting and possi-
bly fruitful avenues of research down which we have not started.
However, we must make a start somewhere, even if our steps are
small.

are exceptionless moral norms. I have concentrated on establishing only the second
premise. I have argued elsewhere the plausibility of the first premise, but to establish this
would require extending the paper to an undue length.

19" Sent. 5, 14 (1035-37); 5, 13 (1044); 5, 14 (1056); 5, 14 (1061).

92 Sent. 7,5 (1312-14); 7, 12 (1494); 7, 14 (1519); 8, 11 (1691 9, 2 (1773-76); 9, 9 (1878);
10, 1 (1957); 10, 2 (1973).

193 Sent. 8,13 (1743); 5, 11 (1001); S, 16 (1087); 8, 3 (1563); 10, 5 (2013); 10, 7 (2039-40).



EX POSSIBILI ET NECESSARIO:
A RE-EXAMINATION OF AQUINAS'S THIRD WAY

THOMAS A. F. KELLY

St. Patrick's College
Maynooth, Iveland

gesis of Thomistic texts, still less an interpretation of

Aquinas on arguments for the existence of God. What I shall
try to do, rather, is to suggest that a valid argument for the exis-
tence of God, resting upon premises known to be true—which is
what I would call a proof'—results from a restructuring of the
Third Way. This may seem a large, not to say ill-advised, claim,
in a time when even proponents of theism tend not to stress the
argumentatious underpinning of their position, and when there
seems to be a kind of floating opinion, shared by many, that such
argument is useless or even harmful. However, my answer to
such misgivings is the only possible one, namely, that if the argu-
ment works, that is sufficient reason for considering it.

The restructured argument, though clearly not identical to the
Third Way, nevertheless makes use of the metaphysical princi-
ples stated in it. Since in pursuing this investigation I am
following what I take to be the spirit of Aquinas, namely, the
desire to know not merely what philosophers—himself in particu-
lar—have said, but, more profoundly, where the truth of the
matter under discussion lies, I shall make use of the logical and
linguistic developments that have taken place since his time.

ISHALL NOT ATTEMPT in this essay any systematic exe-

! Proof, in the present writer's view, has little or nothing to do with conviction on the
part of those who read or hear it; if we are both honest and rational, conviction will
undoubtedly follow our understanding of the logical status of the argument, but this is
not a contributory factor to that status. For a contrasting view, see A Companion to
Epistemology, ed. Jonathan Dancy and Ernest Sosa (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), under
"proof.”
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I. THE QUESTION

In making this attempt, it would be well to begin by bringing
Aquinas's text before our eyes.

The third way is based on what need not be and what must be, and
runs as follows. Some of the things we come across can be but need not
be, for we find them springing up and dying away, thus sometimes in
being and sometimes not. Now everything cannot be like this, for a
thing that need not be, once was not; and if everything need not be,
once upon a time there was nothing. But if that were true there would
be nothing even now, because something that does not exist can only be
brought into being by something already existing. So that if nothing
was in being nothing could be brought into being, and nothing would
be in being now, which contradicts observation. Not everything there-
fore is the sort of thing that need not be; there has got to be something
that must be.

Now a thing that must be, may or may not owe this necessity to
something else. But just as we must stop somewhere in a series of causes,
so also the series of things which must be and owe this to other things.
One is forced therefore to suppose something which must be, and owes
this to no other being than itself; indeed it itself is the cause that other
things must be.?

The argument seems to fall naturally into two parts, the first
ending with the conclusion that there has to be something that
must be, and the second with the conclusion that this something
owes its necessity only to itself, and is the cause of other things’
having to be. To make this division more obvious, I have split the
argument into two paragraphs. Various objections may be raised
to each part, the most obvious to the first being that from the
premise that everything at some time is not, it is fallacious to
conclude that at some time nothing exists, and, to the second,
that it is false that one must stop somewhere in a series of causes.
It will become clear that, as it turns out, neither of these objec-
tions touches the argument which results from restructuring it
on the basis of principles inherent in it.

! Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1, q. 2, a. 3. All references and quotations are
from the Dominican edition, volume 2, Timothy McDermott, O.P, ed. (London:
Blackfriars and Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1964).
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II. THE THREE PRINCIPLES AT WORK IN THE THIRD WAy

Let us try, then, to state clearly the assumptions or principles
on which the argument rests. There are three, and we shall dis-
cuss each in turn.

