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he purpose of this essay is to consider a particular incident

in the theological history of this century, one with a

significance extending beyond its own time and place.’ This
is the intellectual clash of arms between the chief representatives
of what would shortly be called la nouvelle théologie*—Jean
Daniélou, Henri de Lubac, and others—and the classical French
Dominican Thomism of the Revue Thomiste, in the years 1946 to
1948.

The Dominican intervention was an important moment in the
chain of events that led to the promulgation of Pius XII’s
encyclical Humani Generis, in 1950, on false trends in modern
teaching, and to the eclipse—temporary in nature as it would
prove—of the reputations of de Lubac and the others which
followed in that encyclical’s wake. The wider significance of the
episode is that it raises the question of the relation between, on
the one hand, the Thomist tradition, and, on the other, that
Neopatristic theology, consciously open to certain aspects of
modernity while retaining a primary allegiance to the Christian
sources in Bible and Fathers, which can be regarded as the chief
inspiration of the Second Vatican Council and the predominant

! Fr. Romanus Cessario, O.P., has already signaled the importance of this episode in the
pages of this journal: see idem, “An Observation on Robert Lander’s Review of G. A.
McCool, S.].,” The Thomist 56 (1992): 701-10.

“For general accounts, see: A. Darlapp, “Nouvelle Théologie,” Lexikon fiir Theologie und
Kirche 7 (Freiburg, 1963), 1060; T. Deman, “Franzésiche Bemithungen um eine Erneuerung
der Theologie,” Theologische Revie 46 (1950): 61-92; A. Nichols, O.P., Catholic Thought
since the Enlighteniment: A Survey (Pretoria and Leominster, 1998), 134-38.
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theological influence on the pontificate of John Paul II. One has
only to ponder the fact that both leaders of the nouvelle théologie
mentioned above were made cardinals (the first by Paul VI, the
second by the present pope), whereas their main Dominican
critic, Marie-Michel Labourdette, entered the most total obscurity
until the Revue Thomiste devoted an entire issue to him, under the
title Une maitre en théologie, in 1992.°

Owing to a combination of perfectionism and the wounds
sustained in this struggle, which the French Church historian
Etienne Fouilloux does not hesitate to call “the only theological
debate of any importance at least in France, between the con-
demnation of modernism and the Second Vatican Council,”
Labourdette largely restricted himself to writing notices of books
for the Revue Thomiste (though, admittedly, these were both
numerous and judicious). In the course of the 1970s he was
removed from teaching at the Dominican study house in Tou-
louse, owing to what his biographer, Henri Donneaud, calls
discreetly “les malheurs des temps.” His principal work, the
Cours de théologie morale—a commentary, but of a speculative
and at times original kind, on the Secunda Pars of Thomas’s
Summa Theologiae—has enjoyed a posthumous career as a much-
sought-after duplicated or photocopied work for many years.

The story opens with the publication in 1946 of an essay
entitled “La théologie et ses sources” by Peére Labourdette,
professor in the Dominican studium of the Province of Toulouse
(at that time situated at Saint-Maximin in Provence) and editor of
the Revue Thomiste, where the article appeared. It took the form
of a studied criticism of two projects just launched by the French
Jesuits: Sources Chrétiennes, under the general editorship of Jean
Daniélou and Henri de Lubac, and the series Théologie, which
was under the direction of the Jesuit faculty of Lyons-Fourviéres
with Henry Bouillard, an historical theologian specializing in the

* Un matre en théologie: Le Pére Marie-Michel Labourdeste, O.P. = Revue Thomiste 92,
no. 1 (1992). Cited below as MT.

* E. Fouilloux, “Dialogue théologique? (1946-1948),” in S.-T. Bonino, O.P., ed., Saint
Thomas au XXe siecle: Actes du colloque Centenaire de la “Revue Thomiste.” Toulouse, 25-28
mars 1993 (Paris 1994): 153. Cited below as DT.

’ H. Donneaud, O.P., “Une vie au service de la théologie,” in MT.
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theology of grace, as its secretary. In point of fact, Théologie,
which had by the time of Labourdette’s writing produced eight
volumes, had begun life in 1944, while Sources Chrétiennes,
which had clocked up a total of ten, had been going since as early
as 1942. But at that time of course Europe was involved in a
global conflagration, in which Labourdette himself had been a
military chaplain and, subsequently, a prisoner of war. Indeed he
had only just recovered the editorship of the Revue Thomiste,
entrusted to him for the first time in 1936 at the strikingly early
age of 28. Though singling out for praise one of the Théologie
works, Labourdette expressed grave reservations about the two
series and called for a pacific but far-reaching debate on the
nature and task of Catholic theology in their light.

Naturally enough, Labourdette had no objection to people
making more readily available the writings of the Greek Fathers,
which was the aim of the early volumes of Sources Chrétiennes.
No more did he think it reprehensible that, as with Théologie,
Catholic scholars should investigate the history of Christian
doctrine. Nonetheless he divined in both series what would now
be called a “hidden agenda,” and one unacceptable to a disciple
of St. Thomas. For such a omne, Scholastic theology alone
represents, as Labourdette put it, Christian thought in its truly
“scientific” state. While admitting that many of the products of
Neo-Thomism left a good deal to be desired, he expressed himself
as totally unwilling to jettison the proverbial baby with the bath-
water. The two collections were, he thought, animated by a spirit
of disapprobation of, and even contempt for, the Scholastic and
especially the Thomist achievement, and worse still by a
depreciation of intelligence in its search for abiding truth. The
two series were tainted by a relativistic attitude—relativistic in
two senses, as he went on to explain. Not only were their authors
affected by historical relativism, treating truth as truth for this or
that historical period—Henri Bouillard, notoriously, had written
at the conclusion of his study of St. Thomas’s theology of grace
that a theology that fails to be contemporary is to that extent
false®—they were also influenced by an experiential relativism,

¢ H. Bouillard, Conversion et grice chez S. Thomas d Aquin (Patis 1944).
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where a subjectivism of “inner experience” or “spirituality” could
undermine the objective value of the truths of faith. The slope on
which they had positioned themselves, the better no doubt to
dialogue with existentialists and historical materialists, was an
impossibly slippery one which could only end in the evacuation
of the idea of speculative truth, of time-transcending truth, and
even, ultimately, of truth itself.”

Who was thus placed in the line of fire? Those specifically
mentioned, all Jesuits, were Bouillard, Hans Urs von Balthasar,
Gaston Fessard, de Lubac, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, but above
all Daniélou, mentioned unfavorably six times, five of them in
connection with his 1946 essay “Les oriéntations présentes de la
pensée religieuse,” which had just appeared in the Jesuit journal
Etudes.® It seems likely that Labourdette regarded Daniélou’s
short study as the key to the hidden agenda of the two series, so
it is evidently incumbent on us to gain an overview of its content.

Daniélou’s survey of current Catholic theology and philosophy
falls into three parts. The first describes the movement of
ressourcement with its return for inspiration to early Christianity
through the biblical, patristic, and liturgical revivals. But, as
Daniélou goes on to maintain in the second, central, panel of his
triptych, such forms of return to the sources cannot by themselves
guarantee the renewal of Catholic thought that the post-War
world demands. Philosophies of suspicion have arisen—he had in
mind both existentialism and Marxism—that are appealing either
to the historical process or to the personal struggle for identity.
Catholic thinkers, Daniélou goes on, must not hesitate to follow
the representatives of these alien philosophers onto their own
home ground, the better to respond to them—as figures such as
Teilhard de Chardin and Gabriel Marcel were, he mentions,
currently doing, if not always with complete success. Daniélou
concluded this part of his article by affirming that some kind of
phenomenological method should henceforth become the basis
for, at any rate, all theology that set out to describe “religious

7 M.-M. Labourdette, O.P., “La théologie et ses sources,” Revue Thomiste 46, no. 2
(1946): 353-71.

® J. Daniéloy, S. J., “Les orientations présentes de la pensée religieuse,” Etudes 249
(1946): 5-21.
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realities in their concrete form.”” Finally, Daniélou went on to say
how stirrings in the lay apostolate were challenging philosophers
and theologians. “Activists” (these were still halcyon years for
“Catholic Action”) and the faithful at large were seeking not just
a spirituality but also a theology that would answer their specific
needs. Though he never mentions St. Thomas by name, Daniélou
gives the distinctimpression that Scholastic theology will not have
much of a role in all of this. Such theology is, he intimates, an
obsolete stage in the development of Christian thought. It is now
time to move on—and perhaps more than time, for he speaks of
Scholasticism as an increasingly rationalist and desiccated
theology, detached in an abusive sense from spirituality, and
above all peculiarly unsuited by its own genius to what a
contemporary sensibility requires.

It is very plain that Scholastic theology is foreign to these categories [of
historicity and subjectivity] which are at the heart of contemporary reflection.
Its world is the immobile world of Greek thought where its mission of
incarnating the Christian message was lived out. This conception retains a
permanent and ever valid truth to this extent at any rate that it consists in
affirming that man’s decision for freedom and his transformation of the
conditions of life are not an absolute beginning where he acts as his own
creator, but rather humanity’s response to a divine call itself expressed in the
world of essences. And yet . . . [Scholastic theology] gives no place to history.
And moreover locating reality as it does more in essences than in subjects it
ignores the dramatic world of persons, of universal concretes transcending all
essence and only distinguished by their existence—that is, no longer distinct
from one another by intelligibility and intellection but by value and love—or
hate.™

Neo-Thomism, like the Pontifical Biblical Commission, Daniélou
goes on, was a railing (“un garde-fou”) to keep Modernism at a
safe distance. But a railing cannot count as a reply, and though
Modernism had been a false answer it had set a real question.
Daniélou’s manifesto, then, even if its primary purpose was to
trumpet the glories of ressourcement and the need to engage with

® Ibid., 17.

19 Ibid., 14. We should probably see in Daniélou’s references to “love” and “hate” the
influence of Max Scheler’s “phenomenology of love and hatred,” which Scheler presents as
a basis for the apprehension of value (but not of the values themselves).
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contemporary thought, had as a subsidiary purpose the mar-
ginalization of Scholasticism in this new context. Some of its
points were easily countered—Leonine Thomism for instance
could hardly have been a defensive reaction to the Modernism
not yet conceived when it was born. But enough darts had struck
home to anger and even distress.

What gave these darts especial force was both Daniélou’s
reputation and the fact that though de Lubac is never mentioned
by name in “Les orientations présentes de la pensée religieuse” it
was his already impressive body of work that Daniélou was
implicitly putting forward as the model for French theology in the
future. Daniélou, author of a Sorbonne doctoral thesis on
Gregory of Nyssa, professor of Christian origins at the Institut
Catholique, editor of Ftudes, creator of the review Dieu vivant,
and coming from an unusually secular background for a French
cleric, or religious, of the period (his family were staunch
Republicans and he had studied at non-Catholic university
faculties prior to entering the Society), was someone who both
intimidated and alarmed more conventional or at least typical
Catholics. De Lubac, his Jesuit mentor, was well-placed to serve
as the very model of a modern Catholic apologist—what with his
1938 study Catholicisme, where he set out to show how effective
the Fathers could be in a self-consciously state-of-the-art
presentation of the faith, and his 1944 Le drame de I’humanisme
athée, with its sympathetic enterings into the minds of Dos-
toevsky or Nietzsche the better to answer their queries. Yet even
Yves Congar—no opponent of historical theology—had been
moved to write privately to de Lubac on the publication of his
Corpus mysticum,"" a study of the relation between the Eucharist
and the Church in patristic and pre-Scholastic mediaeval thought,
reproving him for an attack on Scholasticism; de Lubac, however,
simply denied it had ever been the least part of his intention to
make such an attack.

These two figures alone would surely not have sufficed to cast
the Thomist and Dominican camp in France into a slough of
despond, or at any rate a sense of aggrieved victimhood. In fact,

! Exchange of letters February 27-March 1, 1947, in Archives de la province jésuite en
France, described in DT, 165.
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there was more. The war and the German occupation, during

which period both Marxism and existentialism had made major
strides, had significantly altered the cultural climate, rupturing
links with the world of the 1920s and 1930s where the Thomism
of Jacques Maritain, Etienne Gilson, and the Dominicans
themselves had been widely discussed by believer and unbeliever
alike. The Fribourg Thomist Charles Journet wrote in 1945 to
Maritain, “In this disintegration of the world, if you try to stay
faithful to St. Thomas, they think you’re mad.”'* A new outlook
was entering the Church which Maritain, for his part, did not
hesitate to call “anti-intellectualist.” Greater precision can be
given that word on the basis of a second letter from Journet who
complained of a tendency to

put between brackets the conceptual formulation of maybe even the revelation
but certainly the theology and philosophy we have received from the Middle
Ages . . . [which tendency] tries to rejoin the Greek Fathers to the extent that
their doctrine is tacit, not to mention preferring a formulation that plays on a
conceptual keyboard borrowed from Hegel and Existentialism.”

This Journet associated both with de Lubac and what he called his
“entourage,” as well as with the Dominican Augustin Maydieu, a
figure heavily involved in the Resistance and subsequently editor
of La vie intellectuelle, the organ of philosophical and theological
haute-vulgarisation of a Paris Province less concerned with
Thomist consistency than was its neighbor of Toulouse. In an
unpublished article of the same period, Maritain summed up
Journet’s anxieties in a memorable phrase as theologians “re-
inventing the Fathers of the Church to the music of Hegel.”"* It
is worth noting that Maritain was Labourdette’s great intellectual
inspiration. On becoming editor of the Revue Thomiste, the latter

12 Letter of 9 August 1945, in Archives des Cercles Jacques et Raissa Maritain, Kolbsheim,
cited in DT, 158.

B Letter of 27 December 1945, in Archives des Cercles Jacques et Raissa Maritain,
Kolbsheim, cited in DT, 158.

