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ABRIEL MARCEL gave his phenomenological

enquiries the name “Philosophy of the Concrete,”' and

he made no bones about the distance between his phi-
losophy and that of Thomism.” Between these philosophies there
can be no question of an approchement of tone, nor even of manner,
but at most a convergence of truths shared differently. Moreover,
there can be no doubt that the two philosophies differ in their
relation to experience. Within the broad sense of “Christian
experience,” Thomas drew upon experientia (empiria) in the
narrower sense in order to derive by way of conceptual abstrac-
tion the principles of his philosophy, including those of act and
potency. Marcel’s relation to experience was more immediate,
more deliberate, and more explicit. Yet his philosophy has

! Actually, he usually referred to “concrete philosophy,” and preferred “approaches to
the concrete.” See the “Author’s Preface to the English Edition” of the Metaphysical
Journal (Paris: Gallimard, 1927; London: Rockliff, 1952), viiif.

? In his “Autobiography” (in The Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel, ed. A. Schilpp and L.
E. Hahn [La Salle, I1l.: Open Court, 1984], 3-68) he writes: “the essentially Thomist dog-
matism I found in Abott Altermann aroused my unalterable protest. At the time, I made
several attempts to understand St. Thomas’s thinking better and to read some of his con-
temporary disciples. But I am obliged to acknowledge that this effort was not crowned
with success, and the most elementary fairness forces me to add that I did not carry it
out with the requisite earnestness and tenacity. It was at this time that Charles Du Bos
and I had weekly meetings with Jacques Maritain, who took great pains to help us
understand Thomist thought better and to appreciate it more. All three of us showed
good will, but the result was meager indeed” (30). Nonetheless, he showed a certain
reservation in his criticism of St. Thomas without, however, much sympathy.
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provided an articulate basis in contemporary experience for
many of the ideas that underlie St. Thomas’s thought in a very
different way.

There may not have been a need in the society and culture of
thirteenth-century Europe to make explicit in a methodical,
descriptive manner the direct experiential underpinnings of such
notions as mystery, fidelity, vocation, and community. They were
in the cultural air and had taken institutional form as dogmas,
vows, art and architecture, religious orders, and a sense of the
transcendent in everyday life in and through the visible presence
of the Church. These notions were accessible to lived experience
and were given realistic expression in the public speech in a way
that they are not in the more secularized contemporary society in
which we live and think. With us they have, for the most part,
taken refuge in the private sphere.

I. INTRODUCING RECEPTIVITY

Especially important in Marcel’s approach to the concrete are
the concepts of availability (disponibilité), recognition (recon-
naitre, veconnaissance) (cf. reconnoiter), and receptivity
(recevoir) (cf. accueilliv: to welcome). Originating from quite dif-
ferent considerations, receptivity has recently been brought into
relation with the thought of St. Thomas, through further philo-
sophical reflection upon his texts and through reflection upon
the theology of the Trinity.*

In an article entitled “The First Principle of Personal
Becoming,”* T had sought to identify the mark of spirit in a
thought-world that, for the most part, rejects the metaphysical
understanding of the person as spirit. I had pointed to the capacity
of the human spirit to “communicate without loss,” as when we
do not unlearn what we have known in teaching it to others.
This was meant to indicate the traditional sphere of immanent

* This is particularly true for David Schindler. See Norris Clarke, Person and Being
(Milwaukee: Marquette, 1993); and David Schindler, “Norris Clarke on Person, Being
and St. Thomas,” Communio 20 (Fall 1993): 580ff.

* Review of Metaphysics 47 (June 1994): 757-74.
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activity as distinct from transitive (productive) physical action.’
The correlate of communication without loss is reception with-
out (physical) mutation: receptivity. Both together point to a dis-
tinctive mode of existence. I had taken the term receptivity in
Marcel’s sense and had used the term non-passive receptivity to
designate this feature of the human spirit.

The critique of my own writing on the person by Mr. Steve
Long has brought the issue of the relation between these two
philosophies to a head. I might formulate the question thus: Are
the principles of act and potency (so central to the metaphysics
of St. Thomas) adequate to interpret the contemporary experi-
ence of the person?® Mr. Long finds the aforesaid notion of recep-
tivity to be in conflict with the thought of St. Thomas, and he
charges me with three faults: (1) I am alleged to find the princi-
ples of act and potency inadequate to account for the personal
mode of being; (2) I make of receptivity a third principle that is
neither act nor potency; and (3) the error derives from a too-
active view of the person as cawusa sui. I am further alleged to
have unwittingly accepted the modern divorce between person
and nature and the consequent abandonment of analogy.’

What comes in for trenchant criticism is the double term non-
passive receptivity which I used to describe the way the human

$ Cf. Marcel’s notion of “meta-problematical” or “secondary reflection”. “The
Ontological Mystery,” in The Philosophy of Existentialism, 6th ed. (New York: Citadel,
1966), 16, 22; and in more detail, The Mystery of Being, vol. 1: Reflection and Mystery
(New York: Un&ersity Press of America, 1984), 77-102.

¢ See Steven A. Long, “Personal Receptivity and Act: A Thomistic Critique,” The
Thomist 61 (1997): 1-31. Mr. Long has rendered a service to all who are interested in the
philosophy of the person and in St. Thomas’s thought. With characteristic thoroughness
he has amassed an impressive set of texts from the saint’s works. His argument deserves
careful consideration. As to his critique of my own writing on the person, I can only
thank him for pointing up the ambiguities that may well dog not only my style but my
thought as well. I should make it clear, however, that, while I have always acknowledged
my debt to the great saint, I have also always avoided claiming the honorific “Thomist”
for my own thought. Still, I must confess that I experience a certain uneasiness whenever
my own thought seems to be in contradiction with the balanced and profound thought of
St. Thomas. Now it is just such uneasiness that arises as I read Steve Long’s criticism
of my own essay on the person, for he clearly finds me delinquent in fidelity to the prin-
ciples of Thomistic thought, and precisely in regard to the principles of act and potency.

" Norris Clarke’s Aquinas lecture, Person and Being, also comes in for criticism as
well as his “Person, Being, and St. Thomas,” Communio 19 (Winter 1992): 601-18.
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person relates to others, insofar as he or she is a spiritual being.
I must confess that the double term is a new term for me, but it
is not a new concept.® The choice of the adjective non-passive
was determined in large part by the context, background, and
audience in which I first employed the term. In its original ver-
sion the essay on personal becoming was read to a meeting of the
Metaphysical Society of America whose conference theme was
that of “Becoming” in its several senses. I anticipated that the
audience would be made up very significantly of American natu-
ralists, pragmatists, and process philosophers. I thought there
was a need to disengage the notion of “spirit” from the general
view of becoming as process, change, alteration, and mutation,
without however losing the sense of the dynamism of spirit. For
that reason I spelled out what I meant by non-passive receptivity,
stressing the distinctive character of becoming without muta-
tion. The term was meant to be correlative with “communication
without loss,” which I took to be a clear if initial sign of the spir-
itual order. The passivity that the term non-passive was meant to
reject, then, is precisely material, mutable passivity.

I did not reject the quasi-passivity to which Mr. Long refers in
quoting St. Thomas.’ That so-called passivity (potest dici pati) is
the very sense of passivity in which there is no loss.* The trans-
lator renders pati communiter as “passive in a wide sense.” That
is fair enough, but the condition is better served by understand-
ing it to mean “analogously passive,” remembering with the

® Mr. Long’s criticism makes me aware of the term’s potential for misunderstanding.
His criticism would have been more telling, however, had he taken into consideration
both parts of the combined term. Instead he has fastened upon the adjective non-passive
to the neglect of the verbal substantive receptivity, and has transferred to the combined
term a rejection of all potency. Hence the charge that I have invented a new third prin-
ciple that is neither act nor potency and have divorced the person from nature as entirely
active causa sui.

® STh1,q.79,a. 2: “Tertio [modo], 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 abiiciatur. Secundum quem modum, omne quod exit de potentia in actum, potest
dici pati, etiam cum perficitur. Et sic intelligere nostrum est pati” (emphasis added).

1 Towards the close of the article (see n. 4 above) I do recognize certain forms of loss
that afflict an incarnate spirit, such as the loss of memory due to its physical basis and
the deliberate spiritual loss entailed in moral evil. But the proper mode of spiritual being
is communication without loss.
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Fourth Lateran Council that analogy emphasizes the diversity of
meanings rather than the identity."” Far from departing from St.
Thomas on this score, the burden of my essay was to recover pre-
cisely that sense of non-deprivation proper to personal becoming
and to the order of spiritual being. Belatedly, I must admit that
with suitable nuances the term non-privative would have fit my
intent better. Still, the sense of “communication without loss” fits
well with St. Thomas’s clause, absque hoc quod aliquid abi-
iciatur. It seems to me that the phrase “communication without
loss” is a contemporary metaphysical term for distinguishing the
spiritual mode of personal being and immanent activity from the
sub-personal modes of physical nature with their alteration and
generation. It seems to me, too, that the correlative terms “non-
passive [or better, non-privative] receptivity” and “communica-
tion without loss” carry the weight of St. Thomas’s absque . . .
abiiciatuy.

I1. THE NEED FOR A METAPHYSICAL GROUNDING
OF PERSONALISM

Personalist philosophies are a feature of twentieth-century
thought. Many have taken non-traditional form through one or
another variant of idealism,"” or by way of phenomenology.”* But
it seems to me that many forms of personalism in this century are
rather “free-floating,” using a notion of spirit that would benefit
by being situated in the context of a more traditional meta-
physics of being."* What is more, the absence of such a contem-
porary resolution favors the modern tendency to reduce personal

" Denzinger, Enchividion Symbolorum, no. 806 (32d ed.; Freiburg: Herder, 1963), 262:
“quia inter creatorem et creaturam non potest similtudo notari, quin inter eos maior sit
dissimilitudo notanda.”

"2 For example, the philosophy of Josiah Royce or of Ralph Flewelling Tyler.

B Cf. also Maurice Nedoncelle’s existential personalism and the sociological person-
alism of Emmanuel Mounier.

¥ An outstanding exception is the metaphysical personalism of Jacques Maritain,
which owes its originating principles to St. Thomas. See, for example, The Person and
the Common Good (New York: Scribners, 1947). An interesting use of the metaphysics of
St. Thomas and phenomenology is found in Karol Wojtyla, The Acting Person
(Dordrecht: Reidel, 1979).
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modes of being and acting to a dynamic network of physical
forces.” Thus, for example, there is the tendency among popu-
larizers of the natural sciences to reduce knowing to brain
chemistry or to computers. And, what amounts to the same
reductionism in reverse, the absence of an adequately contempo-
rary notion of spirit encourages the modern tendency to inflate
the notion of physical energy and physical process, so that a
vague notion of matter is called upon to explain properly spiri-
tual activities.” There is need, then, to recover a properly meta-
physical sense of spirit in order to meet the present situation, and
it is fitting to ask, given the objection of Mr. Long, whether the
principles of act and potency (indispensable to the metaphysics
of St. Thomas) are adequate to articulate a contemporary
metaphysics of the person.

- The last great attempt to restore the concept of spirit to philo-
sophical discourse was made by Hegel with his notion of cosmic
self-determination (der absolute Geist). There was, however, no
role for potency in the system, since instead of a movement from
potency to act the determinate was drawn forth from the inde-
terminate which already somekow contained its determinations.
Without dismissing the thought of this great philosopher, yet
without detailing my own particular criticisms here,"” I may be
excused in saying that the attempt failed through its immodesty.
Nevertheless, to its credit, it did try to take into account modern
developments and to reconcile the being of the ancients with the
subjectivity of the moderns. Unfortunately, its widespread rejection

'S Examples are numerous, especially among the materialists, positivists, and natural-
ists.

'S 1 have in mind a work such as that of James K. Feiblemann, The Pious Scientist:
Nature, God and Man in Religion (New York: Bookman Associates, 1958): “All matter
is divine, because it constitutes the world and thus serves the reason for the world; and
the higher forms are only its complications. . . . If matter in the old sense is gone, so is
the concept of spirit, which lived largely on its opposition to matter. . . . Matter is far
more complex than we had supposed. . . . The old materialism was insufficient, but the
new is capacious” (70f.)

'” See “On a Resistant Strain within the Hegelian Dialectic,” The Ow! of Minerva 25
(Spring 1994): 147-54. The strain is a full-fledged nominalism without which the dialec-
tic will not work.
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(along with the present rejection of all “grand narratives”)'® has
seemed to discredit further the very notion of spirit itself in many
quarters of contemporary philosophy. The roots for this incom-
prehension lie, however, not simply in the rejection of Hegel’s
philosophy but in the career of modern thought.

III. TAKING THE RECENT HISTORY OF BEING INTO ACCOUNT

In attempting to recover a metaphysical understanding of
spirit it is important to take the modern background into
account, given that things have happened in the seven hundred
years since St. Thomas re-interpreted Aristotle; not even being
itself has stood still. Nor has everything that has happened been
a falling away from being. If being is truly universal, then mod-
ern developments must have occurred within being and be in
some sense connected with the kistory of being.” The more so if
Marcel’s maxim is true—that being is precisely that which
withstands every assault upon it.”

It is important for those who value the great tradition, and
who are acutely aware of the deficiencies in modern thought, to
appreciate the great advance in self-understanding that has been

'8 See Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge
(French original, 1979; Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1984), 31-41 and passim.

¥ Cf. the oft-quoted text from De Potentia Dei q. 7, a. 2, ad 9: “Ad nonum dicendum,
quod hoc quod dico esse est inter omnia perfectissimum: quod ex hoc patet quia actus est
semper perfectior potentia. . . . Unde patet quod hoc quod dico esse est actualitas
omnium actuum, et propter hoc est perfectio omnium perfectionum. Nec intelligendum
est, quod ei quod dico esse, aliquid additur quod sit eo formalius, ipsum determinans,
sicut actus potentiam: esse enim quod hujusmodi est, est aliud secundum essentiam ab eo
cui additur determinandum. Nihil autem potest addi ad esse quod sit extraneum ab ipso,
cum ab eo nihil sit extraneum nisi non ens, quod non potest esse nec forma nec materia.
Unde non sic determinatur esse per aliud sicut potentia per actum, sed magis sicut actus
per potentiam.”

¥ «The Ontological Mystery” (1933), in The Philosophy of Existence, 14. In fact,
Marcel says that “Being is that which is—or should be—necessary,” and “what with-
stands—or would withstand—an exhaustive analysis bearing upon the data of
experience.” That “should” and “would” indicates that there is no sure guarantee of the
continuing presence of being (bene esse) but that there are grounds for the hope that it
will survive even the most reductionist onslaught.

The “should/would” reminds us that Marcel’s thought concentrates not on esse sim-
pliciter so much as upon bene esse in keeping with his emphasis on being as full.
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brought about—as a by-product, so to speak?—through an
admittedly exaggerated emphasis upon self-identity and self-
reference.” The human person has become more prominent,
even as its full spiritual nature has been obscured by the parade
of terms used during the modern period to disguise its specificity:
mind, ego, self, receptacle of sensory impressions, consciousness,
will, Dasein, and subjectivity. Literature has done better.” There
can be no doubt that modern novels and poems, along with mod-
ern psychology, present a heightened portrait of the distinctive
character of the human person, sometimes in the darkest colors.
At the same time, a metaphysical understanding of the person
has been all but lost. Admittedly, many of these presentations
still follow from the modern sense of self as wholly self-determining
(causa sui). Either they still presuppose the confident assurance
of the primacy of the self or they react against the shadow of self
that still fascinates more recent critics of modernity. Or yet

! Or, to speak providentially, by the mysterious process in which God draws truth out
of error, good out of evil, and unity out of disunity. We human beings do not seem capa-
ble of advancing in a straight line, so that He makes our crooked paths somehow straight
and our wanderings reach an often unexpected goal; for hope, as Marcel tells us, consists
in lending “credit” to being, whereas despair declares its bankruptcy. Is this not a
rational act of faith in the ultimate intelligibility of being without which there would be
no philosophy?

2 Jacques Maritain serves as a guide in this. For critical as he was of modern devel-
opments, he nonetheless was able to see the positive results as well as the negative. For
example, in Religion and Culture (London: Sheed & Ward, 1931), 84f., he writes: “To
denounce a fundamental spiritual deviation in a period of culture is not to condemn that
period. . . . During the same [modern] period there is an evolution in human affairs, an
expansion of history; there are, conjoined to certain evils, gains and achievements of
mankind that have an almost sacred value since they are produced in the order of divine
providence; we must acknowledge these attainments and these gains.” And, in True
Humanism (Freeport, N.Y., 1938), 18f., he writes: “Much progress has thus been made,
above all in the world of reflection and self-consciousness, revealing often by lowly
means, in science, in art, in poetry, in the very passions and even the vices of man, his
proper spirituality. Science has undertaken the conquest of created nature, the human
soul has made a universe of its subjectivity, the secular world has been differentiated
according to its own proper law, the creature has come to know itself. And such progress
taken in itself was entirely normal.”

% Milan Kundera in The Art of the Novel argues that while the philosophers (chiefly
Husserl and Heidegger) have underscored the loss of the sense of being (cf. Marcel also),
the tradition of the European novel, beginning with Cervantes, has preserved the sense
of being. For all that, Kundera’s own sense of being seems “unbearably light.”
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again, they are filled with the reductionist tendencies
already mentioned.

There can be no doubt that the classical modern period, from
the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, from Descartes to Kant,
exaggerated the relation of self-reference, and presented a rela-
tively closed sense of subjectivity. This was so, even as I began
my own studies fifty years ago, though the criticism was already
underway. This primacy of self-reference obscured the role of the
other in knowing and willing, turning the other into the pale
shadow of the self in the form of ideas (Descartes), sensations
(Hume), or phenomena (Kant). Nowadays, the deficiencies of the
emphasis upon the self-same are familiar to all who have read
contemporary philosophers from Heidegger on. And though it
had long been criticized by scholastic philosophers on other
grounds, this subjectivist tendency has recently come in for fur-
ther criticism by postmodern thinkers. Indeed, the current effort
seems to be to restore some sense of otherness beyond the horizon of
the human subject.*

Nevertheless, the exaggeration of self-same subjectivity ought
not to prevent us from recognizing a genuine increase in the
appreciation of the distinctiveness of being human. What is
more, even though this modern recognition is distorted, it must
be conceded that it does lodge the distinctiveness, if not exactly
in the classical differentia (the rationale), at least in the region of
consciousness. This modern development has yielded a more
intensive appreciation of the (sometimes dangerous) constructive
energies of the person, which express themselves in an expansion
of freedom of choice and a recognition of a certain dizzying
depth of human freedom which is not simply a matter of thought
but of life as well.

Given the climate of latter-day nominalism and the loss of
contact with nature in favor of an urban technical environment,
the distinctiveness of the human person has led to a quite general

* Cf. Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (Pittsburgh:
Duquesne, 1969), 212f,; and in a quite different sense the effort of Derrida and others to
equate otherness with linguistic heterogeneity, but offering us little more than equivocity
and a reduction of meaning to non-meaning. See, for example, Jacques Derrida,
“Différance,” in Margins of Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1982), 3-27.
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sense of divorce between person and nature. The prevalent alter-
natives seem to be either a materialist reductionism or an anti-
metaphysical historicism. Both alternatives dismiss the metaphysics
of being and its understanding of the spiritual dimension of the
person. Moreover, these alternatives are often coupled with a
dialectical tendency that turns otherness into conflict.”