Principle 1

Something that does not exist can only be brought into being
by something already existing. This seemingly self-evident prin-
ciple is a version of the old axiom, ex nikilo, nihilfit, and is relat-
ed to the modal principle that possibility does not of itself entail
actuality. This principle underlies Aquinas's entire account of
productive causality, if not causality in the broadest sense of the
four Aristotelian causes.’ In efficient causality, in which trans-
formational interaction takes place between already existing
entities, something already actual in some respect is a necessary
and sufficient condition for the communication or evocation
of that actuality to or in a potential subject which is, precisely as
being in potential, open to the determination which that actuality is.
This is what is expressed in the causal principle om#nis agens agit
sibi simile: every agent tends to communicate the very actuality
which belongs to it as agent.’ Thus, being potentially in a given
state is a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition for attaining it
in actuality—doubtless the water composing the polar ice-cap is
capable of boiling, but in the permanent absence of any actual
source of heat, it must remain frozen. This implies a logical,
though, pace Hume, not necessarily a temporal, priority of cause
over effect and, if a priority, a distinction between effect and
cause also.

This applies equally in the more radical case of coming into
existence. It is not enough to say that something is possible for it
also to exist in reality. Something else must account for its actu-
ally coming into being. Thus, something that comes into being is
logically, if not temporally, consequent on that which brings it

* See Etienne Gilson, Le Thomisme (Paris: Vrin, 1989), 228, 230ff. See also Joseph
Legrand, S.]., L'univers et l'homme dans la philosophie de Saint Thomas (Bruxelles and
Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1946), vol. 1, book 3, sec. 1, chap. 1.

* See Aquinas, STk 1, q. 6, a. 1, where the principle is translated as "what a thing does
reflects what it is."
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into being; that which brings it into being is logically, if not tem-
porally, prior to it. Moreover, this is to say that entities related in
this way are necessarily distinct, though perhaps not separable.
Thus, in sum, nothing can bring itself into existence, just as
nothing can reduce itself from potentiality to actuality, and for
the same reason: it would have to be logically prior to itself and
logically consequent on itself, a proposition that is incoherent. In
this way, this principle is unlike a Kantian synthetic a priori
judgment, because it is not the case that its denial presents us
with a logically coherent, though never-to-obtain situation:
rather, to deny it involves incoherence, namely the proposition
that something be at once prior to, and consequent on, itself.

Principle 2

"Some things," we are told, "can be but need not be, for we find
them springing up and dying away." To know that something
either comes to be or passes away is to know that it does not have
to be, for if it did have to be, it would be incapable of either of
those two kinds of change. Likewise, if something is incapable of
those two kinds of change, it follows that it has to be. In this
way, it is clear that the two notions, namely, that of having to be,
and that of being incapable of coming to be or passing away, are
mutually implicative, and therefore equivalent. So also for what
need not be: to say that something need not be is equivalent to
saying that it can come to be and can pass away. But to speak of
things which have to be and of things which need not be, even
disregarding whether or not such things exist, is to speak of
diverse ways in which, for want of a less crude terminology,
things relate to (their) existence, that is, to speak of their mode of
existence. In the case of something that has to be, whether there
is such a thing or not, tkat it is would be guaranteed by what it
is, namely, that it is the kind of thing that has to be. Aquinas, of
course, places God in this category, but the substance of his dis-
agreement with Anselm?® seems to be that from this he is only
willing to infer the conditional proposition that if God exists, it

SIbid. 1, q. 2, a. 1.
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is because God has to exist, and not the stronger assertion that
because God has to exist, God does exist. In the case of some-
thing that need not be, on the other hand—about whose existence
there can be no doubt, for we are, and are surrounded by, such
things—what it is is no guarantee that it is. Thus we are led to a
key distinction in the thought of Aquinas, namely, between what
something is and that something is, or between essence and exis-
tence.® Let us consider this distinction for a while.