% Donneand, “Une vie au service de la théologie,” in MT, 25. It was true that Fessard’s
philosophical method was precisely to compare Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit to Blondel’s
L’Action. See N. H. Gias, Le verbe dans Phistoire: La philosophie de la bistoricité du P.
Gaston Fessard (Paris, 1974). On Fessard, see M. Sales, “Bio-bibliographie du P. Gaston
Fessard,” in G. Fessard, Eglise de France, prends garde de perdre ta foi (Paris, 1979), 286.
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had at once written to Maritain, not just seeking his help and
collaboration but frankly placing the journal under the patronage
of his ethical, intellectual, and spiritual ideas. As Labourdette
wrote in a letter of November 1936:

On arriving at the Revue Thomiste, I could not fail to consider somewhat as a
program the defense and illustration of the ideas developed in Science et
Sagesse and Les Degrés du Savoir, as also the rehabilitation of the true notion
of what theology is, so impoverished as this has been since Melchior Cano fthe
Spanish Dominican moved by his reading of Cicero to propose that theological
treatises should be constructed as surveys of theological monuments, loci
theologici]. This is why I count so much on you and your friends."

“Your friends”—of whom Journet was, in Labourdette’s estima-
tion, second only to Maritain himself. Finally, the anonymous
underground circulation of works which would never have
obtained a nihil obstat, mostly ascribed to Teilhard de Chardin
and his fellow-Jesuit Yves de Mountcheuil (shot by the Germans
before the war ended), helped to convince Labourdette that, in
Fouilloux’s words, “a concerted enterprise of destabilization of
the Scholastic method was at work in France,”!® of which the two
series, Sources chrétiennes and Théologie, were only the tip of the
iceberg.

De Lubac, in keeping with his much cooler tone (compared
with Daniélou), indicated to Fessard that he had no intention of
replying to the forthcoming attack in the May/August 1946 issue
of the Revue Thomiste. But events decided otherwise. On 17
September 1946 Pius XII delivered an address to the General
Congregation of the Sodiety, at which de Lubac was present. He
heard the Pope refer in a context apparently uncomplimentary to
the “new theology.” Two days later, offprints of Labourdette’s
essay, joined with a critical review of Corpus mysticum by
Labourdette’s confrére Pere Marie-Joseph Nicolas in the same
fascicule, arrived on de Lubac’s desk. What was happening?

In part, if we are to look at the events in terms of general
history, the political divisions of French Catholicism were
beginning to express themselves by proxy. De Lubac, deeply

15 Letter of 13 November 1936, fonds Revue Thomiste, cited in MT, 26.
* DT, 159.
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committed to the Resistance, was supported by the newly
empurpled pro-de Gaulle cardinal Saliege of Toulouse against
attacks on his theological approach sent semi-clandestinely to
Rome by the erstwhile supporters of Marshal Pétain and the
régime of Vichy, or even, for that matter, by members of the
nationalist-monarchist Action Frangaise, now thirsting for some
form of revenge after the years their movement had spent in the
ecclesial wilderness. (Proscribed by Pius XI, it was only dis-
encumbered of canonical penalties as war broke out, by Pius XI1.)

In January 1946 Maritain, now French ambassador to the
Holy See, had reported to Journet the disquiet at Rome about the
intellectual tendencies in France, but thought the most the pope
was likely to do would be to publish some kind of positive if
rather platitudinous document about the nobility of speculative
philosophy and theology and the need for Catholic thought to
continue to draw inspiration from Thomas. But Pére Réginald
Garrigou-Lagrange, doyen of the rigorissimi Thomists of the
Angelicum, and a highly active consultor of the Holy Office,
seems to have expected more of a slapping down for the errant
Jesuits when in June of that same year he confided to Nicolas that
he personally had briefed the pope on Labourdette’s forthcoming
article; some weeks later, Pius XII sought out Maritain’s own
views on the matter. The Pope’s phrase “the new theology” may
have been fed him by Garrigou, though this is not certain,'” and
the highly negative interpretation put upon the phrase almost as
soon as it was uttered depends in part on that (putative) link, for
Garrigou had written in July 1946 to Labourdette calling
Daniélou’s “Les orientations présentes” “the manifesto of this
new theology. . . . Here [at Rome] we are highly attentive to this
movement, which is a return to Modernism.”*® De Lubac would
deny that the phrase nova theologia was at this stage intended as
an attack on him and his collaborators. In his Mémoires sur

7 A. Russo, Henri de Lubac: Teologia e dogma nella storia. L'influsso di Blondel (Rome,
1990), 145-46. De Lubac had himself used it in the first part of Surnaturel which, despatched
to the censors in August 1941, had received a nibil obstat in May 1942. Also, L’osservatore
Romano for 9-10 February 1942, in an article by the future cardinal Pietro Parente, had
attacked “nuove tendenze teologiche” emanating from France.

'8 Letter of 17 July 1946, cited DT, 170.
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Poccasion de mes livres, he notes how at a Castel Gandolfo
audience during the course of the Jesuit gathering the Pope had
said to him in friendly, not threatening, fashion, “Je connais votre
doctrine,” and the Jesuit General, when the congregation was
over, confirmed with both the Holy Office and Pius XII himself
that de Lubac was well considered.”

Both inside the Society and outside matters looked different.
Journet told Fessard that the object of the Pope’s remarks was
virtually the same as the group lambasted by the Revue Thomiste.
Yet the claim that the nouvelle théologie was Modernism redi-
vivus was not one Labourdette had ever made. The reply of the
incriminated Jesuits was published at the behest of the Roman
authorities of the Society, and widely diffused in offprinted form.
As de Lubac admitted in a letter of 1988 to the Italian historian
of theology Antonio Russo, he himself was the main author of the
anonymous “Réponse” which went out through the pages of the
premier French Jesuit journal Recherches de science religieuse for
1946—though he had enjoyed assistance from Daniélou,
Bouillard, Fessard, and Balthasar. Typical of de Lubac in
polemical mood is the abrasive tone apparent in, for instance, the
comment that, “If the evil days of Modernism are now, thank
God, far from us, the evil days of integralism may be coming
back.”?° Its main point, however, was simply to rebut without
necessarily refuting the charge of historical and doctrinal
relativism. The authors targeted by the Toulouse Dominicans, so
readers were assured, show not the slightest trace of historicism,
whereas—taking the war into the enemy’s country—a certain
Scholastic theology possesses the contrary vice in its own
thorough insensitivity to history. The Jesuit writers maligned by
the Dominicans for incipient irrationalism rejoice in the réle of
the mind, and not just the heart, in theology, but they fear—not
withoutreason when looking at some products of Scholasticism—
the perversion of intelligence into intellectualism.

¥ H. de Lubac, S. J., Mémoires sur I'occasion de mes livres (Namur, 1989), 62-63.
2 Cited in DT, 174.



THOMISM AND THE NOUVELLE THEOLOGIE 11

Catholic truth will always exceed its own conceptual expression, and even
more so, therefore, its scientific formulation in an organized system.”!

What the Church needs, its authors conclude, is “freedom for
theological schools within a single orthodoxy.” What she does
not at all need, or deserve, is the willed imposition of some
particular system of thought in the name of the faith as a whole.
Other than this, the anonymous Jesuits refused to enter into any
further debate.

If they supposed they would end the affair by such a sharp
rebuke they were sadly mistaken. In February 1947 the pot boiled
over. In that journal of the “petite Rome” of Switzerland, Liberté
de Fribourg, the prestigious Polish Dominican logician Innozent
Bochensky spoke of the new theology as a radical evolutionism
and irrationalism which would warm up the tired remains of
Modernism. Garrigou-Lagrange then dropped his “atom bomb,”
the article “La nouvelle théologie, ol va-t-elle?”, in the pages of
Angelicum.** And if his answer to his own question (“where is the
new theology going?”) was “back to Modernism,” he also knew
where it had come from: the French lay philosopher Maurice
Blondel’s fateful definition of truth in his master-work L’action
not as adequatio rei et intellectus, the correspondence of reality
and mind, but adequatio vitae et mentis, the correspondence of
mind with life.” It was perfectly true that Bouillard, as general
editorial secretary of Théologie, had defined the aim of the latter

2 Cited in DT, 172.

£ Garrigou was keenly alert to Blondel’s influence: thus his “La notion pragmatiste de la
vérité et ses conséquences en théologie,” in Acta Pontificiae Academiae S. Thomae Aquinatis
IX (1944), 153-78. That is an important key to his “La nouvelle théologie, oi va-t-elle?”,
Angelicum (1946): 126-45. See also B. de Solages, “Pour 'honneur de la théologie, les
contre-sens du R. P. Garrigou-Lagrange,” Bulletin de littérature ecclésiastique 2 (1947):
65-84.

2 Certainly Bouillard was heavily indebted to Blondel: see his “L’intention fondamentale
de Maurice Blondel et la théologie,” Recherches de science religieuse 36 (1949): 321-402;
idem, “Maurice Blondel et la théologie,” Recherches de science religiense 37 (1950): 105-12;
and his full-length study, Blonde! et le Christianisme (Paris, 1961). For Bouillard’s own work
useful is K. H. Neufeld, “Fundamentale theologie in gewandelter Welt: Henri Bouillards
theologische Beitrag,” Zeitschrift fiir katholische Theologie 3 (1978): 417-40. As to de Lubac,
one student can write, “Blondel more than any other is the anthor to whom de Lubac
repeatedly sends us back” (A. Russo, Henri de Lubac [Cinisella Balsamo, 1993], 10).
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as “to draw Christian doctrine from its own wellsprings, and to
find in it the truth of our life.”**

Meanwhile, the election of Nicolas as provincial of Toulouse
ensured that Labourdette’s hands would not be tied from above.
Indeed, Nicolas judged an immediate reply to the Jesuit
“Réponse” to be a necessity for the defense of the Dominican
understanding of the vocation of Thomism—all the more so, as
he explained to Labourdette, in that having just returned from a
meeting on missionary effort in France at 1’Arbresle, the study
house of the Province of Lyons (the meeting in question was of
enormous importance in the gestation of the worker priest
movement and the crisis in relations between the French Church
and Rome which it precipitated) he could well believe that flight
from doctrinal and theological truth might be the pattern of the
future. All the Dominicans of Saint-Maximin, the intelligentsia of
the Toulouse Province, were convinced that the line taken by the
Lyons Jesuits, if widely followed, would spell disaster for the
fortunes of Thomism in the Church. Where they differed was
only on the question of whether it was right or appropriate to
seek the arbitration of the Roman magisterium. The refusal to
print the Garrigou article in the pages of the Revue Thomiste
amounted to a decision not to pursue the notion of a Roman
intervention—a decision which, Labourdette prophesied, would
place them between two millstones where they would be crushed
simultaneously from right (the Angelicum of Garrigou, the
Catholic University at Angers, and Solesmes, the influential and
highly conservative Benedictine congregation of France), and
from left (Cardinal Salieges, the Institut Catholigue de Toulouse,
and de Lubac).

This did not mean, however, that Labourdette and Nicolas
would soften their line, as became plain when their response to
the “Réponse” saw the light of day in May 1947.%° They main-
tained that the metaphysics of St. Thomas is, quite simply, true,
not just as an hypothesis or as the expression of a mentality but
objectively and by the nature of things. Moreover, they claimed

2 Cited by de Lubac, Mémores sur [occasion de mes livres, 29.
» M.-M. Labourdette, O. P., and M.-J. Nicolas, O. P., “L’analogie de 1a vérité et l'unité
de la science théologique,” Revue Thomiste 55 (1947): 417-66.
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of Thomism that it was not only a theology of nature and essence
but also a theology of event and therefore in a real sense a
theology of history; they accepted that theology is not revelation,
and however perfect it may be leaves open spaces that premature
appeal to the magisterium ought not to foreclose; they state
nonetheless that they cannot be regarded as mere partisans, for
Thomism is not a party but the philosophy and theology of the
Church herself—even if what is most profoundly at stake in the
present quarrel is not the rights of the doctrine of St. Thomas so
much as those of theology itself when considered as a veridical
science of God and his relations with the world.

It was Labourdette who had given the most eloquent
expression to this view, not only in “La théologie et ses sources”
but also in a programmatic statement, “La théologie, intelligence
de la foi,” which had preceded the essay on the sources of the-
ology in the January/March 1946 issue of the Revue Thomiste.*®
Labourdette feared that in the future there might be historians of
the thought of St. Thomas, curators of a Thomist museum, but
not actual disciples of Thomas. An excessive or, worse, an ex-
clusive delight in historical truth was, he held, an obstacle to any
mind desirous of an integral intellectual development. Erudition
can cease to be at the service of thought and transform itself into
a pretext for refusing the question of truth: what Aquinas himself
had called curiositas. It is not enough to be an historical
theologian, to know how problems were posed in the past. One
must have an answer to them now. Nor is there any need to
cobble together a new philosophy and theology for this purpose
for one already exists that can do the job. The Thomist synthesis
is essentially true in its principles; though imperfect, it is,
therefore, eminently perfectible by contemporary and future
effort. Better than anyone before him Thomas grasped the
foundational truths of metaphysics and how to build on them a
synthesis which would be all the more hospitable to every truth
precisely because dependent on a true metaphysic. The essential
task of Thomas’s disciples is to integrate into this truth all newly
discovered truth, including nuggets of truth occurring in

% M.-M. Labourdette, “La théologie, intelligence de la foi,” Revue Thomiste 46, no. 1
(1946): 5-44.
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philosophical and theological systems otherwise false, and this
requires both critical vigilance and constructive effort. In and of
themselves, however, the other systems—Scotist or Hegelian,
existentialist or evolutionist—are irreconcilable with Thomism
and so one has to choose.

Labourdette stressed that Thomism was notan eclectic product
but a structured organism thanks to those theological and
metaphysical principles, universal in their bearing, which had
allowed it to assimilate and turn into wisdom what was best in the
traditions that preceded it. Thus, while rejecting a “fixisme” that
would look only to the letter of St. Thomas’s texts (such a policy
would contradict the demands of theological research and the
spirit of Thomism itself, as well as lead to the inevitable ex-
tinction of the latter as a living system), he also spurned a
“mobilisme” that would conceive the history of theology as the
continuous substitution of systems and schemes in dependence on
what struck people as better adapted to current needs or present-
day intellectual styles. The idea that what one should take from
Thommas is, for example, the spirit of openness which led him to
welcome the work of Aristotle Labourdette stigmatized as a
“sottise” that betrays a complete lack of understanding of what
theology is. Thomism cannot just be a state of mind of openness
to modernity since by itself this does not answer the question as
to what doctrinal, philosophical, and theological principles could
make such an openness fruitful precisely for the Christian faith.