IV. THE RECENT SHIFT TO THE CONCRETE AMONG THOMISTS

Reflecting these developments, there has been a rather wide-
ranging shift in the understanding of rationality and the
expectation of meaning, and this shift finds its expression in a
somewhat different emphasis regarding the task of philosophy.
Among contemporary philosophers from a number of tradi-
tions—including dialectics, pragmatics, existential analysis,
ordinary language analysis, phenomenological description,
hermeneutic interpretation, and deconstructive criticism—there
has been an engagement with the concrete order and a general
avoidance of strong systematic claims. It seems to me that this
recent approach to the concrete has been fed not so much by the
general empirical emphasis of modern science, which considers
the instance rather than the singular, as by the recognition of the
more historical mode of being and meaning that has engaged
modern thought, from Dilthey on, especially in aspects of the
social, cultural, and historical disciplines.”® In philosophy, it
seems likely that the shift to the concrete has been in response to
the inadequacies in evidential practice and theory that have

% Echoing Nietzsche’s “Homer's Contest,” Lyotard places speech not in the category
of communication but in that of the agon, with the slogan “to speak is to fight,” softening
Nietzsche’s “noisy philosophical hammer,” however, by adding, “in the sense of playing"
(Report on Knowledge, 10, nn. 34, 35).

A common objection by German Catholic philosophers in the second quarter of this
century (Romano Guardini, Gustav Siewerth, Eric Przywara, and others) was that, in the
wake of Hegel, difference was turned into dialectical conflict instead of into analogous
diversity.

*¢ Within the broad uniformity of logical reasoning, a different epistemology is more
suitable to the properly historical aspect of the human disciplines insofar as they do not
attempt to model themselves upon the natural sciences. The reason is that the empirical
practice in the natural sciences can be accommodated to, though not identified with, the
classical division of terms into universal and particular, in the form of class and member
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brought about the rise of phenomenology, not only of the
Husserlian variety but of the broader type according to which
Marcel might be said to be a phenomenologist of the concrete.”

Now, it seems to me that the charge that “receptivity” intro-
duces a new principle which is neither act nor potency fails to
take account of the shift in the level of philosophical reflection.
Receptivity is not to be understood simply at the general and
abstract level of act and potency. My argument is that receptivity
is a principle of personal being at the concrete level. Far from
being a“principle that is neither act nor potency, I mean by it an
integral mode constituted of both act and potency.®

Nor has this trend towards the concrete left recent interpreters
of St. Thomas unaffected. Indeed, the shift is observable over the
past sixty years, as witnessed by, among others, the works of
Aimé Forest (1931),” Cornelio Fabro (1938),*° Joseph de Finance
(1938),*" L.-B. Geiger, O.P. (1941),* Etienne Gilson (1942),*

or law and instance, whereas historicity calls for the recognition that the human
person in his or her freedom is more than a particular instance of a law or member of a
class, and that concrete meaning is more than an instantiation of a general law or class,
just because, as we shall see, the concrete incorporates these abstract divisions within its
sense of the singular.

2" T have in mind the circle in Munich around Pfander. See Herbert Spiegelberg, The
Phenomenological Movement: A Historical Introduction, Phaenomenlogica, nos. 5-6, 2
vols. (2d ed.; The Hague: Nijhoff, 1969).

% Mr. Long seems to recognize this when he attributes to me a “symbiosis” of act and
potency; but he dismisses the value of such analysis by discounting its results as “mere-
ly” symbiotic. In so doing he fails to take into account the transformation of the princi-
ples at the concrete level as they are operative in the human person.

¥ La structure métaphysique du concret selon S. Thomas d’Aquin (Paris: Vrin, 1931):
“Ainsi la réalité de 'essence n’est veritablement pas indépendante du rapport qu’elle
soutient avec existence” (164). And more succinctly in his summary: “L’étre de ’essence
est d'étre relative a I'existence” (376).

*® La nozione metafisica de partecipazione (3d ed.; Turin, 1963).

*! Etre et agir dans la philosophie de saint Thomas (Paris: Beauchesne, 1945).

7 La participation dans la philosophie de St. Thomas (2d ed.; Paris: Vrin, 1953). What
I have called the shift to the concrete has come about in association with the retrieval of
the modified Platonic elements in St. Thomas’s thought. Platonic exemplarism is inte-
grated into existential causality.

* Le Thomisme (4th ed.; Paris, 1942). A comparison with the earlier editions shows
that the shift came gradually. See my Gilson Lecture, What Has Clio to do with Athena?
Etienne Gilson: Historvian and Philosopher (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval
Studies, 1988).
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Thomas Gilby, O.P.,* the later work of Jacques Maritain (1947),*
and the essays of Josef Pieper.* It seems to me, then, that the
recent development of existential Thomism finds its tendencies
realized in a metaphysics of the concrete singular.

Providing one recognizes that this shift to the concrete incor-
porates the recent history of being, and therefore provides a
selective interpretation of St. Thomas, this seems to me to be a
legitimate and consequential reading of the saint. There are solid
grounds in the study of St. Thomas for such an emphasis, even
though the emphasis has been brought about by the modern his-
tory of being, providing that the end result stands in continuity
with St. Thomas as the source of the development, and provid-
ing that continuity does not mean simply the repetition but
rather the development of his thought.

There can be no doubt, however, that a comparison with St.
Thomas’s sense of concretum and its variants discloses a certain
difference of weight or emphasis within the term as it is now
reflected in the tendencies of the above-mentioned Thomists. For
St. Thomas, the primary signification of the term in creatures is
composition.¥ Nevertheless, he tells us that the term contains
two elements: composition and perfection (i.e., completeness or

% The Phoenix and the Turtle (London: Longmans Green, 1950; mostly written, how-
ever, during the war years).

5 Existence and the Existent (New York: Pantheon, 1948; Doubleday/Image 1957).

* In Guide to Thomas Aquinas (Notre Dame, Ind., 1987), Pieper introduces a further
level of concreteness without obliterating the distinction between philosophy and theol-
ogy: “If Thomas’ theological interpretation of this divine name [He Who Is] is a whole
dimension deeper than St. Augustine’s interpretation, is Thomas indebted to philosophy
(or even to Aristotle)? Or is it the philosophical conception of Being which here profits by
the experience of theology? Must we not say that what takes place is a unitary act, or a
compound of acts which is no longer separable into its philosophical and theological ‘com-
ponents’? Of course the philosophical element can still be distinguished theoretically from
the theological element. But concretely the situation is that a living man, confronted with
the Whole of reality—one Thomas Aquinas—as believer and thinker (and experiencer of
sense perceptions), as a man reflecting upon his belief and at the same time observing
man and the universe with all his powers of natural cognition, asks himself: ‘What is all
this about?’” (152; emphasis added). The word “separable” should draw attention to the
fact that philosophy and theology can be distinguished without being separated in a
thinker. Such theoretical distinction is not only possible; it is necessary and provides the
charter for the traditional metaphysics of being.

1 Sent., d. 1, q. 4, a. 2, expositio textus: “concreta [nomina] autem significant quid
compositum.”
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subsistence, per se existens).®® The present shift to the concrete is
already signaled by the recognition of the primacy of judgment
in the metaphysics of St. Thomas.* Indeed, the development is
called for by St. Thomas’s own understanding of act (esse) which
is at once both comprehensive and intimate,” for it recognizes
being in its actuality as the ultimate horizon of all reality, truth,
and goodness, and at the same time also recognizes esse as most
inward within being, as the intensive excellence of being itself.*
And it is this paradox of utter comprehensiveness and radical
inner presence that calls for an epistemology and a metaphysics
that attend to the concrete singular and its tensions.
Closely allied with this sensitivity to the singularity of the
human person is the modern recognition of the historical mode
of being, an awareness that has been fostered in modern life as
well as in modern thought. This has prompted essays among
recent Thomists regarding the tension between being and history
in the attempt to accommodate the properly historical mode of
being within a metaphysics of being.* And, indeed, there are
sources within Thomism for the recognition of the historical
mode of being. The intimacy of act (esse) in St. Thomas’s
thought has drawn interpreters towards the not always explicit
concreteness in his Aristotelian vocabulary, a concreteness that
does not simply belong to its empirical character. To be sure, the
abstract nature of thought is rooted in the human condition, for

1 Sent., d. 33, q. 1, a. 2: “In concreto autem est duo considerare in rebus creatis:
scilicet compositionem, et perfectionem, quia quod significatur concretive significat ut
per se existens.”

* Benoit Garceau, Judicium: Vocabulaire, sources, doctvine de saint Thomas d'Aquin
(Toronto: PIEM 20, 1968). Despite the earlier controversy over certain insufficiently
thought-through expressions in the first edition of Gilson's L'étre et U'essence, the primacy
of judgment need not threaten the importance of conceptual knowledge; rather it
completes conceptualization.

“STh1, q. 8, a. 1: “Esse autem est illud quod est magis intimum cuilibet, et quod
profundius omnibus inest. . . . Unde oportet quod Deus sit in omnibus, et intime.”

*' Cf. Marcel’s insistence on the global character of being and the intimacy of its
presence.

# See for example, M. D. Chenu, O.P, “Création et Histoire,” in St. Thomas Aquinas:
1274-1974. Commemorative Studies, vol. 2 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval
Studies, 1974), 391-99.
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the grandeur and the misery of metaphysics is that it always has
to speak in limping syllables of abstraction even as it has always
intended—at least for St. Thomas—the most concrete of reali-
ties.” This disproportion takes ultimate form in St. Thomas’s
own thought as the distinction between our modus significandi
and the res significata in our predication to and about God.

If the foregoing is true, then the translation of reflection from
the general principles of act and potency to the concrete order of
integral modes is far from a “mere” shift. Neither need it be an
abandonment of those principles. Still, in keeping with the gen-
eral tendencies of St. Thomas’s thought, the shift to the concrete
does call for a further deepening of the sense of act and potency
constitutive of all creatures as well as a refinement of the prop-
erly personal sense of these terms. But, first, we need to take into
account the implications of such a shift to the concrete, for it
transforms the nature of the subject of metaphysics and calls for
a different epistemology from the familiar one. It is not easy to
set forth this difference.

V. TOWARDS AN EPISTEMOLOGY OF THE SINGULAR

As the natural sciences broke away from philosophy during
the late medieval period, the shift began to alter the character of
the methodology associated with the study of nature, giving an
increasingly mathematical character to what was already an
evolving empirical study.” But, while this changed the
“coloration” of the method, it left the received distribution of

B STh1, q. 12, a. 4, ad 3: “intellectus creatus per suam naturam natus sit apprehen-
dere formam concretam et esse concretum in abstractione.” And in the In Boethium De
hebdomadibus 2: “ipsum esse significatur ut abstractum, id quod est ut concretum.” Cf.
STh 1, q. 13, a. 1, ad 2: We apply to God abstract names to indicate his simplicity and
concrete names to indicate his subsistence, and so “attribuimus ei [i.e., to God]. . . nom-
ina concreta ad significandum subsistentiam et perfectionem ipsius, quamvis utraque
nomina [i.e., concrete as well as abstract names] dificiant a modo ipsius.” Also STk 1, q.
3,a.3,ad 1.

# Olaf Pedersen, Early Physics and Astronomy (rev. ed.; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), 182-213, remarks that “the history of scholastic mechanics is
thus not only an account of how Aristotelian theory was repeated again and again, it is
also the history of a critical movement gaining more and more strength until Galileo and
the physics of the Renaissance administered its deathblow” (191). And he traces in some
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meaning basically intact. That is, while it moved away from the
ontological understanding of universal and particular, it kept the
generic basis for the distribution of meaning intact. It modified
the understanding of universal and particular into that of gener-
ality and instance, class and member, and eventually into law
and case, where law as repetitive regularity eventually replaced
causality in explanatory power.

Although the basic distribution of meaning into a modified
version of the universal and the particular remained in play, the
way meaning was distributed in the natural sciences was modi-
fied. The result was to displace natural philosophy as the study
that resolved motion into the principles of being (ens mobile) in
favor of the natural sciences which took motion itself as the basis
of resolution. The unexpected result, only slowly and fitfully
realized, indeed only during the past two centuries, was the
recognition that there is another, more concrete mode of thought
open to philosophy. For as the continuum of meaning which sub-
ordinated the particular to the general drew away more and
more from traditional philosophy in order to assert its own
autonomy in the form, for example, of covering laws, a new pos-
sibility for philosophy emerged, the possibility of addressing, not
the empirical order of tested knowledge, but the concrete order
of being. No doubt, the general turn to history in our own time
also favored this recognition of a distinctive mode of thought,
since history does not rest easy with the view that its particular
figures or events are instantiations of a general law or even of a
universal category.®

detail the separation of motion quo ad causam (dynamics) from motion quoad effectum
(kinematics) remarking that “at the beginning of the fourteenth century the emerging
nominalist movement in philosophy had attempted to give the problem of motion a new
basis” (193).

* This realization may have contributed to the importance given by some Thomists
to the autograph terminology of St. Thomas’s In librum Boethii de Trinitate.
Quaestiones Quinta et Sexta, ed. P. Wyser (Fribourg, 1948); ed. B. Decker (Leiden, 1955).
Stress is laid upon the move of St. Thomas away from the language of degrees of abstrac-
tion to recognition of a break between the natural and mathematical modes of thought,
on the one hand, and, on the other, the metaphysical, which takes as its proper mode nei-
ther abstractio totius nor abstractio formae but separatio. See A. Maurer, The Division
and Methods of the Sciences (Toronto: PIMS, 1963).
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It is as though the search for the intelligibility of being has
urged metaphysics on towards the singular, an exigency brought
about by the history of being itself. But if most personalisms are
in need of an adequate metaphysics of being, a Thomism that
moves towards the concrete singular needs to think through to a
modified epistemology in keeping with that metaphysics. Now, a
finite being is more than an individual (ens indivisum) though
not thereby a simple unit (ens indivisibile). A concrete finite
being is, as Thomas acknowledges, a composite; but we have
seen that he also asserted that it is complete. It is this complete-
ness that, it seems to me, is the real terminus and attraction for
the shift towards a metaphysics that seeks the intelligibility of
the concrete. It is, as we will see, an open completeness.*

Now, the concrete singular is not the empirical particular, and
certainly not an isolated atom. Insofar as it is composite, the sin-
gular includes within its constitution all manner of relations to
others. So did Leibniz’s monads; but the concrete metaphysical
singular differs from Leibniz’s monads in two very important
ways. First, it is not without “windows,” that is, real relations;
indeed it is constituted by its relations to others, including rela-
tions of causality and participation.” Second, the Leibnizian
monad mirrors the whole universe uniquely by way of exem-
plarity as its exemplans, whereas the metaphysical singular par-
ticipates in a manifold of causalities. Nevertheless, each being is
an ingathering (esse-in) of the principal causal energies, princi-
ples, and transcendentals of being as such. Unlike the monad,
the singular does not mirror the universe, except insofar as it
actualizes the requirements of being. This means that the

* Lest the notion of an open completeness seem too paradoxical for St. Thomas, we
may recall his understanding of the human soul as an incomplete substance. STk 1, q.
75, a. 2, ad 1: In contrast to a complete substance (pro subsistente completo in natura
alicuius speciei), “potest dici [of the human soul] quod hoc aliquid . . . quasi subsistens.”
Also Q. D. de Anima, a. 1, ad 3: “anima humana non est hoc aliquid sicut substantia
completiva [or completa].”

* I have earlier (“Is Liberalism Good Enough?” in Liberalism and the Good, ed. Bruce
Douglass et al. [London: Routledge, 1990], 86-104) used the term “constitutive individual,”
but that remains too much within the orbit of the traditional theory of meaning, and too
close to Hegel’s concrete universal which operates within that traditional theory.



CREATED RECEPTIVITY 355

singular incorporates within itself those requirements without
which no created being can be.

What are these requirements? Thomas sums them up with the
words esse et praeter esse, existence and everything else.®
Praeter: For that reason there should be no fear that the onto-
logical ground of natural law is destroyed, since the requirement
of finite being is to have a determinate nature. Nor are the prin-
ciples of strict demonstration rendered ineffective, since they too
are grounded in the causalities that are constitutive of the singu-
lar being. Finally, to assert that the inclination of metaphysical
reflection terminates, not in the empirical, but ultimately in the
singular, does not require a Scotistic intellectual intuition of the
singular, but only a recognition of the singular character of being
in a judgment that terminates in the actual existence of things.*
All the principles remain in play.

We may well ask, then, what difference does this drive to the
concrete singular make? First of all, metaphysics no longer han-
kers after a systematization of objective knowledge, even as an
ideal, but rather attends to the gathering of the principles of
being insofar as they terminate in the community of beings. Ens
commune is understood principally as the community of beings
and not merely as an ens rationis. Language is re-opened to the
concrete and reverses the modern penchant which places second-
order language in a position of dominance over first-order

*® S¢G 11, cc. 52-54. See the remarks of Serge-Thomas Bonino, O.P, in Revue
Thomiste 95 (1995): 495 regarding my own emphasis, to the effect that it risks rejecting
the “by no means negligible” other aspects of St. Thomas’s thought. It seems to me, how-
ever, that the risk must be undertaken to bring out the radically metaphysical character
of his thought, especially now that the philosophical viability of the notion of creation is
at stake. But an existential reading need not abandon these “by no means negligible”
aspects (praeter esse), once the nature and status of essence is secured within its relation
to existential act.

* Maurer, Division and Methods, xxi: “For judgment is primarily pointed to the act
of existing of things, whereas simple apprehension has to do rather with their essences
or natures. As a result, the subject of metaphysics will have an existential character not
found in those of the other two speculative sciences.” It may help to distinguish the real
as extra-mental (objective), which the natural sciences address, from the real as
existential, which is the domain of metaphysics.
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language.® Such a metaphysics of the singular becomes more
descriptive of actual situations than abstracted from them. It
recognizes contingent relations not only as accidental to a sub-
stance, but even more as historical developments within concrete
beings. The principal difference is this: esse, since it is formalis-
sime in each singular being, since it is the superabundance of act
within the limits of the received nature of the singular, thereby
opens up from within each being the intelligibility of its singu-
larity,”' opens to its circumstances and contingencies, in a word,
to its history—properly to human history, but in an extended
sense to the recognition that all created beings have a “history.”
Esse, more formal, indeed transformal, and so more actual than
anything else in the being, charges the other principles with a
kind of hyper-determinacy that realizes itself only in the concrete
order of being, in a certain fullness or completeness.*

VI. FURTHER REFLECTION ON ACT AND POTENCY
IN CREATURES

The charge that I have introduced a third principle forces the
issue, then, of whether act and potency are adequate to provide

0 I have made the distinction between epistemic and noetic discourse in several
essays. The former proceeds with a more or less definitive prior demand for what counts
as evidence (e.g., only quantified data), for proof (e.g., verification or falsification), and
for truth (e.g., what is fruitful for further experimental research), whereas the latter
approaches reality with a more open yet not less rigorous expectation of meaning in
search of the concrete. See “Metaphysics: Radical, Comprehensive, Determinate
Discourse,” Review of Metaphysics 39 (June 1986): 675-94. Again, compare Marcel’s
distinction between primary and secondary reflection, or between problematic and
meta-problematic discourse.

$! Cf. de Finance, Etre et agiv, 321: “Mais si la forme n’est pas I’actualité la plus pro-
fonde de I'étre, la vision des essences ne peut plus combler un esprit dont ’ambition est
de posséder ’étre dans ses profondeurs. La connaissance de la réalité concréte présente
pour moi un double intéret: un intérét pratique, puisque ce monde réel forme le cadre de
ma vie et 'ensemble des moyens qui me serviront 4 conquérir ma fin;,—mais aussi, sem-
ble-t-il un intérét spéculatif. Fondement de P’intelligibilité, se peut-il que ’existence n’ait
aucune valeur intelligible? Le concret, dans une métaphysique de I’esse doit-il pas étre
la pature par excellence de ’esprit?” The passage brings out the integration of praxis and
theoria in the concern for the concrete.