I take "essence" to mean "what it is to be y, where y is some
entity," or "what makes a y count as a y"—the primary and fun-
damental determination, therefore, of y as the kind of entity it is.
The distinction between essence and existence can be founded
linguistically in the distinction between the two questions "what
is y?" and "are there ys?," precisely because anything that y is
leaves open the question of whether or not it is. In answering the
former question, I try to state what being y involves. In so doing
I produce a description in Russell's sense,’ or at least a string of
predicates "y"—namely "Fx & Gx & Hx . . .". The beauty of the
Russellian theory in this context, we may note in passing, is the
clarity with which the diversity and connectedness of essence
and existence can be shown in it. It will be clear that the func-
tion of "y" is to disclose y, which is accomplished if and only if "y"
is true of something, that is, if there is at least one y. Thus, if 1
ask "what is a unicorn?" I may well receive the answer "a white
horse with a gnarled horn growing from its forehead" or the like,
or, to be true to the formula we gave just now, "x is a horse and
x is white and x has a gnarled horn growing from its forehead . . ."
where "x" represents the gap in which the argument of the propo-
sitional function "x is a horse, etc." is to be placed. Such a
description may be construed as an existential claim—"there

% See Gilson, L'etre et l'essence (Paris: Vrin, 1972).

" Russell's essay "On Denoting" appeared in Mind, vol. 14, 1905, and is to be found in
the anthology of his essays (1901-50), Logic and Knowledge, ed. Robert C. Marsh
(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1977). It also appears, with relevant essays by other
philosophers, in the useful anthology Meaning and Truth, ed. Garfield and Kiteley (New
York: Paragon House, 1991). There is also an excellent treatment of quantification in
Mark Sainsbury, Logical Forms: An Introduction to Philosophical Logic (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991), chapter 4.
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exists an x such that x is a horse, x is white . . .", or,
X is white . . ." is sometimes true."

May be so construed but not must be so construed; we need to
modify this account a little to make room for fictive descrip-
tions.®! Descriptions are fictive when, though potentially true,
they do not, or are not intended to, disclose any real entity. Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle knew well that there is no such address as
221B Baker Street, and no famous detective living there, nor did
he mean to be taken as asserting that there was. But his descrip-
tion is potentially true in that there seems to be no contradiction
lurking in the chain of predicates to which his stories could be
reduced. What lends such descriptions interest is the fact that
some subset of them is often true of many. We may say, changing
our literary example, that John is something of a Hamlet. But
this is merely to say that some subset of predicates in the descrip-
tion we call "Hamlet" actually describes John. Now, it might be
objected here that the play Hamle! contains little or nothing that
might immediately be construed as a description of the main
character. This may well be true. Such descriptions are the con-
structions of critics and interpreters on the basis of the dialogue
of the play, descriptions which may be in conflict with one another
and perhaps even be internally inconsistent. But the vital point
is that if the play works it elicits such descriptions as an integral
part of our understanding and appreciation of it, and that even
in a monological discussion and evaluation, such descriptions are
integral to the business of interpretation.

So, John is a Hamlet in that he finds difficulty in deciding to
act, or the like. The context of utterance is usually encugh to tell
us what force the descriptive assertion is meant to bear. If I deny,
rightly, that Hamlet is Prince of Norway or assert, also rightly,
that he lives in Elsinore, I am far from asserting the existence of
Hamlet or indeed of either of his addresses; all I mean is that the
respective assertions do or do not represent accurately what
Shakespeare has written.

, " ‘x is a horse,

® For an interesting discussion of this topic, see Charles Crittenden, Unreality: The
Metaphysics of Fictional Objects (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1991).
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This brings out neatly where the force of the statement is
located. There is no conceptual difference between a fictive
string of predicates and one intended to be real; existence is not
another element of the string. The common feature of real and
fictive entities is the presence of a string of predicates; the differ-
entiating feature is what we do with that string in each case, and
what we do in the case of entities we believe to be real is repre-
sented by an entity of a different logical sort from a predicate,
namely by the quantifier, whose function it is to assert that the
string of predicates, "y," is true of something, that there is at least
one y. Answering the question "do ys exist?" means finding out
whether "y" is true of anything.

The theory of descriptions is capable of handling wider issues
than essence: there can be non-essential descriptions, but it is not
necessary to our purpose here to specify the relation between
what we might call definitional descriptions and descriptions in
general, either definite or indefinite; we can accept as a general
principle that what actually exists is what makes some descrip-
tions true, and vice-versa. To be, as the slogan has it, is to be the
value of a variable. This will not be all we want to say regarding
the meaning of "to be," but the asymmetry between assertions of
existence and predicational or relational expressions is thereby
nicely brought out: these latter expressions always form part of
"y," while existence is always on the side of the quantifier: "- is
sometimes true," "- is never true," and so on.