Labourdette emphasized with particular vigor that the prime
value of Thomism does not reside first and foremost in this or
that thesis proposed by Thomas, but in the fact that Thomism
realizes the complete idea of what theology should be, “la notion
intégrale de la théologie.”” This is what enabled the Toulouse
Thomists to claim that their struggle was not for Thomas qua
Thomas, but for theology itself—for that intellectual enterprise
which would think through the corpus of Christian doctrine on

“the basis of soundly established metaphysical first principles.
Everyone can agree that theology is faith seeking understanding,
but St. Anselm’s is only a minimum definition of the task. There

%7 §-T. Bonino, O.P., “Le Thomisme du P. Labourdette,” in MT, 95.
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is no theology properly so called until this understanding of the
faith has constituted itself as a science, culminating in a
speculative synthesis—at one and the same time the matured fruit
of contemplation and yet something capable of being taught to
others. Such a speculative synthesis, Labourdette thought, should
aim to reproduce in the human mind, and so in a human way, the
totality of whatis given to us through both natural understanding
and divine revelation in that totality’s own intelligible structure.
This and this alone explains why St. Thomas calls theology at its
highest quaedam impressio divinae scientiae, “a kind of impres-
sion of the divine knowledge.”*® In the thirteenth century there
took place a providential encounter of the true religion with the
true philosophy, and the faith of the Church Fathers, which
hitherto had not found its proper conceptual instrument, now
had this within its grasp. Though much in historic Aristotelianism
had to be rethought by Christian theologians, the idea of
attempting to go behind the “Thomist miracle” to any
understanding of the faith typical of an earlier epoch is
inadmissible, a betrayal of theology’s very essence.

For Labourdette, the study of the Christian mystery via the
ruminations of the Fathers is not, senso strictu, theology. But
then, for him, theology is not the whole of Christian thought.
Theology can only play its part within the wider corpus of
Christian thinking and contribute effectively to the Church’s life
if it jealously preserves its own specificity—which is that of a
sacred science, faithful to its own needs and methods, and not to
those identified by pastoral surveys or general intellectual history.

By the summer of 1947 (to return to the déroulement of the
drama), the French episcopate had begun to express anxiety about
the negative effect the entire debate was having on the Church’s
image among unbelievers. Labourdette replied that, fortunately
for the faith, such public-relations considerations had not been
the primary preoccupation of St. Athanasius. In their own
correspondence, the Jesuits concerned ridiculed the Dominicans
as intellectually second rate. Surely, wrote de Lubac, their time
would be better spent in choir. Nicolas came to fear, as he wrote

* Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1, g. 1, a. 3, ad 2.
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to Garrigou, that before crossing swords with such men it would
have been advantageous to enjoy an intellectual culture equal to
their own.

By Easter 1947, Saint-Maximin was ready to extend an olive
branch, and Labourdette wrote an irenic piece conceding the
liberty of the various theological schools but not their parity.*’
The Roman Dominicans considered its somewhat contrite tone
uncalled for. They need not have feared the too facile triumph of
those who cry peace where there is no peace since insufficient
mutual good will was forthcoming to create a real reconciliation,
though many tried—most ambitiously the Oratorian and convert
from Calvinism Louis Bouyer who, together with the Jesuit
Plotinus scholar Paul Henry, wanted to secure the signatures of
all the leading Catholic intellectuals in France to a common
statement on the interrelation of revelation, dogma, and theology.

In 1950 Pius X1 issued Humani Generis, a critique of certain
errors in modern thought and, owing to complaisance in these, of
displeasing tendencies in current philosophy and theology in the
Catholic schools. “We are satisfied,” the Pope wrote,

that Catholic teachers in general keep clear of these errors, but it is certain that
there are others, now as in the time of the apostles, who have too ready an ear
for novelties.*

Whom did this cap fit? Some conservative theologians, after all,
were disappointed at the encyclical’s comparative moderation and
the pope’srefusal to issue condemnations of named writers—even
of the highly exposed Teilhard de Chardin. Alerted by the Saint-
Maximin controversy, the Jesuit authorities were sure it must at
least fit Bouillard and de Lubac, who were consequently deprived
of their teaching réles. By de Lubac’s own account, the Pope had
changed his good opinion of him of three years earlier,
interrupting Cardinal Gerlier of Lyons when the latter defended
him with the words, “The trouble with him is that you never

? M.-M. Labourdette, O.P., “Fermes propos,” Revue Thomiste 47 (1947): 5-19.

*® Humani Generis, 10. See G. Weigel, “The Historical Background of the Encyclical
Humani Generis,” Theological Studies 12 (1951): 208-30, and idem, “Gleanings from the
Commentaries on Humani Generis,” Theological Studies 12 (1951): 520-49.
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know whether what he says or writes corresponds to what he is
thinking.” The most discussed of the various works arraigned in
“La théologie et ses sources™—“Les orientations présentes” at
their head—were removed from the open shelves of Jesuit
libraries. To the French Jesuits thus treated, the events of 1950
and the years following were a monstrous nightmare: in their
eyes, the true “nouvelle théologie” was the late Scholasticism
defended 4 Poutrance by Garrigou and with much more nuance
by Labourdette. This was the upstart theology alien not only to
the Fathers but to the Golden Age of the thirteenth century itself.
That was the point at issue with de Lubac’s study of the relation
between human nature and the vision of God in his Surnaturel—
by 1950 the most controverted contribution to the series
Théologie, though its appearance in the summer of 1946 had been
too tardy for it to receive notice in the Labourdette essay.
Ignorant of all the relevant facts, Congar accused Labourdette
of “arming the infernal machine”*’—meaning the machinery
which, somewhere in the recesses of the Curia romana, had
coerced the Jesuit generalate into taking such action. In fact,
Labourdette had genuinely desired not condemnation but dia-
logue. In a fashion psychologically easy to envisage, he found
himself disabled for the future from very much in the way of
critical animadversion on the direction the Church and theo-
logical life were taking. Hence, despite the reservations expressed
in his diary for the Second Vatican Council’s first session, he
rallied to the conciliar majority at the beginning of Paul VI’s
pontificate (not that this would save him in the post-1968 era).
For Thomism, the vindication by the council of the maligned
directors of Sources Chrétiennes and Théologie was, in all the
circumstances, not the best of news. For contrary to Labourdette’s
intention, the fatal impression had been given that recourse to the
Fathers, to Church history, and to contemporary thought are
scarcely compatible with a firm adhesion to the Thomist
patrimony. The victory for those who represented the patristic
revival, a better-informed theology, and a pastorally motivated
interest in contemporary thought could only appear as the defeat

*' DT, 193, paraphrasing letters of 4 and 8 November 1949, and 1 February 1952, in the
Papiers Congar.



18 AIDAN NICHOLS, O.P.

of Thomism itself. Some words of Pere Marie-Dominique Chenu,
-around the time of the crisis, proved pro-phetic. Writing in May
1945 a propos of Bouyer’s Mystére pascal, just published, he
remarked (referring to the four movements of theological
renewal—the biblical, the liturgical, the spiritual, and the
apostolic):

In the measure that we, the professionals of Scholasticism . . . close ourselves
to this fourfold renewal, we shall lose both Scholasticism itself and contact with
the life of the Spirit.*?

But the crucial question was, how is the relation of Thomism with
such return to the sources and the dialogue with contemporary
thought to be mediated? This was the real question raised by
Labourdette but never squarely answered. The issue of the
legitimate pluralism of Catholic philosophy and theology, and yet
the unique place to be accorded to the classical speculative
thought of St. Thomas and his continuators® within this charmed
circle, remains as actual and unresolved today as in the years
when the events [ have tried to describe unfolded.

Some brief indications of the direction of a possible answer
may be appended. Because “to be” is the most foundational of all
words expressive of the real, a metaphysics of being has to
provide the basic grammar for a theology that would do justice to
the truth of reality. A theology that thinks through the materials
of divine revelation in this perspective must therefore enjoy a
primacy among the various possible intellectual adventures that
issue from the act of faith. Let us call it “the classical ontological
theology,” which, historically, is deeply indebted to if not exactly
coterminous with Thomas and his school.

Not all theologies have this aim. They may, like that of Denys
in the ancient Church, seek in the context of the spiritual cosmos

32 Letter of 23 March 1945, cited in DT, 159.

3 In the Dominican Constitutions Labourdette would have studied as a mnovice at
Saint-Maximin, we read: “the solid doctrine of $t. Thomas—which our Order proposes and
orders our brothers to follow—is not only that which is expressed without any doubt in the
works of the angelic doctor, but also that which is taught by his school, thus called because
it manifests the thought of that doctor” (Comnstitutiones, S. O. P., ed. L. Theissling {[Rome,
1925}, no. 26, p. 261).
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and the sacramental order of the Church to bring about our
mystical return to the One, or, like that of Balthasar in the
modern Church, try to express the supreme beauty of the gospel
and its unsurpassable dramatic power. Such theologies are hardly
in competition with the classical ontological theology. Indeed,
they would suffer from its diminution since, if they are orthodox,
they depend upon it (knowingly or not, because its full articu-
lation may occur at a point subsequent to their own historical
moment) for the metaphysical presuppositions of their own
catholicity. Those presuppositions the Church has recognized as
required by the biblical revelation (to which all theologies are
tributary) in sanctioning the classical ontological theology itself.
The Toulouse Dominicans were right, therefore, to claim as
much as they did for Thomas, but wrong in allowing so little drost
de cité to the nouvelle théologie. It is not the case that, grudg-
ingly, the other theologies are permitted to exist until Thomism
has absorbed their better insights (whereupon, like the Marxist
State, they can wither away), though Thomism certainly should
absorb what it can from them consonant with its own proper aim.
Rather is it the case that their differing theological functions
should be honored so long as they define their functions in a way
that leaves the irreplaceable role of the classical ontological
theology intact. This is the twist [ would give to the
commendation of Scholasticism in Humani generis:

No surer way to safeguard the first principles of the faith and turn the results
of later, healthy developments to good advantage.**

3 . .
* Humani generis, 31.
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THE ARISTOTELIAN BACKGROUND TO AQUINAS’S
DENIAL THAT “WOMAN IS A DEFECTIVE MALE”

MICHAEL NOLAN
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INTRODUCTION

Aristotle is the belief that he holds that “a woman is a

defective male.” He is also believed to hold that the
female, both animal and human, is passive whereas the male is
active, and that the male human embryo receives a rational soul
earlier than does the female. The same positions are attributed to
the heirs of his philosophy, notably Aquinas.

In point of fact, Aquinas rejects the suggestion that “a woman
is a defective male” no fewer than six times.* His Franciscan
colleague Bonaventure also denies explicitly that woman is
defective.” Nor does Aquinas say that the male human embryo is
ensouled earlier than the female. The defects in the common
reading involve, at their core, a misreading of Aristotle. It is the
central contention of this paper that Aristotle holds none of the
positions mentioned above.

It is true that Aristotle writes to thdu hasper arren esti
pepé&omenon (the female animal is as it were a pepé&dmenon

One of the commonplaces of the contemporary reading of

! Requests for reprints should be addressed to the author at Maurice Kennedy Research
Centre, National University of Ireland Dublin, Belfield, Dublin 4.

2 Aquinas, II Sent., d. 20, q. 2, a. 1, ad 1; IV Sent., d. 44, q. 1, a. 3¢, ad 3; Swmma
Theologiael, q. 92, a. 1, ad 1; Summa Theologiael, q. 99, a. 2, ad 1; De Veritate, q. 5, 2. 9,
ad 9; Summa contra Gentiles 111, ¢. 94.

* Bonaventure, 1I Sent., d. 20, a. un., q. 6, ad 1.
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male)? and that the root meaning of pepérdomenon is “mutilated.”
But it is a word that has different meanings in different contexts,
rather as the word “lost” has different meanings when we say that
someone lost a purse, lost an eye, lost a game, or indeed lost his
life. Meanings depend on context. If one reads in a book of
English law that “the Queen can do no wrong,” one may be
initially surprised at this seeming assertion of royal sinlessness,
but the phrase simply means that the Queen cannot be prosecuted
or sued in English courts. Aristotle’s phrase, when set in its
context, that of his theory of animal generation or reproduction,
likewise does not carry the meaning it has at first sight.

One should note that Aristotle does not say that woman is
pep & dmenon, but rather that the female of any species (to thdu)
is pepé&omenon. The phrase occurs in his general account of
animal reproduction and it has no specific reference to woman,
though it does of course apply to her. Naturally, Aquinas and
Bonaventure, as Christian thinkers, give the phrase particular
attention precisely because it could be taken to imply that woman,
whom God fashioned, is defective. This they vigorously deny.

Moreover, Aristotle does not write that the female animal is a
pep & dmenon male, but that itis as it were (hasper) a pep & dmenon
male. Hasper (or hds per) is a word that limits or modifies an
assertion, like the Latin tanquam.® In the Middle Ages William of
Moerbeka translated it as quemadmodum,® and Peck’s modern
translation gives “as it were.”” An initial purpose of the present
article is accordingly to inquire what Aristotle means by saying
that “the female is as it were pepé&romenon.”

4 Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals 2.3.737228 (hereafter GA).

5 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon (revised by Stuart Jones and McKenzie), s.v.
“Somizp.”

® He writes “femella est quemadmodum orbatus masculus.” See Aristoteles Latinus: De

Generatione Animalium, trans. Guillelmi de Moerbeka, ed. H. J . Drossart Lulofs (Bruges and
Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1966).

7 A. L. Peck, trans. and ed., De Generatione Animalium, Loeb Classical Library. Most of
the translations in this article follow this great Cambridge scholar, who devoted thirty years
to the study of Aristotle’s biological works.
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I. ARISTOTLE
A) Meanings of pep& dmenon and Related Words

Pepéromenon is the neuter of the passive participle of the verb
pérod, “to maim or mutilate,” the masculine and feminine forms
being pepardmenos and pepéromena. (In this article the neuter
form is used except in verbatim quotations from the Greek.) With
such related words as pédama (a mutilated or imperfect animal),
pérdsis (mutilation, imperfection), anap &os (much mutilated), and
anapéria (a state of mutilation), it is often found in Aristotle.