$2 Marcel remarks (“The Ontological Mystery,” 12): “Providing it is taken in its meta-
physical and not its physical sense, the distinction between the full and the empty seems
to me more fundamental than that between the one and the many.”
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a basic account of personal being. But before that, it raises the
issue of whether these principles are universally adequate to
account for created being; for if the real composition of act and
potency fails to account for the constitution of created personal
being, then such a composition cannot lay claim to complete uni-
versality in the order of created being. Moreover, we cannot
resolve the relation of act and potency within created persons
without first determining the character of that relation as it
holds for all creatures. It remains, therefore, to probe the precise
character of the transformation in the meaning of act and
potency that occurs in the shift to the concrete, as it discloses
first the general condition of the creature and then that of the
created person.

A brief, if well-known and no doubt unneeded, reminder of
the history of these principles illustrates the radical nature of the
transformation in the understanding of act and potency brought
about by the recognition of being gqua created. The insight into
potency (dunamis) had initially come about through Aristotle’s
reflection upon change and the principles needed to resolve the
apparent impasse of the Eleatics. His distinction (already antici-
pated by Plato) within the unanalyzed notion of non-being
between what we might call the simple privative meaning (the
absolute negation, ouk on) and the qualified or relative negation
(mé on) released the notion of qualified non-being to indicate a
potential principle in the explanation of change:* for the poten-
tial is the able-but-not-yet of the subject in accidental change
and analogously the able-but-not-yet of primary matter in sub-
stantial change. With his sense of creation ex nikilo, St. Thomas
interprets the distinction by situating potency within a more
radical context of being.*

53 Metaphysics XII (L), 2, 1069b15-20; also VII (Z), 7-9, 1032a12-1034b19. Cf. the
many senses of potency in St. Thomas, V Metaphys., lect. 13. It is characteristic of St.
Thomas’s project of commenting upon Aristotle that (as far as I can tell) he entirely
avoids discussion of the principle of potency in relation to creation, not only in this work
but in all of the Aristotelian commentaries.

5 See St. Thomas, XII Metaphys., Parma ed. (1868), lect. 2, 624: “Solvit autem hanc
dubitationem antiquorum naturalium philosophorum, qui removebant generationem
propter hoc, quod non credebant quod posset aliqui fieri ex non ente, quia ex nihilo fit
nihil; nec etiam ex ente, quia sic esset antequam fieret. Hanc ergo dubitationem
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With the entry of the doctrine of creation, however, comes a
deeper sense of potentiality: for the potential is not potentiality
to the reception of form (eidos) on the part of matter (hyle) or
subject (hypokeimenon), but the reception of being where there
had been none at all (esse absolute seu simpliciter).” In this
sense, one might say, not without a touch of paradox, that the
recognition of creation gives new meaning to the notion of
absolute non-being without returning the notion to the dead-end
ouk on.* God’s creative act is so powerful that, after the fact, it
throws light even upon absolute non-being, and endows the very
contingency of the creature (its always present non-being that
constitutes its contingency) with the abundance of the Creator’s
own gift. And it draws our attention to the fragility and utter
gratuity of any and all created existence, so that in a mysterious

Philosophus solvit, ostendendo qualiter aliquid fit ex ente et ex non ente; dicens, quod
duplex est ens, scilicet ens actu, et ens potentia.” I am aware of a certain difference in
emphasis between Thomas’s account and my own, insofar as mine places an emphasis
upon non-being that is absent from St. Thomas’s, though the emphasis, I believe, is
compatible with his understanding of creation ex nikilo.

S STh 1, q. 44, a. 2, ad 1: “Dicendum quod Philosophus in I Phys. (7, ¢. 9, 190b1)
loguitur de fieri particulari, quod est de forma in formam, sive accidentalem sive sub-
stantialem; nunc autem loguimur de rebus secundum emanationem earum ab universali
principio essendi” (emphasis added).

% For the insightful texts of St. Anselm on the new sense of “nothing,” see Monologium
8-9(S. Anselmi Opera Omnia, ed. F. S. Schmitt [Stuttgart: Fromann, 1968], vol. 1, pp. 22-
24; English translation, 2d ed. by J. Hopkins and H. W. Richardson [Toronto: Edwin
Mellen, 1975], 15-18). See also my reflection upon these texts in The Gift: Creation
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1982), 28-34, esp. 32: “The term [de nihilo]
denotes after the fact the state of affairs before the endowment. It makes no strict sense
to say, before I have received a gift, that I am giftless, as though there is a lack in me in
the way that a painting lacks the right colour. . . . Certainly, before I have received a gift,
1 am without a gift; I simply do not have one. But I do not lack something due me. And
yet, viewed after the fact, after the endowment, the lack of that endowment is more than
a simple negation. . . . We have more here than a simple negation, but we have it only
after the fact, not before. The gift is not as such a remedy for some lack, but is rather an
unexpected surplus that comes without prior conditions set by the recipient. The element
of gratuity indicates that there is no ground in the recipient for this gift, so that the gift
is strictly uncalled for. It is not compensation for anything. . . . Creation is to be under-
stood as the reception of a good not due in any way, so that there cannot be even a [pre-
existent] subject of that reception. It is absolute reception, there is not something which
receives, but rather sheer receiving.” Incidentally, this new sense of non-being is also the
condition for the modern sense of dialectics; though, because it repudiates a notion of
creation, dialectics gives too much to the power of the negative within non-being,
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way we draw fresh meaning from the contrast of being with that
dark region of absolute non-being. It is as though the very gift of
being does not leave the creature's non-being untouched; its very
non-being is gifted too.

This is not to give some pseudo-positive reality to non-being;
quite the opposite, it is to highlight its utter negativity by deep-
ening the sense of contingency. The early Fathers of the Church
were conscious of the distinctive character of God’s creative act.
They insisted that creation ex nikilo is not a motion, neither an
alteration nor a generation, because these require a pre-existent
subject. Even more, they insisted that creation is not a labor at
all,” and that it is an effortless actuation at the most fundamental
level of reality: divine “communication without loss.”

What, then, has happened to potency? We must look to act, in
keeping with its primacy, in order to determine the character of
the indeterminacy and otherness that is characteristic of
potency. For the Aristotelian understanding of potency posits a
pre-existent recipient (ultimately, underived matter) whereas
potency to being simultaneously demands that there can be no
recipient before the reception itself has been achieved.® And so
creation ex nihilo is to be understood as the endowment of the
capacity to receive being in the very communication in which
that actuality is being received. Nature, or properly the essence
(essentia), functions as the potential principle that marks the
finitude (receptive dependency, radical contingency) of created
being and ensures its limited integrity (per essentiam/naturam).
A creature, then, is nothing but the relation of dependence upon
the proper cause of its being: tantum esse ad Deum. But that
“nothing but” is everything for the creature!

ST Cf. St. Athanasius, Contra Avianos 2, c. 17, n. 1 (Oxford, 1844), 315f. (PG 26:197),
writes, “For God is not wearied by commanding . . . but he willed only; and all things
subsisted.” Also Hyppolytus, Against Noetus, c. 10 (PG 10:818) insists that “the divine
will in moving all things is itself without motion.” Then, too, St. John Damascene, On
the Orthodox Faith 2, c. 29 (PG 94:964) remarks, “He wills all things to come to be and
they are made.” Cf. Judith 16:17: “You spoke and things came into being.”

% Without in any way suggesting that Marcel thinks in terms of act and potency, it is
perhaps worth noticing his remark that I must already be and be within being before I
can question being. That is the basic feature of ontological mystery, that it encroaches
upon its own data; “The Ontological Mystery,” 19-20 and passim.
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VI. THE CREATURE AS SUBSISTING RELATION

It is in this sense that I dare to say that a creature is a subsisting
relation, knowing full well the privileged use of the term for the
persons of the Trinity.* The inequality and limitation inherent in
the relation of dependence is such as to ensure the distinction
between God and creatures. The advantage of the term is that it
removes all suggestion of absolute autonomy from the creature
at the originating level of its being. The foregoing reflection on
the creature as subsisting (vet dependent) relation is meant to
remove all traces of potency as in any way a prius to God’s
creative act. For His is the act which, with the touch of eternity,
endows the being of the creature simultaneously with essence
and existence.

Once again, as with the turn to the concrete singular and its
histoticity, it is noteworthy that this emphasis upon the primacy
of relation parallels the emphasis on relationality which has
become a basic theme—one might well say, a preoccupation—of
twentieth-century thought. Not surprisingly, the shift to relation-
ality in contemporary thought arises from different considerations

% 1 recognize that this term is privileged by St. Thomas for the divine persons of the
Trinity and that it is one of his keenest and most fruitful insights (T4 I, q. 29, a. 4:
“Persona igitur divina significat relationem ut subsistentem”). I also recognize that in his
argument he refers the designation human person to the individual substance and with
the impeccable logic of genus and specific difference excludes subsistent relation from the
term person when applied to man. It is only the identity of the relations with the divine
essence itself that permits him to conclude that the divine persons are subsistent rela-
tions, or more precisely, distinct relations subsisting in the divine essence. Of course, the
term relation in the two denominations is analogously diverse. Moreover, there are suffi-
cient ways of avoiding confusion with created beings. Ian Ramsey (Religious Language
[New York: Macmillan, 1957], 182ff.) has indicated the linguistic ways in which such a
distinction is made: the divine person of Christ is Son of the Father, but He is begotten
not made, only Son of the Father, eternally begotten, one in being with the Father, etc.
These are “qualifiers” of the original model (father-son). The Father and the Spirit can be
differentiated from creatures in similar ways through relations of origin. Or we can
phrase the difference expressed by many of the Fathers of the Church in terms of Christ
being equal to the Father in essence and His Son by nature (kata physin), whereas we are
sons by the grace of adoption (kata charin) (cf. St. Athanasius, De Decretis, in The
Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 2d ser., vol. 4 [repr.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987],
156). The value of the term subsistent relation as applied to creatures is that it manifests
the radical dependence for all that is in them through participation in the communicatio
entis flowing from the First Being.
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and has taken forms other than the metaphysical relation of
creation. Thus, for example, in first philosophy there is
Heidegger’s In-der-Welt-Sein; in philosophy of science, Ernst
Cassirer’s notice of the withering away of substance in favor of
function and law; in philosophy of religion, Buber’s relation of
I-Thou and I-It; and most recently, in the philosophy of lan-
guage, the postmodern stress on intertextuality.

In much of the thought of the past two centuries, however,
otherness has been understood in terms of conflict (dialectics) or
equivocity (deconstruction). It is as though nominalism has
turned twice upon itself: first in modernity which, having given
the primacy to self-identity in the form of self-reference, yet
re-established unity as totality through a comprehensive system
of external relations among utterly simple self-identical units.®
Then, the first post-Kantian attempts to overcome the restrictive
self-reference understood otherness in terms of conflict (dialec-
tics), whereas the full-blown rejection of self-reference and
totality has given primacy to otherness in the form of a modified
equivocity (deconstruction). In rejecting the modern fascination
with totality, postmodernism seeks to prolong nominalism by
reinstating the reign—not so much of the other, and certainly not
of the Other—but of otherness in the form of relations of con-
trast. It seems that nominalism eats its own children. It will
undoubtedly produce further variations, but what seems likely is
that it will turn all relations into features that are arbitrary and
quasi-external.®

Not unaffected by the widespread promotion of relationality,
Thomists of the concrete have followed their own path, drawing
however upon the thought of St. Thomas. All Thomists agree
that the creature exists in total dependence upon the Giver of
being, and that dependence is to be understood in terms of the

% Newton’s Principles of Natural Philosophy gives us the paradigm, but Kant’s archi-
tectonic system provides its philosophical justification by moving towards an incomplete
internalization of relations determined by the “needs of reason.”

®' The root of much linguistic theory is, of course, de Saussure, who sought a theory of
language in which meaning played a minimal part, if at all, and who found in language
“only [arbitrary] differences” (Course in General Linguistics [La Salle, Ill.: Open Court,
1986], 118; cf. 67-69, 115).
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category of primary cause and effect. This is to look at the onto-
logical relation from the point of view of the communication of
being. What is it to look at it from the point of view of the recep-
tion of being? Since the dependence is total, everything in the
creature is gifted, so that even act itself is included in that recep-
tion; created esse is itself receptive.® The meaning of all the
causes and principles within the being are thereby transformed.

What, then, is the inner content of that relation? Certainly the
potentiality of the creature (essemtia in the broad sense)” is
included within that ontological relation, and it plays its role as
a co-principle of “ontological reception”; essence is the principle
within the created being that is the intrinsic “receptor” of being.*
But it is not only potency that is received; the act is received as
well, because the whole being (essence and existence) is received.
God creates beings whole and entire, singular beings in commu-
nity. He does not put together principles of act and potency that
are antecedent in any sense. The ontological relation determines
the act at its very core as a received act. We must, then, include
created act within the notion of ontological reception.* Created
act is a received act. Moreover, everything in the created being is

62 See the exchange between David Schindler and Norris Clarke regarding Clarke’s
Aquinas lecture, Person and Being, and in particular Schindler’s insistence upon a three-
fold moment within the relation of creation: esse-ab, esse-in, and esse-ad, in which the
latter two have as their prius the first, so that the esse of the creature is through and
through receptive (Schindler, “Norris Clarke on Person, Being, and St. Thomas,” 586-88).

¢ What, as we have seen, in a felicitous phrase St. Thomas calls praeter esse. ScG 2, c.
52: “Esse autem, inquantum est esse, non potest esse diversum: potest autem diversificari
per aliquid quod est praeter esse.”

At first glance, the terms receptus and receptio are not very suitable, for they mean
the “re-taking” of something, “taking again.” But the “re-” also functions as a reflexive
intensifier, and there are usages in which the term means “taking upon oneself” (cf. ens
per se) and even “taking up an obligation” (cf. Marcel’s “answering a call”). This is
surely the basis for the “re-sponse” to which all created beings, and in a special way,
personal beings are called. The term can also mean “to accept” and “to preserve,” and
these latter senses are more suitable in the present context.

¢ David Schindler puts the question well in pressing Norris Clarke’s fine analysis fur-
ther: “How can relationality . . . be said to be . . . ‘an equally primordial dimension of
being’ . . . if relationality begins not in first but in second act,” that is, not in esse but in
agere (Schindler, “Norris Clarke on Person, Being, and St. Thomas,” 582). Clarke replies
that the agere is an expression of esse, thus seeming to endorse a Thomistic version of the
Dionysian principle that esse is expansive, as though to say: esse est diffusivum sui
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penetrated by this receptive relation. Since act determines every-
thing within the being, it follows that the meaning of all the
causes and principles of the being reflect this reception.

It is not only the agency of the creature (its secondary activi-
ty) that is affected by its participation. All the causes are affected.
Matter is not uncaused nor out of itself but is ex nikilo;* finality, as
the first of causes, is no longer understood as only an immanent
principle specifying the end, but is also simultaneously that
immanent/transcendent principle by which the being is called
forth into existence;* and form participates in esse as the first
formal perfection of finite®® substantial being. When the
seventeenth-century philosophers threw out the four causes,
they not only cast aside Aristotle, they also disavowed the trans-
formed senses of these principles and thereby began the elimina-
tion of intelligibility from the very notion of creation, which
ceased to play a role in the modern understanding of reality.

So far, then, through its total dependence upon God, we have
understood the creature as a subsisting relation. The creature is
an effect of God’s communication of being and stands in causal
dependence upon God as upon the Cause of its being. The
absolute nature of ontological dependence entitles us to use the
category of gift to articulate the implications of the relation, since
it belongs to a gift to be uncalled for, to be given without prior
conditions. Now reception is integral to the very character of a
gift, for a gift refused is an unfinished gift. At this absolute level
of the reception of being the refusal can only occur within the
primordial reception, even as the non-being of privation can

(ibid., 593). I find the invocation of the expansive principle an interesting opening to fur-
ther reflection, but at the same time I agree with Schindler that we must press home the
received character of created act in the most explicit and intensive manner, finding its
receptive character not simply in the expression of the creature’s activity or its tendency
towards expression but in the very character of the instituting act itself.

% STh1, q. 44, a. 2: “Utrum materia prima sit creata a deo.”

¢’ See the analysis of finality by Gerard Smith, S.J., The Philosophy of Being (New
York: Macmillan, 1961), ch. 8, esp. p. 109, which brings out the double determinant in
final causality, its formal and its existential role. The whole book considers the trans-
formed meanings of act, potency, and the causes in the light of existential act.

% See Hegel’s acute discussion of the difference between the mere limit (die Grenze,
Aristotle) and the positive finite (das Endliche, Christianity) in The Science of Logic,
book 1, sect. 1, ch. 2, B.
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arise only on the supposit of finite being. And just as non-being
threatens the destruction of being, so too the refusal can pene-
trate to the depths of a received being, distorting it in the most
radical way.® On the other hand, the acceptance completes the
gift, fulfills it. This creaturely acceptance takes the form of onto-
logical self-affirmation (ens per se subsistens).”” And, since it is
first act that is being received, it is received as act at a level
deeper and more original than secondary activity which is
grounded in and expressive of first act. It follows, then, that both
first act and secondary activity are re-sponses.

At the level of first act, however paradoxical it sounds, the
creature accepts its being in the very reception of it (esse-ab).
How are we to understand this, since the creature does not stand
outside the relation so as to receive being before it even exists?
We must understand the acceptance as expressed by its sub-
sistent self-reference (autos, per se) and within its primordial
ordination towards the Source of the being communicated to it
without which there would be no self (autos), so that its original
reception is communicated to it in its very institution. This
relation to self and Source is the tension—one might say,
paradox—of finite being.

Metaphorically, the flow from God (influxus entis, esse-ab) is
such that it is completed only in a flow back towards the source
(reditus entis, esse-ad). This means that the created “self” of each
being is preserved only through reference to the Creative Other.
This communication and response is the initial generosity, the
initial deposit of being, that is inseparable from the creative
endowment and that weights created being towards the actual

 Cf. Gabriel Marcel, Du refus & Vinvocation. And so, at the personal level, there can
be loss through generosity refused, or through abuse of freedom (moral evil), but this
spiritual loss does not of itself entail physical mutation. Cf. St. Thomas’s “absque . . .
abiiciatur” (above, n. 9). At the subpersonal level the “refusal” is manifest in the priva-
tions endemic to the rule of finitude (ontological evil), which God freely respects for the
good of the finite.

° Cf. Schindler’s esse-in ("Norris Clarke on Person, Being, and St. Thomas,” 586,
582). I find this acceptance recognized in the popular and subsequently the learned sense
of ousia and substantia which take the form of an ontological self-reference (autos). See
my “Selves and Persons,” Communio 18 (Summer 1991), esp. 184-96.
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good (i.e., the good of its own being and the Good that is its
Source). And this is the meaning of final causality in the onto-
logical relation, that is, insofar as final causality bears first of all
on created being and only then on its agency. For there is more
than passivity in reception; there is also self-possession and ordi-
nation to the good. Esse as the supposit of secondary activity
already possesses the integral mode of potency and act in the
form of an integral ordination towards (esse-ad).