The existential quantifier, though never a first-order predi-
cate—a predicate, that is, whose argument is a name or an
index-word—might very well be construed as a kind of meta-
predicate, taking at least first-order predicates as its arguments,
that is, "y is sometimes true, where y is a finite string of first-
order predicates." If this is so, however, it would also appear that
the existential quantifier is not symmetrical with many other
higher-order expressions, if these latter be taken to have a purely
linguistic or logically determined range. The predicate "x is tau-
tologous," if it is correctly applied, is so on linguistic or logical
grounds alone, whereas an expression of the kind " 'y' is some-
times true" is not. To know that there are no unicorns is not to
know something about nothing, but rather to know something
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about everything, namely, that for any y, y is not a unicorn, that
is, the description "y is a unicorn" is never true of anything, while
to know, on the other hand, that there are elephants is to know
that the description "y is an elephant" is sometimes true, ot is
true of something. However, whether or not there are elephants
or unicorns, and therefore whether the corresponding predicate
or string of predicates is ever true of anything, is surely not dis-
coverable by logical analysis alone. That it is not is of ontological
significance, and will be of importance in this argument, for it
represents the contingency of the putative entity in question.
Whatever may be the case with divine reality—and Aquinas
argues against Anselm that the case is even here the same—no
inspection of the string of predicates can ever oblige us to employ
the existential quantifier, though the discovery of inconsistency
can prevent us from doing so. However, to make the claim that
" 'v' is true" cannot be applied in virtue of linguistic grounds
alone, is merely to analyze what we have already claimed in a
more succinct fashion as a general principle: what actually exists
is what makes some descriptions true.

There is another important distinction to be made between
essence and existence. Let us suppose that it is the actually exist-
ing y that makes "y" true. The description "y is an elephant"” is
true in the case of Jumbo, because Jumbo is an elephant. But
although Jumbo could not be an elephant unless he existed, it is
not the fact of Jumbo's sheer existence that makes the descrip-
tion "Jumbo is an elephant"” true: it is Jumbo's being an elephant
which, as such, does so. Thus, there must be a determination or
structure in y that is described (however imperfectly) by "y"; that
is, there must be a really existing structure, essence, that makes
v y. In sum, what makes my description true is an actually exist-
ing structure which is determined in this or that way, and which
is revealed partially in my description. If there is no such struc-
ture, then either language does not reveal or what it reveals is a
linguistic rather than a real item. Both of these conclusions
amount to the same thing, namely, that there are no true propo-
sitions, which is paradoxical, or that there are no true first-order
propositions—in other words, although we can make no true
statements about the world, we can do so about language, which
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seems perverse. Thus, what language reveals, when it succeeds
in revealing (i.e., when "y" is true) at a first-order level, is real
essence.

For Aquinas and philosophers of Thomistic inspiration, exis-
tence is the primary actuality, distinct from, and prior to, all oth-
ers, for which essence is the corresponding potency; it is really
distinct from essence, though obviously not separable from it.
"Really distinct" for such philosophers means that the distinction
is not merely logical but reflects something in the structure of
reality as such. To deny that there is a real distinction seems to
mean that there is just a distinction to be made between descrip-
tions that really describe—and what makes them true is a uni-
tary existing-essence, a reality structured in a certain way, where
there is no hiatus represented by the dash in the expression
"existing-essence"—and descriptions that do not.

We need not, I think, embark upon a discussion of the old
Scholastic question of the real distinction between essence and
existence. But there are some observations that are crucial for us
to make. We saw in our analysis of the logic of descriptions that
to know that a putative entity must have this or that property is
not to know that it exists, and the fact of its existence cannot be
inferred from those properties, either singly or together. Let us
look at the difference from a more ontological point of view. For
a thing to have properties, it must exist. But anything that exists,
as we saw, has a structure, is a definite something of some sort.
Thus, for a thing to exist it will have to have certain properties,
namely the essential property of being this or that kind of thing,
and then all the properties necessarily involved in being that
kind of entity. If unicorns exist, they must be mammals, in which
case it must be true of every existing unicorn that it have a heart-
beat. That it has a heartbeat is a necessary condition for its exist-
ing—a conditio sine qua non. This seems to be part, at least, of
the sense of the Scholastic doctrine that essence is the limitation
of existence. Essence, in that view, would be seen as that set of
conditions which must be fulfilled when an entity of a given sort
exists. Those conditions are fulfilled only if and when the entity
exists, for as long as it exists. To say that it exists is to say,
likewise, that those conditions are fulfilled.
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It would, of course, be wrong to say that, since this condition
must be fulfilled in an entity, it is necessary that it exist. We cannot
infer from the proposition "since elephants exist, it is necessary
that this elephant have a heartbeat" the further proposition that
"since this elephant has a heartbeat, it is necessary that it exist."
This would be to misunderstand the use of the modal operator "it
is necessary that . . ." and in consequence to make the possession
of some quality a sufficient, and not just a necessary, condition
for existence. To do this would, in turn, be to make existence con-
sequent on essence or on some essential trait: because y is of such
a kind, or because y has such a property, y must exist. If this were
the case, the existence of y would no longer be contingent.