Pepédmenon and related words are used metaphorically in the
Ethics. A person may be pepadmenos pros aretén (incapable of
virtuous activity)® or may be of stunted (pérdtheisé) moral
growth.” Bestial acts too may be due to arrested development
(pardsis).’®

In Aristotle’s biological works pep & dmenon and similar words
are naturally found with a more literal meaning. For instance, if
some of the legs of a centipede are cut away, the animal is now
pep&dmenon,'’ and an animal born with an extra head or extra
feet is said to be an anapéia—to be in mutilated state.?

These words are used not only of animal features that are true
mutilations but also of features that are mutilations or defects
only at first sight. For example, Aristotle writes of the seal:

The seal is a sort of pep&dmenon quadruped. Its front feet are immediately
behind its shoulder blades. They are similar to hands, and are like the feet of
the bear, for each has five toes, and each toe has three flexions and a smallish
nail. The hind feet also have five toes, and flexions and nails similar to those
of the front feet, but in shape they are comparable to the tail of a fish."’

Certainly the seal moves awkwardly on land, and its flippers seem
deformed if we compare them with the legs of other mammals, so

¢ Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 1. 9.1099b19 (hereafter NE).
® Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics 2.8.1224b30 (hereafter EE).

" NE 7.6.1149b30.

1 Aristotle, Progression of Animals 8.708b10 (hereafter IA).

2 GA 4.3.769b31.

3 Aristotle, Historia Animalium 2.1.498a32 (hereafter HA).
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Aristotle has grounds for saying that it is mutilated in a true sense.
We today would see these features not as mutilations but as
adaptations to marine life acquired over the countless years since
the ancestral seal, a land animal, took to the sea. Aristotle knows
nothing of evolution'* and does not see these features as the
adaptations that they are, though it is interesting that he sees the
seal as “playing a dual role” (epamphoterizd) and as being both a-
land animal and a sea animal."” (And, as has been seen, he notes
too the resemblance of its hind legs to the tail of that eminently
marine animal, the fish.)

But if he does not see the form of the limbs as being advan-
tageous in the life of the seal, this is not true of another feature
that also makes him say that the seal is pepé dmenon: the lack of
(external) ears. Mammals—the context shows he is writing about
mammals—commonly have such ears:

The [live-bearing] quadrupeds have ears that stand out free from the head. . .
As they are usually standing on all fours when they move, it is useful for them
to have their ears well up in the air, and also movable.

The seal is different:

One viviparous animal, the seal, has no ears but only auditory passages; but this
is because, although it is a quadruped, it is pep& Gmenon."”

Now the head of the seal is of singular beauty, and we would see
the absence of ears not as a mutilation, but as natural, and indeed
as an adaptation to marine life. So does Aristotle, who says
specifically that it is for a reason (aitia).

Nature has brought off a clever [enlogds] piece of work in the seal which,
although it is a viviparous quadruped, possesses no ears but only passages. The
reason {aitia] for this is that it spends its life in a fluid medium. The ear is a
part of the body which is an addition made to the passages in order to

¥ Though he knows of the belief that human beings and quadrupeds were generated from
the earth; see GA 3.11.762b28.

Y HA 6.12.566b27; De Partibus Animalibus 4.13.697b1 (hereafter PA).

'° PA 2.11.657a12.

7 PA 2.12.657a23.



WOMAN IN ARISTOTLE AND AQUINAS 25

safeguard the movement of the air which comes from a distance, and therefore
it is of no use to the seal; indeed it would actually be a hindrance rather than
a help, because it would act as a receptacle for a large volume of water."®

Thus land mammals can hear best by having ears well up in the
air, but seals can hear best if they lack such ears. The seal lacks
such ears because it is pep@dmenon, but being pepé omenon is
here an advantage and hence it is not, in a true sense, a mutilation
or defect. So to be pepédmenon does not always mean to be truly
mutilated or truly defective.

It will be noted how Aristotle explains that it is Nature that
has taken what is pepadmenon and used it to good purpose. As
will be seen, the principle that Nature can turn to the good what
at first sight is defective is central in Aristotle’s biology.

Aristotle’s use of pep & dmenon may be better understood if we
reflect on our use of the word “lack.” Albino tigers lack the color-
ing that serves normal tigers as camouflage and helps them hunt
their prey unobserved. The lack is a defect. But groups of fish
isolated for centuries in lightless underground caves also lack
coloring, which would be useless where there is no light. The lack
is not here a defect. It is rather a saving of the protein needed to
produce color pigments in the skin, protein that can now be put
to better purposes. Similarly we might say that after a fight a dog
lacks an ear. We might also say that the seal lacks the (external)
ears that are typical of mammals. In the first instance, the lack is
a true defect. In the second, it is not a defect but rather an
adaptation to marine life. So too with the word pepé&omenon: it
may, or may not, assert a defect, and whether it does, or does
not, assert a defect is something to be decided from the context.

The phrase to thdu hdasper arren esti pepéromenon is well
known. Another phrase of Aristotle is less heard of: hupo-
lambanein hésper anapérian einai tén thdut&a phusikén.'” Peck
translates this as “we should look upon the female state as being
as it were a deformity, though one that occurs in the ordinary
course of nature,” and William of Moerbeka as “oportet
existimare feminitatem esse velut orbitatem naturalem.” It will be

¥ GA 5.2.781b23.
¥ GA 4.6.775a15. Cf. GA 4.3.767b7.
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noted that Aristotle again uses the modifier hasper. The female
state is to be looked on as being as it were an anapéia. One notes
too the explicit reference to Nature. The anapéia is one that
occurs in the ordinary course of Nature.

Anapéria, as has been said, basically means “a state of muti-
lation,” but does it always have this meaning? Aristotle sometimes
uses the word in its basic sense. As we have seen, he applies it to
an animal born with extra feet or an extra head.?® But if one turns
from the elegant seal to the less prepossessing crocodile, one finds
that he also uses the word of features that are not true defects.

Here however we must first look at his use of another word
that also, at first sight, suggests that something is wrong:
anapalin, which means “upside down.” Aristotle knows that in
animals having a head and jaws the upper jaw is typically a fixed
part of the head and the lower jaw is jointed.”’ The gaping mouth
of the crocodile makes him think, mistakenly, that here it is the
upper jaw that is jointed.”? This leads him to say that the jaws of
the crocodile are anapalin,” presumably a mutilated state. Yet if
they are upside down, this is for good reason:

All [four-footed Ovipara] move the lower jaw, with one exception, the river
crocodile, which moves the upper jaw. The reason [aifia] for this is that its feet
are no use for seizing and holding things: they are altogether too small. So
Nature has given it a mouth that it can use for these purposes instead of using
its feet. When it comes to seizing things and holding them, the most useful
direction for a blow is that which gives it the greatest strength. Now a blow
from above is always stronger than a blow from below. To an animal that has
no proper hands and no proper feet, which has to use its mouth for seizing its
food as well as for biting it, the power to seize it is more necessary; and
therefore it is more useful for it to move its upper jaw than its lower one. For
the same reason crabs move the upper part of their claws and not the lower;
claws are their substitute for hands, so the claws have to be useful for seizing
things (not for cutting them up: this, and biting, is the business of the teeth).
In crabs then and in other creatures that, because their mouth does not come
into action under water, can take their time about seizing their food, the labor
is divided: they seize the food with their hands or feet and cut it up with the

¥ GA 4.3.769b31.
2 PA 4.11.691b6.
2 HA 1.11.492b24.
2 PA 2.17.660b28.
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mouth. For the crocodile, however, by making the jaws move as I have
described, Nature has constructed a mouth that can be used for both these
" purposes.”!

The upside-down arrangement of the jaws is not really a defect.
It is the work of Nature, there is a reason for it, and it is an
advantage to the animal. Again an apparent defect, produced by
Nature, turns out to be for the better.

Aristotle now turns to the anapéria of the crocodile’s
tongue—it is tiny for so large an animal.

Among the factors that contribute to the anapéia of the crocodile’s tongue is
the immobility of its lower jaw, to which the tongue is normally joined. We
must remember, however, that the crocodile’s jaws are upside down: the
bottom one is on the top and the top one below. . . . The tongue is not fixed
to the upper jaw (as one would expect it to be) because it would then be in the
way of the food as it entered the mouth, but to the lower one, which is really
the upper one in the wrong place.”

The anapéria, at first sight a mutilation, turns out to be a feature
that enables the crocodile to eat its food more readily. As with
pepédmenon and anapalin, anapéon does not necessarily mean
“to be defective.”

To recapitulate: it is Nature that has made the seal to be
pep & dmenon and Nature that has made the crocodile’s mouth to
be anapalin—to the advantage of these animals, and the better to
adapt them to the purposes of their life. It will be seen later that
itis Nature that makes the female to be pep&dmenon and to be an
anapéria. The seeming defect turns out to be an adaptation that
enables the female to “generate in itself,” in contrast to the male,
which “generates in another.” To understand this, the phrases o
thdu hasper arren esti pepaomenon and hupolam-banein haosper
anap &ian einai tén thdut &a phusiké must be set in their context,
that of Aristotle’s theory of generation. That theory must itself be
set within Aristotle’s general understanding of the natural world.

% PA 4.11.691b5.
% PA 2.17.660b26.
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B) Avistotle’s Picture of Nature

More than any other great philosopher, Aristotle is fascinated
by the living world. He writes enthusiastically:

Of the works of Nature there are, we hold, two kinds: those which are brought
into being and perish, and those [the heavenly bodies] which are free from
these processes throughout all ages. The latter are of the highest worth and are
divine, but our opportunities for the study of them are somewhat scanty, since
there is but little evidence available to our senses to enable us to consider them
and all the things we long to know about them. We have better means of
information however concerning the things that perish, that is to say, plants
and animals, because we live among them; and anyone who will but take
enough trouble can learn much concerning every one of their kinds. Each of
the two groups has its attractiveness. For although our grasp of the eternal
things is but slight, nevertheless the joy which it brings is, by reason of their
excellence and worth, greater than that of knowing all things that are here
below; just as the joy of a fleeting and partial glimpse of those whom we love
is much greater than that of an accurate view of other things, no matter how
numerous or how great they are. But inasmuch as it is possible for us to obtain
more and better information about the things on earth, our knowledge of them
has the advantage over the other; moreover, because they are nearer to us and
closer to our nature, they are able to make up some of their leeway as against
the philosophy that contemplates the things that are divine. . . . Of things
divine we have treated elsewhere, so it now remains to speak of animals and
their nature. So far as in us lies, we will not leave out any one of them, be it
ever so mean; for though there are animals which have no attractiveness for the
senses, yet for the eye of science, for the student who is naturally of a
philosophic spirit and can discern the causes of things, Nature which fashioned
them provides joys that cannot be measured. If we study mere likenesses of
these things and take pleasure in so doing, because then we are contemplating
the painter’s or the carver’s art which fashioned them, and yet fail to delight
much more in studying the works of Nature themselves, though we have the
ability to discern the actual causes—that would be a strange absurdity indeed.
Wherefore we must not betake ourselves to the consideration of the meaner
animals with bad grace, as though we were children, since in all natural things
there is something of the marvelous. There is a story that tells how some
visitors once wished to meet Heracleitus, and when they entered and saw him
in the kitchen, warming himself at the stove, they hesitated; but Heracleitus
said “Come in; don’t be afraid; there are gods even here.” In like manner, we
ought not to hesitate nor be abashed, but boldly to enter upon our researches
concerning animals of every sort and kind, knowing that in not one of them is
Nature or Beauty lacking.*

% PA 1.5.644h23.
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These words were not penned by someone who believes that the
female half of the living world is defective.

C) Purpose and Necessity in Nature

The belief that Nature acts for a purpose and constantly seeks
to achieve “that which is better” (¢o beltion) is at the heart of
Aristotle’s understanding of the natural world, and particularly of
his understanding of the world of living things.”” He sets down as
a fundamental principle of his natural philosophy that in the
works of Nature purpose and not accident is predominant
(malista).”® Nature does nothing that lacks purpose.”’ Nature does
nothing that is superfluous.’® Nature is a potter,” a painter,** a
cook,® and a housekeeper.”® And, as has been said, purpose and
beauty are more fully present in the works of Nature than in the
works of human hand.” In all her workmanship Nature acts in
every particular as reason would expect.*

These, he claims, are not a priori principles:

The assumption we make——and it is an assumption founded upon what we
observe—is that Nature neither defaults nor does anything idly about the
things that are possible in every case.”’

One notes here the sharp difference between Aristotle’s thinking
and our own. We find purpose and intention only in the deeds of
human beings. Aristotle finds it in the workings of the natural
world.

Aristotle knows indeed that from time to time things in the
world of Nature go wrong, and he explains this by speaking of

¥ On purpose in the world of inanimate objects, see Physics 2.8.199a3ff.
% PA 1.5.645a24.
Z GA 2.6.744a36.
3 GA 2.4.739b20.
1 GA 2.6.743a20.
32 GA 2.6.743b23.
3 GA 2.6.743a32.
3 GA 2.6.744b16.
33 PA 1.1.639b20.
36 GA 1.23.731a24.
37 GA 5.8.788b20.
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two forms of necessity. To achieve “that which is better” it is
necessary that certain materials be used and certain processes be
undertaken. He gives an example: a hatchet, in order to split
wood, must of necessity be hard; if so, then it must, of necessity,
be made of bronze or of iron. Similarly, if Nature is to produce a
living body, itis necessary that appropriate materials be employed
and that these be built into an appropriate structure. This,
Aristotle says, is necessity ex hupotheseds’*—what must happen if
Nature’s purpose is to be achieved.