The notion of an integral mode of act and potency is not
entirely alien to Thomistic metaphysics. If one considers the elu-
sive concept of active potency,” we recognize here a principle
that is not simply that of passive potency. Created active
potency needs initiation in order to be actuated and in that
aspect may be said to be passive, but the power itself (potentia
activa) is not simply a mutable subject, a capacity awaiting
in-formation; it is a capability, the ability to respond to the
initiative that first institutes it. The notion of active potency
is usually considered at the level of secondary activity, insofar as
it is the potency of specific powers; but if it is deepened to mean
the re-sponse to the primary institution of created being, its pri-
mordial reception, such active potency is enfolded within the
integral mode of non-privative receptivity.

Now, this endowment and reception of being is constitutive of
the created being and cannot, therefore, be understood as an
external relation. It is the very inner constitution of the being
itself. It is imperative, therefore, to release interiority from its
modern prison in human subjectivity and to restore to natural
things (ves) the appropriate kind of interiority which they have in
a metaphysics of being, where they are not mere objects stand-
ing before the human subject. For the principles that constitute
a created being comprise the complex depth appropriate to the
things we have not made. Indeed, they lead us back to the Source
of being, so that the depth in created things is without measure.

" Cf. the many senses of the term potency (dunamis) considered by Aristotle,
Metaphysics 5, c. 13, 1019a15ff, The privileged sense is the active, in keeping with the
primacy of act over passivity. Nevertheless, the distinction is between poiein and
paschein within the analysis of change and not within that of creation. Compare St.
Thomas on the many senses of potency in note 53.
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It is not only human subjectivity that has an interior, then; things
do too.” Once that interiority is recognized, things receive the
name of “subject” (suppositum entis), the privileged name we
give to primary centers. And this ontological interiority lends its
character to all interior relations, including the spiritual interiority
encountered in personal beings.

If, however, the very subsistence of a creature is relational,
then the understanding of the reality of created substance is
thereby transformed. For substance is now understood to rest
ultimately not on uncreated matter, nor does it have the ambigu-
ous status of an ens possibile. Instead, substance is determined in
and through its radical participation in and relation to the
Source of its existence. The supposit of the creature does not
stand in any way “outside” of or “prior” to the ontological rela-
tion, not even as a possibility, but is brought into being within
that relation. “Before” the world came to be it was not “possible”
for it to be (potentia passiva), except in the actual power
(potentia activa) of God.

The primacy of the ontological relation may seem to threaten
the reality of substance by undercutting it. That would be so
only if the notion of created substance were thought somehow to
retain a sort of quasi-independence apart from the ontological
relation. Nonetheless, given the proven effectiveness of the logic
of substantive predication and its prominent use by St. Thomas
the concern is legitimate and more needs to be said in order to
offset the charge that substance itself is being dissolved in this
radical relation. Such a defense is especially important today, if
only because the metaphysical sense of substance is not readily
understood or tolerated in the contemporary thought-world.

A full defense of the pre-eminence of relation needs to show
that the integrity of created substance is not dissolved in the rela-
tion.” This requires an adequate notion of spirit which brings
forward the intransitive character of spiritual relations. Creation
is the effect of Perfect Intelligence, but it is not a motion. The

" On natural interiority, see Schmitz, “The First Principle of Personal Becoming,”
763-68.
" I have indicated the basic outlines of the argument in The Gift: Creation, 81-86.
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relations of intelligence and love, with their spiritual nature, are
the specific ways in which God communicates being to his crea-
tures. The traditional first way names him the First Mover, but
it adds, Unmoved, meaning that He “moves” without moving.
Now, even human intelligence can enter into relation with its
objects without mutating them; so too human love. Indeed the
search for truth demands that the knower respect the integrity of
the known, even when (as in experiments) the search for knowl-
edge calls for the manipulation of the knowable. But if even the
incarnate human spirit can enter into such relations imperfectly,
how much more can the divine intelligence and love communi-
cate, institute, and preserve the integrity and actual existence of
its creatures?

Indeed, at the level of creative causality and existential effect
there is no mutation: creation is not a motion. And so the “law”
of creative causality may be stated thus: the non-invasive yet
creative activity of (divine) spirit brings about its correlate in the
non-privative receptivity of the creature.”® Created spirit com-
municates without loss just because it is known (and with God
this “knowing” is a creative knowing) without the creature being
mutated, and is loved by a (divine) love which respects the
beloved (which the Creator’s free act brings into being). Spiritual
relations are not transitive; the knowledge and love that sustains
creatures, far from being a threat to their existence and integrity,
is the very ground of their being, nature, and substance.

The ontological relation as understood in creation not only
rejects the primacy of external relations; it also introduces a new
sense of internality that transcends the spatially restricted set of
“inside-outside.” In the order of constitution or creation there is
nothing “outside” such a primordial relation, for the simple rea-
son that there is literally nothing outside being. What there is is
finitude, formal difference among purely spiritual creatures and
formal and spatio-temporal diversity among physical beings.
The immanence of the principles provides the basis for

7% In physical creatures this receptivity is the mark of the presence of the Creator
within them. In created persons the receptivity is the mark of their spiritual nature and
the image of the creative presence within them.
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understanding relations of interiority. And, just as the transcen-
dental ontological relation comes to prominence, so too there
comes to prominence the interior character of all fundamental
relations, both in the Creator and in the creature.

How are we to understand an interiority that is not merely an
internality correlative with an externality (inside-outside)? What
we are dealing with is the notion of incomplete principles,” not
simply correlative or reciprocal, but radically open to each other
in the constitution of a single entity. They do not achieve this
unity by themselves. If God’s creative act is left out of the pic-
ture, it is impossible to explain how a non-existent and merely
possible essence can determine the creature’s act of existence.
Once the co-determination of principles is situated within God’s
creative activity, however, these two incomplete principles play
the role assigned to them by their Agent-Creator. Each principle
taken in itself is incomplete; but even more, taken together they
constitute a being that is no being except in relation to its pri-
mordial cause. Each principle is inherently implicated in the
other through the causal activity of the First Cause, and by a
subordination of the one (potency) to the other (act) rather than
by a reciprocity of two complete principles.

VIII. TRANSFORMATION OF THE PRINCIPLES IN
CREATED PERSONS

Nonetheless, the reception that is common to all creatures
must be refined further, if it is to fit the analogical modes of
being, and if it is to be of use in determining the proper character of
spiritual being. For while there is a general sense of receptivity
appropriate to all creatures, there is a special sense, a proper
sense, in which human beings as spiritual creatures are recep-
tive. What marks a created spirit from other created beings is
that it has been endowed with an ability to respond in accor-
dance with the “law” of spirit, that is, the capacity for freedom.
It is here that the integral concept of non-privative receptivity
seems especially appropriate, for it illuminates the distinctive

S See n. 46.
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relation between God and spiritual creatures. The human crea-
ture receives along with its very capacity to exist (essentia) the
capability of responding (actus essendi) in a way that, insofar as
it is spiritual, does not involve mutation or loss.”” The evidence
for this is just the normal operations of association proper to
human beings: love and knowledge, understanding and commu-
nication, which rise from the creature’s primordial receptivity.

In the creation of a human person, the otherness (praeter esse)
is proportionate to the act that is communicated; and being pro-
portionate it follows along lines of (incarnate) spiritual being, in
which there is communication without loss and non-privative
receptivity. At the level of personal being this is more adequately
expressed by receptivity than by pure passive potency. In per-
sonal beings, the receptivity takes the form of a specific
response. The response is in no way a causa sui, it is a re-sponse;
that is, it is the primordial acknowledgment of a gift received
and is expressed in the “acceptance” (i.e., the subsistence and
ordination) of the creature. At the level of secondary activity this
receptivity is expressed in a variety of individual and cultural
ways as a seeking out of the Giver, in the search for the true and
the good in the community of beings.

The consequence of such an intrinsic relation is a higher
degree of unity of the constitutive principles than in subpersonal
beings. Here lies the ontological ground for the proper imma-
nence of spiritual being, whereby the unity of personal being is
a conscious, deliberate integrity. From this ground there follows
at the level of activity the non-privative nature of personal
dynamism, first manifested in communication without loss. The
absence of loss is coordinate with the power of retrieval. This is
seen in the distinctive relation to temporality that is characteris-
tic of personal being. Memory, and even more the memoria of
which St. Augustine wrote, is the retrieval of past time, even as

761 add the qualifier “insofar as it is spiritual” in order to acknowledge the incarnate
nature of human spirituality, which is itself a sort of integral mode of being, so that
human spirituality operates within the larger context in which there is physical mutation.
The physical order is given over to mutation. In created persons, on the other hand, the
creature itself is properly endowed with non-privative receptivity and response in
accordance with the “law” of spiritual existence.
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anticipation perfected in hope is the appropriation of the struc-
ture of future time. The indefinite scope of the time-scale at the
root of human culture and human history is made possible by
the capability of cognition, which liberates the universal in
abstract form but within the horizon of being.

And so, there is a special sense in which the created person
responds, for he responds in his very being through intelligence
and freedom, and this response is constituted of an appropriate
and proportionate act and potency, both in the constitution of its
being and the overflow of its activity.”

Here we approach once again one of the prominent themes of
Marcel’s philosophy of the concrete, that the fortunes of being
depend in some significant way upon the use we make of our
freedom. Marcel’s distance from Thomism seems to have arisen
from a view that it was too “objective” a mode of thinking to be
sengitive to the most profound truths and realities of human
existence. Moreover, his opposition was heightened by the
modern dichotomy between passivity and activity, which he
attributed to Kant, and which he thought approximated most
closely to inanimate objects, as when the wax is utterly passive
to receiving the imprint of the wholly active seal. He countered
the reduction of receptivity to passivity by invoking the experi-
ence of the host who welcomes (i.e., receives) a guest into his
home. This reception is no mere metaphor, nor is it mere pas-
sivity;® it is a genuine receptivity that transcends the gulf
between activity and passivity without destroying their real dis-
tinction. It does this by including them within what I have

" It is this recognition that is so prominent among many German Catholic philoso-
phers, who make of freedom a primary ontological principle.

” Reflecting upon the nature of feeling (sentir), Marcel remarks that it is not only a
passive submitting to sensory impulses (sensation), but also an active opening out onto
... (ouvrira . . ). This is precisely the transition from the empirical to the concrete. Cf.
Marcel, Du refus @ Uinvocation, 43: “Des le moment oll nous avons clairement reconnu
que sentir ne se réduit pas a subir, tout en maintentant que c’est en quelque fagon
recevoir, nous sommes en mesure de déceler en son centre la présence d’un élément actif,
quelque chose comme le pouvoir d’assumer, ou mieux encore, de s’ouvrir 2 .. ." Now one
“opens out onto” what is able to receive one, and that cannot be an object in the modern
sense, for the objectivity of the object reflects back to the knowing subject the criteria
already brought to it by the subject. (See the canonical expression of this view in Kant,
Critique of Pure Reason, preface to the second edition, vii-xii.)
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called an integral mode of being. The sense of receptivity has
deeper ontological roots than either created act or potency con-
sidered in themselves. These roots are opened up to the light of
a metaphysics of the concrete, a light that situates the human
person and all created beings within the community as gift.
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on receptivity is a model of the way in which philoso-

phers from diverse traditions can enrich one another’s
reflections and understanding. Indeed, his observation (see his
note 6) that he has always refused the honorific title “Thomist”
will not impede the astute observer from discerning the extent
and facility of his command of the texts of St. Thomas. Still, one
must observe that the very approach chosen to articulate his
metaphysical case—the metaphysics of esse as context for a view
of creatures as themselves being “subsisting relations”—is, what-
ever its other merits, a clear departure from the realism of St.
Thomas. Why?

Moderns used to poke fun at Scholastic distinctions by saying
that these were like attempts to answer the question “how many
angels can dance on the head of a pin?” Their point—or at least
the point of those among them who were knowledgeable enough
to have a point—was not that such an absurd formulation ever
found currency among the various schools of Scholasticism.
Rather, they sought to suggest that realist metaphysics tends to
generate abstruse and unreal distinctions and questions. Now, a
hard look at either continental or analytic thought reveals that
this criticism is far more applicable to either than to the thought
of St. Thomas. Analytic philosophy in recent years has fallen,
after Wittgenstein, into abstruse discussions of what it means to
have a toothache; and continental thinkers frequently articulate
their accounts in a vocabulary that is almost mystagogically
obtuse. By contrast St. Thomas articulates the adequacy of both
sense knowledge and of intellectual knowledge, always resolving
both into our knowledge of being. It is in this context that one

D R. SCHMITZ’S response to my criticism of his writing
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takes pause at finding personalist theorists of the Communio
school transignifying Thomas’s metaphysics via the dialectical
absorption of substance into relation.

I should like to note only three things about the proposition
that the creature is a subsisting relation. These points are, I am
persuaded, the critical ones for understanding the distance
between the continental appropriation of Thomas and the char-
acter of Thomas’s own teaching.

(1) According to St. Thomas the terminus of the divine act is
a being that is really related to God—not a subsisting relation. If
we treat the creature as itself a subsisting relation, then is this
relation itself further related—that is, do we not end up with a
Platonic “third man” difficulty? Further, what is related? The
divine gift of esse posits a being that is related: but its real rela-
tion does not alter the datum that we intrinsically predicate
being of the creature, nor that there is a distinction between a
being’s total dependence upon God and its very substantiality
itself. Indeed, in creatures substance and esse are really distinct,
not identical. Nor is the esse merely a relation but rather a quasi-
formal principle of being. Created substance is really related to
God; but the substance is not this relation, any more than formal
causality is final or efficient causality.

The idea of the creature as subsisting relation is not only
unfounded in Thomas’s text, but indeed contrary to his teaching.
As Dr. Schmitz admits about the view that the creature is a sub-
sisting relation, “I recognize that this term is privileged by St.
Thomas for the divine persons of the Trinity.” Moreover, he
observes that this construction is positively excluded by St.
Thomas’s teaching: “I also recognize that in his argument he
refers the designation human person to the individual substance
and with the impeccable logic of genus and specific difference
excludes subsistent relation from the term person when applied
to man” (see his note 59). In short—and in precision from its
further assessment—the idea of the creature as “subsisting
relation” not only is not Thomas’s metaphysics, but is excluded
by his metaphysics.

The value of viewing the creature as a subsisting relation is
alleged to be its manifestation of the radical dependence of the
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creature upon “the communicatio entis flowing from the first
Being” (ibid.). But it is important that the status of creatures as
beings be affirmed—which is that whereby they are really
ordered to God. Convert the substance to a relation, and
Thomas’s whole account of the terminus of the divine creative
act, the character of his defense of the dignity of secondary
causality, and, indeed, even his path to the discovery of the real
distinction are altered. Whatever else we may say, we must
refuse to this doctrine the designation “Thomistic.”

(2) Dr. Schmitz’s masterful scholarly articulation of the idea of
creature as subsisting relation, and of its pedigree in the history
of ideas, should highlight one salient philosophic datum: that
this idea occurs when something cognate with Hegelian dialec-
tics is inseminated into the Thomistic metaphysics of esse at its
highest point. The metaphysical category of substance is marked
for abandonment in favor of relation as itself a subject of being,
so that substance is absorbed into relation.

But it was part of the gravamen of my case—and remains
so—that we have no epistemic warrant for the metaphysics of
esse itself once we separate ourselves from the ontology—includ-
ing the ontology of knowledge—whence it derives. Hence if we
are importing dialectics within our constitutive understanding of
esse so late in the game, it must be that the path to esse render-
ing such a move possible has been already and diversely articu-
lated. But insofar as such a distinct path to a dialectically altered
account of esse is articulated, I suggest that it will more and
more clearly be seen to have its roots in a thought-world quite
distinct from—and indeed contrary to—St. Thomas’s own. The
principles of being, on Thomas’s account, are immutable: sub-
stance is not relation, not even transcendental relation; formal
causality is not final or efficient causality. Ontology is not a mere
provisional set of distinctions on the way to a new Gestalt—it is
the permanent structure of being, whose permanence derives
from its participation in the immutable divine wisdom.

Dr. Schmitz well challenges not only Thomists but all other
philosophers to grapple with continental theories whose signifi-
cance for an understanding of the person is central. Whether the
lingua franca of the Thomistic metaphysics of being can any
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longer signify its native propensities within a regime of thought
transignified by a combination of Hegelian dialectic and the
aversio abstractae typical of personalist phenomenology is
another issue.

Of course, the idea of the creature as subsistent relation is
itself a highly abstract notion—and it is in this sense unclear
that it coheres more closely with the philosophy of the concrete
than do more traditional Thomistic formulations. Still there is a
tendency of some phenomenologists to void metaphysical con-
clusions solely owing to their “abstraction” or, more properly,
superior remotion from matter—real principles of being are
“out,” Gestalt is “in.” One point is clear: for St. Thomas meta-
physical verities are neither tentative nor annulled in some
higher synthesis: they are, indeed, the necessary rational
prerequisites for any higher synthesis.

(3) The last point leads directly to the issue of St. Thomas’s
ontology and theoretic account of human knowledge. The very
terms in which Thomas articulates his own account of esse—
especially given his teaching that the proper object of the human
intellect is quiddity as found in corporeal matter—contrasts
sharply not only with the continental appropriation of his
thought, but with much contemporary Neoscholasticism
amongst medieval historians as well. The idea that Thomas
meant to articulate a real distinction between essence and exis-
tence that is ungrounded in the ontology of knowing—as though
the real distinction could sink its roots in the direct intuition of
spiritual verities, or proceed from terms exclusively logical—is
not supported by his writing. But were it true, I for one cannot
see what would stand to impede the work of appropriation of
Thomas’s thought so elegantly and reconditely articulated by
Dr. Schmitz. If my criticisms are only the felix culpa meriting so
scholarly and lucid a response, this may yet serve to measure the
distance separating Thomistic realism from its transubstantia-
tion within the rhythm and gait of continental reflection.
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cussions of sexual ethics. Some people, so the accusation

runs, mistakenly explain the evil of certain sexual
actions, contraception in particular, in merely physical terms,
while ignoring the truly human element of actions, that element
essential to all moral good and evil, namely, the will. But physi-
calism, while especially rampant in sexual ethics, is not confined
to it. It is an ailment that can afflict an entire moral outlook.
And, like any affliction, philosophers hope to avoid it, making
sure that they themselves are not physicalists.

It seems to me that perhaps physicalism should be defended.
The problem is that the accusation seems to have as many senses
as there are accusers. I am forced, therefore, to settle upon a def-
inition of physicalism with which not everyone will agree, and
perhaps I will end up with a defense not of physicalism but of a
physicalist look alike.' Physicalism, then, according to my desig-
nation, claims that the moral good or evil of an action can be
determined merely by its physical features, physical features
being contrasted to acts of the will. My precise definition of
physicalism will involve Aquinas’s distinction between exterior
and interior actions within one human action. When someone
opens a doot, for example, he has the interior action of choosing

THE CHARGE OF PHYSICALISM is often made in dis-

' I will not focus upon natures, functions, and teleology, elements that are often seen
as essential to physicalism (see Charles Curran, Transitions and Traditions in Movral
Theology [Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979], 31), although
teleology is implied in my account.
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to open the door and the exterior action of physically opening the
door.

Concerning the relationship between these two actions, there
are two general approaches. According to the first, the exterior
action has its own moral good and evil, by its very nature, and it
bestows this moral character upon the will. The exterior action
of killing an innocent human being, for example, is evil by its
very self. On account of this evil, the will becomes evil, so that
the interior act of intending to kill an innocent human being is
evil only because the exterior act of killing is first of all evil.

The second account is exactly opposed. The exterior action
has no moral good or evil of its own but receives its moral char-
acter from the will, which is itself inherently good or evil. What
matters in the act of murder is not so much the physical activity
performed as the evil intention of the agent.’

