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not just for the use or benefit of some other. This truth,

which I shall call the principle of personal dignity, has be-
come so much of a commonplace in our culture that there may
seem no need to defend it. And yet, there is anything but
consensus about its concrete implications—about which ways of
treating persons are and are not consonant with their dignity. This
is evident in the ongoing, sometimes acrimonious debates over
such issues as euthanasia or capital punishment.

No doubt this lack of consensus has many causes, not all of
which are matters for philosophy. But personal dignity itself is
certainly a philosophical matter; and despite the general agree-
ment about it, we cannot simply assume that we understand it
perfectly. If we did, its implications would probably be clearer.
What exactly does being for one’s own sake consist in? And just
what is it about persons that gives them this status? These are
metaphysical questions. It belongs to metaphysics to refine our
understanding of principles, by getting at the “ontology” that
underlies them, their basis “in the things themselves.”

Some years ago, John Crosby published a broad study of the
person entitled The Selfhood of the Human Person.' The book’s
second chapter, called “Incommunicability,” is aimed at

PERSONS ARE INDIVIDUALS that exist for their own sake,

! John F. Crosby, The Selfhood of the Human Person (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 1996); cited hereinafter by page number alone.

173



174 STEPHEN L. BROCK

establishing personal dignity in a rigorous way.” Its thesis is that
the dignity of persons rests chiefly upon what Crosby terms their
“incommunicable selfhood.” The expression is technical. But what
it means, put in plain language, is nearly as much of a common-
place as the principle of personal dignity itself. It is just what it
says on the back of the book: “each person is unique and
unrepeatable.” There is something solemn about the pronounce-
ment. It stirs our sense of how precious each of us is.

Crosby’s thesis, then, certainly has an initial appeal. Of course
he is not just repeating commonplaces. His task is philosophical.
It is the best effort I know to set forth this special, personal
uniqueness in a precise and publicly verifiable way, and to show
clearly how it makes each person to be, as he puts it, “incom-
municably his or her own.”?

In this article I wish both to draw attention to a number of
very valuable points in Crosby’s treatment, and to maintain that,
despite these, the true basis of personal dignity must be something
other than the sort of uniqueness that he proposes. I shall first try
to show, partly on Crosby’s own grounds, that his argument for
the existence of this uniqueness is unsuccessful (sections I-IV).
Then I shall argue (section V) that while the dignity of persons—
their being for their own sake—does mean that they are ir-
replaceable in a way that other individuals are not, this
irreplaceability is not a function of uniqueness; nor is it the very
basis of the dignity, but rather the result thereof.

My discussion relies heavily on the metaphysics of St. Thomas.
I do not believe that it is therefore alien to Crosby’s way of

% Much of this chapter appeared previously as an article in The Thomist: John F. Crosby,
“The Incommunicability of Human Persons,” The Thomist 57 (1993): 403-42.

% In a recent paper Crosby has returned to the defense of his thesis: “A Neglected Source
of the Dignity of Persons,” in John F. Crosby, Personalist Papers (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 2004), 3-32. As I read it, the paper has two main aims:
first, to show that over and above common rational nature, a sufficient account of the dignity
of persons must also include their incommunicability; and second, to resolve certain
difficulties regarding the relation between the incommunicability and the common nature. As
regards the basic argument for the existence of the incommunicability, however, the paper
does not seem to add significantly to the earlier treatment. (On p. 12, n. 8, he refers us to
chapter 2 of the 1996 book.) I shall not, therefore, be discussing it at any length.
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thinking. On the contrary, Crosby regards Thomas as an
important, if insufficient, source for the philosophy of personal
dignity; and in my judgment Thomas upholds the “priority of
persons” even more strongly than Crosby realizes. I do not think
Crosby fully appreciates the nature or the magnitude of the
difference in worth that exists, for Thomas, between persons and
everything else.* But if we understand this difference in the way
that Thomas suggests, I think we can see that uniqueness has
nothing to do with it.

I. CROSBY: EACH PERSON EXISTS “As IF THE ONLY ONE”

One very helpful facet of Crosby’s discussion is the fact that he
distinguishes between various types of uniqueness and shows how
many of these do not constitute a basis for properly personal
dignity. The most obvious of these is the uniqueness that belongs
to all individual entities, as such: the fact of not being predicable
of many (46f.). In this sense, although it is obviously true that
every person is unique, such uniqueness confers no special value.
Just as there are not and cannot be many beings that are Socrates,
there also cannot be many beings that are the dog Lassie, or many
that are Mount Everest, or many that are the copy of today’s
newspaper lying on my coffee table. But of course there are other
copies of today’s newspaper, just like this one. And we can at least
imagine another mountain of the same size and shape and makeup
as Everest, and even another dog just like Lassie. The personal
uniqueness that Crosby is looking for is far removed from what
we might call mere “numerical” uniqueness. It is more in the line
of what we could call “formal” uniqueness, being “one of a kind.”

However, as Crosby shows well, not just any way of being
“one of a kind” will establish personal dignity. It is not hard to
conceive sets or classes that can have only one member, but do
not indicate any special value: “the last dinosaur,” “the only
daughter of the Smiths,” “the first book written by Husserl” (65).
Moreover, in each of these examples, the feature making the item

* See below, n. 22.
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unique is quite accidental to it. There was probably nothing in the
last dinosaur itself that made it have to be the last one. What we
are seeking is a value that is intrinsic to the person.

Not just any unique and intrinsic value will serve. Crosby also
sets aside those sorts of features that do indicate some intrinsic
value, and that would be at least practically impossible to repeat,
but that pertain only to the realm of abilities, achievements, and
so forth: the sort of uniqueness belonging to “great personalities”
(68-70). This is an important point. We do not have to suppose
that every person makes a unique or outstanding “contribution”
to the world—as though, if no category were overlooked, every
person would find his or her way into the book of world records.
Even if this were true, it would not establish the person’s value as
one who exists just for his or her own sake. It would only
establish the value of something that the person has—some quality
or work. What we are seeking is something else: the value
pertaining to the very subject, the person himself or herself, in his
or her sheer “selfhood.” Crosby says:

In our new personalist perspective it would not only be qualities and excellences
but rather also the subject of them, the one who has them, this or that particular
human being, which would stand before us as worthy, good. Now for the first
time the value datum called the dignity of the human person would appear, and
it would appear as rooted in incommunicable selfhood. . . . Love for other
persons would also become possible for the first time, for it would now be
possible to reach with our love beyond the qualities of persons and to attain to
the persons themselves. (66)

What then is this “incommunicable selfhood,” this properly
personal uniqueness, that grounds personal dignity? Crosby sees
it as the absolute version of something that is also found in
qualified ways, and in diverse grades, among certain nonpersonal
beings—that is, the living ones. Looking at these helps us bring it
into focus (47-49).

If we observe any living thing, even a plant, we find that it has
what Crosby calls a kind of “inner center” out of which it exists
and operates. The living being is not just a passive bearer of
“superficial” perfections, perfections that merely “happen” to it
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from the outside, as in the case of the bits of paper that carry
today’s news. The organization and growth of a tree derive from
a source within the tree itself. This source is not a bodily part
“inside” the tree. It determines the very unity and order among
the tree’s parts and their movements. It is what once went by the
name of ‘soul’.

This inner center is even stronger in the case of living things
that also have cognition. In these, the center itself is capable of
enrichment and development. There are things “going on” in
Lassie’s soul (e.g., her pleasures and pains). These are what used
to be called “immanent” acts, acts remaining “at the source,”
within the subject, from which they proceed. Through such acts,
Lassie relates in much more diversified and significant ways with
other beings in the world than do things that lack cognition.

When we turn to persons, we find an inner center that is
immeasurably richer and deeper. Much of Crosby’s book is
devoted to exploring its various aspects. At this point in the book,
what he wants us to observe is simply the immensity of it. There
is something unconditional about it, a kind of “absoluteness” and
“infinity.” The idea is not unfamiliar. It is the person’s “un-
fathomable depth,” the “infinite abyss of existence” that Newman
describes so eloquently (52).°

What requires more explanation is the connection between this
idea and that of uniqueness or incommunicability. As Crosby
acknowledges, it might seem as though this “absoluteness” or
‘infinity” does not pertain so much to incommunicability as to
another feature of the person, namely, the especially high degree
to which he is a whole of his own and not just a part (50).° But
Crosby argues that in the person wholeness and uniqueness come
together. We might say that they converge at infinity. “This
absoluteness or infinity seems almost to coincide with personal
incommunicability,” for it means that each person has “so strong

’ Crosby cites John Henry Newman, “The Individuality of the Soul,” Parochial And Plain
Sermons (London: Rivingtons, 1869), 81-83.

¢ We may recall how St. Thomas understands the meaning of the word ‘person’: it signifies
“that which is most perfect”—most complete, most whole—*in the whole of nature” (STh I,
q. 29, a 3).
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a being of his own that he exists as if in a sense the others did not
exist” (51; emphasis in original).

This is the crucial notion. Crosby returns to it time and again.
Each person exists “as if there were no other,” “as if he or she
were the only one,” etc. This would be the special in-
communicability or uniqueness that is proper to persons, and
which, unlike the other types of uniqueness, would match with
their personal dignity: to exist as if there were no other.”

Of course Crosby does not mean that each person literally is
“the only one”; it is “as if,” or even (in the case of created
persons) “almost™ as if (248). He insists that his formula neither
implies solipsism nor in any way excludes interpersonal
communion (54-58). But to relate to others precisely as persons
is to encounter each of them “in his or her infinity, as if he or she
were the only person” (54-55). He quotes Buber on the Thou:
“with no neighbour, and whole in himself, he is Thou and fills the
heavens. This does not mean that nothing exists except himself.
But all else lives in his light” (55).°

For Crosby, then, the expression “existing as if the only one,”
rightly understood, conveys a solid truth about persons.
Particularly noteworthy is the rigorous formulation that he gives
to it (49f.): namely, that persons are not subject to the “laws of
finite numerical quantity.”

The thought is this. The units in a number are smaller than the
number, parts of a whole; and each is so much the smaller, the
larger the number. But persons, in their infinity, are not lessened
or relativized by any number of others. Even if the supply goes up,
we might say, the value of each stays the same. In this sense, each
is so great as to exist as if there were no other. Crosby takes this
resistance to “numbering” quite seriously. He quotes Guardini:

The one who says “I” exists only once. This fact is so radical that the question
arises whether the person as such can really be classified, or what the
classifications must be in order that man may be placed in them as a person. Can

7 See also Crosby, “A Neglected Source of the Dignity of Persons,” 16-17.
% The quotation is from Martin Buber, I and Thou (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1958), 100.
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we—to take an elementary form of classification—count persons? We can count
Gestalten, individuals, personalities—but can we, while doing justice to the
concept of “person,” speak meaningfully of “two persons”? . . . Here reason

balks. (51)°

Crosby notes that these considerations might lead to an argu-
ment for the presence of something immaterial in the being of
persons (52-53). Material things are extended in space, and so
subject to the laws of finite numerical quantity. Two of them are
more than one, four more than two; and if the number is very
great, any single unit is practically negligible. It seems that only
what is immaterial or spiritual can escape those laws.

Similarly, as regards “classification,” Crosby suggests that we
might look for a unique “essential content” in each human person,
rather like what St. Thomas holds for in the case of the pure
spirits, the angels. Just as each angel is his own species, so too,
perhaps, each human person is a species of his or her own, a
veritable subspecies of mankind (63-64).

I1. OBJECTION: THE ONE TRUE WORLD

Clearly the analysis upon which Crosby bases his theory of the
unrepeatability and incommunicability of the person contains
important elements for the account of personal dignity. In my
opinion, however, the decisive affirmation—that each person
exists as if (or almost as if) he or she were the only one—is simply
not true. Even taking into account all of Crosby’s clarifications
and qualifications, it does not seem to me that this is at all how
personhood, and especially human personhood, presents itself.
Several objections might be raised, I think. One of them comes
from Crosby himself.

In a later chapter, entitled “Subjectivity and Objectivity,”
Crosby devotes several fine pages to what he calls the
“transcendence towards a certain infinity” that displays itself in
human subjectivity (161-73). This transcendence is something

® The quotation is from Romano Guardini, The World and the Person (Chicago: Regnery,
1965), 215-16.
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more than the familiar transcendence of “intentional” acts (i.e.,
directedness toward objects). It consists in a tension toward what
lies even “beyond” the objects surrounding us. Crosby describes
it as a “passion for ultimacy,” a “metaphysical” passion. Here
(166) he cites Aristotle’s famous description of the intellectual
soul as “in a certain way all things.”*° He associates this tran-
scendence with the distinctively human concern for relating to
things just as they are in themselves, or in other words, the desire
for truth).

Other animals, Crosby says, dwell in “environments.” They do
relate to other things, but only within the horizon of particular
impulses and desires. By contrast, human beings dwell—or at least
have an urge to dwell—in the “world,” the totality of all that is.
And while there may be different “environments” for different
animals, he says, “there is only one world” (166).

At the same time, it is not the case that human persons can
“encompass and exhaust” the totality (167). They do not master
the world. The passion for ultimacy is an infinite “need” (164).
Crosby might have quoted Aristotle again: the soul, by itself, is
only “potentially” all things.

Crosby is pointing again, from another angle, to the person’s
wholeness and infinite depth.

We can discern a “correspondence” between each person being a whole of his
own and never a mere part . . . on the one hand, and each person being open to
the totality of all that is, on the other. That we are wholes and not parts is
somehow expressed and lived whenever we inhabit the world and do not let
ourselves be confined by some environment. (168)"

Crosby sees this transcendence toward “the world” as an emi-
nently personal characteristic. “We could in fact ‘define’ personal

¢ Aristotle, De anima 3.8.431b20.

"' He continues: “It is the mark of a non-person to have its whole being in some limited
region of the world, whereas persons can surpass every regional limitation and live in
openness to the totality. St. Thomas makes this point in arguing that God governs human
beings for their own sakes (Summa contra gentiles 111, 112); one of his arguments is based on
the fact that the soul, as Aristotle said, is in a sense all things. He seems to mean that world-
open beings can only be persons, and must be treated as persons, even by divine providence.”
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subjectivity in terms of our directedness to the totality; we could
say that personal subjectivity is that depth of inwardness in a
living being which opens the being to the absolute realm of all
that is” (169). It is proof of the person’s dignity (168).

I have no quarrel with this account of the human person’s
transcendence. It does indeed suggest some kind of affinity be-
tween the human person and the “totality of all that is.” But does
it not also mean that the person is distinct from the totality, and
that, in the final analysis, he is exceeded by it? Surely the implica-
tion is that the human person is, after all, some sort of part. Even
if he need not be part of a mere “environment”—a part of a part,
so to speak—he is at least part of the world as a whole. And he is
so gua person. For again, this need for totality is no mere
biological or emotional impulse. It is a strictly personal need.

That it is also a need for truth underscores another fact: the
one world toward which it directs me is not “my” world. I do not
decide its constitution. We may recall Augustine: I find the light
of truth “in” me, but it is not “my” light. It is independent of me
and exceeds me.

In short, it is my very personhood, with its passion for
ultimacy, that convinces me that I am not the only one, not the
whole world; not even almost. It convinces me that not all “lives
in my light.” Not even I myself live in my own light. It is sur-
prising that Crosby does not perceive at least a tension here.

This objection may not be positively fatal to Crosby’s notion
of the person’s existing “as if the only one.” Perhaps he could find
a way to resolve it. But in any case, as I shall try to explain in the
conclusion, on Thomas’s account of personal dignity, it is not
even an objection. Furthermore, there are other, even graver
objections to Crosby’s account. These will be the concern of the
following two sections.