But he accepts that on occasion Nature is overwhelmed and
that things happen that have no purpose. For example, some of
the substances produced in digestion are surplus to what the body
needs for nourishment,” and some of these can even cause
harm.”® On occasion deformed animals are born, and these too
are contrary to Nature.”! Here then is another sort of necessity:
there are things that happen ex anagk& (anagkémeans “force” or
“constraint”). * One may extend Aristotle’s example. If a hatchet
is made of iron, it will rust and become useless. The rusting has
no purpose, but it must happen, given the nature of iron, and so
happens ex anagkés.

Yet Aristotle is continually pointing out the adroitness of
Nature (as Peck calls it) in employing the workings of this latter
sort of necessity to serve her purpose and to achieve what is
better. For example, digestion, as has been said, produces some
substances that seem to have no particular use.* Yet Nature takes
some of these and turns them into useful materials, such as
marrow™* or lard.” Peck gives no fewer than nine examples of
this adroitness.** We have already seen this in the seal and the

* PA 1.1.642a71f. Cf. Physica 2.8.199b33.

* GA 1.18.725a5.

© GA 1.18.725a8.

1 GA 4.4.772b13.

*GA 5.1.778a35.

“ GA 1.18.725a5.

* PA 2.6.652a20.

“PA 2.5.651a20.

% Peck, GA, p. xliii. See GA 2.4.738a33; GA 2.4.739b28; GA 2.6.743a36; GA
3.4.755a22; GA 4.8.776a35; GA 4.8.776b33; PA 1.1.642a31; PA 3.2.663b10; PA
3.2.663b20. A tenth instance that might be added is the generation of the female animal.
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crocodile: the one lacks ears, the other has jaws that are upside
down and lacks a proper tongue. These are things that happen ex
anagkés, yet Nature uses the working of this sort of Necessity to
form a better seal, a better crocodile. It will be seen later that the
female and male generative substances are also the outcome of
this adroitness.

The belief that Nature can turn “to the better” what initially
seems to have gone wrong is at the core of Aristotle’s theory of
the generation of animals. In particular, itis central to his account
of the generation of the female animal.

Aristotle sees his account of animal generation as the climax of
his study of the living world.”” The Historia Animalium describes
the variety of animals and their modes of life. The De Partibus
Animalium describes what we would call the details of their
anatomy and physiology. His account of generation (i.e.,
reproduction or procreation) is given in a long and complex
work, the De Generatione Animalium. This work begins and ends
with a paragraph about astia, a word that can mean “principle”
or “cause” or “reason” or “explanation.” “Causes,” Peck writes,
“are at the foundation of all his thought, especially of his theories
about animal reproduction and development.”**

Aristotle believes he has to give what he calls the four causes
of generation,* or, in more modern language, to give an account
of generation under four aspects. He has (1) to state the material
from which the offspring is produced (viz., the female generative
substance), and (2) the efficient cause (viz., the male generative
substance). He also has to describe the development of the
embryo until it is ready for birth, and (4) above all, he has to state
the final cause or purpose or reason why generation takes place
(viz., to maintain the species in existence). How he does all this
we shall see as we continue.

7 GA1, 1, 715al.
* Peck, GA, p. xxxviii.
¥ GA 1.1.715a3.
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D) The Reason for (and Final Cause of) Generation

One must first look at Aristotle’s explanation of why
generation takes place. Nature, as has been seen, always and in all
things strives for the better. Now being is better than not being.
Hence it is better that things should exist rather than that nothing
should exist, and it would be best that whatever exists should last
forever. Such things are the heavenly bodies which are
unchangeable. Nature however has filled our [sublunary] world
with things that come into existence and fade away. Many of
these are inanimate. But since soul (psuche) is better than body,
and to have soul is better than not to have soul (and hence living
is better than not living), Nature particularly wishes that living
things should exist’® (indeed the things that have the fullest title
to be called substances are animals and plants).”’ Nature would
wish that they should last for ever. But it is impossible for them
to be numerically (that is, individually) eternal, and so they
generate themselves to ensure that the type continues to be, and
animals and plants are eternal in the only way that is open to
them.*? It follows that generation is intended by the heavens
(andthen),” since it is because generation takes place that, in a
sense, the seal and the crocodile last for ever—and so achieve, so
far as is possible, what the heavens would wish. Accordingly, the
purpose or final cause of generation is the continuation of the
species. (But, as will be seen, generation is not the primary
purpose of an animal’s existence. That purpose is to exist, to live,
and to know the world in which it lives.)

Now to achieve generation there must, in most species, be both
female and male members.’* It follows that both the male (fo
arren) and the female (fo thdu) are intended by Nature.

0 GA 2.1.731b25.

3! Metaphysica 7.7.1032a18.

52 GA 2.1.731b34; De Generatione et Corruptione 2.10.336b27 (hereafter GC).
© GA 2.1.731b24.

* Aristotle knows of course that generation can sometimes be asexual. See GA
1.1.715a21; GA 1.20.729a27.
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E) A Point of Language

Before going further, a word must be said about Aristotle’s use
of the terms #o thdu and to arren. It is interesting, though not
necessarily important, that Aristotle commonly, if not invariably,
writes “female and male” rather than “male and female.”*’ Some
translations do not reflect this order and write “male and
female.”*® In this article Aristotle’s order is followed.

A difficult problem is the translation of 2o thdu (the female)
and to arren (the male), where the noun and hence the article are
neuter. They are sometimes used as substantives and mean “the
female animal” and “the male animal,” as when Aristotle remarks
that in insects the female is commonly bigger than the male.”” At
other times they are abstract or qualitative nouns and mean the
female factor or the male factor, as when he says that it is for the
sake of generation that the female and the male are present in the
animals that are female and male.*® It can be difficult at times to
know in which sense he is using the words. Peck comments that
it is impossible to represent the force of the Greek neuter in
English’’—and one might say the same of Latin, which lacks the
article, and of the Romance languages, which lack the neuter. The
two meanings can however be well expressed in German, where
one can distinguish between das Weibchen (the female animal)
and das Weibliche (the female factor). One can similarly
distinguish between das Minnchen and das Mdannliche. The
German translation of Aubert and Wimmer makes use of this
distinction.®® Here I am largely guided by these translators, the
one a biologist, the other a classical scholar, and commonly write
“the female animal” when they write das Weibchen, but “the
female factor” or “the female substance” and so forth when they
write das Weibliche. So too for das Mannchen and das Mannliche.

* E.g., GA 1.1.715a19; GA 2.1.732a2.

% E.g., Peck (passim), and Bussemaker throughout the Didot edition.

" GA 1.16.721a12.

* GA 2.1.732a2.

* Peck, GA, p. 10, note a.

" H. Aubert and F. Wimmer, Aristoteles’ fiinf Biicher von der Zeugung und Entwickelung
der Tiere (Leipzig, 1860).
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F) Female and Male Factors in Generation

It is a basic conviction of Aristotle that generation requires two
factors:

There must be that which generates, and that out of which it generates; and
even if these two [factors] be united in one [individual], at any rate they must
differ in kind, and their logos is distinct.”!

He writes further:

By a male animal we mean one that generates in another, by a female animal,
one that generates in itself. That is why, when speaking about the universe,
people speak of the earth as something female and call it mother, while they
give to the heaven and the sun and anything else of that kind the title of
generator and father.®

Animals are female and male by reason of the female or male
factor that is present in them.” When an animal is said to be a
female or a male, this is not said regarding the whole animal, but
only regarding a particular power and a particular part, a part
that is evident to the senses.®* Being an animal comes first, so to
speak, and being a female or male animal comes later. This im-
plies that the female and male of any animal species are fun-
damentally the same as each other. Indeed Aristotle sees the
difference between female and male animals as contingent® rather
than essential, and this no doubt because the female animal
possesses the same soul (psuche) as the male.®

Nevertheless there is a real difference between them:

1 GA 1.20.729a27. Peck writes that logos means “a rational utterance” or “a rational
explanation,” and that it can denote “the defining formula” of a thing, or “the definition of
a thing’s essence and of its essential being” (Peck, GA p. xliv).

2 GA 1.2.716a15.

“ GA 1.20.729a27.

“ GA 1.2.716a32.

% GA 4.1.764b37. Peck comments ad locum that it happens kata sumbebékos, not kat’
auto, and is an accidental, not an essential, characteristic; cf. GA 4.1.766b2.

€ GA 2.5.741a6.
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Male and female animals differ in respect of their logos, in that the power or
faculty possessed by the one differs from that possessed by the other. They also
differ to bodily sense {i.e., are visibly different], in respect of certain physical
parts. They differ in their logos, because the male factor is the power to
generate in another, while the female factor is the power to generate in oneself,
i.e., the female factor is that out of which the generated offspring, which is
present in the generator, comes into being. Very well, then: they are
distinguished concerning their faculty, and this entails a certain function. Now
for the exercise of every function instruments are needed. . . . Hence it is
necessary that, for the purpose of copulation and procreation, certain parts
should exist, parts that are different from each other, in respect of which the
female animal will differ from the male.®”’

He explains elsewhere that an animal is in the full sense female or
male only when it acquires these parts.®®

Manifestly, the female factor must be expressed in the body in
a way that enables the female animal to generate in itself, the
male factor in such a way that it enables the male animal to
generate in another. Inter alia this means that Nature gives a
womb to the female animal and the perineos (the part between the
thighs and the buttocks) to the male.*’

G) Generation Is Not the Primary Purpose of Animal Life

It is for the sake of generation that the female factor and the
male factor are present in the animals that are female and male.”®
This does not mean that animals exist principally for the sake of
generation. The process takes place to perpetuate the type, but the
type exists for its own sake, its own being. Indeed animals have
higher things to do than generate offspring:

A plant, in its essence, has no function or activity to perform other than the
formation of its seed; and since this is formed as a result of the union of the
female factor with the male factor, Nature has mixed the two and placed them
together, so that in plants the female and male factors are not separate. . . . All
animals however have some measure of knowledge of a sort (some have more,

7 GA 1.2.716a18.
 GA 4.1.766b7.
® GA 4.1.766a7.
7 GA 2.1.732a2.
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some less, some very little indeed), because they have sense-perception, and
sense-perception is of course a sort of knowledge. The value we attach to this
knowledge varies greatly according as we judge it by the standard of human
intelligence or the class of lifeless objects. Compared with the intelligence
possessed by human beings, it seems as nothing to possess the two senses of
touch and taste only; but compared with an entire absence of sensibility, it
seems a very fine thing indeed. We should much prefer to have even this sort
of knowledge to a state of death and non-existence. Now it is by sense-
perception that animals differ from the creatures which are merely alive; since
however, if it be an animal, its attributes must of necessity include that of being
alive, when the time comes for it to accomplish the function proper to that
which is alive [to generate], then it copulates and becomes as it were just a
plant,”

Animals accordingly exist for a higher purpose than
generating, namely, the purpose of knowing and experiencing the
world in which they live. So it is precisely because generating is
not the main purpose of animal life that in most species the
female and male factors are found in separate individuals. It will
be noted that Aristotle makes no distinction here between female
and male animals. Both have sensory capacities and both can
move independently to explore their world, coming together
from time to time to generate.”” Both female and male animals
exist primarily to know the world in which they live. For both
generating is something secondary.

H) Differences between Female and Male Generative Substances

The female and male generative substances—the immediate
sources of generation—are among the parts of the bodies that
must be different. Yet as with other differences between male and
female bodies, these are really variations of a basic identity, and
the generative substances are very similar. Indeed Aristotle on
occasion calls them both semen (sperma),” though he usually
reserves the word for the male semen.

1 GA 1.23.731a24.
2 GA 2.1. 732a10.
7 GA 1.2.716a8; GA 1.20.728b22; GA 4.5.774a5.
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Both are prepared from the same material in the same way.
The process is one of “ripening, digesting, changing by the action
of heat” (pessd). In a first stage food is changed by the action of
heat and distributed by the blood to meet the needs of the body.
There is usually a residue (perittoma) after provision has been
made for these needs. Part of this residue is useless, harmful even,
and is excreted.”® But part is useful and is changed by the action
of heat into such substances as milk” or bile’® or, most important
of all, the female and male generative substances.”” These
processes all need heat. This heat however is not the natural heat
(warmth) found in all parts of the body. It is rather soul heat or
vital heat which the heart adds to the blood, and which is then
found in varying degree in some other parts of the body.”® It
corresponds in many ways to what we would call energy.

The male generative substance is the semen, the female gen-
erative substance is the purest portion of the blood contained in
the womb (kathardaton tou perittdmatos).” To each generative
substance Nature assigns a part fitted to receive it*® and indeed
the substance is fully potent only when it reaches this part.®’ The
female generative substance is greater in volume. On this account
the part in which the female generative substance is held is fairly
wide, and is, as has been said, the womb (bustera),** a word
which for Aristotle signifies the ovarian ducts as well.*> The male
generative substance is lower in volume and is held in a passage®*
—what we call the urethra. (Aristotle does not know that the

74 PA 2.2.647b28.

 GA 4.8.776a15.

76 PA 4.2.677a25.

7 GA 1.18.725a11.

78 GA 4.1.765b15; GA 5.4.784b26; PA 2.3.650a5.

7 GA 2.4.739a8.

%0 GA 4.1.766b20.

81 GA 2.4.739a3.

2 GA 2.4.739al.

% Aubert and Wimmer, Aristoteles’ fiinf Biicher von der Zeugung und Entwickelung der
Tiere, viii.

¥ GA 2.4.739a2; GA 4.1.766b22.
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semen is held principally in the testicles.)”” This male substance is
so highly condensed that it has lost all resemblance to blood. The
male contribution is not so much the ejaculate as a portion of soul
principle that lies within it and of which it is the vehicle.*®

Since the male generative substance is lower in volume than
that of the female, Aristotle concludes that it is more con-
centrated (sunestos).®” The work of concentration requires heat,*
so Aristotle concludes that the male animal has more heat than
the female.

Aristotle sees this greater or lesser ability to condense the
generative substance as an ability (dunamis) and an inability
(adunamia):

The male factor and the female factor are distinguished by an ability and an
inability. The factor that is able to refine and collect together and secrete the
semen that contains the principle of form is the male factor. . . . The factor that
receives the semen, but is unable to fashion or secrete it, is the female factor.
Now all refining works by heat. . . . It follows of necessity that male animals
have more heat than female animals.®

He explains however that he is using the words dunamis and
adunamia in more senses than one.”® Peck interprets “able” as
meaning “can do it better” and “unable” as meaning “can do it
less well.””!