Now physicalism is the view that an action takes its moral
character from its physical features, apart from the good or evil
of the will. Put in terms of the interior and exterior actions, physi-
calism is the view that the exterior action has a moral character
in itself, by the very nature of its physical features, and that acts
of the will receive their good or evil from the exterior action. The
opposite view I will call Abelardianism, for the common
counter-accusation to physicalism often brings in Peter Abelard.
In this paper I do not exactly wish to defend physicalism, to
show that physicalism is true in the very nature of things; I want
only to show that Aquinas thought it was. In other words, I hope
to show that Aquinas was a physicalist.

When we move the debate into the arena of the philosophy of
Aquinas, it takes on the nature of a disagreement over what
Aquinas calls “the specification of human actions.” According to
Agqguinas human actions are good or evil in their very species or
essence. Physicalists claim that this moral specification moves
from the exterior act to the interior while Abelardians claim that
it moves from the interior to the exterior. For example, the physi-

? Thomas D. Sullivan, “Active and Passive Euthanasia: An Impertinent Distinction?”
in Killing and Letting Die, 2d ed, ed. Bonnie Steinbock and Alastair Norcross (New
York: Fordham University Press, 1994), 131-38.
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calists claim that the exterior action of killing is good or evil in
its very species, and the intention to kill takes its moral species
from the exterior action. Abelardians, on the other hand, claim
that the act of killing receives its moral species only from the
will, which has moral character by its very nature.

I. THE CASE FOR ABELARDIANISM

I do not presume to give every argument in favor of
Abelardianism; I give, instead, what seems to be the strongest
case, which depends upon the role of intention in the specifica-
tion of human actions, especially as it is exemplified in the
principle of double effect.* Consider the common example of the
tactical bomber, who bombs a munitions factory located within
a residential district. He not only destroys the factory and all
inside it; he kills some innocent civilians as well. According to
the principle of double effect, he most properly destroys the fac-
tory, while he kills the innocent civilians only as a side effect. In
precise Thomistic terms, he destroys the factory per se while he
kills the civilians per accidens. Of course the significant feature
of his action is his intention, for he intends to destroy the factory,
but the civilian deaths are outside his intention. As Aquinas puts
it, what is within intention is per se and what is outside intention
is per accidens. He adds that what is per se belongs to the species
of an action.” The species of the tactical bomber’s action, then, is
destroying the munitions factory, for that is what he intends.
Killing the civilians is per accidens and so must be something
outside the essence of his action.

* See Louis Janssens, “Ontic Evil and Moral Evil,” in Readings in Moval Theology:
No. 1, ed. Charles E. Curran and Richard A. McCormick (New York: Paulist Press,
1979), 49; and Joseph M. Boyle, “Praeter Intentionem in Aquinas,” The Thomist 42
(1978): 653.

* STh 1111, q. 64, a. 7: “Morales autem actus recipiunt speciem secundum id quod
intenditur, non autem ab eo quod est praeter intentionem, cum sit per accidens, ut ex
supradictis patet”; and STk I-II, q. 72, a. 8: “Dicendum quod cum in peccato sint duo,
scilicet ipse actus et inordinatio eius, prout receditur ab ordine rationis et legis divinae;
species peccati attenditur non ex parte inordinationis, quae est praeter intentionem
peccantis, ut supra dictum est.” See also STh I-11, q. 72, a. §; II-11, q. 43, a. 3; II-IL, q. 70,
a. 4, ad 1; II-1I, q. 109, a. 2, ad 2; II-11, q. 110, a. 1; II-11, q. 150, a. 2.
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The picture we get is of an action—the deed that was done—
and then certain things that are beyond the action itself but are
related to it. As Aquinas puts it, certain things “stand around” an
action; they are its circumstances. He compares an action to a
substance and its circumstances to its properties. Just as my dog
Fido is a substance who has many properties, so our actions—or
the substance of our actions—have certain properties. The deed
that the tactical bomber performs, for instance, is destroying the
munitions factory. The killing of innocent lives that results is not
precisely his action, but a circumstance of his action.

Abelardianism notes that the tactical bomber’s exterior action
does not have moral species in and of itself; it must be specified
by his intention. We cannot tell, just by looking at the exterior
action, what the tactical bomber’s action is. It might be merely
the destruction of the factory or it might also be the Kkilling of
innocents. The exterior action by itself gives no indication.
Indeed, the very same action, with a different intention, might
give us a terror bomber, who intentionally kills innocent civilians
in order to lower the enemy’s morale, thereby bringing a quick
end to the war. Both tactical bomber and terror bomber kill
innocent civilians; they might even do so in the same suburban
neighborhood. And yet these externally identical actions are
entirely distinct in moral species. The essence of the tactical
bomber’s action is the destruction of the factory, while the killing
of innocents is merely a circumstance. For the terror bomber, on
the other hand, the killing of innocent civilians belongs to the
very essence of his action. The two acts are distinguished in
moral species not by any physical features, but only by the inte-
rior act of the will. Physicalism, therefore, must be false. The
physical features alone of an action do not determine its moral
character; the agent’s intention must be included in any moral
evaluation.

Before we turn to what physicalism might say in its defense, I
want better to understand precisely what Aquinas means by an
action, its essence, and its circumstances. I will examine what he
means by a per se action, since the substance of an action is what
belongs to it per se and not per accidens.
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II. PER SE ACTIONS

Aquinas lists three marks of a per se action, or rather, of a per
se cause. He says first that a per se cause intends its effect; sec-
ond, that a per se cause is similar to its effect; and finally, that a
per se cause has a determinate order to its effect.’ We have
already seen the first point, that the agent’s intention determines
what is per se, in the case of the tactical bomber. The second
point, that a per se cause is similar to its effect, is best illustrated
through one of Aquinas’s own favorite examples, fire heating.
Consider four effects of a fiery furnace upon wet clay and upon
a block of wax: the clay becomes hot, the wax becomes hot, the
clay hardens, and the wax melts. The fire is itself hot, and
through its own heat it makes the clay and wax hot as well. But
the fire is neither hard nor soft, although it causes the clay to
become hard and the wax to become soft. The effect of Zeat,
then, is indeed similar to the cause, but the other effects, being
hard or soft, are not similar to the cause, and as such they must
be per accidens effects. While the fire heats per se, through its
own heat, it may be said to harden and to soften per accidens.

According to Aquinas the similarity between cause and effect
need not be absolute. Consider a man building a shed. Clearly he
is not absolutely similar to the shed. Nevertheless, he does

S De Malo, q. 1, a. 3. “Sciendum est enim quod malum causam per se habere non
potest. Quod quidem tripliciter apparet. Primo quidem, quia illud quod per se causam
habet, est intentum a sua causa; quod enim provenit praeter intentionem agentis, non est
effectus per se, sed per accidens; sicut effossio sepulcri per accidens est causa inventionis
thesauri, cum provenit praeter intentionem fodientis sepulcrum. Malum autem, in quan-
tum huiusmodi, non potest esse intentum, nec aliquo modo volitum vel desideratum;
quia omne appetibile habet rationem boni; cui opponitur malum in quantum huiusmo-
di. Unde videmus quod nullus facit aliquod malum nisi intendens aliquod bonum, ut sibi
videtur; sicut adulterium bonum videtur quod delectatione sensibili fruatur. Et propter
hoc adulterium committit. Unde relinquitur quod malum non habeat causam per se.
Secundo idem apparet, quia omnis effectus per se habet aliqualiter similitudinem suae
causae, vel secundum eamdem rationem, sicut in agentibus univocis, vel secundum defi-
cientem rationem, sicut in agentibus aequivocis; omnis enim causa agens agit secundum
quod actu est, quod pertinet ad rationem boni. Unde malum, secundum quod huiusmo-
di, non assimilatur causae agenti secundum id quod est agens. Relinquitur ergo quod
malum non habeat causam per se. Tertio idem apparet ex hoc quod omnis causa per se,
habet certum et determinatum ordinem ad suum effectum; quod autem fit secundum
ordinem non est malum, sed malum accidit in praetermittendo ordinem.”
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already possess the likeness of the shed, and through this likeness
he acts. For in building the shed he has some conception of what
the shed will be like, and it is by means of this idea that he builds
the shed.®

The third mark of a per se action, that it is determinately
ordered to its effect, is illustrated through a man writing with a
pen upon a piece of paper. The pen does not move of its own
accord; we would say that it is moved by the man, who gives the
pen impetus to move and thereby to act. More than that, the man
directs the pen so that it moves precisely to form letters and then
words.

Aquinas speaks of two ways that something might be directed
or ordered to an end: either from an intrinsic characteristic or
from an external impetus. An archer aims at the target from an
internal impetus—knowledge and intention—while an arrow
aims at the target only because it receives external direction.’
Similarly, both the man writing and the pen are directed toward
writing. But the man’s direction arises from an internal source—
his knowledge and intention—while the pen receives a guiding
impetus from outside.

This example epitomizes human actions in the world around
us, for we act by moving events toward some desired effects. Just
as the man moves the pen to write, so the tactical bomber moves
events to destroy the factory. These actions do not result ran-
domly in some effect; they are directed toward it.

We can now picture a per se action as a certain movement,
arising in an agent, directed toward some end effect. The tacti-
cal bomber’s action, for example, is a certain movement that he
initiates, directed toward the effect of the destruction of the
munitions factory. The heart of an action, its substance or
essence, is a movement from an agent to an end. If we under-
stand the direction of an action, where it is headed, then we have
grasped its substance, and all else is merely accidental. Besides
destroying the factory, for instance, the tactical bomber Kkills

¢ This “intellectual” likeness is expressed in ScG III, c. 2, no. S, “Adhuc. Omne agens."
" De Verit., q. 22,a. 1; STh 1, q. 103, a. 8; and STh I-11, q. 91, a. 2.
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innocent civilians, but his action does not originate from this
goal nor is it headed in that direction. It is moving toward the
destruction of the factory and no more. The species of an action,
then, is taken from its direction, and all that is extraneous to this
order to an end is per accidens and a circumstance.

We are now in a position to consider the arguments in favor of
physicalism.

IT1. THE CASE FOR PHYSICALISM

Physicalism often bases its claim that the exterior action has
moral character in itself, apart from the will, upon another speci-
fying element of human actions beyond intention, namely, the
object. Indeed, the whole debate before us is sometimes cast in
terms of two different ends or objects, namely, the finis operis
and the finis operantis.* The finis operis, the end of the action,
refers to the end of the exterior action; for example, the finis
operis of killing is death. The finis operantis, on the other hand,
refers to the end intended by the agent. Physicalism says that
moral actions are specified by the finis operis, and that the finis
operantis is merely a circumstance. For instance, the terror
bomber’s action is specified by its end, which is the death of
innocent human beings, and the bomber’s intention to shorten
the war is merely a circumstance.

Abelardianism responds to this claim in two different ways.
One response, which I will call extreme Abelardianism, may be
associated with the proportionalists, who claim that the end of
the action does indeed give species to the act, but not its moral
species; it determines merely the natural species of an action.’
For example, the natural act of killing is indeed specified by the
finis operis of death. But moral actions must include the end
intended within their object, so that the moral action of murder

& See Janssens, “Ontic Evil,” 42-43; and Peter Knauer, “The Hermeneutic Function of
the Principle of Double Effect,” in Curran and McCormick, eds., Readings in Moval
Theology: No. 1, 5.

* See Janssens, “Ontic Evil,” 49; and Knauer, “Hermeneutic,” 5 (although Knauer
defines the finis operis so that it includes the finis operantis).
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must include, within its specification, not only the end of death,
but the reason why the agent has chosen to kill. Natural actions
are specified by the finis operis, moral actions are specified by
the finis operantis. The terror bomber, for instance, intends to
end the suffering of war. Perhaps his action should not, there-
fore, be described as murder. It is better, suggests extreme
Abelardianism, to describe the action through the finis operantis,
perhaps as saving lives."

A second response from the Abelardians gives us yet a third
view, moderate Abelardianism,"” which insists that there is
really not much difference between the finis operis and the finis
operantis. In the final analysis the end of the action reduces to
the end of the agent. The appropriate distinction to be made is
between the proximate end and the remote end, both of which
are ends of the agent. The proximate end of the terror bomber,
for instance, is the death of innocents; the close of the war is his
remote end. The moral species of actions is taken not from this
remote end, as the proportionalists would have it, but from the
proximate end."

Let us begin, then, to consider the case for physicalism by
examining how the finis operis specifies human actions. Aquinas
says repeatedly that an action is specified by its end;" for exam-
ple, we identify the action of heating through its end, which is

'® The proportionalists themselves might not wish to defend terror bombing, but in
principle they should allow that under some circumstances it might be permissible.

" This view seems to be expressed by Boyle, “Praeter Intentionem”; John Finnis,
Moral Absolutes: Tradition, Revision, and Truth (Washington, D.C.. The Catholic
University of America Press, 1991), 37-40; and Sullivan, “Active and Passive.”

7 We should note that we need not get caught up with the terms finis operis and finis
operantis. It has been pointed out that Aquinas himself rarely uses these two terms (see
Servais Pinckaers, “La role de la fin dans ’action morale selon Saint Thomas,” in Le
renouveau de la morale [Paris-Tournai, 1964), 129). The terms are irrelevant, for the ideas
are clearly present in Aquinas, who tends to speak of the end of the action and the end
of the will. We will see shortly that even the term finis will be discarded. Nevertheless,
one idea will remain intact, namely, that the exterior action has a term of its own, through
which it is specified.

Q. D. de Anima, a. 13: “Actus autem ex obiectis speciem habent, nam si sint actus
passivarum potentiarum, obiecta sunt activa; si autem sint activarum potentiarum,
obiecta sunt ut fines”; and STk I, q. 77, a. 3: “Ad actum autem potentiae activae com-
paratur obiectum ut terminus et finis; sicut augmentativae virtutis obiectum est quantum

perfectum, quod est finis augmenti.” Also see In De Anima 11, c. 6, nos. 137-44; STh 1, q.
14, a.2; and I-11, q. 18, a. 2.
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heat. Similarly, the act of killing is characterized through its end,
which is death. The end of building is some structure, and the
end of growth is increased size. In general, it seems that many
actions have a defining effect.

The importance of the end is no surprise, for it fits neatly into
our picture of a per se action. We said that actions are not just
random but are headed toward some end. It follows that an
action is characterized through its end. Just as a trip to Chicago
is characterized by its goal, so an action is characterized through
the end toward which it is headed.

This explanation of physicalism, however, is at best incom-
plete. Aquinas not only says that actions are specified by their
ends; he often says that actions are specified by what he calls the
“material” of the action. What he means may be understood
through a few examples. The action of adultery is specified by
the material “another’s spouse.”’* Similarly, the action of theft is
specified through the material “another’s property.” " The mate-
rial, clearly, is not the same thing as the end or effect of an action.
The act of adultery does not end up with another’s spouse the
way that killing ends up with death. Rather, the material is, as
Aquinas puts it, that which is acted upon.®

While it is fairly clear that many actions are defined by the
effect they bring about, even as Kkilling is defined through death,
it is not so clear that actions are defined through the material
upon which they act. The act of heating, for instance, is clearly
characterized by heat, but appears not to be characterized by the
material of wax or clay. Of course, one might point out that a
complete description of the fire’s action must include the wax.
The fire did not merely heat; it heated wax. Perhaps the mate-
rial of an action, then, specifies by providing a complete descrip-
tion of an action.

Y SThIIIL q. 154, a. 1.

'S De Malo, q. 2, a. 6.

' STh 1-I1, q. 18, a. 2, ad 2. Even the term finis has now been eliminated. We are no
longer speaking of the end of the exterior act, but of its material. Still, the essence of
physicalism remains: the exterior act is specified by some feature of its own, a feature
Aquinas calls the “object” of the action. The physical features of the exterior action,
either its end or its material, give moral character to the action independently of the will.
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This explanation, howevet, fails to answer the most important
question: why should the material be included within the essence
of the action? Talk of a “complete description” of an action sim-
ply will not do, for a complete description will include all the cir-
cumstances. Heating wax is a more complete description of the
fire’s action than is merely heating, but heating wax at twelve
o’clock is more complete yet. If what we want is a complete
description, then we will be left with no distinction between
what is essential and what is accidental to an action. No doubt a
complete description of an action will include the material, but
that does not explain why the material specifies an action. A
good explanation must show that the material belongs to the
essence of an action.

The importance of the material can be understood through
the example of basketball. The activity of shooting the basket-
ball is, in general, directed toward the end of scoring. But the
precise direction that the action takes depends upon its material,
namely, the basket that is shot at. If it is basket A, then the action
is directed toward team A scoring; if it is basket B, then it is
directed toward team B scoring. In the realm of basketball, these
two different kinds of scoring are completely different goals. The
material of the act, then, belongs to the essence of shooting
because it determines the precise direction that the action takes.

We will see that this view, that the material specifies an action
insofar as it determines the direction of the action, is in fact
Aquinas’s own. Fornication, for instance, is specified by its
material, namely, an unmarried woman, because that material
determines that the action is not directed toward the full
education of the offspring.”

' We can see the view worked out in Aquinas’s commentary on the De Anima, where
he discusses the activity of digestion. The material of digestion is food, but this single
material can lead to different effects, either the sustenance of the organism or the growth
of the organism. Therefore, depending upon the formality under which it is considered—
as sustaining or as leading to increased size—this same material serves as the object of
two activities, sustenance or growth. In other words, the material of food specifies the
activities, as we have suggested, because it directs the activity to the diverse effects of
sustenance or growth. See In De Anima 11, c. 9, nos. 125-30 and 165-78.



A DEFENSE OF PHYSICALISM 387

IV. THE CASE OF EXTREME ABELARDIANISM

First, however, we must consider extreme Abelardianism’s
insistence that the finis operis, and we might include the
material as well, gives merely the natural species of actions.
Since moral actions are voluntary, involving deliberation and
will, they are specified through the end of the will, not by the end
of the action.”

Evaluating the arguments of extreme Abelardianism requires
a precise determination of the moral object of human actions.
Must the moral object include the end intended or can it be
constituted merely through the finis operis and material? Or
more generally, we might ask, what belongs to the moral object
of human actions, as opposed to the natural object?

Aquinas answers this question when asking whether moral
actions are good and evil in their very species.” He says that the
same features will sometimes specify an act and sometimes not.
It depends upon the active principle from which the act arises.
Consider the action of knowing red and knowing a sound.
Should we say that these two features, the color and the sound,
give rise to two distinct species of knowing? That depends, says

'® This position may be supported, as Janssens (“Ontic Evil”) does, by noting
Aquinas’s own strong emphasis upon the role that the end of the will plays in moral
actions. He says that moral actions are specified by the end of the will (ST4 I-1], q. 1, a.
3); he says that the most important feature of an action is the end intended (STh I-11, q.
7, a. 4); and he says that the further end intended gives the species to moral actions more
than the immediate material upon which the action bears, even going so far as to say that
someone who steals in order to commit adultery is more an adulterer than a thief (STh
111, q. 18, a. 6).