Thus, if I say "John is alive because his heart is beating," this
means that since being alive for a mammal involves having a
heartbeat, it is sufficient for me to know that John has a heart-
beat for me to be able to infer that he is alive. This sufficiency,
clearly, touches what I can know, and is not a sufficiency in the
real order: in reality, John has a heartbeat because he is alive, he
is not alive because he has a heartbeat. This, indeed, is the very
meaning of contingency: that the whole which is essence is only
contingently, and that existence supervenes not because any
(essential) property requires it. The best way of putting it is
indeed the Thomistic way: if existence is actuality, essence as a
totality is open towards (i.e., is in potential towards) that actuality.

Aquinas was well aware of the significance of these issues. As
he himself puts it (though, disappointingly, not in the Third
Way):

What belongs to a thing over and above its own essence must derive
from somewhere, either from that essence itself . . . or from an external
cause. If the existence of a thing is to be other than its essence, that existence
must either derive from the essence or have an external cause.’

° Aquinas, STh 1, q. 3, a. 4: "Primo quidem quia quidquid est in aliquo quod est praeter
essentiam ejus oportet esse causatum, vel a principiis essentiae . . . vel ab aliquo exteri-
ori. . .. Si igitur ipsum esse rei sit aliud ab ejus essentia, necesse est quod esse illius rei
vel sit causatum ab aliquo exteriori vel a principiis essentialibus ejusdem rei." I have
modified the English translation a little.
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The first of these quoted sentences seems to be an application of
Principle 1 above, for if something that does not exist can only be
brought into being by something already existing, or, more primi-
tively, if nothing comes from nothing, then what belongs to a
thing over and above its own essence must derive either from
that essence or from elsewhere. The very meaning of contin-
gency, moreover, as we have just seen, is that existence is other
than essence, in that, that a thing is is not consequent on what it
is: in sum, there is no feature Fx such that if Fy, y exists, though
there are many features Gx such that, since y exists, Gy, and, if
not Gy, then y does not exist. This, we may add, is a fair defini-
tion of what it means to be an essential feature. Therefore, y
must have an external cause, where "external" here means one
that is distinct from, and hence logically prior to, y's essence. In
more Thomistic terms, the entity's essence remains at most a
receptivity to, a potential for, its existence, and not a productive
cause of it. To explain the difference between the fact that y can
be and the fact that y is, some other factor, apart from the possi-
bility of y itself, must be invoked, and this factor must be actual
rather than merely possible.

Moreover, this state of affairs obtains as long as the entity
exists; what is contingent is always so, and at no time is its exis-
tence consequent on its essence. Therefore at all times its
existence derives from a cause external to its essence. This cause
cannot be identical to producers or parents because their action
is limited to a period of time rather shorter than the duration of
the entity's existence.

Let us be clear what this means. For every moment that a con-
tingent entity exists, since this existence is not necessitated by
any essential property, it must derive from some source other
than the entity itself, its parents or producers. Moreover this
derivation is not of some property or other which the entity itself
possesses, but of the entity itself, in its totality, that is, as existing,
for as long as it exists. This derivation, then, is simply the grant-
ing of existence to something which is of itself capable, receptive,
and, we might say, limitative, but not productive of it. Such a
granting is, therefore, nothing less than creation, where this term
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is not understood merely as a synonym for the first event in the
history of the universe, but as the granting of existence as such
to, or better, as, that which is capable of receiving it, for as long
as it exists. Creation is coterminous and cotemporal with all con-
tingent existence, and so is not really distinct from conservation.