The difference in the amount or degree of heat in female and
male animals is the fundamental difference between them, and all
other differences flow from this. It is because it has more heat that
the male animal produces more concentrated generative
substance, and because it has less heat that the female animal
produces less concentrated substance. It is because it produces
concentrated substance of lesser volume that Nature assigns
narrow passages to the male animal in which to hold this

¥ GA 4.1.7652a30: “These parts of animals contribute nothing at all to generation so far
as producing female and male offspring is concerned.”

% GA 2.3.737a8.

¥ GA 4.1.765b4.

¥ GA 4.1.765b15.

¥ GA 4.1.765b10.

* GA 4.1.766a2.

*1 Peck, GA, p. 388 note a.



WOMAN IN ARISTOTLE AND AQUINAS 39

substance. It is because it produces less concentrated substance of
greater volume that Nature assigns an ample womb to the female
animal. Manifestly, by having semen, and the cor-responding
organ, the male animal is able to generate in another; by having
a womb and pure blood within it, the female animal is able to
generate in itself.

The ultimate source of the difference between female and male
animals lies in the principle (arché), that is, the part of the body
that is the source of heat. In blooded animals this is the heart, in
other animals its counterpart.”” The heart is the first part of the
embryo to be formed, and the other parts of the body, including
the sexual parts, are formed from the blood coming from the
heart.”

It may be worth repeating that the heat in question here is not
the natural heat (i.e., warmth) found in all members of the
body.”* Aristotle is not saying that the male body is warmer than
the female body. The heat is rather soul heat or vital heat, which
the heart adds to the blood and which is then found in varying
degree in other parts of the body.” It is a dunamis or power
which is found in greater degree in the male than in the female
repro-ductive substance. As was said before, it seems to
correspond to what modern science calls energy.

In saying that the male animal possesses more heat, Aristotle
is not simply repeating a “standard” Greek view deriving from the
belief that the female animal is somehow inferior. He explicitly
says that other writers of his time take the opposite view. These
hold that the abundance of blood (the menstrual flow) in the
female animal shows thatit has more heat than the male. Aristotle
in contrast maintains that this very abundance of blood points to
a colder state, and he argues at some length for this inter-
pretation.”® In particular he contends that the greater con-
centration of the male sperm proves the presence of greater heat

2 GA 4.1.766b2.
# GA 4.1.766b1.
¥ GA 5.4.784b26.
%5 GA 2.4.739a12.
%6 GA 4.1.765b20.
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. . 7 . . N o e
in the male animal.”” His arguments on this point are empirical,
not a priori.

I) The Process of Generation

Both the female and male generative substances possess soul,
the principle of life, at least potentially. The semen possesses the
principle of sentient life (i.e., the power to sense), the female
generative substance possesses the principle of nutritive life (i.e.,
the power to grow).”® Aristotle explains this most clearly when he
is writing of “wind eggs” (hupénenios)—soft-shelled imperfect
eggs occasionally produced by birds:

Wind eggs attain to generation in so far as it is possible for themvo do so. It is
impossible for them to be perfected to the point of producing an animal,
because sense perception is required for that; the nutritive faculty of the Soul,
however, is possessed by the female generative substance as well as by the
male.”

An egg is in a way a living thing and has nutritive life of a sort. It
can, after all, “go bad.” But it will not develop into a living chick,
capable of sentient activity, unless it is fertilized. It follows that it
does not have sentient life, even potentially.

The principle of sentient life is rather in the male semen.'® But
while the male generative substance may possess this principle,
the male animal cannot of itself produce offspring, because all the
body of the offspring comes from the female.'”" In sexual union
the female generative substance, which already has the principle
of nutritive life, comes to have the principle of sentient life, and
the process of embryonic growth then begins.'

The coming together of the generative substances is effected in
different ways in different species. In the case of many insects the

%7 GA 4.1.765b19.

% GA 2.3.736b1.

* GA 3.7.757b15.

00 GA 2.5.741b6.

1 GA 2.4.738b20.

12 GA 2.3.737a34; GA 2.5.741a30.
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female animal inserts an organ into the male.'® Among other
animals the semen is received within the female womb,'®* as in
the case of mammals, or is sprinkled upon the eggs released by the
female, as in the case of fish.!'?

In Aristotle’s view, the semen acts upon, butis not joined with,
or united with, the female generative substance. Hence the
offspring is not formed out of the male generative substance.'*
He compares the action of the semen with that of rennet or fig
juice on milk.'” As Needham says in his History of Embry-
ology,’® Aristotle sees the semen as a catalyst that precipitates
action but does not itself become part of the resulting product.
The semen, Aristotle thinks, disappears into thin air:

The physical part of the semen . . . dissolves and evaporates; on this account
we should not always be trying . . . to find it as an ingredient of the fetation
[the embryo] when that has set and taken shape, any more than we should
expect to trace the fig juice which sets and curdles milk.'*

Thus the mother is the sole source of the offspring’s body, even
of a male offspring’s body, for the female generative substance
contains all the parts of the body potentially, including (Aristotle
states this explicitly) those parts that distinguish the two sexes.''°

Since the female generative substance contains all the parts of
the body potentially, Aristotle asks why the female animal has
need of the male and why it does not accomplish generation by
itself.!"! He knows of a species of fish (eruthrinus)!'? of which no
male member has been observed, whereas many females have
been seen full of embryos, and he suspects that in this species the
female animal generates on its own. But in species in which there

% GA 1.16.721a14. Cf. GA 1.18.723b20.

14 GA 2.4.739al.

105 GA 1.21.730a20.

196 GA 1.21.729b19; GA 2.3.737al5.

17 GA 1.20.729a15.

198 J. Needham, A History of Embryology (2d ed.; Cambridge, 1959), 51.

1 GA 2.3.737a15.

0 GA 2.3.737a23.

" GA 2.5.741a8.

112 GA 2.5.741a35; according to Peck, this is a type of sea perch of which many are
hermaphrodites.
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are males autogeneration does not occur. He states this as an
observed fact, but goes on to give a typically Aristotelian reason
for the fact:

If [the female animal could generate on its own] the existence of the male
animal would have no purpose, and Nature does nothing that lacks purpose.'

The statement is important, for it amounts to the explicit
assertion that the male animal exists for generating no less than
does the female, though, as has been seen, neither female nor
male animal exists principally for this purpose.

J) The Female Animal Is Not Passive

Aristotle holds that generation requires two factors:

There must be that which generates, and that out of which it generates; and
even if these two be united in one [individual], at any rate they must differ in
kind, and the fogos of each of them must be distinct. In those animals in which
the two capacities {to generate in oneself, to generate in another] are separate,
the body—that is to say the physical nature—of the active and the passive
individuals must be different. Since the male factor is “that which moves and
acts” and the female factor, gua female, is “that which is acted upon,” what the
femnale animal adds to the semen of the male will not be semen but material.*™

Furthermore:

Now of course the female factor gua female factor is passive and the male

factor qua male factor is active—it is that whence the principle of movement

comes. 15

This is sometimes understood as though Aristotle were saying
that the male animal is active and the female animal passive. This
is not so. He specifically states that he is writing about the female
and male factors gua factors—in the concrete, about the semen
and the female generative substance. We have seen that the semen

5 GA 2.5.741b4.

4 GA 1.20.729a27. 1 follow here Aubert and Wimmer rather than Peck, who speaks of
the female partner and the male partner.

' GA 1.21.729b15.
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triggers the female generative substance into action. In this sense
the semen is active and the female generative substance passive.'¢
But this is not the same as saying that the male animal is active
and the female animal passive.

This is clear too from Aristotle’s saying that the active and the
passive factors may both be in the same individual, as in plants'!’
and indeed in some animals.!® There can be no question here of
active and passive individuals, for there is only one individual.
Again, as has been seen, he describes sexual unions in which
neither partner acts on the other. In many fish, when the female
has laid her eggs, the male sprinkles his milt over them.'"” In so
far as there is interaction here, it is the female animal that takes
the initiative: her laying the eggs leads the male to excrete milt.
There are species too where the female animal rather than the
male is behaviorally active:

Perhaps not in all insects, but certainly in most, during copulation the female
animal extends a part of itself into the male. . .. the female animals can be seen
inserting something into the males upwards from below.'*

Moreover, as will be seen later, the male element in generation
may be mastered during its interaction (krated) with the female
element. One may add that at no point in his account of
generation does he refer to a dominance of one partner over the
other.

When one moves from the female factor to the female animal,
one finds that, once the moment of interaction between the two
reproductive substances has passed, the female animal becomes
highly active:

As the parts of the animal to be formed are present potentially in the [female]
substance, once the principle of movement has been supplied, one thing follows

116 GA 1.21.729b10; GA 2.4.740b22.
7 GA 1.23.731a25.

18 GA 1.1.715a23.

% GA 1.21.730a18.

120 GA 1.18.723b20.
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on after another without interruption, just as it does in automatic
mechanisms."*!

Aristotle describes at length how the embryo derives nourishment
and growth from its mother.'* It will be recalled that all the body
of the offspring comes from her alone. If there is anything
especially curious about Aristotle’s theory, it is his belief that the
male parent contributes nothing to the body of the offspring and
that the female parent contributes everything. An Aristotelian
father, it would seem, cannot take his child into his arms and say
“This is bone of my bone, and flesh of my flesh.”

Aristotle’s use of the concepts “active” and “passive” is
reflected in modern biology texts. One reads in such texts that in
plants “the polien tube penetrates the stigma, style, and ovarian
tissues on its journey to an ovule,” and that in animals “the sperm
moves into the oviduct,” that it “reaches the secondary oocyte,”
and that “it penetrates the zona pellucida.”’®® These phrases
present the male element as active and the female element as
passive. Yet they surely do not imply that the male animal is
active and that the female animal is passive. The modern
physiologist does not wish to anticipate what is a matter for the
student of animal behavior. Nor does Aristotle.

K) The Female Does Not Supply Mere Matter

One needs also to examine carefully what Aristotle means
when he says that the female animal supplies the matter out of
which the offspring develops. This must not be taken as though
the female generative substance is a raw and inert matter, such as
clay. Matter in Aristotle is a relative term,'** and what is matter
in one relationship is structure and form in another. Thus in his
account of the composition of the parts of the body such basic
materials as “the solid” and “the hot” are the material from which
bone and flesh are composed, but bone and flesh in their turn are

2L GA 2.5.741b5.

122 GA 2.6-8.741b25-749a7.

12 C. Starr and R. Taggart, Biology (4th ed.; Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1987), 74 and
499,

121 Peck, GA, p. xii.
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the material from which the face and the hand are composed.'*
In generation the material supplied by the female animal has been
formed from itsblood—already something complex—by a further
process of concentration. There is nothing primitive or elemental
about it. Indeed, as has been said, it contains all the parts of the
body potentially.'*

L) Differences of Sex and of Other Features

Offspring resemble their parents in differing measure. There
are differences in sex, and there are differences in other features.
Offspring necessarily differ from one of their parents in their sex.
In this respect a daughter is unlike her father, a son unlike his
mother. This is a difference in kind or, as it were, a difference
between opposites (we commonly speak of “the opposite sex,” as
indeed does Aristotle).'*” Other differences, such as differences in
appearance, are a matter of degree. Aristotle believes he has to
explain both types of difference. He has to explain, that is:

(1) Why female and male animals are formed; (2) why female offspring often
resemble the father and male offspring the mother; (3) why offspring resemble
their ancestors [rather than their parents]; and (4) why sometimes the offspring
is a human being yet bears no resemblance to any ancestor; (5) why sometimes
[the difference] has reached such a point that in the end [the offspring] no
longer has the appearance of a human being but only that of an animal and
belongs to the class of congenital anomalies (terata), as they are called.'®

We may first look at differences in appearance. Aristotle
explains these as due to “falling back” (Ju5).'*’ He explains this as
follows:

1% PA 2.1.646a23.

126 GA 2.5.741b10.

127 GA 4.1.766b18.

1% GA4.3.769b10. Until recently malformed births were called “monsters”; they are now
called “congenital anomalies.” See M. V. Barrow, A Brief History of Teratology to the Early
20th Century, in Teratology, 4, 119 130.

'2 The word commonly means “loosening,” but it is difficult to translate it in the sense
in which Aristotle uses it. Peck gives “relapsing” and Pierre Louis (Aristote: De la Génération
des Animaux [Paris, 1961]) “relichement.” Here it is translated, in the etymological sense of
“relapsing” and “relichement,” as “falling back,” or “falling back to.”

v
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That which acts is in its turn acted upon by that on which it acts. For example,
a thing that cuts is blunted by the thing which is cut, and a thing which heats
is cooled by the thing which is heated, and, generally, any motive agent. . . is
itself moved in return. . . . Sometimes the extent to which it is acted upon is
greater than that to which it is acting: a thing that heats may be cooled, or one
that cools may be heated.™

He goes on to say:

When a power operative in generation falls back, it changes over to something
quite near it. For example, if the power of the male parent falls back, it shifts
over (metabaino) into that of his father—a very small difference—and in the
second instance to that of his grandfather. And in this way, not only on the
male side but also on the female, the power of the female parent shifts over to
that of her mother, and if not, then to that of her grandmother; and so on with
the more remote ancestors.™!

It follows that either the female or the male element may have
the greater influence on any occasion, and that sons may be born
who resemble their mother and daughters who resemble their
father.””* It is clear that Aristotle does not think that the male
alone is active in producing the appearance of what is born, for
the female element can produce a resemblance to the mother in
her offspring, whether these are female or male. Indeed he thinks
that when the male and female parents are of different species, as
when a horse is mated with a donkey, it is commonly the female
factor that has the greater influence, for then

so far as size, appearance and vigour are concerned, the offspring tends to
resemble its dam rather than its sire.’*

This is, presumably, the reason why people breed mules rather
than hinnies.