ITI. THE UNDERLYING ISSUE: CAN PERSONS BE COUNTED?

Crosby’s crucial move, in establishing his notion of personal
incommunicability, is from the infinite depth of the person to the
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person’s existing as if he were the only one. Is this move really
valid? The argument is that insofar as a person is a kind of
infinity, he escapes the laws of finite numerical quantity. His
immensity makes him incommensurable with others. Crosby thus
argues that each person is incomparable. Even if there are in fact
many persons, they cannot, gua persons, be grouped together and
counted as so many parts of the group. They can only, as it were,
be viewed one at a time.

I would submit that it is a fallacious argument. The person’s
infinity does not necessarily imply that he cannot be compared
with others. The implication can be avoided by doing just what
Crosby suggests: thinking of the infinity as something immaterial.
If we do think of it in a material way—as an infinite mass of
something, an infinite extension—then indeed, we may be led to
imagine something whose presence will monopolize our whole
field of vision, something that will “fill the heavens” for us if we
see it at all. But if it is an immaterial infinity, then this is only a
metaphor. Arguing from metaphors is risky.

It is not that notions of quantity or magnitude have no proper
application to immaterial things. But as St. Thomas teaches,
immaterial “magnitude” is not a question of mass or extension. It
is a question of perfection (STh I, q. 42, a. 1, ad 1). The great
magnitude of the intellectual soul, for example—its capacity to
“take in” all things—is not a power to eat all things. It is a power
to assimilate the “forms,” the truths of things. It is indeed great.
Nevertheless, even if a person did succeed in containing the whole
world in this way—even if he knew all truth—there would be no
reason to think of him as “the only one” to do so. For unlike
bodily goods, a spiritual good, such as truth, can be communi-
cated to many subjects without being divided up (STh I-1I, q. 28,
a. 4, ad 2; 111, q. 23, a. 1, ad 3). We do not have to vie for slices
of truth about the world, even though we are many and the world
is one.

Likewise, the fact that a person remains “immense” even in the
presence of others does not exclude the possibility of comparing
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him, gua person, with others. Guardini says that reason balks in
the face of counting persons. Saint Thomas does not balk at all.

To take the extreme case, Thomas thinks it perfectly reason-
able to count the divine persons. Nor does he simply take the
possibility of counting them for granted. In fact he faces the
question of the “laws of numerical quantity” quite squarely.
Against counting divine persons, it is objected that “wherever
there is number, there is whole and part; so if in God there is a
number of persons, then in God whole and part must be posited,
which is repugnant to the divine simplicity” (STh 1, q. 30, a. 1,
obj. 4). Thomas answers with a distinction:

number is twofold, viz. simple or absolute number, as two and three and four;
and the number that is in numbered realities, as two men and two horses. So if
the number in the divinity is taken absolutely or abstractly, nothing excludes
there being whole and part in it. And in this way it does not exist except in our
understanding; for number abstracted from numbered realities is only in the
mind. But if number is taken as it is in numbered realities, then indeed in
creatures, one is part of two, and two of three, as one man is part of two, and
two of three. But it is not so in God; for the Father is as much as the whole
Trinity.*

This is a dense passage; it is worthwhile to spell it out a little,

Wherever there are numbered things, we can consider their
number absolutely, just by itself. This does not mean thinking that
the number exists just by itself. Numbers exist in reality only by
being attached to things that are not numbers. Pure, unattached
numbers “exist” only in the sense that they are objects of thought.
The mind can entertain a number in an abstract way—
mathematically—attending only to what pertains to its own ratio
or intelligibility.

2 «“pAd quarram dicendum quod numerus est duplex, scilicer numerus simplex vel
absolutus, ut duo et tria et quatuor; et numerus qui est in rebus numeratis, ut duo homines et
duo equi. Si igitur in divinis accipiatur numerus absolute sive abstracte, nihil prohibet in eo
esse totum et partem, et sic non est nisi in acceptione intellectus nostri; non enim numerus
absolutus a rebus numeratis est nisi in intellectu. Si autem accipiamus numerum prout est in
rebus numeratis, sic in rebus quidem creatis, unum est pars duorum, et duo trium, ut unus
homo duorum, et duo trium, sed non est sic in Deo, quia tantus est Pater quanta tota Trinitas”
(ST 1, q. 30, a. 1, ad 4).
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In the ratio of a number, there is always whole and part. The
intelligibility of any number includes that of a single unit, and it
adds to this the intelligibility of another unit or other units.
Hence, in the mathematical consideration, a unit of a number is
always less than and part of the number: two units of three are
always less than and part of three, and so on. And the only way to
speak of whole and part in the pure number is with respect to its
intelligibility.

But if we ask about whole and part in a number as it really
exists, in numbered things, our question no longer concerns the
mere ratio of the number. It concerns the things, and it has to do
with their magnitude, for it pertains to the very intelligibility of
whole and part that a whole be greater than any of its parts.

Even in numbered things, of course, the mathematics of the
number will never positively rule out whole and part. But neither
is there any law of numbers that necessitates the existence of
whole and part in the things. This is so despite the fact that we
first grasp numerical intelligibilities in creatures, and that the
nature of creatures is such that one is always of lesser magnitude
than two, two always less than three, and so on. The mathematics
of the number abstracts altogether from the natures of the things
numbered. It holds even when the number is eventually applied
to realities of divine nature, realities in which there can be no talk
of whole and part. Each one of the three divine persons is an ab-
solutely infinite perfection, to which nothing can be added to
form a greater whole. But, Thomas is saying, it is merely
incidental to this that the intelligibility of “three” adds something
to the intelligibility of “one.”

Thomas’s distinction between two senses of “number” is parti-
cularly significant. We count the divine persons, and we say that
they are a certain number: they are three. But of course we do not
mean that they are the pure number three. We mean that they are
a number of persons, three persons. In other words, counting
them does not mean treating them as abstract units. It does not at
all entail losing sight of their divine personhood. It only entails
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considering that each one of them has unity in himself, and that
each one is distinct from the other ones.

How are they distinct? Not, certainly, as species of a genus.
Each species of a genus adds its own proper perfection—its
differentia—to the common nature of the genus, and it gives that
nature a distinct existence. It would mean that each person is a
distinct God. The existence of a number of Gods is incompatible
with both the simplicity and the infinite perfection of the divine
nature (STh L, g. 11, a. 3). Each divine person must exist, not just
“as if,” but really as, the one God. They are distinct from each
other only by the oppositions in their interrelations."

We should consider what this means: none of the persons is
even conceivable without the others. It is by the relations among
them that the divine persons are constituted (STh 1, q. 40, a. 2).
For the Father to exist is for the Son to exist; they have a single
existence, that of the one God (STh 1, q. 30, a. 4, ad 3; 1, q. 42,
a. 4, ad 3). If we prescind from any two of the divine persons, the
third simply disappears from view.

I stress this because Crosby goes so far as to assert that from
the point of view of Christian belief, since each of the divine
persons has the whole perfection of the divine nature, which is
absolutely infinite, each of them displays the “personal incom-
municability” that he is trying to establish. He says that “each
divine person has the divine nature as if he were the only divine
person” (58; emphasis in original [see also 252]). It seems to me
that from the point of view of Christian belief, this is just what
cannot be said. If anything, Trinitarian theology would seem to be
the most telling counterexample to the notion that a person exists
“as if the only one.”

Thomas does grant that the infinity of each divine person
means that he is immeasurable. Only what is determined or finite
can be measured (cf. STH 1, q. 7, a. 45 1, q. 14, a. 12, obj. 3). But
to number the persons, and to see each as one of many, is not to
measure them. In this numbering, what is finite and measured is,

Y On the fact that the relations do not introduce composition into the divinity, see ST I,
q.-28,aa.1-3;1,q.30,a. 1,ad 2; also I, q. 42, a. 4, ad 3.
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again, only the abstract number (STh I, q. 30, a. 2, ad 5).
Moreover, while it is true that the divine persons, being
immeasurable, are also incommensurable, this does not mean they
cannot be compared. Things need not be finite or measurable in
order to be compared. They need only have something in
common, in terms of which they can be considered together. The
divine persons have the divine essence in common. Thus they can
be counted, and they can even be compared as to magnitude.
Their magnitude, which is their perfection, is nothing other than
their essence; they are one in magnitude. That is, they are equal
(STh1, q. 42, a. 1). Thomas even says that they are one in dignity
(STh 1, q. 42, a. 4, ad 2).

IV. ANGELIC PERSONS: INFINITE IN MIND BUT FINITE IN KIND

Thomas insists often on the possibility of counting immaterial
realities. To explain it, he draws another distinction concerning
numbers, this time within the domain of number as found “in
numbered things.” On this I shall mainly be following question
30, article 3 of the Prima Pars.

Number in numbered things is of two very different types. One
type pertains to the accidental category of quantity. It is formed
by the division of “the continuous,” for example, cutting a pie
into a number of slices (see STh 1, q. 50, a. 3, obj. 1 and ad 1).
This type of number is found only in material things subject to the
accident of extension. It can apply to immaterial beings, Thomas
says, only metaphorically.

There is another type of number in things that is “tran-
scendental,” not a function of any one category. It is “meta-
physical,” pertaining to being as being, as “one” and “many” do
(see STh 1, q. 11, aa. 1 and 3). This type of number does not pre-
suppose material extension in the things numbered. They need
not possess the accident of quantity,™ for there is another type of
division, which is not with respect to quantity. Thomas calls it

* Thomas’s point in STh I, g. 30, a. 3 is that although the threeness of the persons in God

is really in God, because the persons are really distinct, the threeness is not anything really
distinct from the persons themselves; it does not posit any accident in them.
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“formal” division. This division is not a matter of slicing some-
thing up. It is simply the distinction existing among opposite or
diverse forms."

This is how not only the divine persons, but also the angels,
which are subsistent forms, can be counted. Angels are highly
perfect beings, the best natures in all creation. For this very
reason, Thomas judges, their number must be very great (STh 1,
q. 50, a. 3).

On the other hand, of course, the situation of angelic persons
is not exactly the same as that of the persons of the Trinity. In the
passage quoted earlier, Thomas says that in creatures, one really
is part of two, and two of three, as one man is part of two, and
two men part of three. A whole multitude of creatures is always
greater than any one of them. Even though individual angels are
not slices of an extended mass, they are still parts of a greater,
that is, more perfect, whole. This is because each of them, no
matter how perfect, is essentially finite.

This point is not, I believe, in contrast with the ascription of a
kind of infinity to any person, gqua person. The infinity of persons
is in the depth of their capacity for immanent activity. This
capacity is what Crosby calls their subjectivity, and Thomas calls
their minds. But, as Crosby himself argues in the case of humans,
the person’s subjectivity is something distinct from his very being
or his essential identity, his “selthood.” Crosby in fact sees in this
distinction a proof that a human person’s selfhood is after all
something finite (124-44, 266-68).

For Thomas this point holds of angels too. The angel’s mind
cannot be identical with his essential being, for the very reason
that mind is in a way infinite, extending somehow to all that is
(STh 1, q. 54, a. 2). Absolutely speaking, according to his essential
being, the angel is a finite entity. He is a creature, and no creature
can have an infinite essence. That would mean that he contains in
himself all the perfection of being, and this is proper to God (STh
I, q.7,a. 2; cf. 1, q. 4, a. 2). The angel’s essence is a determinate

' This would include the relative properties of the persons of the Trinity, which “signify
in the mode of form.” See STh 1, q. 31, 2. 2,ad 2; 1, q. 39, a. 3, ad 4.
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species, which is part of a determinate genus. And even the entire
genus of angels is only part of reality as a whole. Only in God is
essence not confined to a genus (STh 1, g. 3, a. 5), and only there
are essence and mind identical (STh 1, q. 14, aa. 2 and 4; 1, q. 54,
a. 2). In a created being, the possession of mind makes for only a
qualified infinity. The intellectual creature is not infinite in
essence or in intrinsic perfection, but only in scope of operation.

We may also note that the fact that an angel is a species of a
genus means that not even the angelic nature is incommunicable
in every respect. The genus is communicable. Each angelic person
is one of a kind, but he does not exist as if he were the only angel
or the only angelic person. Moreover, because the angel’s essential
form is determined to a species of a genus, his mind does not
possess its full knowledge of reality in virtue of his own form
alone. It needs additional intelligible forms, ideas infused by the
mind that creates the world (ST# 1, q. 55, aa. 1 and 2). Not even
an angel lives entirely “in his own light.”

I am dwelling on the status of angelic persons in view of
Crosby’s conjecture that in human persons there is something like
the essential incommunicability or uniqueness of angels. Thomas
does of course teach that since an angel’s substance is nothing but
its form, each angel exhausts its species. But since the nature of its
species is something other than its mind or subjectivity, the
incommunicability of its species is also something other than the
infinite depth of its mind or its subjectivity. The properly personal
incommunicability that Crosby is trying to establish, the person’s
existing as if the only one, would be rather a function of the
person’s infinite depth. It is this incommunicability that he is
positing as the basis of personal dignity.

Thus, even if it could be shown that each human person is
unique in species, like an angel, I do not see how this uniqueness
would pertain directly to his or her properly personal dignity,
even in Crosby’s own account. The dignity has to do with the
immensity of mind, its infinity. But the created person’s species,
whether or not it is communicable, is a strictly finite reality. It is
one species among many. It is only a part of the world as a whole.
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I do not mean that the incommunicability of the angelic species
is totally unrelated to the angel’s possession of mind. The angel’s
species is incommunicable because its form exists separately from
matter, as a complete substance in its own right. The form is not
received in matter, and so the angel’s species cannot be multiplied
by the division of matter. And having a nature that is not
“contracted” according to the conditions of matter, a spiritual
nature, is the very basis, in a substance, for the type of infinity
signified by the word “mind.”*¢

However, Thomas’s metaphysics also allows for forms that are
spiritual—not absolutely dependent upon matter for their
existence—and yet are not complete substances. They are
naturally ordered to being received in matter. Such forms are
human souls. The spirituality of the soul is what gives human
individuals powers that are “uncontracted” by matter, powers of
mind. It is what makes them personal individuals. Nevertheless
the substance of a human being is not wholly spiritual,'” and, at
least in Thomas’s metaphysics, only a being that is wholly spiritual
can be incommunicable in species. What gives a being its species
is its form, but if its nature also includes matter, then there is
nothing in it to prevent the existence of another being that differs
from it materially but not in species. This holds even if the forms
are spiritual.

The doctrine of matter as “principle of individuation” is not a
popular one. I think it is often misunderstood,® but I shall not go

16 See STh 1, q. 14, a. 1; for helpful discussion, see Lawrence Dewan, O.P., “St. Thomas
and the Integration of Knowledge into Being,” International Philosophical Quarterly 24
(1984): 383-93.

7 The very exercise of the human person’s “subjectivity” or mind displays a corporeal
dimension as well. For it always involves operations of the senses, and careful analysis of these
shows that they are exercised by bodily organs (STh I, q. 75, a. 3). It is because the human
mind needs the help of the senses in order to bear well upon its own object that the soul by
nature needs the body (STh I, q. 89, a. 1). See Stephen L. Brock, “The Physical Status of the
Spiritual Soul in Thomas Aquinas,” Nova et Vetera (English edition) 3 (2005): 231-58.