¥ De Malo, q. 2, a. 4. “Ad cuius evidentiam considerandum est, quod cum actus recip-
iat speciem ab obiecto, secundum aliquam rationem obiecti specificabitur actus com-
paratus ad unum activum principium, secundum quam rationem non specificabitur
comparatus ad aliud. Cognoscere enim colorem et cognoscere sonum sunt diversi actus
secundum speciem, si ad sensum referantur; quia haec secundum se sensibilia sunt; non
autem si referantur ad intellectum; quia ab intellectu comprehenduntur sub una com-
muni ratione obiecti, scilicet entis aut veri. Et similiter sentire album et nigrum differt
specie si referatur ad visum, non si referatur ad gustum; ex quo potest accipi quod actus
cuiuslibet potentiae specificatur secundum id quod per se pertinet ad illam potentiam,
non autem secundum id quod pertinet ad eam solum per accidens. Si ergo obiecta
humanorum actum considerentur quae habeant differentias secundum aliquid per se ad
rationem pertinens, erunt actus specie differentes, secundum quod sunt actus alicuius
alterius potentiae." See also STh I-11, q. 18, a. 5.
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Aquinas, upon what power is doing the knowing. If we are
speaking of the senses, then knowing red is one kind of action,
namely, seeing, and knowing sound is another kind of action,
namely, hearing. But if we are speaking of the intellect, then
there is only one kind of action. Knowing red and knowing
sound are both instances of understanding or intellection.

What matters in each case, says Aquinas, is whether the fea-
ture under consideration refers per se or per accidens to the
active principle. Color and sound refer per se to the power of
sensing, and so they give rise to distinct acts of sensing, but they
refer per accidens to the intellect, so in that instance they do not
give rise to distinct kinds of actions.”

There are many features that appear in the objects of moral
actions. For instance, the people killed by the terror bomber are
innocent, German, and under eight feet tall. Our problem is to
discover which of these features determine the species of moral
actions. And Aquinas says that it depends upon how each refers
to the active principle from which the action arises. If being
German refers per se to reason, the active principle of moral
actions, then the bomber’s action, in its moral species, will be
“killing Germans.” On the other hand, if innocence refers per se
to reason, then the moral species of the action will be “killing
innocent human beings.”

An upshot of this doctrine, pertinent to the claims of extreme
Abelardianism, is that two actions might be morally distinct in
species but naturally of the same kind. For example, the two
actions of having intercourse with one’s own spouse and having

 We have already run across the terms per se and per accidens in reference to the
specifying role of intention, but we can be sure that the terms are not being used identi-
cally here. Without precisely spelling out how something refers per se to an active prin-
ciple, Aquinas draws out certain intuitions. Since he is here talking about differences in
objects, I think that when he uses the term per se he is referring to a per se difference.
When dividing the genus of animal, for instance, we should not divide the category non-
rational into those that have wings and those that do not, for this is not a per se division.
But if we divided animal into those having legs and those without legs, then a further
per se division would be those with two legs and those with more (see ST4 I-11, q. 18, a.
7). The intuition at work becomes plain through a literal rendering of per se as “through
itself.” A division of feet is divided through itself by another division of feet, but the divi-
sion of winged and non-winged is incidental to the non-rational.
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intercourse with someone else’s spouse are indeed morally dis-
tinct species, for Aquinas says that the features “one’s own” and
“someone else’s” refer per se to reason. However, these same fea-
tures do not refer per se to the sexual power, so on a natural level
these two actions both belong to the same kind, namely, sexual
intercourse.”

Extreme Abelardianism’s claim, then, that the finis operis and
material of an action determine its natural species but not its
moral species amounts to the claim that the end and material
refer per se to a natural active principle but not to reason. The
heart of the matter, as far as physicalism is concerned, is whether
the finis operis and material, by themselves, without including
the end intended, can ever refer per se to reason. If they can, then
they give moral species and some exterior actions will be morally
characterized through their own physical features. Before we
can determine whether the end and material give moral species,
therefore, we must better understand what Aquinas means by
something referring per se to reason.

Aquinas says that something refers per se to reason when it is
according to reason or when it is contrary to reason, when it is
fitting or not fitting to reason,’”” when it is repugnant to reason,”
and when it is consonant or dissonant to reason.” I wish to fol-
low up on what seems to be his most helpful description. He says
that something refers per se to reason if it is fitting to the order
of reason or if it is repugnant to the order of reason.” He further
explains this by saying that an action is fitting to the order of rea-
son if it is ordered to the appropriate end; it is unfitting if it is not
ordered to the appropriate end.*

Elsewhere Aquinas explains that the order of reason is noth-
ing other than the order to the end, for it is reason that directs

1 STh 11, q. 18, a. 3, ad 3; and De Malo, q. 2, a. 4.
2 STh1II, q.18,a. 5.

% Ibid., ad 4.

“ STh 1], q. 18, a. 10, ad 3.

3 SThIIIL, q. 18, a. 9.

% SThI-II, q. 18, a. 10,



390 STEVEN J. JENSEN

our desires to the end.” The idea is best illustrated through an
analogy to another field that involves an order to an end, for
instance, medicine. Medical acts, Dr. Kevorkian aside, should be
ordered to the end of health, and those that lack the order are
bad medical acts. If a doctor prescribes a medication that will
only make you worse, then his action is not ordered to health and
is a bad medical act; it is, we might say, contrary to medicine.
Good medical acts, on the other hand, conform to what might be
called the medical order, that is, the order to health. Human
actions, then, are like medical acts. Just as medical acts must
conform to the medical order, so human acts should conform to
the order of reason.

All of this talk of orders to an end should remind us that
actions are, in their essence, a movement toward an end, and
that they are specified by the end to which they are directed,
even as Kkilling is specified by the end of death. Now we can add
another detail. Not just any difference in the end constitutes a
new kind of action. Heating to 90 degrees and heating to 100
degrees, for instance, are not two different kinds of action. The
difference must refer per se to the active principle, which for
human actions is reason.

How this works out in practice is best illustrated through
Aquinas’s own practice. The end of reason, it seems, is consti-
tuted through diverse human goods, for example, human life,
material possessions, friendship, offspring, and so on,” and
actions directed toward or away from these diverse ends are dis-
tinct in kind. Aquinas says, for instance, “Since virtue is ordered
to the good, there is a special virtue wherever there occurs a spe-
cial formality of the good.”” And again, “When there is a special

T STh II-11, q. 153, a. 2: “Peccatum in humanis actibus est quod est contra ordinem
rationis. Habet autem hoc rationis ordo, ut quaelibet convenienter ordinet in suum
finem”; and II-11, g. 141, a. 6: “Bonum virtutis moralis praecipue consistit in ordine ratio-
nis: nam bonum hominis est secundum rationem esse, ut Dionysius dicit, iv cap. De Div.
Nom. Praecipuus autem ordo rationis consistit ex hoc quod aliqua in finem ordinat, et in
hoc ordine maxime consistit bonum rationis: nam bonum habet rationem finis, et ipse
finis est regula eorum quae sunt ad finem.” See also II-II, q. 161, a. 5.

® See SThI-11, q. 94, a. 2.

¥ SThII-II, q. 114, a. 1: “Cum virtus ordinetur ad bonum, ubi occurrit specialis ratio
boni, ibi oportet esse specialem rationem virtutis.”
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formality of the good in a human act, a person must be disposed
to this good through a special virtue.”* Furthermore, he says
that there is a distinct sin when an action is opposed to a distinct
good. Sedition, for example, is a special sin because it is opposed
to the good of unity.”

Our problem is to determine which features of an action to
include within the object. The terror bomber, for instance, kills
people who are German, innocent, and under eight feet tall.
Which of these features, if any, specify the bomber’s action?
Aquinas answers, those that refer per se to reason. But which
refer per se to reason? Those that are fitting or repugnant to the
order of reason. And how is an action fitting or repugnant to
reason? By its order to a new good or away from a distinct good.
Those features should be included within the object, therefore,
that provide a new direction to an action.

Our previous example illustrates the point. We said that in
basketball the material specifies the act of shooting because the
material indicates the order of the action. The act of shooting at
basket A is ordered to team A scoring, while the act of shooting
at basket B is ordered to team B scoring. We might now add that
these two orders are distinct in kind because they refer per se to
the active principle of a basketball player. Likewise, the distinct
materials, basket A and basket B, refer per se to basketball
because they give rise to distinct orders.

Similarly, the material of fornication, an unmarried woman,
refers per se to reason because it indicates the order of the action,
namely, that fornication lacks the order to the education of the
child. The material of a homosexual act, someone of the same
sex, lacks even the order to offspring. Since these actions are
opposed to distinct human goods, they are distinct in kind.

These examples and many others like them confirm the physi-
calists’ claim: the material determines the moral species of
human actions, for the material by itself, apart from the agent’s

0 STh TI-11, q. 109, a. 2: “Ubi in actu hominis invenitur specialis ratio bonitatis,
necesse est quod ad hoc disponatur homo per specialem virtutem.”

' SThII-TI, q. 42, a. 1: “Seditio, quia habet speciale bonum cui opponitur, scilicet uni-
tatem et pacem multitudinis, ideo est speciale peccatum.” See also De Malo, q. 2, a. 10;
q. 7, a.4; STh 111, q. 88, a. 5; II-11, q. 154, a. 1, ad 1; and II-II, 154, 6.
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intention, determines the order of the action.** And for this rea-
son, physicalism points out, Aquinas repeatedly says that an
action has moral good and evil apart from the end intended,
simply from its material.®

The case for physicalism, then, stands firm against the attack
of extreme Abelardianism. The finis operis and material give
moral species, and not merely natural species, to the exterior
action, and therefore the exterior action has moral species

32 We should not, however, a priori exclude the end intended from the object of the
moral act. It should be treated like any other circumstance: if it refers per se to reason,
then it must be included within the moral object. For example, the sins of speech are
often specified by the end intended. Detraction and whispering are morally distinct
because the detractor seeks to dishonor while the whisperer seeks to end a friendship
(STh II-11, q. 74, a. 1). The material alone, namely, the unkind words spoken, is insuffi-
cient to determine the moral species of the action. The material does not, by itself, order
the act against a distinctive good; the end intended must be included to determine which
good is being opposed. In fact, the end intended has a special role in morals, for it will
always refer per se to reason. Therefore, Aquinas says, every action in the concrete must
be either good or evil—none can remain indifferent-—because some circumstance, at
least the end intended, will refer per se to reason by determining the order of the action
(STh 111, q. 18, a. 9).

% See STh I-11, q. 20, a. 1: “Dicendum quod aliqui actus exteriores possunt dici boni
vel mali dupliciter. Uno modo, secundum genus suum et secundum circumstantias in
ipsis consideratas; sicut dare eleemosynam, servatis debitis circumstantiis, dicitur esse
bonum. Alio modo dicitur aliquid esse bonum vel malum ex ordine ad finem, sicut dare
eleemosynam propter inanem gloriam dicitur esse malum?”; I-II, q. 20, a. 2: “Dicendum
quod, sicut iam dictum est, in exteriori actu potest considerari duplex bonitas vel mali-
tia: una secundum debitam materiam et circumstantias; alia secundum ordinem ad
finem. Et illa quidem quae est secundum ordinem ad finem, tota dependet ex voluntate.
Illa autem quae est ex debita materia vel circumstantiis, dependet ex ratione, et ex hac
dependet bonitas voluntatis, secundum quod in ipsam fertur”; I-II, q. 20, a. 4; and so on.
In fact, Aquinas says that the end intended is a circumstance of the moral action. (See
II-I1, g. 111, a. 3, ad 3: “Dicendum quod lucrum vel gloria est finis remotus simulatoris,
sicut et mendacis. Unde ex hoc fine speciem non sortitur, sed ex fine proximo, qui est
ostendere se alium quam sit.” See also De Malo, q. 2,a.7,ad 8;q. 2,a.4,ad 9; q. 2, a. 6,
ad 9; STh I-11, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; I-11, q. 60, a. 1, ad 3; IL-IL, q. 11, a. 1, ad 2; I1-I1, q. 66, a.
4, ad 2.) He also says, as is sometimes pointed out by extreme Abelardians, that the end
intended formally specifies the moral act, so that someone who steals in order to commit
adultery is more an adulterer than a thief (see n. 18). Such a person is, nevertheless, a
thief, and so the exterior act of stealing still has a moral species independent of the end
intended. When Aquinas speaks of the formal role of the end intended, he is not imply-
ing an essential role; that is, he is not saying that the end intended falls within the essence
of the exterior action. Rather, the end is the form of the exterior act in the way that char-
ity is the form of the virtues, namely, as an efficient cause (see II-II, q. 23, a. 8, ad 1).
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through its own physical features, apart from the interior act of
the will.

But just when physicalism seems to be at its strongest,
moderate Abelardianism sneaks in to take all its glory away.

V. THE CASE FOR MODERATE ABELARDIANISM

Moderate Abelardianism reminds us of what we may have
forgotten, namely, that moral actions are specified by their inten-
tion. Our whole edifice of physicalism, constructed through a
lengthy analysis of the object of actions, seems to melt before the
approach of moderate Abelardianism, which does not attack or
question anything we have so far said in support of physicalism.
It grants that actions are specified by their objects; it grants the
role of reason in determining what belongs to the object; it
denies, however, that any of this establishes the independence of
the ‘exterior act from the interior. Moderate Abelardianism
admits, for instance, that actions are specified by their ends, even
as killing is specified by the end of death. The trouble is deter-
mining precisely what is meant by the end of the action. The end
cannot be identified simply with the effect of an action, for then
the tactical bomber’s action would have as many ends as it has
effects. His action, no doubt, destroys the munitions factory, but
it also Kkills innocent civilians. It also does a host of other things,
such as make a loud noise and a bright flash. Which among these
many effects is to be counted as the end? The action ends up with
all of them. Indeed, if by “end” we merely mean what an action
effects, then the act of the tactical bomber can hardly be distin-
guished from that of the terror bomber, for both end up with the
death of civilians. Yet because the tactical bomber intends to
destroy the factory, but not to Kkill the civilians, we say that the
end of his action is merely the destruction, while the deaths are
a side effect. This role of intention fits perfectly into our earlier
account of per se actions. We said that per se actions are directed
toward an end like the arrow, for they receive their direction
from the agent’s intention. The tactical bomber’s action, for
instance, is directed toward the destruction of the factory but not
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to the death of civilians. What provides this direction? The
bomber’s intention.*

Moderate Abelardianism is careful to distinguish itself from
extreme Abelardianism, for it agrees wholeheartedly with physi-
calism that the end intended, that is, the remote end intended,
does not give moral species. The proximate end intended, on the
other hand, gives species to moral actions, as Aquinas himself
says.” The terror bomber’s action, for instance, is not specified
by the lives he wishes to save, which remain a circumstance of
the action, but by the innocent lives that he takes. His intention
to kill the civilians is more proximate than his intention to save
lives.

According to moderate Abelardianism, then, exterior actions
are indeed specified by their ends. The end, however, does not
belong to the exterior action in and of itself. Rather, the end is
determined by the agent’s proximate intention. Ultimately, exte-
rior actions have no independent species of their own. By them-
selves they are merely series of events, even as the tactical
bomber’s action, apart from his intention, is simply a series of
effects. His action receives direction and order, becoming a per se
action, only through his intention. In effect, moderate
Abelardianism has taken the apparent strength of physicalism,
the object which gives species to the action, and transformed it
into a mere servant of the interior act of will. Nothing remains to
give independent species to the exterior action, and moderate
Abelardianism appears triumphant.

VI. THE DYING EFFORT OF PHYSICALISM

But physicalism will not go down without a fight. And since
it is a firm believer that the best defense is a good offense, physi-
calism attacks the coherence of moderate Abelardianism. It
looks at the agent’s intention and wonders how it is specified.
How else but by the exterior action itself?

** Aquinas says that the object must itself be a per se object (see STk II-IL, q. 59, a. 2).
* See note 32.
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Consider how we characterize the terror bomber’s intention.
Most naturally we say that he intended to kill innocent civilians.
Notice that he intended an action, the act of Kkilling innocent
civilians. It seems that his intention is characterized by this
action, which can be nothing other than an exterior action. The
only other plausible option is to describe his intention in terms of
an end state rather than an action: for example, saying that he
intended the death of innocent civilians. We do, quite naturally,
describe his intention in either way, either through the exterior
action of killing or through the end state of death. But, physical-
ism insists, there are several reasons to suppose that most prop-
erly the exterior action, and not the end state, specifies the
interior act of intending.

First, there is moderate Abelardianism’s own claim that
moral actions receive their species from the proximate end
intended, not from the remote end. But between these two, the
act of killing and the state of death, the exterior action of killing
i1s more proximate in the bomber’s intention. His intention, then,
should be characterized by the action and not by the end state.*

Second, it sometimes seems incoherent to describe proximate
intentions in terms of end states. Consider the intention involved
with adultery. Described in terms of an action, we simply say
that the adulterer intends to have intercourse with another’s
spouse. But it is unclear how to describe this intention in terms
of an end state. He does not intend simply, in itself, another’s
spouse. Perhaps we might say that he desires another’s spouse,
but we cannot say that he intends another’s spouse. We might
say that he intends pleasure, but then it seems we are describing
his remote intention. In short, there seems to be no way to
describe this proximate intention except in terms of the exterior
action of intercourse.

Finally, and most conclusively, physicalism points out that
Aquinas states, straight-away, that the interior act of the will is

% Aquinas himself, while asking whether the act of choosing is of some act or end
state, says that intentions are always of actions (STh I-11, q. 13, a. 4). He points out that
when we want to achieve some goal, we must invariably do so through some action. If
the terror bomber wants to achieve his goal of dead civilians, he must perform the act of
killing.
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specified by the exterior action, for the exterior action serves as
the object of the will.”’

Let us take it as established, then, that the agent’s intention is
specified, not through some end state, but by an exterior action.
What does this imply for moderate Abelardianism? Defeat, or so
it would seem. For moderate Abelardianism claims that the inte-
rior action has moral character first, and it bestows this charac-
ter upon the exterior action. But now it appears that the interior
action is specified by the exterior act, which serves as its object.

If we survey the battlefield before us we see that no one
remains standing. Proportionalism has fallen to the attacks of
physicalism and moderate Abelardianism alike. Physicalism was
mortally wounded by the claim that exterior actions are specified
by the agent’s intention, and moderate Abelardianism was slain
by the claim that intentions are specified by the exterior action.
We are left in perplexity for both the exterior and interior actions
seem to take priority. The exterior action specifies intention but
intention in turn specifies the exterior action.

VII. THE DILEMMA RESOLVED

Two distinctions are needed to unravel this philosophical
Gordian knot. First, there are two senses in which something
may be said to specify. We say of both the agent’s intention and
the object that they specify an action, but we should not presume
that the single word specify has but a single meaning. Both
intention and the object in some manner determine what direc-
tion an action takes, but each in a different way.

The agent’s intention determines the direction of an action by
giving rise to it, by being its efficient cause. Just as the archer

" De Malo, q. 2, a. 3: “Quia actus exterior comparatur ad actum voluntatis ut obiec-
tum quod habet rationem finis.” See also earlier in the article, “Sic enim in se considera-
tus [exterior actus] comparatur ad voluntatem ut obiectum, prout est volitus”; De Malo,
q. 2, a. 3, ad 8: “Dicendum quod actus interior dicitur esse malus propter actum exteri-
orem, sicut propter obiectum”; and ad 1. Also $T% I-11, q. 20, a. 1, ad 1: “Dicendum quod
actus exterior est obiectum voluntatis, inquantum proponitur voluntati a ratione ut
quoddam bonum apprehensum et ordinatum per rationem, et sic est prius quam bonum
actus voluntatis.”
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directs the arrow, so the tactical bomber’s intention directs his
action. Without intention his action would be directionless; it
would simply be an event. And without direction, there would be
no per se action; everything would be accidental, and no species
would remain. The agent’s intention, then, specifies by giving
direction to the exterior action.