Of greater importance are the reasons for, or causes of, the
generation of animals of different sex. Aristotle writes:

3% GA 4.3.768b16.
1 GA 4.3.768al6.
B2 GA 4.3.768a32.
133 HA 6.23.577b10.
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As for the reason why one [offspring] comes to be formed, and is, female and
another male, (a) in so far as this comes from necessity, that is from the
proximate motive cause, and from what sort of material, our argument as it
proceeds must endeavor to explain; (b) in so far as this occurs for the sake of
“what is better,” that is, for the sake of the Final Cause [the Cause “for the
sake of which], the principle [aitia] is derived from the heavens.'*

The critical assertion here is that the reason, the final cause, why
female and male animals come to be formed is that this is “for the
better” and derives from “the heavens” (andthen). As has been
said above, the heavens seek to bring about that living things
should endure eternally, and since individual living things die the
heavens seek through generation that the type or species should
endure. To achieve generation there must be (in the animal
world) both female and male animals.’® It follows for Aristotle
that the existence of both female and male animals—and there-
fore of women and men—is sought by the heavens. There is
nothing in anything he writes to suggest that the male animal, but
not the female, is so sought.

The heavens may be the ultimate reason why female and male
animals are born, but Aristotle wishes to give more proximate
reasons. The process of generation involves action by the male
substance on the female substance. We have just seen that that
which acts is acted on in return. This happens in all cases, but a
special mode of interaction takes place if the elements are
contraries, as he writes in De Generatione et Corruptione:

Unless both things are opposites or are made up of opposites, one cannot
displace [existémi] the other from its natural condition. Only such things as
possess contrariety or are themselves natural opposites —and not any chance
things—are naturally adapted to be acted upon and to act. The agent and
patient must be generically alike and identical, but specifically unlike and
opposites. . . . Opposites are always within the same kind, and it is opposites
which act and are acted upon reciprocally. Hence that which acts and that
which is the object of the action are necessarily in one sense the same. But in
another sense they are not the same and are unlike one another. Since that
which acts and that which undergoes the action are generically alike but
specifically different, and since it is contraries which are so related, it is clear

134 GA 2.1.731b20.
135 GA 4.3.767b10.
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that opposites and their intermediates are capable of being affected and of
acting reciprocally—indeed it is entirely these processes which constitute
passing away [phthora] and coming-to-be [genesis].**

These conditions for a special mode of interaction are fulfilled
in generation, for they are met by the male and female repro-
ductive elements. Both can be called semen."”” Both are produced
by the process of digesting the residues of food.'*® They are
fundamentally the same, yet they are also opposites.””” While the
male and female generative substances act on each other as has
been seen, Aristotle sees the more condensed'"’ male substance as
having more heat and hence as being more active than the female
substance. The male substance possesses in principle the faculty or
power to act on the female substance in such a way as to produce
male offspring.'"

Aristotle now introduces the concept of “mastering” (krated).
It is central in his account of the generation of females and males,
occurring no fewer that twenty-two times in three chapters. In
this process of generation the male semen can either master or be
mastered.'* If it gains the mastery, then male offspring is
produced. But if it does not, if it is mastered, then female
offspring is formed.

It may by now be clearer why and by what cause one offspring becomes male
and another female. It is this. When the principle {the male factor] fails to gain
the mastery . . . and does not succeed in reducing the material [the female
factor] into its own form [eidos], but instead is worsted in the attempt, then of
necessity the material must change over to its opposite condition. Now the
opposite of the male is the female, and it is opposite in that whereby one is
male and the other female.’*?

136 GC 1.7.323b28.
7 GA 1.20.728b22.
18 GA 4.1.766a13.
¥ GA 4.1.766a22.
0 GA 4.1.765b5.
1 GA 4.3.767b22.
2 GA 4.3.768a22: “Malista men oun pephuken he arren kai hé patér hama kratein kai
krateisthai.”

5 GA 4.1.766a17.
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Again:

If {the male semen] prevails, it brings [the material] over to itself; but if it is
mastered, it changes over either into its opposite or else into extinction. Now
the opposite of the male is the female.'**

Since females and males are born in roughly equal numbers, it
would seem that the male semen can be mastered as often as it
masters.

Aristotle has another word to describe what happens when the
male factor fails to gain the mastery. There is a total change
(existémi; Peck translates this as “to depart from type”).!** When
this occurs, the embryo acquires a characteristic (being female)
opposite to that of the semen (which is male). Aristotle says:

Everything, when it departs from type, does not become any casual thing but
becomes its opposite Applying this to the process of generation, the {female]
substance that is not mastered must necessarily depart from type [existéni] and
become the opposite of the motive agent in that capacity wherein the
generative and motive agent has failed to gain the mastery. Hence, if this is the
capacity in virtue of which the agent is male, then the offspring formed is
female.**

One asks why the male factor may not gain the mastery.
Aristotle’s reply is that one way or another there has been a lack
of heat. He has already said that the female animal has less heat
than the male. It is natural for him to go on to say that a female
is the outcome when less heat is available to the generative
process. This can happen in different ways. The male factor may
itself lack heat'” or power,!* something that tends to happen
when the male is very young or very old."* It may be that the

144 GA 4.1.766b15.

145 GA 4.3.768a15; GA 4.3.768b8.
16 GA 4.3.76847.

197 GA 4.2.766b30.

15 GA 4.3.768b25.

¥ GA 4.2.766b30.
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body of one or both parents is very fluid,"° or the female factor
may be bulky and cold.™

These are internal causes. In addition, the lack of heat may be
caused by the environment. The bodies of animals are more fluid
when the wind is from the South:

Shepherds say that it makes a difference so far as the generation of females and
males is concerned, not only whether copulation occurs when the wind is in the
north or south, but also whether the animals face north or south when they are
copulating: such a small thing thrown in on one side or the other (so they say)
acts as the cause of heat and cold, and these in turn act as the cause of
generation,*

This is a remark that today produces much derision. Yet an
elementary knowledge of biology shows that environmental and
nongenetic factors play a part in sex determination. For instance,
the temperature at which the eggs are incubated affects sex
determination in the Mississippi alligator,'** and there are similar
effects in other species.’™

In all such cases the male semen may fail to gain the mastery.
The result is not that something casual-—some indefinite creature
halfway between a female and a male—is produced, but that the
contrary of the male, a female, is produced, something, we have
seen, that has a logos or meaning just as a male has.

L) The Female as hasper pep é cmenon

Granted that this is how female and male animals are formed,
and that the female animal is formed because of a lack of heat,
one may ask in what sense a female animal is pep & domenon.

159 GA 4.2.766b35.

151 GA 4.3.768b30.

132 GA 4.2.767a10.

133 M. W. J. Ferguson and T. Joanen, “Temperature-Dependent Sex-Determination in
Alligator Mississippiensis,” Journal of Zoology 200 (London 1983): 143-77.

134 See S. T. H. Chan and Wai Sum, “Environmental and Non-Genetic Mechanisms in Sex
Determination,” in C. R. Austin and R. G. Edwards, Mechanisms of Sex Differentiation in
Antimals and Men (New York, Academic Press, 1981).
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Pepéramenon, it has been seen, is one of a series of words that
includes pé&ama, pérasis, and anapéia. Liddell and Scott remark
that pédama (an imperfect animal) is opposed to teleion (having
reached its end, finished, completed) and hence an animal
without blemish.

As has been said, Aristotle writes that the female animal is
formed:

When the principle [the male factor] fails to gain the mastery . . . and does not
succeed in reducing the material [the female factor] into its own form
[eidos].*>

The male factor has failed to achieve its end, its telos, and the
outcome (the female animal) is pep & dmenon. Its state should, we
recall, be looked on as an anapéria. This anapéria lies in the lack
of the full measure of heat found in the male, and the resulting
inability to bring the generative substance to the same degree of
concentration.

But we have noted that a lack may be produced by Nature, and
for a purpose. It is Nature that has caused the lack of ears in the
seal—so that the seal may hear better underwater. It is Nature
that has given the crocodile jaws are upside down and a tiny
tongue, but all this enables it to catch its prey more effectively. So
too with the incapacity of the female animal to concentrate fully
the reproductive substance:

The formation of the [generative substance] by females is, on the one hand, the
result of necessity [ex anaghés], and the reasons have been given: the female
systern cannot effect [full] condensation, and therefore, of necessity . . . when
there is a full complement of the substance in the fine blood-vessels, it must
overflow [and so would be wasted]. On the other hand, in order to serve the
better purpose and for the End [beneka tou beltionos kai tou telous], Nature
diverts it to this place [the uterus] and employs it there for the sake of
generation, in order that it may become another creature of the kind it would
have become, since even as it is, it is potentially the same in character as the
body whose secretion it is.?*®

155 GA 4.1.766a21.
156 GA 2.4.738a35.



52 MICHAEL NOLAN

So too with the female animal itself. The process of its
generation contains imperfections and the purpose of the male
semen is not achieved. The outcome may therefore be seen as an
anapé&ia. But the anapéria is part of the ordinary course of
Nature'’ and it happens for a purpose of Nature: that the race of
creatures that are separated into female and male should
endure.'*® Ultimately, that purpose derives from “the heavens.”

The female animal is not truly pep&dmenon for it is what the
heavens want. It is hdsper pep & dmenon, in the limited sense that
it lacks the heat typical of the male animal—but it is not itself a
male animal, so why should it have the features of such an
animal? It is pep & dmenon in the sense in which the seal is said to
be pepé&cmenon because it lacks ears—yet having ears would
reduce the acuity of its hearing. It is anapéon as the crocodile is
anapéon in having a small tongue—yet having a normal tongue
would impede its eating its food. So too the female animal is
pepéromenon because it lacks the heat typical of the male, but
because it is pepéromenon it has less concentrated reproductive
material, and a womb in which to hold it. What seems to be a
defect is precisely what enables it to bear children.

The female animal accordingly happens ex anagkés. Yet we
have seen that Nature can take such things and turn them to her
end and to achieve what is better. Many examples of this have
been cited; the formation of the female is but a further instance.

One may need to recall the dominance of purpose in
Aristotle’s thought. The process of production is for the sake of
the outcome, and the process is properly understood only when
the outcome is understood. At first sight one may feel that if a
process of production is imperfect, the outcome must be
imperfect. Aristotle in contrast holds that if the outcome of a
process meets the purposes of Nature, then this outcome is not
defective.

Some examples from everyday life may help us understand his
thinking. If we leave bread too long in the bin, it is attacked by a
mold and becomes inedible. But if a cheese-maker wishes to make

157 GA 4.6.775al5.
1% GA 4.3.767b10.
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blue cheese he introduces a mold that attacks the pure cheese and
breaks it down. The moldy bread and the moldy cheese are both
defective in one sense, yet in the full sense only the bread is
defective. The cheese, by contrast, has acquired the flavor that is
desired by the maker and that meets his intentions. Similarly a
wine-maker allows a yeast to invade the grape juice and break
down the sugar it contains, turning it into alcohol. Wine is, in a
sense, corrupted grape juice, and yet we do not think of it as
something defective. The cheese and the wine meet the purposes
of the makers. Who, presented with a carved-out Stilton cheese
flushed with port, would complain of being offered defective
food? For Aristotle the process by which the female animal is
produced is not truly defective because the outcome of the
process, the female animal, meets the purpose of Nature, and, to
repeat:

Purpose and Beauty are more fully present in the works of Nature than in the
works of the human hand.™

The matter can be put in Aristotle’s technical language. In the
generation of the female the efficient or motive cause (the male
semen) may be defective, or the material cause (the female
generative substance) may be unsuitable for the production of
male offspring. But it does not follow that the final cause, the
female animal, is defective in any true sense, for the process is
whatis needed to meet Nature’s purpose. The female animal is as
it were pepéromenon. The seal’s lack of ears would be a defect if
it were a land animal—which it isn’t. The female animal’s lack of
heat would be a defect if it were a male—which it isn’t. Because
the seal lacks ears, it hears better under water. Because the female
animal lacks heat, it produces generative substance of a larger
volume, and because it produces that larger volume it has a
womb, and because it has a womb it can generate in itself. The
lack of heat, far from being a true defect, is precisely what an
animal needs to be female.

One recalls Peck’s remark that Aristotle is continually pointing
out the adroitness of Nature in employing the results of what

1% PA 1.1.639b20.
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happens ex anagké to serve her purpose, to achieve her end.'®
The female animal is the supreme example of this.'®!

There is indeed this difference, that the lack of ears in the seal
and the lack of a normal tongue in the crocodile work for the
purposes of the individual animal, whereas the lack of heat in the
female animal works for the wider purposes of Nature. But for
Aristotle the lack of heat in the female and the fullness of heat in
the male—the sexual factors, that is—are both present not for the
sake of the animal but for the sake of Nature’s purpose of
generation. There is no hint in Aristotle—or indeed in modern
biology—that the female animal exists for the sake of generation
and that the male does not. To repeat:

It is for the sake of generation that the female factor and the male factor are
present in the animals that are female and male.**

It may be useful to recall, yet again, that Aristotle does not
believe that animals exist primarily for the sake of generation.
Their main activity, whether they are female or male, lies in
knowing the world through their sensory capacities. It is only
from time to time that they come together and copulate.'® For
the most part, they have more important things to do. Aristotle

169 Peck, GA, p. xliii.

'*! There is a passage at Metaphysica 7.9.1034bS which Tredennick in the Loeb edition
translates as “It is the same with natural formations as it is with the products of art. For the
seed produces just as do those things which function by art. It contains the form potentially,
and that from which the seed comes has in some sense the same name as the product (for we
must not expect that all should have the same name in the sense that ‘man’ [anthrdpos] is
produced by ‘man’ [anthr dpos] —since woman [guné] is also produced by man [andros]);
unless the product is a freak [péramal.” Ross in the Oxford edition amends the text and
gives: “Things which are formed by nature are in the same case as [these] products of art; for
it has the form potentially, and that from which the seed comes has in a sense the same name
as the offspring; only in a sense, for we must not expect all cases to have exactly the same
name, as in the production of ‘human being’ (for a ‘woman’ can be produced by a ‘man’—and
so it is not from a mule that a mule is produced; we must expect this only if the offspring is
not an imperfect form.” The meaning in the first version is difficult to determine. It does
however seem to distinguish between guné and péroma. The second version implies that
woman is a pérama, but a natural pérdma. This is the same as saying she is a natural anapéria,
the meaning of which has already been seen.