18 Crosby distances himself from “Aristotelian hylomorphism, at least in the interpretation
according to which a general form and individuating matter unite to form a concrete
substance” (43 n. 2). This is certainly not how Thomas interprets it. “The proper name of any
person,” he says, “signifies that through which that person is distinguished from all the others.
For just as soul and body belong to the definition (ratio) of man, so this soul and this body
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into its details here. I would simply note that, for Thomas, it is
only because human beings do not differ in species that, in their
essential dignity, they can be judged equal. Difference in species
“always entails inequality.”"” It is not easy to square the thesis of
the essential equality of human persons, which today is as much
of a commonplace as that of their dignity, with the idea that
personal dignity rests on uniqueness.*’

V. THE IRREPLACEABILITY OF PERSONS:
BECAUSE THEY ARE FOR THEIR OWN SAKE

None of the foregoing is meant to gainsay Crosby’s ascription
of a kind of infinite depth to the person. This depth is indeed in
the line of what we are looking for as the basis of personal
dignity. What I have tried to show is simply that it is not in itself
grounds for saying that the person is unique, “as if the only one,”
and that essential or specific uniqueness, such as angels have, is
not directly to the point. We also noted that Crosby himself
rejects several other types of uniqueness. This itself leads one to
suspect that uniqueness is not really to the point.

But if we demur on the person’s uniqueness or unrepeatability,
are we not inviting the thought that he could be replaced? That is,
if we do not exclude the possibility of another person just like this
one, what is to prevent us from saying that, at least in principle,
this one could simply be eliminated, with the other filling in for
him? Can a being be replaceable and yet exist for its own sake?
Probably not. I would argue, however, that a person’s being for

belong to the identification (intellectus) of this man, as it says in Meza. VII; for it is by these
that this man is distinguished from all the others” (STh I, q. 33, a. 2). A little earlier he had
said, “Persona igitur, in quacumque natura, significat id quod est distinctum in natura illa;
sicut in human natura significat has carnes et haec ossa et hanc animam, quae sunt principia
individuantia hominem” (S§Th 1, q. 29, a. 4).

¥STh1,q.47,a. 2;cf. STh ], q. 75, a. 7. The point is that the differentiation is always by
addition or subtraction of some perfection. Each species constitutes a distinct grade of being.

2 Crosby argues that the very incomparability of persons makes them equal in dignity, by
excluding the possibility that one be greater or lesser in dignity than another (Crosby, “A
Neglected Source of the Dignity of Persons,” 22-23). The number three is neither greater nor
less than the color blue; are they therefore equal?
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his own sake is independent of uniqueness; and that, for this very
reason, his being irreplaceable is independent of it too.

What is really involved in being for one’s own sake? Crosby’s
remark on the “personalist perspective” gives us a lead.” If we
had this perspective, he said, “it would not only be qualities and
excellences but rather also the subject of them, the one who has
them, this or that particular human being, which would stand
before us as worthy, good”; and then we could “reach with our
love beyond the qualities of persons” and “attain to the persons
themselves.”

Saint Thomas makes this move quite explicitly. Nor for him is
it simply a matter of shifting our appreciation or our love, from
qualities to their subjects. Rather, he distinguishes between a
merely qualified, secondary mode of love, “love of con-
cupiscence,” and the unqualified and primary mode, “love of
friendship.” The distinction is well known.?? I only wish to note
how strong it is and to indicate its bearing on the question of
personal dignity.

To love, Thomas says, is to want good for some being, velle
alicui bonum.” 1t thus involves two relations: a relation to the
good that is wanted, and a relation to the being that the good is
wanted for. The latter, the being that the good is wanted for, may
be either the lover himself, or one that he takes as “another self,”

2 Quoted above, section 1.

22 Nevertheless, in his critical discussion of Thomas’s conception of bonum, Crosby
neglects it (177ff.). For thorough and excellent treatments of the distinction and of its relation
to Thomas’s understanding of the person, see the following studies by David M. Gallagher:
“Person and Ethics in Thomas Aquinas,” Acta Philosophica 4/1 (1995): 51-71; “Desire for
Beatitude and Love of Friendship in Thomas Aquinas,” Medigeval Studies 58 (1996): 1-47;
“Thomas Aquinas on Self-Love as the Basis for Love of Others,” Acta Philosophica 8/1 (1999):
23-44.

3 $Th 111, q- 26, a. 4. Tt should be noted that Thomas does not regard this as a complete
definition of love (STh I, q. 27, a. 2, c. and ad 1). It only expresses the dimension of
“benevolence” thatis found in love. What love adds to benevolence is a certain affective union
(which is an inclination toward real union) with the one loved. However, for our present
purposes, it is sufficient to consider the dimension of benevolence, since our concern is not
precisely with what makes persons to be lovable, but with something that this presupposes:
what makes them to be for their own sake. See also the following note.
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a friend.”* To love a being with “love of friendship” is to want
good for that very being.

As for the good that is wanted, this is often something other
than the being for which it is wanted. This is what an object of
“love of concupiscence” is: a good that is wanted for a being other
than itself. The “wine-lover,” for instance, wants the good of
wine, not for the wine itself, but for him, and perhaps for his
friends. Good qualities are also loved in this way. We want health
or knowledge or virtue, but not for themselves. We do not “wish
them well.” Even happiness is only an object of love of con-
cupiscence (STh I-11, q. 2, a. 7, ad 2). It is not happiness itself that
we want happiness for. We are not wishing happiness to be
happy.

However, it would be a mistake to think that in “wanting good
for some being” what is wanted must always be other than the
being that it is wanted for. This would make little sense. In loving
a friend, one does not just want other goods to exist, for him; one
surely also wants him to exist, for him. One wants his well-being.
A necessary element of this is his simply being.” This does not
mean that one also loves him with love of concupiscence; that is
true only if one also wants him for another. What I mean is that
the object of love of friendship, as such, is not only a being for
which good is wanted, but also a good that is wanted—for itself.

* Crosby too (see previous note) distinguishes between personal dignity and lovableness
(66-68). He finds lovableness to be in some way more concrete or particular than dignity:
whereas personal dignity follows directly upon the general feature of being @ person, a
person’s lovableness is a function of his being this particular person. Crosby therefore suggests
that lovableness is even more deeply rooted in incommunicable selfhood. Thomas, I think,
would agree that there is something more concrete or particular about lovableness. When
lover and beloved are distinct persons, the beloved’s lovableness depends not only on how he
is in himself but also on a relation to the lover, the relation that gives rise to the affective
union of love. This relation is the beloved’s status as “another self” for the lover (see STh I-11,
q. 26, a. 2, ad 2; 111, q. 28, a. 1). But far from seeing this as a function of something unigue
about the beloved person, Thomas holds it to consist in some sort of likeness (STh I-11, q. 27,
a. 3; I, q. 28, a. 1, ad 2). Indeed, is it not possible for one person to have some love for
another simply because the other is a person too?

¥ Thus Aristotle says that “the man to whom one wishes good to happen for himself, one
must also desire to exist” (Eudemian Ethics 7.2.1236b30, in The Complete Works of Aristotle,
The Revised Oxford Translation, vol. 2, ed. Jonathan Barnes {Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1984], 1959).
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That which is loved with love of concupiscence is the object of
only one of love’s two relations, while that which is loved with
love of friendship is the object of both.

It is clear then that love of concupiscence is a quite secondary
mode of love. It always supposes and refers back to a love of
friendship, and its object is only loved together with, and for, the
object of love of friendship. Love of friendship wants the good for
its own object; and the first good that it wants for its object is
nothing other than the object itself. What is essential to love is
that there be a being that is loved with love of friendship. What
is loved with love of concupiscence is only an accompaniment.

The distinction between the object of love of friendship and
the object of love of concupiscence is thus very strong. It is not
just that the former is loved “more” or that it is valued as a
“higher” good. It is treated as good in a different and
predominant sense. Thomas goes so far as to compare the
difference between the objects of the two loves, as goods, to the
difference between subsistents and inherents, as beings.

‘Good’ is said in two ways, as ‘being’ is. For in one way, truly and properly, that
which subsists is called a being, such as a stone or a man. In another way, that [is
called a being] which does not subsist, but is that by which something is; as
whiteness does not subsist, but by it something is white. So then, ‘good’ is said
in two ways: in one way, as of something subsisting in goodness; in another way,
as of the goodness of another, i.e., as of that by which something fares well. So
then, something is loved in two ways: in one way, as a good subsistent; and this
is loved truly and properly, viz. when we want good for it. And this love is called
by many ‘love of benevolence’ or “of friendship’. In another way, [something is
oved] in the manner of an inherent goodness, according as something is said to
be loved, not insofar as we want good to be for it, but insofar as we want good
for something to be by it; thus we say that we love knowledge or health.*®

% “Bonum dupliciter dicitur, sicut et ens: dicitur enim, uno modo ens proprie et vere, quod
subsistit ut lapis et homo; alio modo quod non subsistit, sed eo aliquid est, sicut albedo non
subsistit, sed ea aliguid album est. Sic igitur bonum dupliciter dicitur: uno modo, quasi aliquid
in bonitate subsistens; alio modo, quasi bonitas alterius, quo scilicet alicui bene sit. Sic igitur
dupliciter aliquid amatur: uno modo, sub ratione subsistentis boni et hoc vere et proprie
amatur, cum scilicet volumus bonum esse ei; et hic amor, a multis vocatur amor benevolentiae
vel amicitiae; alio modo, per modum bonitatis inhaerentis, secundum quod aliquid dicitur
amari, non inquantum volumus quod ¢i bonum sit, sed inquantum volumus quod eo alicui
bonum sit, sicut dicimus amare scientiam vel sanitatem” (In De divinis nominibus, c. 4, lect.
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However, the comparison is not quite a strict parallel.
Inherents, such as qualities, can of course only be loved with of
love of concupiscence. But even many subsistents, Thomas
teaches, can only be loved in this way: for example, a bottle of
wine, a horse, and in fact any irrational being. We do not love
these things, he says, “by reason of their substance,” or for the
things themselves. We love them for ourselves, by reason of some
perfection that we obtain from them.” Even though they are
subsistent beings and the good is “seated” in them, it is not in
them that we want the good to “come to rest.” The ones whom
we want the good for are always rational subsistent beings, that is,
persons.

In order to explain this, Thomas looks more closely at what it
is to want a good for someone in the way that love of friendship
does.?® What love of friendship wants is not just that the good be
“in” or “near” the one loved. One might want that for a horse.
Rather, it wants the one loved to “have” the good, in a specific
sense of “have.” It wants him to be in control of its exercise. That
is, the handling of it shall be up to him. He is to be master of its
use. (This does not mean that he must be the sole master.) Not to

9 [Marietti §404]). Similarly: “id quod amatur amore amicitiae, simpliciter et per se amatur,
quod auntem amatur amore concupiscentiae, non simpliciter et secundum se amatur, sed
amatur alteri. Sicut enim ens simpliciter est quod habet esse, ens autem secundum quid quod
est in alio; ita bonum, quod convertitur cum ente, simpliciter quidem est quod ipsum habet
bonitatem; quod autem est bonum alterius, est bonum secundum quid” (STh I-11, q. 26, a. 4).

%7 “Nec est inconveniens si hoc etiam modo amemus aliqua quae per se subsistunt, non
quidem ratione substantiae eorum, sed ratione alicuius perfectionis quam ex eis consequimur;
sicut dicimus amare vinum, non propter substantiam vini ut bene sit ei, sed ut per vinum bene
sit nobis vel inquantum delectamur eius sapore vel inquantum sustentamur eius humore.
Omne autem quod est per accidens reducitur ad id quod est per se. Sic igitur hoc ipsum quod
aliquid amamus, ut eo alicui bene sit, includitur in amore illius quod amamus, ut ei bene sit.
Non est enim alicui aliquid diligendum per id quod est per accidens, sed per id quod est per
se; et ideo oportet quidem diversitatemn amorum accipere secundum ea quae sic amamus ut
eis velimus bonum” (In De divinis nominibus, c. 4, lect. 9 [Mariett §405)).

% “Non autem proprie possum bonum velle creaturae irrationali, quia non est eius proprie
habere bonum, sed solum creaturae rationalis, quae est domina utendi bono quod habet per
liberum arbitrium.” (STh II-11, q. 25, a. 3; cf. STH 1, q. 38, a. 1.) So it is not just that irrational
beings ought not to be loved with loved of friendship; insofar as they are irrational, they
cannot be. There is no such thing as “wishing them well” (or, for that matter, wishing them
ill). Aristotle touches upon the idea in the Physics (2.6.197a36-b22): things like happiness and
good fortune and their opposites are ascribed only to beings endowed with chaice.
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want the good for someone in this way is simply not to love him
with love of friendship.” But only individuals endowed with
freedom of decision can control the use of things. In other words,
only they are even capable of “having” the good. And the root of
free decision is nothing other than mind or intellect, the person’s
“infinite depth” (STF 1, q. 83, a. 1).

There is a special affinity between intellectual beings and the
good. All things exhibit some tendency to the good, Thomas says,
but the beings endowed with intellect are the ones that are
inclined to it most perfectly and properly, with the kind of
inclination called “will.”*® This is because they can grasp it in an
absolute or unconditional way, according to its “universal ratio.”
They alone can relate to the very goodness of what is good,
responding to it in a way that is fully proportionate to it. In other
words, only in a person does the good finds a true home for itself,
one to whom it can really “belong.” If goods did not exist for
persons, we might almost say, it could only be because there is
nothing for which anything exists at all. There would be nothing
in which the good could come to rest or function as a true goal.
The good itself would be pointless—no good. Another chapter of

It might seem that one can have love of friendship for someone without wanting him
to control the use of the good that one wants for him: for example, when a mother wants
medicine for her infant. But this is only a temporary situation. What she ultimately wants, if
she does love him with love of friendship, is that he eventually grow up and have his life in
his own hands.

08Th1, q. 59, a. 1. Like created intellect, created will is always distinct from its subject’s
essence, because it extends to a good that exceeds the subject’s own substantial being (STh I,
q. 59, a. 2). Note however that it is sdll the person himself, not his mind or his will, or even
his freedom, that properly “has” the good, and that the good is properly “for.” Mind and will,
and the freedom of will, are only qualities, powers, by which the person relates to the good.
The proper object of love of friendship is the person himself, the subsistent, not some quality
in him. We are not seeing the person as the mere “support” for mind (like the newspaper that
supports today’s news); rather, we are seeing what his possession of mind implies about him.
His mind too is for him to have and use; he is related to it, and to all his powers, not only as
their recipient, but also as their end (see STh 1, q. 77, a. 6, ad 2). Still, the thought is not that
one should love the person “rather than” his mind. “The person” includes not just the person’s
substance or essential constitution, but also everything else that pertains to him (see Quodl.
2,q. 2, a. 2). Itis not that the person, the subject, has two “parts,” his substance and his mind;
the substance of the person is the person, is himself. The “addition” of mind does not result
in a different subject (see Quodl. 2, q. 2, a. 1, ad 1).
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Crosby’s book develops ideas along these very lines.>' My point
is that it is right here that we can find the root of personal dignity.

The idea is very simple. Being free, a person is able to have the
good. The first good that he is fit to have is the good that he
himself is. To see this is to see that he is for his own sake. He
“belongs to himself.” He is not there merely for another’s use.
Liber est causa sui.>

If this account is correct, then a person’s being for his own
sake has nothing to do with whether or not there can be others
just like him. Being for his own sake means, not that he is one of
a kind, but that he belongs to himself. He does so by nature. It is
in this sense that he is “incommunicably his own.”** Rather than
a matter of how he compares with others, it is a matter of how he
relates to his own good. It is his being such that his good—and
first of all he himself—is for him to have, not just for another. (Of
course it may also be for another.) And this, I believe, is the very
reason for saying that he cannot be replaced.