The object of the action plays a different specifying role.
While intention gives direction to the act, the object character-
izes the direction so given. For a movement or direction, being a
relational term, has no inherent character; it must be character-
ized by its end. A trip, for instance, is characterized by its desti-
nation, even as my trip to Chicago is specified by Chicago.
Similarly, the terror bomber’s action receives its character from
its end, namely, the death of innocent civilians.

Both of these specifying roles, that of intention and that of the
object, are exemplified in my trip to Chicago. My intention to go
to Chicago specifies my trip by giving it a direction. The desti-
nation itself, however, also specifies the trip by giving it a deter-
minate character.*®

While this distinction between two different senses of specify-
ing is insufficient to resolve our perplexity, it does reveal the
weaknesses of both physicalism and moderate Abelardianism.
Each of the two views fails in one of the two specifying roles.
Physicalism seems to say that the exterior action has direction in
and of itself, thereby forgetting the specifying role of intention,
which gives direction to the action. Moderate Abelardianism
does not fail with respect to the exterior action, for it allows
intention and object to work in concord to specify the exterior
action. The terror bomber’s action is specified, for instance, both
by his intention and through its end; the intention gives direction

%8 The two senses of specification are explained by Aquinas when he says that some-
thing may be determined in two ways: to be or not to be and to be this or to be that (STh
LII, q. 9, a. 1). The direction of a per se action must be rather than not be, and it receives
this existence from intention. But given that it exists the direction must be this or that,
and it receives this determinate characteristic from the object. The agent’s intention
brings the action into existence, but it does not clothe it with characteristics; these it
receives from its object.
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to his action while the end defines that direction. Moderate
Abelardianism, therefore, fails with the interior act. And even
there it fails only with the second sense of specifying, the specifi-
cation from the end or object. It does name an object of the inte-
rior act; but it misidentifies the object as a state rather than an
action. It claims that the bomber’s intention is specified by the
end state of death rather than by the action of killing.

In the end, one might suppose, it all amounts to the same
thing. Whether we say that he intends to kill or that he intends
death we mean the same thing. Moderate Abelardianism should
not be faulted on such a minor point, such a hair-splitting
distinction that amounts to nothing in practice.

While it is not exactly my purpose to determine whether the
difference between moderate Abelardianism and physicalism
amounts to much practically—I merely wish to determine which
view is held by Aquinas—I will note, nevertheless, that the dif-
ference is significant. The difference between specifying
intention through an end state and specifying it through an
action is crucial. If, say, the intention to kill innocent human
beings is specified by an action, then we can say that the action
itself is evil; the intention becomes evil on account of this evil
inherent in the act of killing. If the intention to kill is specified by
an end state, the death of innocent civilians, then the act is not
evil in and through itself. What is evil is the intention toward
death; the act of killing becomes evil on account of its association
with this intention.

On either view, of course, we might be able to say that killing
innocent human beings is always evil, but our accounts would be
quite distinct. On the first account, killing would be evil
inherently, by its very nature. On the second account, killing
would be evil almost accidentally. It would be evil because the
intention toward death is evil and the act of killing must always
arise from the intention toward death. The analysis of good and
evil actions, therefore, on the two accounts, is entirely distinct.
The first seeks to examine actions as good or evil; the second
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wishes to examine intentions toward some end state as good or
evil.¥

Our distinction between two senses of specifying has clarified
our problem, but yet a further distinction is needed to resolve it.
Aquinas says that the exterior action may be considered in two
ways, either as it is conceived or as it is performed.® Consider the
tactical bomber. Before he actually bombs the munitions factory,
he thinks about it. He plans exactly where he must fly and
judges when he must drop the bomb. After planning his attack,
he then executes it. In effect, he first plans to destroy the factory,
and then he actually destroys it. His action occurs twice, once in
his deliberation and then again in actuality.

Now these two actions, the exterior action as conceived and as
performed, have different relations to the agent’s intention. The
exterior action performed is specified by intention, for intention
gives it a per se direction. The exterior action conceived, on the
other hand, specifies intention after the manner of an object.

Let us follow the specification of the terror bomber’s action.
He first conceives of the possibility of killing the innocent civil-
ians, perhaps even planning some details of his attack. Only after
so conceiving can he then intend to kill the civilians, for we
cannot desire or intend anything unless we have first of all
conceived of it in some manner or other. His intention, then, is
specified by the exterior action that he has conceived. After he
intends to kill civilians, he actually executes his plan. And the
exterior action that he now performs receives its direction from
his intention.

We can already see our knot beginning to unravel. Our per-
plexity took the form of a circle involving two actions, the exterior

% The difference between the two views may be seen in the disagreement between
Janet Smith and Grisez, Finnis, Ford, May, and Boyle, as expressed by Smith in
Humanae Vitae: A Generation Later (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 1991), 348-61. The latter, in The Teachings of Humanae Vitae: A Defense
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), attribute the evil of contraception to an anti-life
will—a will defined in terms of an end state—while the former attributes the evil of con-
traception to the unnatural character of the action itself.

“ De Malo, q. 2, a. 3: “Actus exterior dupliciter considerari potest: uno modo secun-
dum quod est in apprehensione secundum suam rationem; alio modo secundum quod est
in operis executione”; see also ad 1, ad 3, ad 8; and ST I-11, q. 20, a. 1.
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action specifying intention and intention specifying the exterior
action. But now rather than two actions we have three, the exte-
rior act performed, intention, and the exterior act conceived, and
our circle has disappeared. Of these three actions only the speci-
fication of the last poses any difficulty. For we have already seen
moderate Abelardianism explain both senses of specification for
the exterior action performed. The two senses of specification are
also easily explained for intention. It has the exterior action for
its object, and it needs no external source to give it direction, for
unlike the exterior action, the act of the will is inherently direct-
ed toward an end.

Even for the exterior action conceived we have no problem
from the specification after the manner of an object, for the
exterior action conceived is specified by the end or material. A
problem arises only when we come to the specification after the
manner of an efficient cause. Unlike the action performed, the
exterior act conceived cannot receive direction from intention,
for during the stage of planning the intention itself has not yet
been specified. From whence, then, does the exterior act con-
ceived receive its direction? Rather simply, it does not. Or, if that
answer is unsatisfactory, then we might say from reason.

First, the action conceived does not receive its direction. It
Jjust has it. It is, after all, abstract. It is not a concrete reality
needing existence; it is an abstract idea, conceived precisely as
abstracted from existence. In effect, when we consider the
abstract action conceived, we are considering merely the essence
of the action. We are considering, for instance, the “what it is to
be” of “killing an innocent human being." Intention specifies
after the manner of an efficient cause, by determining the exis-
tence of an action; therefore, the abstract action, having no exis-
tence, need not be specified by intention. We can consider the
direction of an action without bothering to note the intention
that might give rise to the direction.

If one does not like the idea of the abstract action just having
a direction, then we might say that it receives its direction from
reason. For reason conceives an action in a certain way, thereby
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determining its direction.* Reason, for instance, conceives the
act of killing as directed toward death.

VII. THE TRIUMPH OF MODERATE PHYSICALISM

We have now made enough distinctions that we ought to be
able to resolve our problem. We began by wondering which was
true, physicalism or Abelardianism. Common to either view was
a concern over what belonged to the essence of an action as
opposed to what was outside the action itself, which Aquinas
calls a circumstance. We found that the heart of a per se action
involves an agent that possesses some form and moves to pass
that form on, even as fire moves to pass on heat. It followed that,
although an action might have many effects, a per se action was
directed to a determinate end, even as the activity of the fire was
directed toward heat and not toward making the wax soft. The
essence of an action was simply this movement to an end; all else
stood around the action and was designated a circumstance.

We discovered two primary specifying causes of an action, one
at either pole of an action. At the beginning we found the agent’s
intention determining the order of an action; at the end, we
found the object of the action, clothing an action with its precise
characteristics. The action of Kkilling, for instance, begins with
the intention to kill and ends with the effect of death. The inten-
tion directs the action, even as an archer directs an arrow. The
object, on the other hand, defines the direction given by
intention.

The specifying role of intention seemed to favor
Abelardianism, for without the interior act of intention, the exte-
rior action had no direction, relegating every feature of an action
to a circumstance. The exterior actions of the terror bomber and

" One might suppose that the action receives its direction from its very nature, as, for
instance, homosexuality by its very nature lacks the order to procreation. But a homo-
sexual action has a twofold order, one from reason and another from its material. A bas-
ketball shot has a twofold order: it is ordered to a certain material, such as basket A, and
consequently it is ordered to a certain score. Similarly, a homosexual act is ordered to a
certain material, namely, someone of the same sex, and consequently it lacks the order
to procreation. The first order arises from reason; the second arises from the nature of
the material.
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tactical bomber were indistinguishable without the specifying
element provided by intention. On the other hand, the specifying
role of the object seemed to favor physicalism, for the object
appeared to be a physical feature of an action, independent of
the will, that defined its moral character. Murder, for instance,
could be defined entirely through its object, the death of an inno-
cent human being.

We can now see that physicalism is true in one sense but false
in another. What might be called extreme physicalism, the claim
that the exterior action performed has moral character indepen-
dently of the will, is false, for the exterior action performed has
no per se character, moral or otherwise, without the intention
that gives it direction. But moderate physicalism, the claim that
the exterior action conceived has moral character independently
of the act of the will, is true, for we can conceive of an action as
directed toward a certain end or material, and from this end or
material the action takes on moral character.

We should not, on account of the abstract nature of the act
conceived, fall into yet another instance of extreme physicalism.
The exterior action, while considered in abstraction from exis-
tence, is nevertheless conceived precisely insofar as it is a human
action, that is, as it is voluntary. It would be a grave error to sup-
pose that the act of Kkilling an innocent person is evil no matter
what the active principle from which it arises, be it a tiger or a
human being. The exterior action takes its species from what
refers per se to its active principle, which is reason. Therefore, it
must be conceived under the formality of arising from reason
and will, as a human act and not as an act of man.*

We will close by quoting the text of Aquinas that most closely
addresses our problem. Aquinas is concerned with sins, and he is

* The action may be conceived in varying degrees of abstraction. A more concrete
action, including various circumstances, may require a consideration of intention “con-
ceived” in order to determine its species. For instance, even in our deliberations we will
need to consider the intention of the terror bomber in order to determine what he did.
But once we determine that he killed innocent civilians, then we consider this action in
itself, just the killing of innocent civilians, in order to determine its moral character. We
consider the act as voluntary, but we do not consider the will insofar as it determines
what is act and what is circumstance.
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wondering whether sins are found primarily in the interior
action or in the exterior action.

For some sins the exterior actions are not evil in themselves, but only
because they arise from an evil intention or will, for example, when one
gives alms for vainglory. For these sins it is plain that in every way the
sin is primarily in the will. But there are some sins in which the exterior
acts are evil in themselves, as with theft, adultery, murder, and so on.
Regarding these sins two distinctions should be made. First, the word
“primarily” has two senses, either what is first or what is most com-
pletely. The second distinction concerns the exterior action, which may
be considered in two ways, either as it is conceived according to its
essence or as it is actually performed.

If we consider an action evil in itself, as theft or murder, as it is con-
ceived according to its essence, then the formality of evil is found first
of all in the exterior action, for it is not clothed with the appropriate cir-
cumstances (and from the very fact that the act is evil, deprived of its
proper mode, species, and order, it is essentially a sin). For considered
in itself the exterior action is compared to the will as its object, as the
very thing willed. And just as acts are prior to potencies, so objects are
prior to actions. Therefore, the formality of evil and of sin is found first
of all in the exterior action as conceived and only secondarily in the
will. However, the formality of sin and moral evil is completed only
when the act of the will is added. Therefore, the complete evil of sin is
in the act of the will.

If, on the other hand, we consider the exterior act as it is performed,
then sin is in the will both first of all and most completely.

In summary, then, if we are speaking of the exterior act conceived
then evil is in the exterior act first of all, but if we are speaking of the
exterior act performed then evil is first of all in the will. For when com-
pared to the will the exterior action is an object, which is an end. But
the end is posterior in existence but prior in intention.®

* De Malo, q. 2, a. 3: “Dicendum, quod quaedam peccata sunt in quibus actus exteri-
ores non sunt secundum se mali, sed secundum quod ex corrupta intentione vel volun-
tate procedunt. Puta, cum quis vult dare eleemosynam propter inanem gloriam; et in
hujusmodi peccatis manifestum est quod omnibus modis peccatum principaliter consis-
tit in voluntate. Quaedam autem peccata sunt in quibus exteriores actus sunt secundum
se mali, sicut patet in furto, adulterio, homicidio et similibus; et in istis duplici distinc-
tione opus esse videtur. Quarum prima est, quod principaliter dicit, scilicet primor-
dialiter et completive. Altera distinctio est, quod actus exterior dupliciter considerari
potest: uno modo secundum quod est in apprehensione secundum suam rationem; alio
modo secundum quod est in operis executione. Si ergo consideretur actus secundum se
malus, puta furtum vel homicidium, prout est in apprehensione secundum suam
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The exterior action of a sin, then, has evil first of all, and
bestows this evil on the will. This evil of the exterior action,
however, is not actual evil but only evil in kind or formality. The
completion of this evil must await the act of the will, just as
essence must await existence.

A survey of our battlefield now reveals one figure standing:
moderate physicalism. The fatal blow that was dealt to physi-
calism, namely, that the agent’s intention must give order to the
action, was a blow only to extreme physicalism, which claims
that the exterior act performed has moral character indepen-
dently of the will. Moderate physicalism claims that the formal-
ity of moral good and evil arises first of all from the exterior
action conceived; and this moral species is then bestowed upon
the will.

rationem, sic primordialiter in ipso invenitur ratio mali, quia non est vestitus debitis cir-
cumstantiis; et ex hoc ipso quod est actus malus, id est privatus debito modo, specie et
ordine, habet rationem peccati. Sic enim in se consideratus comparatur ad voluntatem
ut obiectum, prout est volitus. Sicut autem actus sunt praevii potentiis, ita et obiecta
actibus; unde primordialiter invenitur ratio mali et peccati in actu exteriori sic consider-
ato, quam in actu voluntatis; sed ratio culpae et moralis mali completur secundum quod
accedit actus voluntatis; et sic completive malum culpae est in actu voluntatis; sed si
accipiatur actus peccati secundum quod est in executione operis, sic primordialiter et per
prius est culpa in voluntate. Ideo autem diximus per prius esse malum in actu exterior
in apprehensione consideretur; e converso autem, si consideretur in executione operis;
quia actus exterior comparatur ad actum voluntatis ut obiectum quod habet rationem
finis. Finis autem est posterior in esse, sed prior in intentione.”
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proper subject of metaphysics, and few would deny that

separatio is the means by which the intellect judges that
being, in order to be such, need not be material, or changing. But
certainly not all Thomists agree on what separatio presupposes.
Some, such as John Wippel, deny that separatio presupposes
knowledge of the existence of some being such as God or the
soul.! Others, such as Joseph Owens, maintain that only by
knowing in advance that immaterial being exists can one
conclude that being need not be realized in matter.”

Excellent arguments can be established on both sides of the
debate, as its history has shown. But the arguments of neither
side are entirely satisfactory, for each position has its disadvantages.
Those who maintain that separatio presupposes knowledge of
the existence of immaterial being hold metaphysics hostage to
proofs for the existence of God, while those who maintain that
separatio alone is sufficient for beginning metaphysics base
metaphysics upon an empty concept, namely, negatively immaterial,
neutral exs.

g LL THOMISTS AGREE that being qua being is the

! John F. Wippel, “Metaphysics and Separatio in Thomas Aquinas,” Metaphysical
Themes in Thomas Aquinas (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America
Press, 1984), 82.

* Joseph Owens, An Elementary Christian Metaphysics (Milwaukee: Bruce
Publishing Co., 1963).
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Are Thomists, then, caught between the horns of a dilemma?
Not necessarily. I contend that Jacques Maritain’s philosophy of
the intuition of being points the way out of the impasse, because
Maritain’s metaphysics provides a truly adequate account of
how being qua being is apprehended by the mind. Both of the
above-mentioned schools of thought fail to see that being qua
being can be truly apprehended only in an eidetic visualization
occurring at the third degree of formal abstraction, but grounded
in a unique positive judgment of existence whose real import is
gratuitously given to the intellect by nature.

In particular, Wippel fails to understand the nature of separa-
tio by severing its connection to the notion of primitive being
taken from the intellect’s apprehension of esse in judgment, and
by failing to recognize that separatio is in itself a kind of formal
abstraction. Owens, on the other hand, conceives being after the
manner of a universal grasped via total abstraction, but some-
how also super-generic.® This intellectual operation, of course,
presupposes the existence of at least one immaterial being; hence
Owens’s claim that one must first demonstrate God’s existence
before beginning metaphysics. Given the importance of this
issue for Thomistic metaphysics, it is worth examining these
claims in greater detail.

II

Maritain would agree with Wippel that because basic positive
judgments of existence have sensibles for their subjects, the
notion of being formulated from these judgments is never able to
transcend the concrete, the changing, the material—never able
to grasp being qua being. Wippel calls the notion of being based
upon such judgments the primitive notion of being,’ while
Maritain calls it the “vague” notion of being.’ Maritain would
also agree that appeal must be made to a negative judgment

* Ibid., 63-64.

* According to Wippel, the metaphysician “may have arrived at what might be termed
a primitive notion of being, that is, of being as restricted to the material and changing”
("Metaphysics and Separatio," 78).

$ Jacques Maritain, A Preface to Metaphysics: Seven Lectures on Being (New York:
Sheed and Ward, 1948), 29-33.
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(Thomas’s separatio), if the vague or primitive notion of being is
to be overcome. Furthermore, he would have no qualms about
accepting Wippel’s characterization of separatio, as far as it goes.
For Wippel, separatio is

The process through which the mind explicitly acknowledges and
asserts that that by reason of which something is recognized as being
need not be identified with that by which it is recognized as material
being, or changing being, or being of a given kind. One may describe it
as a negative judgment in that it denies that that by reason of which
something is described as being is to be identified with that by reason
of which it is being of a given kind, for instance material and changing
being, or quantified being, or for that matter, spiritual being. One may
describe it as separatio because by reason of this judgment one distin-
guishes or separates that intelligibility in virtue of which something is
described as being from all lesser and more restrictive intelligibilities
that indicate its kind of being. As a result of separatio, therefore, one
asserts that in order for something to be or to be real, it need not be
material, or changing, or quantified. Thus one asserts the negative
immateriality, the neutral character of being.®

Wippel correctly interprets St. Thomas’s sepavatio as being a
negative judgment which separates in the mind what can or does
exist separately in reality. In effect it is a judgment that asserts
that being need not exist in matter and motion. Hence his desig-
nation of its negative immateriality, its neutral character. Only
through this negative judgment of separation, says Wippel, can
the intellect overcome the restrictions involved in the primitive
notion of being.” And, precisely because being need not be iden-
tified with matter or quantity, being in and for itself can be the
proper object of a science.

For Maritain, however, it is difficult to see how being of nega-
tive immateriality, neutral in character, can be the proper object
for any science, let alone Thomistic metaphysics. For what does
it mean to say that being as being is negatively immaterial and
neutral in character? If the concept of being as being lacks posi-
tive immaterial content, does it have any metaphysical content
at all? Certainly the notion of being can be given positive

% Wippel, “Metaphysics and Separatio," 79.
" Ibid., 80.
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content, if being is confined to the notion of primitive being. But
Thomistic metaphysicians are interested in attaining a notion of
being qua being having positive content. That does not mean
that being qua being need be conceived as a being. But Wippel’s
concept of negatively immaterial, neutral being is simply empty.
As such, it cannot be the proper object of a science.