It would then not be difficult to show that the source of exis-
tence is unique, for that which grants existence as such must be
all powerful-——that is, capable of actualizing any coherent situa-
tion—and hence all perfect, and by a Boethian argument® it
would be possible to show that any two creating, and hence
all-perfect, entities must be indiscernible, and so identical. There
is at least one source, but there is at most one source as well.
Hence anything that creates is the Creator, so that an infinite
series, or indeed any series, of creative causes is indeed impossi-
ble, but not for the reason that Aquinas seems to have thought.
In this way, anything that exists is either the Creator or a created—
that is, contingent—entity. The Creator cannot be contingent,
for then there would have to be a creator distinct from it, which
creates it, and this, as we have just seen, is impossible. So, if A
creates B, then B is non-divine and creates nothing itself, and A
is created by nothing. Thus, in sum, the argument points to the
existence of the unique and necessary source of all existence; and
this, as Aquinas would say, everyone would call God.

But from the fact that a given entity is always contingent, has
our inference, that its existence requires to be derived from some
external cause for as long as it exists, been, perhaps, a little too
enthusiastic? Do we need to invoke a factor other than the pre-
sent existence of something to explain its future existence (i.e., its
continuation in being) or, indeed, to explain its present existence?
If something is—and its origin is understood in terms of, for
example, its producer or parent—why not say that it just is, or

!9 Boethius, De Trinitate 3: "Ubi vero nulla est differentia, nulla est omnino pluralitas,
quare nec numerus; igitur unitas tantum" ("But where there is no difference, there is no
sort of plurality and accordingly no number; here, therefore, is unity alone") (Boethius,
Loeb Classical Library, vol. 74). Aquinas refers relatively frequently to Boethius in his
treatment of the existence and nature of God in STh I, qq. 2-11; there are no fewer than
twelve references to him there.
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just continues to be? This brings us to a consideration of the
third principle contained in the Third Way.

Principle 3

The third principle, namely a thing that need not be, at some
time does not exist—I take the "once was not" (quandoque non
est) to mean "at some time is not"—is more difficult, because it
seems not to carry with it the kind of intuitive conviction that the
others possess: it may not be an incoherent notion that something
(e.g., matter) has always existed, and always will exist, yet still
remains contingent. In effect, this principle highlights the tem-
porality which of necessity accompanies contingency. To be con-
tingent is to be in time; even something that, though contingent,
always is, is precisely for all time, it lasts through time. Its con-
tingency consists in the fact that it might not have existed, and,
since it now exists, in the possibility of its ceasing to be at some
future time. By contrast, to be necessary is simply to be, and to
fail to have any temporal conditions whatever. It seems that this
principle amounts to the following: to say of an already existing
thing that it need not exist is to say that its future existence is not
guaranteed by its mere existence now. Thus, it may be or not be
at a future moment.

Such a conclusion would give equal weight to the possibility
of a thing's existing in the future and to that of its ceasing to exist
in the future, but would such an equiparation be correct? Would
it not be better to say that, in the case of a contingent entity, since
it exists now, it will continue to exist unless and until some event
takes place that will prevent its further lasting? To admit that
there are some entities that seem to be temporally self-limiting,
such as animals or certain unstable elements, would then be sim-
ply to claim that such a canceling event is guaranteed to happen
by virtue of the essence of the entity in question, and the longer
the entity lasts, the more likely this event is to happen. In any
case, what is in question here is a tendency on the part of
already-existing, though contingent, entities to go on existing.
This is the substance of an objection made by Anthony Kenny in
his treatment of the Third Way:
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To say that something has a tendency to go on existing is merely to say
that if something exists at t; and not at t, some explanation of the ces-
sation of its existence is called for. The existence of Coroner's courts is
evidence of the widespread desire for such types of explanation.*!

Kenny's witty example makes clear the kind of explanation
called for: feeble old Murgatroyd died of heart-failure, but
robust young Clutterbuck died because he was poisoned. But let
us be clear as to what requires explanation here, and what does
not. What the coroner wants to know is, "how?" and "why?", or,
in the latter case, perhaps more exactly "why now, rather than at
some other time?" What she therefore does not need to find out
is that the cessation of existence was always a possibility for
both, the possibility that is the ultimate vulnerability which con-
tingency bespeaks. Things that spring up and pass away cer-
tainly do so in accordance with the exigencies of the kind of
being they are, but this does not deny that even if they exist at
one moment the possibility of their non-existence may be real-
ized the next. If this were not so they would be invulnerable for
that length of time. Thus it must be correct to say that, equally,
they may be or not be at a future moment, even though they now
are, and we must explain why one possibility is actualized rather
than the other. We might add, pace Kenny, that philosophers are
interested in the reasons for the realization of both possibilities
equally, while it is the business of Coroners to favor the one over
the other. However that may be, it would seem that although it
is a necessary condition that x exist now for x to continue to exist
from now, it is not a sufficient condition, for if it were, this would
do away with its capacity to cease to be at any future moment,
the threat of which is coterminous with its contingency. In sum:
X is at t; and not at t, for reason ry; x is at t; and still is at t, for
reason r,; whatever r, may be, it is not simply the existence of x
at t,.