If a person were only a good to be had by another, then indeed
the existence of a second being just like him in goodness would
mean that he could be eliminated. His double could serve just as
well. The one whom the goodness is for would be equally
satisfied. But if the person’s good is for him to have, then to
eliminate him would be to throw the baby out with the bath-
water. No substitute could serve, because the one to be served
would not be there. Even in economics, it is not strictly true that
whenever a supply of goods rises, the value of each unit drops.
The value drops only if the demand remains the same. With each
new person, there is not only an additional good, but also a new
demand for the good. And of course no one else can satisfy a
person’s demand for himself.

Crosby holds that unless we see a person as unrepeatable or
unique we do not have a sufficient basis for judging him or her to

3! Chapter 6: “Selthood and Transcendence in Relation to the Good,” 174-217.

*2 Aristotle, Metaphysics 1.2.982b26.

* On “one’s own” (suum), with an especially interesting use of liber est causa sui, see STh
I,q.21,a. 1,ad 3.



CROSBY AND AQUINAS ON PERSONAL DIGNITY 197

be absolutely irreplaceable.® It seems to me that to say this is to
stay entirely in the line of things “good for another,” objects of
love of concupiscence.® It is what is good only in this sense, good
for another, that would need to be unique in order to be
absolutely irreplaceable. Moreover, even then, its irreplaceability
would not be that of a person; it would still not exist for its own
sake in the sense in which persons do. In order for an individual
to have the irreplaceability of a person, what is needed is not
uniqueness, but a rational nature. Between individual substances
that have personal dignity and those that do not, what makes the
difference is rationality.**

CONCLUSION: THE CREATED PERSON—
PART OF THE WORLD AND REACHING BEYOND THE WORLD

Personal dignity, then, is indeed a function of the person’s
“infinite depth.””” This is not because his depth gives him a special

3 Crosby, “A Neglected Source of the Dignity of Persons,” 9-13. He is looking for a way
to respond to arguments of the kind proposed by Peter Singer.

3 What I am suggesting is well illustrated by this statement: “When Socrates died, a hole
was left in the world, such that no subsequent person could possibly fill it” (ibid., 11.) True
or not, this is looking upon Socrates from the standpoint of what his existence contributes to
something other than himself—the world. Indeed it is looking upon him as a part of the
world. I am not at all objecting to this way of considering Socrates. I am only saying that it is
other than the consideration in which we see Socrates as existing for Socrates himself.

% This is not to say that abstract ratonal nature itself is the proper subject of the dignity.
The proper subject is the individual that subsists in such nature. Individuality certainly does
contribute to the constitution of his dignity, because only individuals subsist. What does not
subsist cannot properly “have” the good. “Rational nature” only expresses the formal
principle, the constitutive feature that completes the determination of the person’s status as
one who exists for his own sake. But while a person’s individuality, and hence
incommunicability, is thus very much tied to his dignity, it is not by involving something that
makes him somehow “one of a kind.” Of course he must be somehow distinct from the others
of his kind, but he does not need to have a proper “differentia,” a grade of being that is
exclusively his, in order to claim personhood.

37 This, again, is a function of the spiritual element in his substance. (See above, text at n.
16.) Intellect adds something to the nature of the soul, but it also flows from the soul (STh I,
q. 77, a. 6). Still, the soul is not a “self-contained” principle of its mind. If intellectual light
flows from it this can only be explained by the fact that it in turn finds its origin in an even
higher intellectual substance, one in which mind and substance are identified (see STH I, q. 79,
a. 4, ad 5). This fits with what I am suggesting in this section: that the created person’s dignity
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kind of uniqueness or unrepeatability, or makes him unlike any
other. It gives him dignity because it gives him a special grade of
perfection—the highest in the whole of nature—and an especially
perfect relation to the good. There may be others like him, but he
is not solely for any other.

My conclusion is that personal dignity is quite compatible with
the person’s being a part of the world. That is, there is no tension
between the two. We can look upon him as part of the world
without ceasing to look upon him as a person.

I do not think that personal dignity would be compatible with
being part of a subject that “has” the good; that is, a person
cannot be part of a person.”® But the world is not a person. This
is so even though it truly exists as “the only one”—there is only
one world—and even though it is a whole and in no way a part.
For the world is one and whole only in the manner of an ordered
multitude (STh 1, q. 47, a. 3). It has only a qualified sort of unity
and wholeness.” It is not a true subject, that is, an individual
substance, let alone one with an “infinite subjectivity,” or a mind,
or free choice. The world is only, so to speak, something “good
to have,” not per se an object of love of friendship. It does not
exist for its own enjoyment, even though some of its parts do.
Nevertheless, although nothing in the whole of nature is more
perfect than persons, there is more perfection in nature as a
whole—more “good to be had”—than in the persons alone.*’

is not something self-contained either (see below, n. 41).

8 This is why a human soul is not a person: STh 1, q. 75, a. 4, ad 2.

* It does not have the unity of a single substance. If it does have real unity, real order, this
can only be because there is an extrinsic substantial unity upon which it depends. This
extrinsic principle must be intellectual, because it belongs to intellect to give order. See STh
Iq 11,2 3; L1 q. 47, a. 3.

** In this respect—in the line of “goods to be had”——they are ordered to the world’s
perfection; this is no detriment to their being for their own sake, since this is a different
“line.” See ScG I, c. 112: “Per hoc autem quod dicimus substantias intellectuales propter se
a divina providentia ordinari, non intelligimus quod ipsa ulterius non referantur in deum et
ad perfectionem universi. Sic igitur propter se procurari dicuntur et alia propter ipsa, quia
bona quae per divinam providentiam sortiuntur, non eis sunt data propter alterius utilitatem;
quae vero aliis dantur, in eorum usum ex divina ordinatione cedunt.” The same sort of
discussion would apply to the consideration of the person as part of a common species. A
common species is not a subject or a subsistent, not “for itself” in the sense in which a person
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Of course I am speaking of created persons. Although they
have a certain infinity, this is compatible with their being parts of
the world. This is because it is not an “absolute” infinity. I mean
this in two ways. First, as mentioned in the discussion of the
angels, the created person is not infinite in substance—just in him-
self, in his own essential being. What is infinite about a created
person is his mind or “subjectivity,” which is not his substance.
Only the divine persons are an infinite substance, one containing
in itself all the perfection of being, all goodness. This substance is
indeed not part of the world, but rather its origin and ultimate
end.

Second, not even the infinity of the created person’s mind is
“absolute.” The created mind, taken just in itself, in its own
reality, is finite. It is only a determinate kind of power of the soul,
a particular being and good (see STh I, q. 82, a. 4, ad 1). It does
not consist in all being and all goodness. if infinity pertains to its
nature, this is because its nature is not solely what it is just in
itself, an “absolute” nature; it is not a substance, but an essentially
relative item. It constitutes that “infinite need” that we considered
earlier. Created mind enables its subject to unite himself to all
being and goodness—not so as to be what he consists in, but so as
to be his object, light and nourishment for his life. Only the divine
mind lives entirely in its own light. God alone is fully satisfied just
by being himself.

So the infinity of created mind is in its relation to something
else. Its greatness is indissociable from that of its object. The
dignity that it confers is not “absolute” or self-contained.*!
is. In the line of “goods to be had,” the species as a whole may contain more perfection than
any one of its members; and in this line, its members are ordered to it. This would be true
whether or not they are personal beings. But if they are personal, then the perfection of their
species (and of other species as well) is also ordered to them, in the line of “having the good”:
it is something for them to apprehend and enjoy.

*! To consider the person’s dignity is to consider his status as a “good.” But the created
person’s dignity does not consist in his being the whole or highest good; the good as a whole,
and the highest good—the origin and ultimate end of the world—transcend him. The dignity
lies rather in the special relation that he has to the good (see STh I-11, q. 1, a. 8; II-11, q. 2, a.
3). That it is not absolute in the way that the dignity of the divine persons is (see above, n. 13)

seems fitting. As Thomas teaches, “person” as said of God and creatures cannot be univocal;
it is analogical, and is said of God in a prior and more excellent way (STh 1, q. 29, a. 3).
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Yet the loss in self-sufficiency is more than compensated. If we
consider the created person just in himself, as to the good that is
intrinsic to or inherent in him—the good that he “contributes”™—
we find that, however noble it may be, it is only a portion of the
good contained in the world as a whole.** But if we consider him
in relation to the perfection that he is capable of having and
enjoying, we eventually find that the whole world—to say nothing
of his own selfhood—is too small for him. He is capax Dei.
Nothing short of the divine essence can fully satisfy him.*

It is not that he wants his own essence to become divine; if it
did, he would no longer be himself (cf. STh I, q. 63, a. 3). But he
can be raised to the rank of one who shares with the divine
persons in the life of beholding and rejoicing in the divine light.
This capacity constitutes an affinity with God that the world as a
whole does not boast. Thomas offers a terse formulation: “the
universe is more perfect in goodness than the intellectual creature
extensively and diffusively; but intensively and collectively there
is more of the likeness of the divine perfection in the intellectual
creature, which is receptive of the supreme good.”**

*2 It may very well be that each created person does after all make a “contribution” that
no other does. Indeed it is hard to imagine why else God would create a multitude of us. My
thesis is simply that this contribution would be something other than what gives the person
the dignity of “a person.” I would also hold that at least in the case of human persons, it could
not be something that is intrinsically unrepeatable, even if in fact it were never to be repeated
(see above, pp. 187-88); and, that it would not be an “absolute” or substantial feature, but
rather something pertaining to the person’s activity—perhaps his very activity as capax Dei.
C. S. Lewis has some profound pages in which he suggests that each person is distinctive
precisely in the way that he or she is meant to know, love and praise God (C. S. Lewis, The
Problem: of Pain [Glasgow: Fount Paperbacks, 1977], chap. 10 [“Heaven™).

B STh1,q.2,a 8,c.,ad 2, and esp. ad 3: “bonum creatum non est minus quam bonum
cuius homo est capax ut rei intrinsecae et inhaerentis, est tamen minus quam bonum cuius est
capax ut obiecti, quod est infinitum. Bonum autem quod participatur ab Angelo, et a toto
universo, est bonum finitum et contractum.”

# “Ad tertium dicendum quod universum est perfectius in bonitate quam intellectualis
creatura extensive et diffusive. Sed intensive et collective similitudo divinae perfectionis magis
invenitur in intellectuali creatura, quae est capax summi boni” (STh I, q. 93, a. 2, ad 3). In
short, the object of the created person’s natural “need” is greater than what he can ever
“contribute”; but it is also greater than what the whole world can contribute, and the world
as a whole does not even have this “need.” Sull, it may seem paradoxical that a “need”
constitute the greatest natural dignity. Helpful here is one of Thomas’s determinations of the
greatest created virtue or excellence. “Aliqua virtus potest esse maxima dupliciter, uno modo,
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I do not mean that we need to know that only union with God
can satisfy human persons before we can say that they are for
their own sake. We can see this just by looking at how they are in
themselves. But if a person’s being for his own sake 7s his being fit
to have the good, and if he is so by nature, then perhaps we can
say that to see the dignity of persons is to catch at least a glimpse
of the fact that they are the targets of the love that moves the one
true world.*

secundum se; alio modo, per comparationem ad habentem. Secundum se quidem misericordia
maxima est. Pertinet enim ad misericordiam quod alii effundat; et, quod plus est, quod
defectus aliorum sublevet; et hoc est maxime superioris. Unde et misereri ponitur proprium
Deo, et in hoc maxime dicitur eius omnipotentia manifestari. Sed quoad habentem,
misericordia non est maxima, nisi ille qui habet sit maximus, qui nullum supra se habeat, sed
omnes sub se. Ei enim qui supra se aliquem habet maius est et melius coniungi superiori quam
supplere defectum inferioris. Et ideo quantum ad hominem, qui habet Deum superiorem,
caritas, per quam Deo unitur, est potior quam misericordia, per quam defectus proximorum
supplet” (STh -1, q. 30, a. 4). Charity makes us more like God than mercy does: “per
caritatem assimilamur Deo tanquam ei per affectum unit. Et ideo potior est quam
misericordia, per quam assimilamur Deo secundum similitudinem operationis” (ibid., ad 3).
Thomas draws a similar distinction in explaining why beatitude pertains more to speculative
than to practical intellect: STh I-11, q. 3, a. 5,ad 1.

* 1 am grateful to Peter Colosi, Kevin Flannery, and the faculty and students of the
International Theological Institute (Gaming) for their comments on earlier versions of this

paper.
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I. AN ALTERNATIVE SOLUTION TO A FAMILIAR OBJECTION
AGAINST THE FIVE WAYS

EADERS OF THOMAS AQUINAS have long quarreled

over how to address the inadequacy they sense in his

onclusions in the ‘five ways’. If, as Gilson famously held,

to prove the ‘Christian God’ is to prove the creator,' why does

not each of Thomas’s five ways explicitly conclude to the creator

of the world? Without such a conclusion, how can we be satisfied
with the ‘God’ at which a given ‘way’ purportedly arrives?

Four main answers to this question can be found. First is
Gilson’s original answer, developed by Joseph Owens: each of
Aquinas’s five ways must be reinterpreted in light of his doctrine
of existence so as to conclude, in fact, to the first cause of esse.”

! Etienne Gilson, The Spirit of Mediaeval Philosophry, trans. A. H. C. Downes (New York:
Scribner’s, 1936), 72-73: “Whoever undertakes to prove the existence of God per ea quae
facta sunt undertakes in advance to prove His existence as Creator of the Universe; in other
words he is committed to the view that. .. the idea of creation is necessarily implied in every
demonstration of the existence of the Christian God.” See also Joseph Owens, St. Thomas
Aquinas on the Existence of God: Collected Papers of Joseph Owens, C.3s.R., ed. J. Catan
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1980), 142-43, 156, 163.

? Etienne Gilson, Le Thomisme: Introduction a la philosophie de saint Thomas d'Aquin, 4th
ed. (Paris: Vrin, 1942), 111, 116-17; Joseph Owens, An Elementary Christian Metaphysics
{Milwaukee: Bruce, 1963), 341-51; idem, St. Thomas Aquinas on the Existence of God, 162-
63, 173-86.
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For Owens, then, the favored proof is that of Aquinas’s De ente
et essentia, to which all other arguments must be reduced if they
are to succeed.’ But what if such a reinterpretation fails, as Gilson
himself came to admit?* A second answer holds that for Aquinas
the proof of God’s existence is only completed at some stage
subsequent to the five ways, once many other properties have
been established, such as that God is a personal being, or that
there is only one God.’ In the Summa Theologiae, for example,
questions 2-11 can be seen as successively establishing a series of
properties that, when taken together, comprise what it means to
be God. Alternatively, according to a third commonly proposed
answer, Aquinas never intended a purely philosophical proof for
the existence of ‘God’ as such in the first place.® To pose the
question “Does God exist?” is to presuppose a God believed in by
faith; the question belongs, therefore, to theology, not philos-
ophy.” Finally, the fourth answer insists that Aquinas failed in his
project, and the sooner Thomists realize this fact, the better.
Fernand Van Steenberghen has argued forcefully that the failure
of Aquinas’s five ways lies in the uncritical ‘nominal definition’
with which they begin, that is, in the definition of the term
‘God’.? Nominal definitions such as ‘prime mover’ or ‘necessary

* Owens, Christian Metaphysics, 349-51. Of course, Gilson came to deny that the De ente
contains a proof of God’s existence; see Etienne Gilson, “La preuve du ‘De ente et essentia’,”
Doctor Communis 3 (1950): 257-60.