Certainly Wippel is right in recognizing that esse is appre-
hended in positive judgments of existence and that separatio
pertains to metaphysics, but he is wrong in severing the link
between them. Maritain, on the other hand, retains a link. For
Maritain, separatio cannot be understood without taking into
consideration “what” is apprehended in positive judgments of
existence; that is, separatio must be seen in light of what positive
existential judgments apprehend. Wippel, of course, is bound to
separate the two kinds of judgment, for he will not allow that
separatio is itself a kind of abstraction. But the esse apprehended
in judgment is not nothing! Judgment apprehends “something”
which can become the object for a real concept, even though that
“something"” is not itself an essence. This “something,” of course,
is a being’s act of existing, and it is the esse, the act of existing of
a being, analogously understood, that forms the basis for the sci-
ence of metaphysics. In effect, for Maritain, the positive imma-
terial content apprehended in judgment must (under the special
impact of this apprehension gratuitously occasioned by nature)
become the object of an eidetic visualization at what Maritain
calls the third degree of formal abstraction. Thus Maritain
attempts to link the two kinds of judgment through an eidetic
intuition of being.

To make this critique work, however, two questions have to be
answered. The first has to do with the eidetic intuition of being,
the second with the notion of the three degrees of formal abstraction.

111

How can being meant as esse ever become the object of intuition,
if judgment (not simple apprehension) is the act of the intellect
by which esse is known? By claiming that metaphysical being is
known only through eidetic intuition, isn’t Maritain guilty of
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turning being (esse) into an essence, thereby violating the
existential thrust of Aquinas’s metaphysics? Not at all, for
according to Maritain the esse apprehended in judgment (though
not itself an essence) can become the object of a real concept in
the following way.

At the same time that the intellect makes its first judgment in
regard to existence (esse), it forms its first idea, the idea of being
(ens). By forming the idea of being (ens), the intellect, through
simple apprehension, “crosses over” to judgment and lays hold of
what properly belongs to judgment.? In effect, through simple
apprehension the intellect takes what is originally grasped in
judgment and makes of it an idea, or object of thought. This idea
is not the result of simple apprehension alone though, for here
the intellect lays hold of what it affirms in judgment, namely, a
being’s act of existing. Existence (esse) becomes the object of the
concept “to exist.” It must be kept in mind that this object of the
concept “to exist” is not an essence, not an essential intelligible,
but, as Maritain says, a super-intelligible intelligible in a higher
analogical way.

Nevertheless, the concept “to exist” cannot be cut off from the
concept of being (ens). Here being (ens) means that which is, that
which exists, or that whose act it is to exist.’ “To exist” (esse) can-
not be cut off from being precisely because judgment, which
makes possible the concept of existence (esse), is itself a compo-
sition—a composition of a subject with existence. Judgment does
not simply say “exists,” it says “something exists.” Hence the con-
cept of existence (esse) is first apprehended in and through the
concept of being (ens)." This is just another way of saying that
the concept of existence cannot be detached from the concept of
essence. Together they make up the concept of being, whose

® Jacques Maritain, Existence and the Existent, trans. Lewis Galantiere and Gerald
B. Phelan (New York: Pantheon, 1948), 23.

? Ibid., 24.

'° Ibid.

' Ibid.
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object, as revealed in judgment, is a “one in many.” It is this con-
cept, the concept of being (ens)—that whose act is to exist—that
is the first of the intellect’s concepts."

Being, then, comes to light in the same moment that the intel-
lect makes its first judgment. For example, in the judgment “this
being is,” “this being” refers to the something, the what, or thing,
that has existence (in other words, what the essential definition
signifies), while the “is” refers to the object of the concept of exis-
tence. At the same moment the intellect says “being” (ens), or
“that which is.” Thus the concept of being and the judgment
reciprocally condition each other.”

However, only a specially heightened judgmental apprecia-
tion of existence' gratuitously given by nature to the intellect
leads to the eidetic intuition of being and its subsequent expres-
sion in the form of a negative judgment about metaphysical
being. In other words, only the third degree of abstraction and
the intuition it evokes can disengage being from the sensible and
see being in its proper light; only these can cause the intellect to
see in the concept of being (ens) the object of the concept of exis-
tence (esse) in its true nature, that is, as an analogical reality
existing beyond the limits and conditions of material existence
(esse) through that concept’s coming to birth in the concept of
being (ens), as existence is disengaged for itself by the metaphysical
intuition of being.

But what is the eidetic intuition of being? In short, it is an
intellectual visualization lying at the summit of eidetic intellec-

¥ Ibid., 25.

" Ibid., 25-26.

' As long as the basic judgment of existence is confined to being clothed with the sen-
sible, that judgment can never count as evocative of the intuition of being. Existence can
only be apprehended in judgment, and the basic judgment of existence apprehends exis-
tence, but existence as empirical. Hence, it is never constitutive of the intuition of being.
Yet it is only in the concrete that the intuition of being takes place.

It is in things themselves that metaphysics finds its object. It is the being of sen-
sible and material things, the being of the world of experience, which is its
immediately accessible field of investigation,; it is this which before seeking its
cause, it discerns and scrutinizes—not as sensible and material, but as being.
Before rising to the level of spiritual existence, it is empirical existence, the exis-
tence of material things, that it holds in its grasp—though not as empirical and
material but as existence. (Ibid., 31-32)
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tuality. It is a “vision” because it is direct, immediate, and non-
discursive. It is eidetic because it is evoked by a concept, which
presents its object (being) directly to the intellect. It lies at the
summit of eidetic intellectuality because it deals with the proper
object of metaphysics—being gqua being.” But to say that the
intuition of being is an eidetic or ideating visualization is the
same as to say that it is an abstractive visualization. And because
it is an abstractive visualization of the proper object of meta-
physics, it must be eidetically visualized at what Maritain calls
the third degree of abstraction.

Wippel, however, would reply that being qua being can never
be the object of any kind of abstraction, for the simple reason
that being is a universal notion which actually contains all of its
inferiors. If being is abstracted away from ever-increasingly fine
degrees of matter, then it would lie outside all of these abstracted-
away-from realities. Nothing, however, can come from outside
being to differentiate being which is not also in being. Therefore,
being cannot be gotten at through abstraction. This conclusion is
inevitable, he would say, given that abstraction refers to that
intellectual operation which separates in the mind what is joined
in reality.

v

A number of questions thus need to be answered about the
third degree of abstraction. For example, is a third degree of
abstraction possible, and if so, is it Thomistic? Maritain would
say that it is both, for even though Aquinas identifies three dis-
tinct operations—abstractio totius, abstractio formae, and sepa-
ratio—as specificative of the intellect’s ways of apprehending
the formal objects of the three sciences (physics, mathematics,
and metaphysics, respectively),’ once the distinction between

!5 Ibid., 31. It should also be noted that because the intuition of being lies at the sum-
mit of eidetic intellectuality, it must not be confused with the preconscious, sense-based
intuition of being and the intuition of the experience of poetry which Maritain discusses
in Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry. Unfortunately, some prominent Thomists have
made this mistake; see Ambrose McNicholl, “On Judging,” The Thomist 38 (1974): 789-
825; idem, “On Judging Existence,” The Thomist 43 (1979): 507-80.

'® In Boet. de Trin., q. 5, a. 3; translated by Armand Maurer as The Division and
Methods of the Sciences (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1962), 32-34.
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total and formal abstraction is properly understood, there is no
reason not to view abstractio totius, abstractio formae, and sepa-
ratio as three degrees of formal abstraction.”” Nor is there then
any reason to claim that Maritain has mistaken being for an

17 There are many passages in the works of Aquinas where he uses abstraction and sepa-
ration interchangeably to refer to all three levels of science. Some of these passages are
used to defend the doctrine of the three degrees of formal abstraction in an article by
Edward D. Simmons, “The Thomistic Doctrine of the Three Degrees of Formal
Abstraction,” The Thomist 22 (1939). 37-67. (The following passages use Simmons’s
translation.)

For example, Aquinas uses abstraction to refer to the three sciences:

Intellect therefore abstracts [abstrahit] the species of a natural thing from the
individual sensible matter, but not from common sensible matter. . . .
Mathematical species, however, can be abstracted [abstrahi] by the intellect not
only from individual sensible matter, but also from common sensible matter:
not however from common intelligible matter. . . . But certain things can be
abstracted [abstrahi] even from common intelligible matter, such as being,
unity, potency, act, and the like, which can exist without matter, as is evident in
the case of immaterial substances. (STh 1, q. 85, a. 1, ad 2)

Therefore it must be known, since every science is in the intellect, that some-
thing is intelligible in act insofar as it is abstracted [abstrahitur] from matter;
thus, insofar as things are diversely related to matter, they pertain to different
sciences. (I Phys., lect. 1, n. 1)

But St. Thomas also uses separatio to refer to each level of science:

And since the habits of any potency are distinguished in kind according to a dif-
ference in that which is formally the object of that potency, it is necessary that
the habits of science, by which the intellect is perfected, be distinguished
according to a difference in separation [separationis] from matter. Therefore,
the Philosopher in the sixth book of the Metaphysics distinguishes the genera of
the sciences according to the diverse modes of their separation [separationis]
from matter. For those things which are separated [separata] from matter inso-
far as they exist and insofar as they are known pertain to metaphysics; those
which are separated [separata] insofar as they are known but not insofar as they
exist pertain to mathematics; and those which in their very meaning include
sensible matter pertain to natural science.

In other places, Aquinas uses both abstraction and separation in the same passage to
refer indiscriminately to all three levels of science:

Those things are separated [separata] from matter to the greatest degree, which
not only abstract [abstrahunt] from individual matter as the natural forms
received in the universal about which natural science is concerned, but from all
sensible matter; not only insofar as they are known, as is the case with mathe-
matical objects, but also insofar as they exist, as is the case with God and the
angels. (Metaphys. prooem)

And since the truth of the intellect consists in a correspondence to reality, it
is evident that according to the second operation the intellect cannot truly
abstract [abstrahere] what is conjoined in reality, because in abstracting
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essence and thereby missed the crucially important existential
thrust of St. Thomas’s metaphysics.*®

Abstractio totalis is the abstraction of a logical whole from its
subjective parts: for example, the abstraction of the logical
whole man from its subjective parts Peter, Paul, and Mary, or
animal from man, horse, and dolphin. The logical whole
abstracted is the result of the intellect’s reflexion to what has
been grasped in simple apprehension and its identification of the
relation of universality which such a whole bears to its inferiors.
In effect, abstractio totalis yields the universal gua universal,
that is, gua communicable.” Abstractio totalis thus yields a

[abstrahendo] thusly there would be an existential separation [separationem)
signified, as when I abstract [abstraho] man from white by saying “the man is
not white” I signify a separation [separationem] in the real. . . . By this opera-
tion the intellect can truly abstract [abstrahere] only those things which are
separated [separata] in the real, as when I say “the man is not an ass.” (In Boet.
de Trin., q. 5, a. 3)

These passages indicate that when speaking generally one may use abstraction and
separation interchangeably. However, because of the real difference between the first
two kinds of abstraction and the third, when speaking strictly it is best to make a dis-
tinction, and this is precisely what Aquinas does in his Boethius commentary where he
emphasizes the difference between transcendentals, which can exist separately, and
mathematicals and universals, which cannot:

And because certain men (for example, the Pythagoreans and the Platonists)
did not understand the difference between the last two kinds of distinction and
the first, they fell into error, asserting that the objects of mathematics and universals
exist separate from sensible things. (The Division and Methods of the Sciences,
33-34)

See also STk 1, q. 85, a. 1, ad 1, where Aquinas refers to the same Platonic error but with-
out using the strict definition. Instead, he speaks of modes of abstraction—one being
composing and dividing, the other being abstraction by simple and absolute consideration.

'8 Gerald McCool, From Unity to Pluralism (New York: Fordham University Press,
1989), 155-56.

" Edward D. Simmons, “In Defense of Total and Formal Abstraction,” The New
Scholasticism 29 (1955): 437. In total abstraction, the universal abstracted is not consid-
ered under the aspect of its being a nature with an intelligible content, as being a reality
considered precisely as intelligible. Rather, it is considered under the aspect of its being
predicable of the particulars from which it has been drawn. In other words, it is consid-
ered precisely from the standpoint of its being able to enter into logical relation with its
inferiors. This is why total abstraction is said to abstract a logical, as opposed to an onto-
logical, whole from its subjective parts. Of course “logical” and “ontological” here are
being used to refer to the same universal, but under different lights. Total abstraction,
therefore, yields the universal as communicable, because the movement of discursive
reasoning it makes possible proceeds precisely via the logical interrelationships of infe-
riority and superiority which these objects of thought bear to each other; see Simmons,
“In Defense of Total and Formal Abstraction,” 434-37.
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commonality having logical relations with its inferiors. When
abstracted from material substances, this commonality is
abstracted from matter as the principle of individuality.
Abstractio totalis, then, directs the intellect toward ever-greater
potentiality.®

Formal abstraction, abstractio formalis, is the abstraction of
an intelligible object, the essence or formal ratio, from the unin-
telligible matter that cloaks its intelligibility. Formal abstraction
centers on the ontological dimension of the universal,” for it
identifies the intelligible content of an essential whole, as this
represents an actually existing entity. To clarify, abstractio totalis
abstracts from matter as the principle of individuality, while
formal abstraction abstracts- from matter as the principle of
unintelligibility. Consequently, abstractio formalis bears on real
natures and moves the intellect in the direction of ever-greater
actuality.”

Even though the sciences make use of both types of abstrac-
tion, abstractio formalis is most proper to the sciences, since it
identifies their formal objects, both as formal perfections making
the definitions of the subjects of the sciences possible, and in turn
as specifying the degrees of formal separation from matter of the
objects of the sciences.”

Indeed, St. Thomas’s notion of what constitutes a science
demands a doctrine of formal abstraction, since for Aquinas a
science is specified by the degree to which the objects constitut-
ing its subject are separable from matter. In other words, the
degree of intelligibility of a science is determined by the degree

0 What is common is taken from the matter in an essential whole; see Joseph Bobik,
Aquinas on Being and Essence (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1965), 88-
92.

2 Simmons, “In Defense of Total and Formal Abstraction,” 438. In other words,
abstractio formalis abstracts the actual content of the object of thought, and considers it
precisely from the standpoint of its being intelligible. Abstractio formalis abstracts the
universal as ontological, then, because the intelligible content it isolates bears on the real
nature of the being under consideration.

2 Jacques Maritain, Philosophy of Nature, trans. Imelda C. Byrne (New York:
Philosophical Library, 1951), 20-21.

% See In Boet. de Trin., q. 5, a. 1. See also Simmons, “Three Degrees of Formal
Abstraction,” 50-55.
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to which its formal objects are separable from matter,” given
that matter is the principle in things not only of individuality,”
but also of unintelligibility. Thus Aquinas’s abstractio totius,
abstractio formae, and separatio, as distinct intellectual opera-
tions determinative of the three degrees of separation from
matter of the proper objects of the sciences and their character-
istic modes of defining, must be viewed as specific types of
formal abstraction (abstractio formalis) applying to specific formal
objects having specific degrees of remotion from matter.?

For Maritain, then, abstractio totius is the first degree of formal
abstraction,” for the whole which it abstracts is the essence of a
concrete substance, for example ma#n, abstracted from all the
non-essential, individuating characteristics that shroud its intel-
ligibility. At the first degree of formal abstraction, those non-
essential characteristics, or parts, are designated matter, “this
flesh” and “these bones,” while common or non-designated matter
is retained in the definition as an essential part of the whole.
However, such an essence, or whole, can also be likened to a
form, for as a substantial form/prime matter composite drawn or
abstracted from designated matter, it must be received into that
designated matter before it can exist concretely, or actually.?
Given then, that the substantial form/prime matter composite is

* Simmons, “Three Degrees of Formal Abstraction,” 50-51. For Aquinas, the sciences
are divisible into three genera based on the degree of remotion from matter of their
respective formal objects. The degree of remotion from matter of their respective formal
objects in turn determines their characteristic modes of defining. And because the proper
objects of the speculative sciences are formal (not material objects), the kind of abstrac-
tion necessary for specifying these intelligible objects is formal abstraction. In effect,
without formal abstraction there can be no science. Since metaphysics is a science, for-
mal abstraction must obviously also pertain to its proper objects.

5 That is, matter may be said to be in a general sense the principle of individuation. It
is more accurate, however, to speak of designated matter as being the principle of indi-
viduation. Hence, what accounts for the possibility of numerical plurality of natural sub-
stances is quantified matter, while what accounts for their factual numerical plurality is
designated matter; see Bobik, Aquinas on Being and Essence, 74-79.

%S Maritain, Philosophy of Nature, 21-22.

77 Ibid., 17-20.

2 This aspect of the abstraction of an essential whole, substantial form/prime matter
composite, being like the abstraction of a universal from its particulars, is noted by
Aquinas in the following places: IT Phys., lect. 5, n. 179; STk I, q. 85, a. 1; S¢G 1V, c. 81.
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that which abstractio totius disengages and presents to the mind
for scientific investigation (substantial form alone, of course,
cannot be such an object, for its dependence on prime matter is
such that it cannot be understood without the latter), Aquinas’s
abstractio totius may be viewed as a kind of formal abstraction
that applies specifically to the objects of natural philosophy,
dependent as these are for their being and their being known on
sensible matter.”

Abstractio formae can likewise be viewed as a kind of formal
abstraction, indeed the purest kind, since what it abstracts is
specifically a form, namely, the accidental form quantity, considered
as such and not as it exists in a subject. Thus this kind of formal
abstraction is proper to mathematics, which has for its subject
objects which depend for their being on sensible matter, but for
their being known only on common intelligible matter.*

Given that the formal objects of natural philosophy and
mathematics are dependent for their being on matter, the formal
operations that apply to these sciences abstract or separate in the
mind formal objects that must be joined in reality. The formal

¥ 1t is important at this point to keep in mind the very real differences between
abstractio totalis and abstractio totius. The object of thought yielded by total abstraction
is a logical whole, while the object yielded by abstractio totius is a “nature.” Thus
abstractio totalis is said to be posterior to abstractio totius; see Leo Ferrari, “Abstractio
Totius and Abstractio Totalis,” The Thomist 24 (1961): 72-89. At the first degree of
abstraction, however (i.e., when dealing with material substances), both abstractio
totalis and abstractio totius abstract from the same thing, namely, matter; the first from
matter as the principle of individuation, that is, from those characteristics of matter
which make it responsible for individuation, the second from matter as the principle of
unintelligibility, that is, from all those characteristics of matter that shroud a nature’s
intelligibility (in this case, designated matter). Thus abstractio totalis yields its objects
precisely as more universal than its inferiors. For this reason, abstractio totalis may
abstract man as meaning “rational animal”—in which case it would also have correctly
identified man’s real nature—but it could just as easily abstract man as meaning “feath-
erless biped,” which, though a common mark among all men, hardly signifies man’s true
nature; see Maritain, Philosophy of Nature, 18-19. Abstractio totius thus yields its object
as an intelligible formality that includes the real content, for example, of the notion man.
In regard to physical things, these objects are intelligible only when universal, since at
this level dematerialization yields both universality and intelligibility.

* Simmons, “Three Degrees of Formal Abstraction,” 60-62. For a fuller treatment of
the second degree of formal abstraction, see Bernard L. Mullahy, “Thomism and
Mathematical Physics” (Ph.D. diss., Laval University 1946), 84-85, 91-98, and ch. 6). See
also Maritain’s Philosophy of Nature, 27-30.

























































































































































































































