But let us not yield the objection so easily. Do we ever need, or
is it ever legitimate to look for, such a reason as r,? The answer

" Anthony Kenny, The Five Way: St. Thomas Aquinas' Proofs of God's Existence
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972), 62.
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seems to lie in precisely what we are called upon to explain. As
we have already remarked, it is the business of the Coroner to
seek out reasons of the r, variety. That people are alive and well,
and how they are so, though no doubt gratifying, is no occasion
for calling her skills as Coroner into play. The same goes, mutatis
mutandis, for other sorts of explanation, including the scientific.
All such explanation is based on the regularities rooted in the
structure of things, and hence belongs to essence. Existence is
reduced to mere occurrence. The philosopher however practices
the discipline that examines Being as such and the properties
that belong to Being of itself. This in turn means that the ques-
tion resolves itself into that of the possibility of metaphysics as
such. Now, although this question goes beyond the limits of this
essay, certain issues are worthy of note. God is not an explana-
tion in the scientific sense, because God is not a thing among
other things, nor is creation an event among other events, and
the business of pure science seems to be the explanation or pre-
diction of some events on the basis of others, given that such
events occur in a discoverable pattern, itself the object of scien-
tific research. Being able to posit the existence of God will not of
itself aid in that enterprise, and indeed is neutral to it; it is a
grave error to imagine that God and, say, the Big Bang or the
theory of evolution are rival theories to explain the same series of
events. Likewise, neither science nor philosophy is capable of
explaining everything; all they can do is localize our lack of
knowledge. To say, in particular, that God exists is not equiva-
lent to the assertion that everything is now explained, for God at
the least remains mysterious. However, it does make a difference
if we are able to posit the existence of God, for it means that the
source and heart of all existence is not brute, but ethical, and that
meaning is not a cloak thrown over sheer absurdity in and by
human intention, but is real, objective, and living.

To return, then, to the question implicit in the last paragraph
but one: if r, is not simply identical to the previous existence of
x, then what is it? It will be obvious that any answer to this ques-
tion dovetails with the argument we deployed in discussing
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Principle 2. In brief, since r, cannot be productive causes, any
essential feature of x, or the previous existence of x, it follows
that it must be the source of sheer existence which all would
agree in calling God.

Another question remains. Has the existence of God anything
to do with reasons in the sense of ry, that is, causes of x’s ceasing
to be? In general, we might ask the larger question, if God is the
source of all existence, are there any other causes than God? Or,
to put it another way, are we obliged to choose between invok-
ing the same cause for everything, and giving non-divine causes
their due? This would seem to be the sense of Aquinas's second
objection, namely:
everything we observe in this world can be fully accounted for by other
causes, without assuming a God. Thus natural effects are explained by

natural causes, and contrived effects by human reasoning and will.
There is therefore no need to suppose that a God exists.”

In attempting to answer such questions, it is necessary to keep
one thing before our minds, namely that divine causality is never
to be conceived as in competition with finite causality: the act of
creation is the granting of the sheer existence of the finite, not the
modification or alteration of that existence. God stands to all
that is not as Laertes or Gertrude stands to Hamlet, but as
Shakespeare does. There is no particular moment or event or
phase of existence that can be attributed to God any more than
any other; the whole of existence as such is what, as we have
tried to show, must be attributed to God. Since the Divine is the
source of existence, and since existence encompasses all attributes,
phases, and moments, in particular as well as in general, it fol-
lows that it is the englobing context of all interactions between
entities. We need not, therefore, choose one form of causality at
the expense of the other in the most general account we can give
of what there is: it is not a question of coordination but of sub-
ordination. A transforming or efficient cause works by commu-
nicating the actuality which is its own precisely as cause to some
situation which is possible in accordance with that receptivity

"2 Aquinas, STh 1, q. 2, a. 3, obj. 2.

























































































































































































































