* Etienne Gilson, Le Thomisme, 6™ ed. (Paris: Vrin, 1965), 7, 93-94, 97.

3 See especially William Lane Craig, The Cosmological Argument from Plato to Leibniz
(London: Macmillan, 1980), 159, 170; Norman Kretzmann, The Metaphysics of Theism:
Aquinas’ Natural Theology in “Summa contra gentiles I” (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1997), 85-89, 112-13, 169.

¢ See Charles J. Kelly, “The Intelligibility of the Thomistic God,” Religious Studies 12,
(1976): 347-64, at 356-58; Lubor Velecky, Aquinas’ Five Arguments in the Summa Theologiae
1a 2, 3 (Kampen, Netherlands: Kok Paros, 1994), 19, 22, 37-38, 4144, 47.

7 Antonin Finili, “Is There a Philosophical Approach to God?” Dominican Studies 4
(1951): 80-101; Vincent Edward Smith, “The Prime Mover: Physical and Metaphysical
Considerations,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 28 (1954):
78-94, at 86-89; Thomas O'Brien, “Reflexion on the Question of God's Existence in
Contemporary Thomistic Metaphysics,” The Thomist 23 (1960): 1-89, 211-85, 315447, at
364-70, 382, 389-99, 425-26, 436-38, 446-47. See also below, at nn. 47-49.

¥ Fernand Van Steenberghen, Le probléme de lexistence de Dieu dans les écrits de s.
Thomas dAquin (Louvain-la-Neuve: £ditions de I'Institut Supérieur, 1980), 287-96; cf. also
idem, Dieu caché: Comment savons-nous que Dieu existe? (Louvain-Paris: Nauwelaerts,
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being’ could only be convincing in a culture nursed on Aristotelian
science and for whom a widespread belief in ‘God’ could be
presupposed. In place of such definitions, Van Steenberghen
examines the use of the term ‘God’ in our monotheist culture, in
which the presence of atheism calls for a serious response. He
concludes that a successful proof must arrive at no less than the
‘provident creator of the universe’. To such a being, which would
therefore be personal and unique, no one, theist or atheist, will
refuse the name ‘God’.

In my view, Van Steenberghen is correct to reorient the
discussion of the five ways on the question of the nominal
definition of the term ‘God’. But his evaluation of Aquinas fails to
take into account the only formula that Aquinas himself expressly
offers for what the word ‘God’ properly means. The present
article focuses on this formula, as well as on Aquinas’s systematic
justification for and development of a nominal definition that
could be targeted by his proofs—a much less ambitious definition
of ‘God’ than Van Steenberghen’s. In what follows I first present
Aquinas’s formula, then set forth the principal elements of this
systematic justification as Aquinas came to articulate them (part
II). These elements are based on Aristotle’s logic as it was passed
on to Aquinas through the commentary tradition. Next, I sketch
the stages in which Aquinas developed his definitional formula,
the result of an increasingly deep reflection on Pseudo-Dionysius’s
account of how we know God (part III). It will become evident
that today we no longer conceive of ‘God’ and the project of a
proof of ‘God’s’ existence as does Aquinas. Only by recognizing
his simultaneously Aristotelian and Dionysian inheritance can we
rediscover how to read and evaluate his five ways.

I base my reading of Aquinas on a little used passage from the
Summa Theologiae: Prima Pars, question 13, articles 8-10, the
only place in Aquinas’s corpus where he systematically discusses
what the divine name ‘God’ means. Article 8 asks, does the term
‘God’ name a nature? The second objection answers no, since
humans cannot know the nature or essence of God. In response
Aquinas writes:

1961), 27-44.
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[Alccording as we know the nature of something from its properties and effects,
we can signify {the nature] by a name. . . . But from divine effects we cannot
know the divine nature as it is in itself so that we know what it is; but [we can
know it] only by way of eminence, causality, and negation, as was said above.
And in this way the name ‘God’ signifies the divine nature. For, this is the name
that has been imposed to signify something that is existing above all things, which
is the principle of all things and is removed from all things. For, this is what they
intend to signify’ who name {something] ‘God”.*

The italicized words here constitute the only formula in Aquinas’s
corpus for what the word the ‘God’ properly means, his only
explicit and formal nominal definition of ‘God’."* Admittedly, the
Sermon on the Creed offers one other express formula, where in
explication of the first article Aquinas writes: “We must consider
what this name ‘God’ signifies: none other than the governor of
and the one who has providence over all things [gubernator et

? The body of the same article contains parallel phrasing in discussing the etymological
meaning of ‘Deus’ (based on imposition @ quo versus ad guod): “[Tlhis name is imposed from
the universal providence over things. For, all who speak about God intend to name this ‘God’:
what has universal providence for things” (“Imponitur enim hoc nomen ab universali rerum
providentia, omnes enim loquentes de deo, hoc intendunt nominare deum, quod habet
providentiam universalem de rebus” [STh 1, q. 13, a. 8; all quotatons from the Summa
Theologiae are taken from the Marietti edition (Turin: Marietti, 1948)]).

08Th 1, g. 13, a. 8, ad 2 (emphasis added): “Ad secundum dicendum quod, secundum
quod naturam alicuius rei ex eius proprietatibus et effectibus cognoscere possumus, sic eam
nomine possumus significare. Unde, quia substantiam lapidis ex eius proprietate possumus
cognoscere secundum seipsam, sciendo quid est lapis, hoc nomen lapis ipsam lapidis naturam,
secundum quod in se est, significat, significat enim definitionem lapidis, per quam scimus quid
est lapis. Ratio enim quam significat nomen, est definitio, ut dicitur in IV Metaphysicorum.
Sed ex effectibus divinis divinam naturam non possumus cognoscere secundum quod in se est,
ut sciamus de ea quid est; sed per modum eminentiae et causalitatis et negationis, ut supra
dictum est. Et sic hoc nomen Deus significat naturam divinam. Impositum est enim nomen hoc
ad aliquid significandum supra omnia existens, quod est principium omnium, et remotum ab
omnibus. Hoc enim intendunt significare nominantes Deum.”

" Thus far I have found only two authors who link the formula of STh 1, q. 13, a. 8, ad
2 with the proof of God’s existence or with the nominal definition of ‘God’: Jan Aertsen,
“Der wissenschaftstheoretische Ort der Gottesbeweise in der Summa theologiae des Thomas
von Aquin,” in Medieval Semantics and Metaphysics: Studies Dedicated to L. M. De Rijk, ed.
E. P. Bos (Nijmegen: Ingenium, 1985), 161-93, at 180; and Timothy McDermott in Thomas
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Latin Text and English Translation, Introductions, Notes,
Appendices, and Glossaries (Cambridge: Blackfriars; New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964-),2:186-
87 (appendix 4). For an exposition of the ad secundum and a defense of this formula as a
nominal definition, see below beginning at n. 104.



AQUINAS’S DEFINITION OF ‘GOD’ 207

provisor rerum omnium).”*? Still, as Thomas explains several times
(including in STh 1, q. 13, a. 8), the word theos is from the Greek
word ‘to behold’ as regards its derivation (id a quo imponitur ad
significandum), not as regards its signification (id ad quod
significandum nomen imponitur).”’ And so, we may say, the word
‘God’ in Aquinas means ‘provident being’ by etymology, but it
properly signifies ‘something that is existing above all things,
which is the principle of all things and is removed from all things’.

Based on this definition, I argue that for Aquinas a proof that
‘God’ exists need prove nothing more than that there exists an
instance of:

a kind of thing that is (1) a cause of other kinds of things and that is (2.1) beyond
all other kinds of things and/or (2.2) removed from all other kinds of things.

My contention is that because the Summa’s five ways prove a
being which fits this definition, each can conclude “and this all
understand to be / all name God” or “and this we call God.” That
Aquinas has such a minimal definition of ‘God’ in mind in the
Summa follows already from a preliminary inductive argument.

2 Inn Symbolum Apostolorum expositio 1 (Inter omnia), in Thomas Aquinas, Opuscula
theologica, ed. R. Spiazzi (Turin: Marietti, 1954), vol. 2.

B STh1, q.13,a. 8, corp., obj. 1, and ad 1; STh 1, q. 13, 2. 9, ad 3; 1 Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a.
5, expos. ad 1, in Thomas Aquinas, Scriptum super Sententiis, ed. P. Mandonnet and M. Moos
(Paris: Lethielleux, 1929-47), vol. 1; I Sent., d. 18, q. 1, a. 5, ad 6: “Deus, quamvis significet
essentiam divinam quantum ad id cui imponitur, tamen quantum ad id a quo imponitur
nomen, significat operationem, ut supra dictum est ex verbis Damasceni.” For this etymology,
see also ScG 1, c. 44 (para.10, “Huius autem™), in Thomas Aquinas, Opera omnia: iussu
impensaque, Leonis XIII. P.M. edita (Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1882-), vol. 13;
Compendium theologiae 1, c. 35 (ll. 6-11), in Aquinas, Opera omnia, vol. 42; In De Divinis
nominibus, c. 12, lect. 1 (948), in Thomas Aquinas, I librum Beati Dionysii De divinis
nominibus expositio, ed. C. Pera (Turin-Rome: Marietti, 1950); STh II-11, q. 1, 2. 8, ad 2. For
the source of Aquinas’s various etymologies, see John of Damascus, De fide orthodoxa 9 (1.9)
(1L 20-24, 29-30), in De fide orthodoxa: Versions of Burgundio and Cerbanus, ed. E. Buytaert
(St. Bonaventure, N. Y.: Franciscan Institute, 1955). For formulas that refate etymology and
proper signification, see I Senz., d. 34, q. 1, a. 2, ad 2: “in nomine Dei importatur habitudo
principii creantis et gubernantis”; Thomas Aquinas, Super De causis, prop. 3, in Super Librum
de causis expositio, ed. H. D. Saffrey (Louvain: Nauwelaerts, 1954), 18.13-14: “hoc nomen
‘deus’ universalem quamdam providentiam et causalitatem importat.” The informal formula
from the Sermon on the Creed should be read in light of these passages, although it emphasizes
etymology. For imposition and etymology, see below, nn. 102, 105.
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This is precisely the sort of being that each of the five ways
proves. Each appeals to a different efficiently causal series to
affirm a cause that is beyond all other kinds of things by being
‘first’ or superlative in its order, and/or that is removed from all
other kinds of things by being ‘unmoved’, ‘uncaused’, etc. In
support of my contention, this article shows how Aquinas’s
nominal definition of ‘God’ is consistent with and, in fact, arises
out of his understanding of Aristotle’s logic of existential
arguments, arguments best exemplified in Aquinas’s corpus by the
five ways. It is not accidental that from the outset Aquinas
understood this logic, as it applies to God, through a Dionysian
lens. Through the lens of the threefold “negative way” to God,
the so-called via negativa, Aquinas is able to put in focus, with a
systematic account, the object of proof in the case of something
whose nature we cannot properly know.

It is not necessary, then, in my view, to prove the existence of
a creator or of a provident or personal being in order to draw the
conclusion ‘God exists’. In fact, for Aquinas, it is not even
necessary to prove the existence of the one God. For Thomas,
each of these properties can be shown, and to the extent that they
are entailed by God’s ‘nature’ as ‘a cause beyond all other natures’
they can be said to be already implicit in the proof of God’s
existence. But they need not be explicitly drawn in a proof. In this
sense, I call Aquinas’s nominal definition ‘nonprescriptive’, since
it establishes only a necessary minimum and allows for a number
of proofs of or ‘ways of arriving at’ the being thus defined. It is
immediately evident how this definition puts in a new light the
project of Aquinas’s five ways. In my view, we have misread them
by looking at the outcome that we as theists desire to prove—or
that we as atheists desire to disprove—instead of at the systematic
logical standards, as Aquinas understood them, for existential
arguments and for their corresponding nominal definitions. This
logic provides the foundational criteria for Aquinas’s Dionysian
definition of ‘God’. To these logical standards I now turn.
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I1. AQUINAS’S ARISTOTELIAN INHERITANCE: THE LOGIC OF
EXISTENTIAL ARGUMENTS AND THE NOMINAL DEFINITION

The Summa Theologiae, begun around 1266, is not the place
for a résumé of Aristotelian logic. Still, the five ways are preceded
by a pithy statement in question 2, article 2 that contains the
major logical elements presupposed by the proofs:

[Wihen cause is demonstrated through effect, it is necessary to use the effect in
place of the definition of the cause in order to prove that the cause exists, and
this occurs especially in the case of God. For, in order to prove that something
exists, it is necessary to accept as a middle what the name signifies, not what x
is; because the question “What is x?” follows upon the question “Does x exist?”
But the names of God are imposed from effects, as will later be shown. Hence,
in demonstrating that God exists through an effect, we can accept as a middle
term what the name ‘God’ signifies."*

In what follows I present these logical elements under three
lemmata drawn from this passage. These elements provide the
ground for whatever nominal definition of ‘God’ the five ways
use—which definition I link to the express formula quoted earlier
(STh I, q. 13, a. 8, ad 2). Of course, evidence for these elements
can be found also in other works. One finds much discussion of
existential argument in Aquinas’s Exposition of the Posterior
Analytics (ca. 1271), yet two other earlier works treat this logic
precisely as applied to God. A close parallel to question 2, article
2 of the Prima Pars, which also serves as a prologue to a set of
‘five ways’, is found in the Summa contra Gentiles (I, c. 12),
composed some seven years earlier (1259). Its discussion, as we
shall see, in turn relies on extended reflections on methodology
in On Boethius’s De Trinitate, written some two years prior, per-
haps in preparation for the magisterial personal works in theol-
ogy. We take for granted that both Summae open with the

“8Th1,q.2,a.2,ad 2: “[D]icendum quod cum demonstratur causa per effectum, necesse
est uti effectu loco definitionis causae, ad probandum causam esse, et hoc maxime contingit
in Deo. Quia ad probandum aliquid esse, necesse est accipere pro medio quid significet nomen
non autem quod quid est, quia quaestio quid est, sequitur ad quaestionem an est. Nomina
autem Dei imponuntur ab effectibus, ut postea ostendetur, unde, demonstrando Deum esse
per effectum, accipere possumus pro medio quid significet hoc nomen Deus.”
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discussion of whether God exists before considering what God
is—or rather, what or how God is not (STh I, q. 3, prol.).
Nevertheless, no hint of this order can be found in the first book
of Peter Lombard’s Sentences or in Aquinas’s writings thereon,
whether in the Parisian Scriptum (ca. 1252)" or in the Roman
lectura (ca. 1265). Aquinas internalizes and applies to his
magisterial works the methodology that he learns from the Latin
Aristotle, from the commentary tradition, especially from
Grosseteste, from his own teacher Albert, and from others at
Naples and Paris. 1 present the evidence for Aquinas’s appro-
priation of this methodology from his works, together with the
available commentators, where relevant. As we shall see, in On
Boethius’s De Trinitate, question 6, article 3, Aquinas couples this
Aristotelian methodology as applied to the immaterial with
Dionysius’s via negativa, and on this foundation he subsequently
develops his unique formula for ‘God’.