162 GA 2.1.732a4.
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differs toto caelo from modern writers who say that the true
purpose of an animal is to transmit its genes.

M) The Question of Earlier Ensoulment

It is sometimes said that Aristotle holds that the male human
embryo is ensouled—that is, becomes a rational and therefore
human reality—earlier than the female human embryo. He does
not say this. He thinks that in living things there are different
faculties (we might almost say “types”) of soul. These can be
arranged in a definite order, so that possession of any one of
them implies possession of all those which precede it in the list.
The main faculties are: (1) the nutritive soul (the power to grow,
the power to reproduce), found in all plants; (2) the sentient soul
(the power of sense perception), found in all animals; (3) the
rational soul (the power of reason)—found only in human beings.

Writing of animals generally (including human beings), he
holds that the female reproductive substance has nutritive soul, at
least potentially, and the male substance has sentient soul, again
potentially. When these substances come together, the growth of
the embryonic animal begins.’®* He makes no distinction between
the moment when a female embryo receives sentient soul and the
moment when a male does.

He goes on however to consider the matter of rational soul
(which, one recalls, is found only in human beings) and writes:

It is a very great puzzle to answer another question, concerning Reason. At
what moment, and in what manner, do those creatures that have the principle
of Reason acquire their share in it, and from where does it come? Thisis a very
difficult problem that we must endeavor to solve, so far as it may be solved, to
the best of our power.'*

And:

It remains that Reason alone enters as an additional factor, and that it alone is
divine, because physical activity has nothing whatever to do with the activity
of Reason.!%¢

164 GA 2.3.737a34; GA 2.5.741a26.
165 GA 2.3.736b5.
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He never offers a solution of the problem.’®” Manifestly, he
does not claim to know when human beings receive rational soul.
Much less does he say that the male embryo receives rational soul
earlier than the female embryo does.

The myth may have arisen from a misunderstanding of the
following passage. (The context shows that it about human
embryos, though Aristotle does not state this explicitly):

Efflux is the name for abortions up to seven days, miscarriages for those up to
forty days; most abortions occur within these days. Now when the male animal
comes away at forty days, although if put into anything else it dissolves and
disappears, if put into cold water it sets as in a membrane; and if this is teased
apart, the embryo appears the size of one of the big ants with all its parts
evident, especially the genitalia, and the eyes very big just as in other animals.
Any female animal that is aborted within the three months appears
unarticulated [adiarthrdton] as a rule; any that has reached the fourth month
has become divided and achieves the rest of the articulation in quick stages.'*®

The word used here is adiarthr&on, “not jointed or articulated,”
from diarthrog, “to divide by joints, to articulate, to complete in
detail.” Aristotle is making a statement of fact based on
observation of the differentiation of the embryo. The text
contains no reference to soul, and there is no reason to believe he
wishes to solve in an account of embryological development what
he calls elsewhere “a very great puzzle.”

I1. AQUINAS

Aristotle’s biological works reached Paris around 1220 in
Michael Scot’s translation from the Arabic. They caused great
excitement, and Albert the Great’s lectures on them were so
popular that they had to be held in the open air at what became
known as Place de Maitre Albert, the present Place Maubert.
Aquinas never wrote a commentary on Aristotle’s biological
works, but he had a detailed knowledge of them. This is clear
from passages, to be cited below, in which he quotes these works
with precise references. It is clear too from his ready use of
Aristotle’sbiology. When discussing the incarnation he writes that

167 See Peck, GA, p. Iviii.
168 1A 9.3.583b10.
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the body of Jesus was produced ex purissimis sanguinibus virginis
(from the purest part of the blood of the Virgin).'*” This is a
manifest reflection of Aristotle’s kathar&aton tou peritt matos."’°
He knows too Aristotle’s statement that when the parents come
from diverse species the offspring tends to resemble the female
parent.'”!

It must be said that a true understanding of Aquinas’s remarks
on the generation of man and woman is impossible without an
understanding of Aristotelian biology—though it will be seen
below that both he and Bonaventure are aware of rival
explanations and treat them seriously.

In Michael Scot’s version the critical phrase to thdu hasper
arren esti pep érdmenon is translated (via the Arabic) as “femina est
tanquam mas occasionatus.”'’” The Latin femina means “the
female of any species” and mas similarly means “the male of any
species.” Occasionatus is a technical word of medieval philosophy
not found in classical Latin. Aquinas says that something is
occasionatum if it is not intended in itself (per se) but arises from
some corruption or defect.'” This requires explanation.

For Aquinas and the Scholastics generally, as for Aristotle,
intention is not found exclusively in human beings. All natural
bodies have natural activities, and the outcome of such an activity
is said to be intended in itself (per se intentum). A plant naturally
produces green leaves and these are intended in themselves. But
events occur in the natural world that are not the intended
outcome of such natural processes. The leaves of the potato plant

% Aquinas, 1l Sent., d. 3, q. 5, 2. 1.

7" GA 2.4.739a8.

1 Aquinas, IV Sent., d. 36, q. 1, a. 4, sc 2, reflecting HA 6.23.577b10 and GA
2.4.738b30.

72 In William of Moerbeka’s later translation from the Greek, the phrase becomes
“femella est quemadmodum orbatus masculus.” One may feel that this is a better translation,
for orbus means “orphaned,” and orphans lack parents but are not defective human beings.
Morteover, fernella makes it clear that Aristotle is speaking of the female of every species, and
is not making a particular point about the female of the human species. Aquinas and
Bonaventure however both use Michael Scot’s earlier version. Both would have known that
femina includes all species, but they see clearly that the phrase could be misinterpreted to
mean that woman is defective, and both argue that, correctly understood, the phrase has no
such meaning.

173 Aquinas, I Sent., d. 20, q. 2, a. 1, obj. 1: “Ilud occasionatum dicitur, quod non est per
se intentum, sed ex aliqua corruptione vel defectu proveniens.”
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may be attacked by a fungus, as happened famously in the Irish
Famine, and then the tubers become discolored and watery (and
hence inedible). Such events not intended in themselves are said
to be occasionata.

To say that something is occasionatum and that it arises from
some defect or corruption suggests at first sight that what arises
in this way is always itself defective or corrupted. But something
may not be intended by one active power or agent, and hence be
occasionatum so far as that agent is concerned, yet be intended by
another agent and hence be not occasionatum so far as this agent
is concerned. We may return to an earlier example: wine arises
from a corruption of grape juice, Gorgonzola from a corruption
of normal cheese. Both are occasionatum under one aspect, but
both are intended by the human maker and so are not
occasionatum under this wider aspect.

These examples come from the human world in which people
use a process of corruption to achieved a desired or intended
goal. But for the Scholastics, Nature “intends” goals in quite as
real a sense as do human beings. It may therefore be that Nature
makes use of a corrupt or defective process to achieve its
intentions and to realize its goals. The outcome of the process is
intended by Nature, and since the outcome is intended, it is not
occasionatum so far as Nature is concerned, and hence, so far as
Nature is concerned, it is not defective.

The issue arises for Aquinas when he is discussing God’s work
of creation, and inquires whether it was fitting that God should
have formed woman at the foundation of the world. The
inevitable answer to this is yes, but he states an objection to this
answer:

It would seem that woman [mulier] should not have been produced in the first
production of things. For the Philosopher says in the book de generat. animal.
that the female is an occasionatus male. But nothing occasionatum and
defective should have been found in the first institution of things. Therefore
in that first institution of things woman should not have been produced.'”

17 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1, q. 92, a. 1, obj. 1: “Videtur quod mulier non debuit
prodnci in prima rerum productione. Dicit enim Philosophus in libro de generat. animal.
quod femina est mas occasionatus. Sed nihil occasionatum et deficiens debuit esse in prima
rerum institutione. Ergo in illa prima rerum institutione mulier producenda non fuit.”
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He replies to this objection:

With respect to the particular nature the female is something defective and
occasionatum, for the active force in the male semen intends to produce a
perfect likeness of itself in the male sex; but if a female should be generated,
this is because of a weakness of the active force, or because of some
indisposition of the material, or even because of a transmutation [caused] by
an outside influence, such as that of south winds, which are moist, as is said in
the book de generat. animalium. But with respect to universal nature the
female is not something occasionatum, but is by Nature’s intention ordained
for the work of generation. Now the intention of universal nature depends on
God, who is the universal Author of Nature. Therefore, in instituting Nature,
God produced not only the male but also the female.'”

The language here is highly technical and needs explanation.
The crucial point is the distinction between “a particular nature”
and “a universal nature.” For the Scholastics natura means an
entity seen as active and doing, rather as we might say thatitis a
cat’s nature to chase mice. Aquinas tells us in another passage
what he means by “a particular nature” and “a universal nature”:

A particular nature is the active and conservative power that belongs to every
individual thing. . . . a universal nature is the active power in some universal
principle of nature (for example, one of the heavenly bodies) or [in] some
higher substance—indeed some people say that God is in this sense natura
naturans.”’®

™ Aquinas, STk I, q. 92, a. 1, ad 1: “Dicendum quod per respectum ad naturam
particularem femina est aliquid deficiens et occasionatum. Quia virtus activa quae est in
semine maris intendit producere sibi simile perfectum secundum masculinum sexum, sed
quod femina generetur, hoc est propter virtutis activae debilitatem, vel propter aliquam
materiae indispositionem, vel etiam propter aliquam transmutationem ab extrinseco, putaa
ventis australibus qui sunt humidi ut dicitur in libro de generat. animal. Sed per
comparationem ad naturam universalem femina non est aliquid occasionatum, sed est ex
intentione naturae ad opus generationis ordinata. Intentio autem naturae universalis dependet
ex Deo, qui est universalis anctor naturae. Et ideo instituendo naturam non solum marem sed
etiam feminam produxit.”

176 Aquinas, STh I-11, q. 85, a. 6: “Natura quidem particularis est propria virtus activa et
conservativa uniuscuiusque rei. . . . Natura vero universalis est virtus activa in aliquo
universali principio naturae, puta in aliquo caelestium corporum, vel alicuius superioris
substantiae, secundum quod etiam Deus a quibusdam dicitur natura naturans.” Cf. §7% -1,
q.42,a.2,ad 3.
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A particular nature is, say, an individual tree or an individual
acorn. A universal nature is a cosmic power regulating the
world—it is Nature in the sense in which we say “Nature heals”
or “Nature protects.” It may, we note, even be God.

The objection comes accordingly to the foliowing. The male
semen intends to produce a male offspring. Yet an internal
weakness or an external factor may frustrate this intention, and
then female offspring is born. The female accordingly is
unintended and occasionatum. Woman therefore is something
defective, and so she should not have been made by God at the
beginning of the world. Aquinas replies that the female is not
intended by the male semen, and it is therefore occasionatum in
that sense. But it is intended by Nature, so it is not occasionatum
as far as Nature 1s concerned, and since God is the author of
Nature the female is not occasionatum so far as God is concerned.
Hence, so far as God is concerned, woman is not defective, and
therefore there is no reason why God should not have formed her
at the foundation of the world.

Special attention must be given to the phrase “with respect to
the particular nature the female is something defective and
occasionatum.” The words “particular nature” have sometimes
been taken to mean “the particular nature of the female” which
is then supposed to be defective.'”” This is a gross
misunderstanding. The words “particular nature” refer to the
male semen, or more accurately to the power in the male semen.
Aguinas states this explicitly in two other passages:

The generation of the female is outside [praeter] the intention of the particular
nature, that is, of this power that is in this semen.”®

And:

Woman is outside the intention of the particular nature active in this semen,
which intends to produce offspring wholly like the [the male] generator."”

77 E.g., S. Fagan The Irish Times, 9 February 1998.
1% Aquinas, Summna contra Gentiles 11, c. 94, n.10. For the text see below, n. 187 .
' Aquinas, T Sent., d. 20, q. 2, 2. 1, ad 1. For the text see below, n. 183.
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It may be noted that Aquinas’s arguments apply not merely to
woman, but to all female creatures. They are all intended by
Nature, and hence by the author of Nature, but not of course in
the special way in which woman is intended by God, who
personally fashioned her at the foundation of the world.

The assertion that woman is “by Nature’s intention ordained
for the work of generation” must not be taken to mean that
woman is primarily or principally intended for the work of
generation, or that woman is intended for the generation of
children and that man is not. Following Aristotle, Aquinas notes
that in plants the active and passive generative powers are in the
same individual. They are however separate in animals, because
animals have a nobler lifework than generating—that is,
exercising their capacity to explore the world in which they live.
He continues:

The human being is ordained for an [even] nobler life work, namely to
understand. With even greater reason therefore should the powers [of
generation] be separated in human beings [hominibus], and woman be formed
separately from man: nevertheless they should be joined together in the flesh
to accomplish the work of generation.'®

The text makes clear that the primary purpose of the life of a
woman, no less than that of the life of a man, is not to generate
but to understand.

The problem implicit in the phrase “femina est mas
occasionatus” is discussed by Aquinas repeatedly.'®' Thus he asks
whether female children would have been born had Adam not
sinned and had the human race continued to live in what we call
the Garden of Eden and he calls “the state of innocence.” He
believes they would, but states the objection:

18 Aquinas, STh 1, q. 92, a. 1: “Homo autem adhuc ordinatur ad nobilius opus vitae, quod
estintelligere. Etideo adhuc in homine debuit esse maiori ratione distinctio utriusque virtutis,
ut seorsum produceretur femina a mare, et tamen carnaliter coniungerentur in unum ad
generationis opus.”

151 He sometimes uses the phrase without comment, no doubt feeling that he has dealt
satisfactorily with the problem elsewhere. For instance, it is found at Il Serz., d. 18, q. 1, a.
1, sc 1 and is not refuted, but it is refuted a little later at Il Sent., d. 20, q. 2, a. 1, obj. 1. See
too IV Sert., d. 36,q. 1,a.1,ad 2.



































































































































































































































































