A) “The Question What Is x¢° Follows upon the Question ‘Does
x Existe’”

Posterior Analytics 2 opens by taking up four questions that
generate ‘scientific’ reasoning, questions that chapter 2 reduces to
the principal causal inquiry, ‘what is x?” Still, this principal inquiry
has a prior condition. One cannot investigate the essence of
‘nothing’, says Aristotle, that is, of something that is not already
known to exist (Post. Anal. 2.7.92b5-8; 2.8.93a16-20, 27;
2.10.93b33).' For him, we properly have no knowledge of a

5 Nevertheless, the Scriptum does show evidence of the relevant logic; see below, nn. 19,
21,27, 37.

16 Aquinas holds that if something does not exist, its essence cannot be known—and as
corollaries, that if something’s essence is known, it must already be known to exist, and that
itis impossible to know what something is if one does not know that it exists: “[Qluia necesse
est quod quicunque scit ‘quod quid est esse” hominis uel cuiuscunque alterius rei, quod sciat
rem illam esse. Quia enim non entis non est aliqua quiditas uel essencia, de eo quod non est
nullus potest scire ‘quod quid est,’ set potest scire significationem nominis, uel rationem ex
pluribus nominibus compositam, sicut potest aliquis scire quid significat hoc nomen
‘tragelaphus’ uel ‘yrcoceruus’ (quod idem est), quia significat quoddam animal compositum
€X yrco et ceruo; set inpossibile est sciri “quod quid est’ yrcocerui, quia nichil est tale in rerum
natura” (Thomas Aquinas, I Post. Anal., c. 7, lect. 6 [I. 14-26]}, in Aquinas, Opera omnia, vol.
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thing or of an essence unless we first know that it exists (cf. Post.
Anal. 1.1.71a27-71b5; 2.8.93a220-21)." Aristotle’s logic, unlike
contemporary symbolic logic, is wedded to a correspondence
theory of truth grounded in extramental reality."® It follows, as for
our first lemma, that the question an sit?; ‘does x exist?’, is prior
to the question guid sit?, ‘what is x?° (Post. Anal. 2.1-2.89b32-
90a9; 2.8.93a17-22). This methodological principle is found in an
objection even in Aquinas’s earliest work, the Scriptum on the
Sentences.'” And so, continues Aristotle in the Posterior Analytics,

1.2%*; all line numbers in references to the Expositio libri Posteriorum refer to this edition). See
also, in addition to the following note, Aquinas, VII Metaphys., c. 17, lect. 17, (1651), in In
duodecim libros metaphysicorum Aristotelis expositio, ed. M.-R. Cathala and R. Spiazzi
(Turin-Rome: Marietti, 1950), commenting on Metaphbys. 7.17.1041a11-16: “Secundum enim
quod propter quid est idem ei quod est quid, oportet esse manifestum an est. . . . Etideo dicit,
quod cum quaeritur propter quid, oportet existere manifesta entia ista duo: scilicet ipsum quia
et ipsum esse, quod pertinet ad quaestionem an est. Sicut cum quaeritur . . . quid est homo?
oportet esse manifestum, hominem esse.”

7 That it is impossible to know what something is if one does not know that it exists, see
1 Post. Anal., c. 1, lect. 2 (Il. 63-65); quoted below, n. 19; I Post. Anal., c. 7, lect. 6 (Il. 83-86;
quoted below, n. 24); and Il Post. Anal., c. 8, lect. 7 (Il. 112-24): “[D]upliciter se habet aliquis
ad cognoscendum ‘propter quid:” quandoque enim habemus ‘quia’ in nostra cognitione, et
querimus adhuc ‘propter quid;’ quandoque autemn simul manifesta sunt nobis utraque; tercium
autem est inpossibile, ut scilicet prius cognoscat aliquis de aliqua re ‘proprer quid’ quam ‘quia;’
et similiter est de eo ‘quod guid erat esse,” quia aliquando scimus rem esse, nec tamen perfecte
scimus quid sit, aliquando autem simul scimus utrumque, sed tercium est inpossibile, ut scilicet
sciamus quid est, ignorantes si est.” VII Metaphys., c. 17, lect. 17 (1665-66): “Si ergo in
quaestione qua quaeritur quid est, non oportet aliquid supponere, et aliud quaerere de illo,
posset ista quaestio fieri et de ente et de non ente. Et ita quaestio quae est quid est, esset
communiter facta et de aliquo et de nihilo. . . . [V]ero in hac quaestione, qua quaeritur quid
est homo, oportet habere notum existere verum hoc ipsum quod est esse hominem (aliter nihil
quaereretur). . . . Nam esse est praesuppositum ad hoc quod quaeritur quid est.”

¥ This point has been made recently by Rudi te Velde, ““The First Thing to Know about
God’: Kretzmann and Aquinas on the Meaning and Necessity of Arguunents for the Existence
of God,” Religious Studies 39 (2003): 251-67; see also Gyula Klima, “The Changing Role of
Entia Rationis in Medieval Philosophy: A Comparative Study with a Reconstruction,”
Synthese 96 (1993): 25-59; “Ontological Alternatives vs. Alternative Semantics in Medieval
Philosophy,” § - European Journal for Semiotic Studies, 3.4 (1991): 587-618.

Y {I Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 2, obj. 1; Thomas Aquinas, IV Phys., c. 7, lect. 10 (507), in In
octo libros Physicorum Aristotelis expositio, ed. P. M. Maggiodlo (Turin-Rome: Mariett,
1950), quoted below, n. 29; I Post. Anal.,c. 1, lect. 2 (1. 58-71): “. .. alia uero sunt de quibus
oportet praeintelligere quid est quod dicitur, id est quid significatur per nomen, scilicet de
passionibus. Et non dicit: ‘quid est’ simpliciter, set ‘quid est quod dicitur,” quia ante quam
sciatur de aliquo an sit, non potest proprie sciri de eo quid est (non entium enim non sunt
diffinitiones), unde questio ‘an est’ precedit questionem ‘quid est;” set non potest ostendi de
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first one asks, does a god exist?, then one asks, what is a god?
(Post. Anal. 2.1.89b32-35). The example, it is worth emphasizing,
is used by Aristotle himself, and it is repeated throughout the
commentary tradition.”

B) “In Order to Prove That Something Exists, It Is Necessary to
Accept as a Middle What the Name Signifies, Not What ‘x’ Is.”

1. Existential Proof through Effects. We have established the
priority in Aristotelian methodology of the question, “Does x
exist?” Now, if as in the case of god, the thing whose existence is
in question is not obvious from experience, that thing’s existence
requires proof (cf. Post. Anal. 2.2.90a24-31). As Aquinas’s early
Scriptum on the Sentences acknowledges, it is possible to prove
that such an x exists through its effects.”! This is an application,

aliquo an sit nisi prius intelligatur quid significatur per nomen; propter quod etiam
Philosophus in IV Metaphisice, in disputatione contra negantes principia, docet incipere a
significatione nominum.”

2 See especially Themistius, Paraphrasis Analyticorum posteriorum 2.1, in M. Wallies, ed.
(Berlin: Reimer, 1900), 42 (ll. 7-9), of which the Latin may be found in J. R. O’Donnell,
“Themistius’ Paraphrasis of the Posterior Analytics of Aristotle,” Mediaeval Studies 20 (1958):
239-315; Philoponus (or Ps-Philoponus in Book 2; cf. Wallies’ preface), In Aristotelis
Analytica Posteriora Commentaria 2.1, in M. Wallies, ed. (Berlin: Reimer, 1909), 336 (Il. 12-
7), 337 (13-16); Al-Ghazali in Charles Lohr, “Logica Algazalis: Introduction and Critical
Text,” Traditio 21 (1965): 223-90, at 282 (Il. 12-26); Robert Grosseteste, Commentarius in
“Posteriorum analyticorum” libros, 2.1 (.. 104-9), in P. Rossi, ed. (Florence: Olschki, 1981);
Eustratius, In Analyticorum posteriorum librum secundwn commentarium, 2.1, in M.
Hayduck, ed. (Berlin: Reimer, 1907), 11 (il. 14-15); cf. Paul Moraux, Le commentaire
d'Alexandre d'Apbrodise aux “Seconds analytiques™ d'Aristote (Berlin-New York: de Gruyter,
1979), 86. For the ancients, I leave the word ‘god’ (‘the divine’) in the lower case, although
the upper case used, not as a proper name, but in my nonprescriptive sense of a “top-most
reality,” could be justified for some of the Greek commentators on Aristotle; see below, at n.
113.

2 11 Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 2: “Cognitio autem de re secundum id quod est potest dupliciter
haberi: scilicet dum cognoscitur quid est et an est. . . . Essentiam autem alicujus rei, intellectus
noster tripliciter comprehendit. . . . Alio modo essentias rerum quas non videmus,
cognoscimus per causas vel effectus eis proportionatos, cadentes in sensu. Si autem effectus
non fuerint proportionati causae, non facient causam cognoscere quid est, sed quia est tantum,
sicut patet de Deo. . . . Similiter an res sit, tripliciter cognoscit. Uno modo quia cadit sub
sensu. Alio modo ex causis et effectibus rerum cadentibus sub sensu, sicut ignem ex fumo
perpendimus. Tertio modo cognoscit aliquid in seipso esse ex inclinatione quam habet ad
aliquos actus: quam quidem inclinationem cognoscit ex hoc quod super actus suos reflectitur,
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familiar in the ancient commentary tradition,” of Aristotle’s
express procedure in the case of proofs ‘of fact [quia]’ versus
proofs ‘of the reasoned fact [propter quid}’: in absence of the true
cause, namely, x’s definition, one may prove x’s properties by
using a remote genus, or by arguing from effects to their cause
(Post. Anal. 1.13.782a22-b30).

2. Nominal Definition in Existential Proof and the Criteria
from Proofs of Fact. But how can we prove the existence of x if
we in no way know ‘what x is’? As the early Aquinas puts it, in
language that follows Albert, it is impossible to know ‘whether x
exists’ without in some way knowing ‘what it is’, at least by a
confused cognition.” Aristotle’s answer is that one must use a
formula or definition at least of ‘what the term x signifies’ to
prove the existence of x (Post. Anal. 2.7.92b12-25; 2.8.93a22-
31)**—one uses what Aristotle himself calls the ‘nominal formula’

dum cognoscit se operari.”

2 See especially Albert, Posteriora analytica 2.1.3, in Albert, Opera omnia, ed. Jammy
(Lyon: C. Prost, 1651), 1:614b; Themistius, I Post. Anal. 2.2 (Wallies, ed., 43.30-44.2). The
application is suggested by Posterior Analytics 2.8.93a17-22, in Aristotle, Analytica priora et
posteriora, ed. W. D. Ross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964). Abdelali Elamrani-Jamal,
in “La démonstration du signe {(burhin al-dalil) selon Ibn Rushd (Averrogs),” Documenti e
studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 11 (2000): 113-31, has shown the link in Averroés
between proofs of fact and proofs of existence.

B Aquinas, Super Boetium De Trinitate, q. 6, a. 3 (1. 114-26), in Aquinas, Opera omnia,
vol. 50: “Et tamen sciendum quod de nulla re potest sciri an est nisi quoquo modo sciatur de
ea quid est, uel cognitione perfecta, uel saltem cognitione confusa; prout Philosophus dicit in
principio Phisicorum quod diffinita sunt precognita partibus diffinitionis: oportet enim
scientem hominem esse et querentem quid est homo per diffinitionem scire quid hoc nomen
‘homo’ significat. Nec hoc esset nisi aliquam rem quoquo modo conciperet quam scit esse,
quamuis nesciat eius diffinitionem: concipit enim hominem secundum cognitionem alicuius
generis proximi uel remoti, et aliquorum accidentium que extra apparent de ipso.” For
‘confused cognition’, cf. ibid. (. 129-31, 136-67); Albert, Super Dionysium De divinis
nominibus, c. 1 {pp. 32.12-16, 39.51-52); c. 7, (p. 356.40-45), in Albert, Opera omnia, ed.
Institutum Alberti Magni Coloniense (Miinster i. Westf.: Aschendorff, 1951-), vol. 37.1. Cf.
also Francis Catania, ““Knowable’ and ‘Namable’ in Albert the Great’s Commentary on the
Divine Names,” in Albert the Great: Commemorative Essays, ed. F. Kovach and R. Shahan
(Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980), 97-128, at 99-113.

24 See Aquinas, II Post. Anal., c. 7, lect. 6 (Il. 71-86): “Et hoc etiam apparet in processu
scienciarum: geometria enim accipit quid significat hoc nomen ‘triangulus,” etdemonstrat quod
sit, puta cum demonstrat super lineam rectam datam triangulum aequilaterum constituere. Si
igitur aliquis demonstraret solum guid est triangulus, practer merem demonstrationum quibus
utuntur scienciae, non demonstraret hoc totum quod est triangulum esse, set demonstraret
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(SvopaT@dng Adyog; 2.10.93b30-35).” He gives examples of
preliminary definitions of an eclipse or of the soul, which at least
have ‘something of’ the thing defined, something sufficient to
affirm “that it is’ in an accidental sense (Post. Anal. 2.8.93a21-22,
24-28).% Aquinas’s Scriptum refers to this as “the most
incomplete way of defining”: what sets forth the signification of

solum hoc quod dico triangulum; sicut enim propter hoc quod esse non est substancia rei, ille
qui demonstrat esse, hoc solum demonstrat, ita si aliquis demonstraret ‘quid est,” hoc solum
demonstraret. Sequeretur igitur quod aliquis sciens per diffinitionem quid est, nesciret an est.
Quod est inpossibile, ut ex praedictis patet.” See also the texts cited below, n. 29.

¥ Aquinas, I Post. Anal., c. 10, lect. 8 (Il. 92-114): “[S}upponit [Aristoteles] primo quod
diffinitio sit ratio significatiua ipsius ‘quod quid est’. Si autem non posset haberi aliqua alia
ratio rei quam diffinitio, inpossibile esset quod sciremus aliquam rem esse, quin sciremus de
ea ‘quid est,” quia inpossibile est quod sciamus rem aliquam esse, nisi per aliquam illius rei
rationem: de eo enim quod est nobis penitus ignotum, non possumus scire si est aut non.
Inuenitur autem aligua alia ratio rei praeter diffinitionem, que quidem uel est ratio expositiua
significationis nominis, uel est ratio ipsius rei nominatae, altera tamen a diffinitione, quia non
significat ‘quid est,’ sicut diffinitio, set forte aliquod accidens. Sicut forte inuenitur aliqua ratio,
que exponit guid significat hoc nomen ‘triangulus’. Et per huiusmodi rationem habentes ‘quia
est,’ adhuc querimus ‘propter quid est,” ut sic accipiamus ‘quod quid est’. Set, sicut supra
dictum est, hoc difficile est accipere in illis in quibus nescimus an sint. Et huius difficultatis
causa superius est assignata, quia scilicet, quando scimus rem esse per aliquid rei, non absolute
scimus si est uel non, set solum <secundum> accidens, ut supra expositum est.” For the
proposition that one cannot know whether something is without knowing it nominally, see
I Post. Anal., c. 1, lect. 2 (il. 67-69), quoted above, n. 19. Cf. the objection in Thomas
Aquinas, Quaestiones Disputatae De Veritate, q. 10, a. 12, sc 4 (ll. 84-85), in Aquinas, Opera
ommnia, vol. 22: “Praeterea, non potest de aliquo sciri ipsum esse nisi quid ipsum sit
cognoscatur. . . .”

% See I Post. Anal., c. 8, lect. 7 (I. 126-54): “Et dicit [Aristoteles] quod rem aliquam esse
possumus scire absque eo quod sciamus perfecte quid est, dupliciter: uno modo secundum
quod cognoscimus aliquod accidens eius, puta si per uelocitatem motus estimemaus leporem
esse; alio modo per hoc quod cognoscimus aliguid de essencia eius (quod quidem est possibile
in substantiis compositis, ut puta si comprehendamus hominem esse per hoc quod est
rationalis, nondum cognitis aliis que complent essenciam hominis; in substantiis uero
simplicibus hoc non contingit, quia non potest cognosci aliquid de substancia simplicis rei nisi
tota cognoscatur, ut patet in IX Methaphisice). Oportet autem quod qui cognoscit aliquam
rem esse per aliquid rei illud cognoscat, et hoc uel est aliquid preter essenciam rei, uel aliquid
de essencia ipsius. Et de hoc ponit exemplum, puta si cognoscamus tonitruum esse propter hoc
quia percipimus quendam sonum in nubibus, quod quidem pertinet ad essenciam tonitrui, non
tamen est tota tonitrui essencia, quia non omnis sonus nubium est tonitruum. Et similiter, si
cognoscamus defectum, id est eclipsim solis uel lune, esse, propter hoc quod est quaedam
priuatio luminis, cum tamen non omnis priuatio luminis sit eclipsis. Et eadem ratio est si
aliquis percipiat hominem esse, propter hoc quod est quoddam animal; uel si percipiat animam
esse, propter hoc quod est aliquid se ipsum mouens.”
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the term rather than indicating an essence.”’ In On Boethius’s De
Trinitate, one finds the most extended discussion of nominal
definition outside of the Exposition of the Posterior Analytics.
There Aquinas infers properties of nominal definitions that
correspond to the aforementioned characteristics of ‘proofs of fact
[quia]’: where a definition of an essence, such as of ‘human’,
through genus and specific difference is lacking, a nominal
definition describes it generically by using a proximate or remote
genus, and supplies for differentiae some outwardly perceptible
accidents.” And, just as Aristotle takes the definition of ‘what x is’
to be the middle term in proofs of the reasoned fact, so Aquinas
makes explicit that the nominal definition serves as the middle
term in existential proofs.”” Through nominal definitions using a
remote genus or perceptible accidents, proof ‘that x is’ is possible
without (yet) knowing x’s essence.’

Y [l Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 2, ad 1: “[E]arum [privationum et negationum} etiam potest esse
aliquis modus definitionis incompletissimus, qui est quasi exponens nominis significationem,
non essentiam indicans, quam nullam habet.” Cf. IIT Senz., d. 24, q. 1, a. 2, qcla. 1, ad 3.
Philoponus speaks of a ‘nominal definition’ (6p10yog dvopat®dng; In Post. Anal. 2.7 [Wallies,
ed., 360.4); 2.10 [Wallics, ed., 372.9-19]).

% Super Boet. De Trin., q. 6, a. 3 (L. 114-26, 156-76), quoted in nn. 23, 68.

2 1V Phys., . 7, lect. 10 {n. 2 [SO7]): “Dicit [Aristoteles] ergo primo quod, cum dictum
sit quod quidam posuerunt vacuum esse, quidam vero negaverunt; ad cognoscendum qualiter
se habeat veritas, oportet accipere tanquam principium, quid significet nomen vacui. Sicut
enim cum dubitatur an aliqua passio insit alicui subiecto, oportet accipere pro principio quid
sit res, ita cum dubitatur de aliquo an sit, oportet accipere pro medio quid significet nomen.
Quaestio enim quid est sequitur quaestionem an est.” Aquinas formulates the following
principle as the basis of an objection in Sc¢G I, ¢. 12 (para. 4): “Item. Si principium ad
demonstrandum an est, secundum artem Philosophi, oportet accipere quid significet nomen.
...” See also ibid. {para. 8), and STh 1, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2, quoted in nn. 14, 45.

3% A complete account of Aquinas’s logic would show that his doctrine on nominal
definition as a middle term in the proof ‘that x is’ is an instance of the general principle that
knowledge of ‘what x is’ is the middle for knowing ‘that x is’ {“cognoscere quid est est
principium ad sciendum quia est” [III Senz., d. 23, q., 1, a. 2]). The other instance would be
knowing ‘that x is’ through the real definition, a proof of existence that foliows upon the
arrival at a real definition of ‘what x is’. In addition to texts quoted in an. 23 and 37, see
especially VIMetaphys., c. 1, lect. 1 (1151): “[E}iusdem scientiae est determinare quaestionem
an est, et manifestare quid est. Oportet enim quod quid est accipere ut medium ad
ostendendum an est. Etutraque est consideratio philosophi, qui considerat ens inquantum ens.
Et ideo quaelibet scientia particularis supponit de subiecto suo, quia est, et quid est, ut dicitur
n primo Posteriorum.”
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C) “When a Cause Is Demonstrated through an Effect, It Is
Necessary to Use the Effect in Place of the Definition of the Cause
in Order to Prove That the Cause Exists, and This Occurs
Especially in the Case of God.”

We have seen that in Aquinas’s appropriation of Aristotelian
methodology, (1) if something’s existence is not evident in
experience, it may be possible to prove its existence by reasoning
from effects to causes; and (2) since the question “Does x exist?”
precedes the question “What is x?,” such a proof must use a
definition that precedes the proper inquiry into quiddity: it must
use a nominal definition. The question now arises: if one must
prove the existence of something immaterial such as God, how
will the nominal definition be formed?

1. The Proof of God’s Existence and Nominal Definition in the
Commentary Tradition. Some discussion of the proof in question
is found in the commentary tradition. Existential proofs of
imperceptible things through nominal definitions are frequently
called proofs through effects or ‘signs’ of their cause.’’ Themis-
tius, followed by Grosseteste, observes that there is no strict
demonstration of god as of a reasoned fact, since god is without
cause.’? Instead, according to Themistius, employing Aristotle’s
terminology (at Post. Anal. 2.8.93a22-23), the proof of god or
gods is through ‘something of’ god: namely, through the fact that
there is healing, fulfilled prophecy, or everlasting motion (i.e.,
through effects).®® In this, as in other cases, the nominal definition

3! See especially Albert, Post. Anal. 2.1.3 (Jammy, ed., 1:614b); also Themistius, I Post.
Anal. 2.2 (Wallies, ed., 43.30-44.2); Grosseteste, In Post. Anal. 2.2 (ll. 460-71 and 589-617).
The language of “demonstration through signs” is evident in Averrogs, with roots in the Greek
commentators; see Elamrani-Jamal, “La démonstraton du signe selon Ibn Rushd,” 113-31;
Donald Morrison, “Philoponus and Simplicius on Tekmeriodic Proof,” in Method and Order
in Renaissance Philosophy of Nature: The Aristotle Commentary Tradition, ed. D. Di Lascia,
E. Kessler, C. Methuen (Hampshire, Great Britain: Aldershot, 1997), 1-22.

32 Themistius, Iz Post. Anal. 2.9 (Wallies, ed., 50.29-51.1); Grosseteste, Iz Post. Anal. 2.2
(L. 460-71).

* Themistius, In Post. Anal. 2.8 (Wallies, ed., 49.21-16, on 93a22-23); 2.9 (Wallies, ed.,
50.29-51.2). For the proper interpretation of Themistius in the classical context, see especially
the forthcoming paper by Owen Goldin, “Two Tradidons in the Ancient Posterior Analytics
Commentaries.”
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is for Themistius the principle or basis of all inquiry.** Grosseteste
adds that the proof of the first uncaused cause is a ‘proof of fact’
from effects, and that it belongs to metaphysics.”

2. Aquinas on the Nominal Definition of ‘God’ through an
Effect. Within the commentary tradition, however, Aquinas is the
first to reflect in detail on the contents of a nominal definition in
an existential proof and to apply this reflection to the case of
God. In particular, he infers that such nominal definitions should
contain an effect of what is being defined. We find this inference
first in On Boethius’s De Trinitate, and it is reiterated, as we shall
see, in both Summae in preparation for the five ways. I divide my
discussion into three parts, laying out the major texts.

a. On Boethius’s De Trinitate, q. 1, a. 2: An Effect as Middle
Term. In question 1 of On Boethius’s De Trinitate, Aquinas first
states the general principle: in existential proof of unobservable
things, the cognition of the effect stands as a principle for
knowing whether the cause exists.*® By contrast, in the typical
case of a thing whose essence is known through abstraction from
experience, the essence serves as the middle term in a ‘propter
quid proof’ ‘that it is’.*”” In unobservable things, however, the
form of the effect serves as middle term. Aquinas writes:

** Themistius, In Post. Anal. 2.7 (Wallies, ed., 48.11-17). Caution is needed, of course, in
accepting statements from the discussion of the aporetic chapters 3-7 of book 2.

¥ Grosseteste, In Post. Anal. 2.2 (1. 460-71, especially 464-66): “Demonstratur tamen in
metaphysica per effectum de prima causa quia est. . . .”

3 Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1, a. 2 (ll. 89-92): “[Elt sic se habet cognitio effectus ut
principium ad cognoscendum de causa an est, sicut se habet quiditas ipsius causae, cum per
suam formam cognoscitur.”

%7 That the essence is the middle in an existential demonstration, Aquinas presents as part
of an objection: namely, since God’s essence cannot be known, it appears that there can be
no middle term in syllogistic reasoning about God: “[Q]uid est est medium demonstrandi an
est et omnes alias rei conditiones” (Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1, a. 2, obj. 5 (ll. 32-33); cf. q. 6,
a. 3 (lI. 52-76). Aquinas follows Grosseteste in affirming two kinds of existential proof, a ‘quia
proof” through nominal definition prior to knowledge of an essence, and a “propter quid proof’
through the essence as middle term. See III Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 2, ad 2; ScG 111, c. 50
(para. 4, “Adhuc. Sicut”); 11 Post. Anal., c. 8, lect. 7 (Il. 27-92, 171-80); VI Metaphys., c. 1,
lect. 1 (1151), quoted above, n. 30; Grosseteste, In Post. Anal. 2.2 (11. 488-512 [on 2.7.92b15-
251, 589-619 [on 2.8.93a17-22}). Cf. David Twetten, “To Which ‘God” Must a Proof of
God’s Existence Conclude for Aquinas?” in Laudemus Viros Gloriosos: Essays in Medieval
Philosopby in Honor of Armand Augustine Maurer, C.3.B., ed. R. E. Houser (Notre Dame,
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, forthcoming), at nn. 64-70.
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[W]hen something is known, not through its own form, but through its effect,

the form of the effect takes the place of the form of the thing: and therefore

from the effect itself it is known ‘whether the cause exists’.*®

b. On Boethius’s De Trinitate, g. 6, 4. 3: The Reason Why an
Effect Enters the Nominal Definition. According to the
prescription we have just seen, in existential proof of unobserv-
able things, an effect stands as a middle term. Hence, an effect
enters into the nominal definition used as a syllogistic medium in
such proof. But why must Aquinas resort to this prescription in
the case of the nominal definition of ‘God’? Why cannot God’s
existence be proved in a ‘guia proof using a remote genus or
accidental differences? Aquinas would allow such nominal
definitions in the case of originally knowing that ‘human’ exists,*
or, more plausibly, in the case of a lunar eclipse, what is proved
to exist as the ‘privation of the moon’s light’.** Yet, he argues, if
corruptible and incorruptible bodies for Aristotle do not share the
same genus, much less does God share a genus with other things.*!
Furthermore, God has no accidents since he is simple in nature.
Each of these two points will be properly proved after knowing
that God is. But the fact that they are traditional claims, and that
one may plausibly ask how one might prove the existence of
something that is not in a genus and that lacks accidents, suggests
the need for another approach to defining nominally in such
cases. Aquinas proposes, not the ‘way of similitude’, as he calls it,
but the ‘way of causality’.** Although effects that belong to a
different genus from their cause do not suffice to make known

%% Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1, a. 2, ad S (ll. 183-86): “quando aliquid non cognoscitur per
formam suam set per effectum suum, forma effectus supplet locum forme ipsius rei: et ideo
ex ipso effectu scitur an causa sit.” Cf. ibid., q. 6, a. 4, ad 2 (ll. 171-74): “[D]iffinito effectus
accipitur ut principium ad demonstrandum causam esse, et aliquas conditiones eius, quamvis
quiditas cause sit semper ignota.”

** According to Super Boet. De Trin., q. 6, a. 3 (ll. 117-29) (quoted above, n. 23), the
investigator into the definition of ‘human’ presupposes that human exists as known under
some nominal definition through remote genus and accidental difference (“featherless biped?”
cf. VII Metaphys., c. 7, lect. 14 {1599}).

“ 11 Post. Anal., c. 8, lect. 7 (Il. 126-54, 171-82).

*! Super Boet. De Trin., q. 6, a. 3 (Il. 77-81, 133-59).

42 bid. (Il. 81-89).
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‘what is’ their cause, nevertheless they do suffice to indicate
‘whether it is’.*’ In this life, reiterates Aquinas following John of
Damascus, we do know not ‘what God is’, but only ‘whether he
is?,*

c. Aquinas’s Summae: Nominal Definition through an Effect.
The claim of On Boethius’s De Trinitate regarding the nominal
definition of ‘God’ is also summarized by Thomas prior to the five
ways in Summa contra Gentiles, including the comparison to

demonstrations of fact, as in the commentary tradition:

In arguments by which it is demonstrated that God exists, it is not necessary to
take as the middle term the divine essence or quiddity, as the second [objection]
proposed. But in place of the quiddity, an effect is taken as the middle, as
happens in ‘demonstrations gquia’. And, from such an effect is derived the
meaning [ratio] of this name ‘God’.*

Similarly, before the five ways of the Summa Theologiae Aquinas
twice explains that we use an effect in place of a real definition in
demonstrations about God. The point applies not only to
philosophical demonstrations that are part of the science of
theology, but also to strictly theological demonstrations:

Although we are not able to know about God ‘what x is’, nevertheless in this
[sacred] doctrine we use an effect of {God], either of nature or of grace, in place
of a definition, for those things that are considered about God in this doctrine;

 Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1, a. 2 (L. 81-95); q. 6, a. 2 (II. 123-27); q. 6, a. 3 (IL. 70-97);
cf, I Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 2, quoted above, n. 21.

* Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1,a. 2, c. and ad 2 (Il. 64-80, 89-95, 105-7, 139-42) (see below,
n. 64); q. 6, a. 3 (Il. 93-113) (see below, n. 68). See also I Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 1, with the
ascription to Damascene; Il Sent., d. 23, q. 1, a. 2; De Verit., q. 2, a. 1, obj. 9 {il. 61-63); q.
10,a.12,ad sc 7 (1. 303-11); ScG 1L, c. 50 (para. 4, “Adhuc. Sicut”); STh I-1], q. 3, a. 8; John
of Damascus, De fide orthodoxa 4 (ll. 3-5); Albert, Super De div. nom., c. 1 (Cologne ed., p.
32.12-22); c. 7 (Cologne ed., p. 356.40-65). For the distinction between knowledge “that
Godis” and ignorance of “what s his essence,” see John Chrysostom, Sur lincomprébensibilité
de Dieu, 2d ed., ed. A.-M. Malingrey (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1970), 1:1.291-94.

¥ 8cG 1, c. 12 (para. 8): “In rationibus autem quibus demonstratur Deum esse, non oportet
assumi pro medio divinam essentiam sive quidditatem, ut secunda ratio proponebat: sed loco
quidditatis accipitur pro medio effectus, sicut accidit in demonstrationibus quia; et ex
huiusmodi effectu sumitur ratio huius nominis Deus.” For the comparison of existential proof
to demonstrations of fact, cf. above at nn. 22, 28, and 31-35.
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just as in some philosophical sciences, something is demonstrated about a cause
through an effect by taking an effect in place of the definition of the cause.*

D) Résumé and Conclusion

Aquinas’s Aristotelian method mandates, as we have seen, that
one know ‘that x is’ before properly investigating x’s definition
and demonstrating x’s properties. Therefore, if one must prove
‘that x is’, the proof has to use a notion of x as a middle term that
falls short of a proper definition of ‘what x is’: the proof uses a
definition of the term ‘x’, or a nominal definition. And, since the
only proof possible for immaterial things proceeds from
perceptible effects to their cause, the proof of God’s existence
uses a nominal definition of ‘God’ that is expressed through an
effect. Aquinas draws this conclusion by comparing existential
arguments to guia proofs through a remote genus or perceptible
effects.

Thus far we have laid out the logical grounds for the nominal
definition of ‘God’ in an existential proof. Yet these grounds
contain only a general criterion for what precisely a nominal
definition of ‘God’ would be: that it be derived from an effect. In
part IIT we shall see how Aquinas arrives at further specification
on the only occasion when he explicitly and systematically
formulates a definition of ‘God’ (STh 1, g. 13, a. 8, ad 2). Suill,
one conclusion may already be drawn. Unlike for many Thomists,
the question “Does God exist?” is for Thomas a philosophical
theme and does not necessarily presuppose faith in revelation.”’
The use of a nominal definition of ‘God’ to initiate a proof, far

*STh1,q.1,2a. 7, ad 1: “Ad primum ergo dicendum quod, licet de Deo non possimus
scire quid est, utimur tamen eius effectu, in hac doctrina, vel naturae vel gratiae, loco
definitionis, ad ea quae de Deo in hac doctrina considerantur, sicut et in aliquibus scientiis
philosophicis demonstratur aliquid de causa per effectum, accipiendo effectum loco
definitionis causae.” For the limitations on knowing what God is even through revelation, see
Aquinas, Super Boet. De Trin., q. 6, a. 3 (1. 94-113). The other passage on the definition of
‘God’ through an effect in Summa Theologiae 1 has already been quoted (see above, n. 14).

* In addition to n. 7 above, cf. M.-D. Philippe, De 'étre @ Diew: De la philosophie premiére
a la sagesse (Paris: Téqui, 1977), 309-15.
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from begging the question in philosophy,*® is precisely the proper
philosophical approach, and only for that reason is it also
appropriated within Aquinas’s science of revealed theology.*

III. AQUINAS’S DEVELOPMENT OF A NOMINAL DEFINITION OF
‘GOD’ AND ITS DIONYSIAN BACKGROUND

Aquinas’s formula for ‘God’ in question 13, article 8 of the
Prima Pars, although a unique instance, does not arise in a
vacuum. Rather, it has at its foundation the Aristotelian logic of
nominal definition, especially for existential arguments. Based on
this alone, it is clear why Aquinas introduces the phrase ‘principle
of all’ (effects) into his formula ‘something that is existing above
all things, which is the principle of all things and is removed from
all things’. But what is curious, and apparently without rationale,
is his use of Dionysius’s triplex via’® in the formula: the ways of
eminence, causality, and negation or ‘remotion’.’! In fact, it may

* For Victor White, the five ways do not and cannot presuppose any conception of what
the word ‘God’ means, do not and cannot use a nominal definition of ‘God’ as a middle term.
The meaning of ‘God’ is only discovered in the conclusion of the arguments. See Victor
White, God the Unknown, and Other Essays (New York: Harper, 1956), 56-60

* See, by contrast, Finili, “Is There a Philosophical Approach to God?” 81-86; O’Brien,
“Reflexion on God's Existence,” 380-91; cf. also Philippe, De l'étre & Dieu, 315, 428-29;
Stéphane-Marie Barbellion, Les “Preuves” de l'existence de Dieu: Pour une relecture des cing
voies de saint Thomas d'Aquin (Paris: Cerf, 1999), 278-80.

% Here I make no attempt, of course, to discuss Dionysius in himself or to defend the Latin
ascription to him of a #riplex via. Dionysius usually speaks of two ways of affirmation and
removal, but it is clear that his negative way also involves a negation within an affirmation,
which results in the affirmation of byper-attributes; see Fran O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and
the Metaphysics of Aquinas (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 14-17, 34. For the triplex via in Albert, see
Albert, Super De div. nom., c. 7 (Cologne ed., p. 358.34-86); Francis Ruello, Les “Noms
divins” et leurs “raisons”™ selon Saint Albert le Grand, commentateur du “De divinis
nominibus” (Paris: Vrin, 1963), 90-96; and Catania, “Knowable' and Namable' in Albert,”
120-23.

31 Aquinas presents the three members of the triplex via on some twenty-four occasions in
at least five different orders. See, in addition to nn. 58-59 below, Michael Ewbank, “Diverse
Orderings of Dionysius’s Triplex Via by St. Thomas Aquinas,” Medizeval Studies 52 (1990):
82-109. To Ewbank’s list one might add: to Order C, Aquinas, De Potentia, q. 9, a. 7, in
Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones disputatae, ed. P. Bazzi et al. (Turin-Rome: Marietti, 1953),
vol. 1; In De Div. Nom., c. 1, lect. 3 (79, 83, 85, 102); to Order E, STh II-11, q. 27, a. 4; to
Order A, Thomas Aquinas, Lectura romana in primum Sententiarum Petri Lombardi, ed. L.
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seem as if the Dionysian element, so foreign to the Aristotelian,
results from Aquinas’s eclecticism, or, at best, from his haphazard
composition. [ propose to show, however, that the Summa’s
doctrine turns out to be a simplification, consolidation, and
extension of ideas that Aquinas sketched in his earliest works as
a master of theology. I lay out the texts, following an historical
order, in four sections. Aquinas’s approach to the divine, at once
Dionysian and Aristotelian,’® turns out to be part of a larger
project that, like Albert’s, has been difficult for scholars to
identify and evaluate, governed as we are by traditional
historiographical categories.’?

E. Boyle and J. F. Boyle (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, forthcoming), d.
3,q.1,a.2,ad 2; also one might subtract STH I, q. 8, a. 1, ad 1; and ScG I, c. 14. Cf. also the
orders in In De Div. Nom., c. 2, lect. 1 (n. 126); Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1, a. 4 (1. 86-94),
quoted below, n. 66.

52 See especially the remarks of Edward Booth, Aristotelian Aporetic Ontology in Islamic
and Christian Thinkers (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 221-
27,236-52,262-65, 269; and Wayne Hankey, God in Himself: Aquinas’s Doctrine of God as
Expounded in the “Sumwma theologiae” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987),9-12,46-51;
idem, “Aquinas and the Platonists,” in The Platonic Tradition in the Middle Ages: A
Doxographic Approach, ed. S. Gersh and M. Hoenen (Berlin and New York: Walter de
Gruyter, 2002), 279-324, at 310-319; idem, “Ab uno simplici non est nisi unum: The Place
of Natural and Necessary Emanation in Aquinas’s Doctrine of Creation,” in Omnia in
Sapientia: Essays on Creation in Honour of the Rev. Dr Robert D. Crouse, ed. W. Otten, W.
Hannam, and M. Treschow (Leiden: Brill, 2002). Booth gives a “Scholastic” reading of
Dionysius; Aristotelian Aporetic Ontology, 54, 77-79; see the forthcoming work of John D.
Jones, “An Absolutely Simple God? Frameworks for Understanding Pseudo-Dionysius
Areopagite,” The Thomist 69 (2005).

** For Aquinas and Dionysius on the divine, see also Heinrich Weertz, Die Gotteslebre des
Ps. Dionysius Areopagita und ibre Einwirkung auf Thomas von Aquin (Cologne: Theissing,
1908); Jean Durantel, Sainz Thomas et le Pseudo-Denis (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1919); Walter M.
Neidl, Thearchia: Die Frage nach dem Sinn von Gott bei Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita und
Thomas von Aquin (Regensburg: Habbel, 1976); Rolf Schénberger, Nomina divina: zur
theologischen Semantik bei Thomas von Aquin (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1981);
Ignacio E. M. Andereggen, La metafisica de Santo Tomds en la “Exposicién sobre el De divinis
nominibus” de Dionisio Areopagita (Buenos Aires: Universidad Catélica Argentina, 1989);
idem, “El conocimiento de Dios en la exposicién de Tomis de Aquino sobre el De divinis
nominibus de Dionisio Areopagita,” Sapientia 45 (1990): 269-76; Harry C. Marsh, Cosmic
Structure and the Knowledge of God: Thomas Aquinas’s “In librum beati Dionysii De divinis
nominibus expositio (Ph.D. diss., Vanderbilt University, 1994); Paulo Faitanin, “La huella de
la endseos tes theias de Dionisio en la doctrina de la incomunicabilidad divina de Tomds de
Aquino, Anuario Filoséfico 33 (2000): 593-605.
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A) The “Triplex via” and the Proofs of God’s Existence: The
Scriptum on the Sentences

There are four stages to the doctrinal development that
culminates in the above formula for ‘God’ (STh 1, q. 13, a. 8, ad
2). The first is marked by Aquinas’s use of Dionysius’s threefold
path to God in book 1 of his Scriptum on the Sentences. We know
from internal and external evidence that Thomas was already very
familiar with the Dionysian corpus by the time he began
composing his Scriptum in Paris in 1252. Albert, while still in
Paris in 1247 or 1248, had taken up his project of commenting on
the corpus prior both to finishing his own commentary on the
Sentences and to starting his Aristotelian paraphrases. Aquinas
copied by hand Albert’s commentaries on the Celestial Hierarchy
and the Divine Names, in addition to attending Albert’s course in
Cologne on the Divine Names.** Aquinas’s early works frequently
cite each of Dionysius’s five works very closely, and the Scriptum
alone has over seven hundred citations. One passage there gives
striking witness to the early Aquinas’s Albertian project:
Dionysius, remarks Thomas, “nearly everywhere follows Aristotle,
as is clear to one who diligently examines his books.”* Thomas

** Jean-Pierre Torrell, in Initiation & saint Thomas d’Aquin: Sa personne et son ceuvre
(Fribourg: Editions Universitaires, 1993), 31-38; Leonard Boyle, “An Autograph of St.
Thomas at Salerno,” in Littera, Sensus, Sententia: Studia in onore del Prof. Clemente ].
Vansteenkiste, ed. A. Lobato (Milan: Universitas S. Thomae in Urbe, 1990), 117-34.

** Aquinas, II Senrz., d. 14, q. 1, a. 2. Recall that the early Aquinas takes the Liber de causis,
as does Albert, to be in some way Aristotelian in origin; see [ Sent., d. 8,q. 1,a.3,sc 1; 1
Sent., d. 42, q. 1, a. 2, sc 2; and as late as De Pot., q. 7, a. 2, obj. 6; see also Alain De Libera,
“Albert le Grand et Thomas d’Aquin interprétes du Liber de causis,” Revue des sciences
philosopbigues et théologigues 74 (1990): 347-78. Even when the late Aquinas, as in De Malo,
emphasizes Dionysius’s Platonic side, this does not mean that he ceases to see him as agreeing
with Aristotle; see Aquinas, De Malo, q . 16, a. 1, ad 3 (1. 388-90), in Aquinas, Opera omnia,
vol. 23; Hankey, “Aquinas and the Platonists,” 311, 314; cf. Robert J. Henle, Saint Thomas
and Platonism: A Study of the Plato and Platonici Texts in the Writings of Saint Thomas (The
Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1956), 383-84. For the Liber de causis as Dionysian, including in
Aquinas’s eyes, see Cristina D’Ancona Costa, Recherches sur le “Liber de Causis” (Paris: Vrin,
1995), especially 239-52; cf. also Henle, Saint Thomas and Platonism, 384, 424-25; Giinther
Poltmer, “The Importance of Dionystus for St. Thomas Aquinas’s Comprehension of Being,”
Diotima 23 (1995): 128-32.
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also contrasts Dionysius with Basil, Augustine, and many other
divines, all of whom followed Plato in matters philosophical.

Of particular interest here is Thomas’s ‘division of the text’ of
Peter Lombard’s distinction 3 of book 1, where Peter shows ‘how
God’ or ‘how the creator’ is known.

The second part in which [Master Peter] sets forth [his] proof is divided into four
according to the four arguments that he sets forth. Their diversity is taken
according to the ways that Dionysius sets forth of arriving at God from creatures.
For, he says that we arrive at God from creatures in three modes, that is, through
causality, through ‘remotion’, and through eminence. The reason for this is that
the esse of a creature is from another; hence, according to this [fact] we are led
to the cause by which [it] exists. But this can be in two ways: either with respect
to what is received—and so we are led through the mode of causality; or with
respect to the mode of receiving, because [what is received] is received
imperfectly. And in this way we have two modes: according to the removal of an
imperfection from God; and according to the fact that what is received in the
creature is more perfectly and nobly in the creator—such is the mode of
eminence.*®

Aquinas goes on to explain how Lombard’s four arguments fit the
three Dionysian ways. In fact, this passage represents the earliest
account of the proofs of God’s existence in Aquinas’s corpus.’’
The first argument, he explains, follows the ‘way of causality’
insofar as the imperfection and potentiality of creatures reveal
that they receive esse from another. The second argument follows
the ‘way of remotion’, holding that prior to everything
imperfect—whether a body, by being finite and mobile, or a soul
or angel, by being mutable—there must be something perfect

% 1 Sent., d. 3, q. 1, prol.: “Secunda autem pars in qua ponit [Magister Petrus]
probationem, dividitur in guatuor, secundum quatuor rationes quas ponit. Harum autem
diversitas sumitur secundum vias deveniendi ex creaturis in Deum, quas Dionysius ponit. Dicit
enim quod ex creaturis tribus modis devenimus in Deum: scilicet per causalitatem, per
remotionem, per eminentiam. Et ratio hujus est, quia esse creaturae est ab altero. Unde
secundum hoc ducimur in causam a qua est. Hoc autem potest esse dupliciter. Aut quantum
ad id quod receptum est; et sic ducimur per modum causalitatis: aut quantum ad modum
recipiendi, quia imperfecte recipitur; et sic habemus duos modos, scilicet secundum
remotionem imperfectionis a Deo et secundum hoc quod illud quod receptum est in creatura,
perfectius et nobilius est in creatore; et ita est modus per eminentiam.”

37 See Jules Baisnée, “St. Thomas Aquinas’s Proofs of the Existence of God Presented in
Their Chronological Order,” in Philosophical Studies in Honor of the Very Reverend Ignatius
Smith, O. P., ed. John K. Ryan (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1952), 29-64.
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which is mingled with no imperfection; and this is God. The third
and fourth arguments follow the ‘way of eminence’, arguing, as
does the later fourth way of the Summae, from degrees of per-
fection in reality or in our knowledge to something that possesses
that perfection in a superlative way, because of which the others
are perfect.

What is important is that Aquinas here reads Dionysius’s
triplex via as applying to the proof of God’s existence, not merely
to the consideration of what God is (not) or of divine names.’®
Furthermore, he accounts for the diversity of the three Dionysian
ways by appeal to the principle—which we have seen above is
Aristotelian—that we are led to a cause through its effects. A
proof of God’s existence may focus either on the mere fact of
receiving something from a cause (the ‘way of causality’), or on
the imperfect reception of that effect subsequently denied of the
cause (the ‘way of remotion’), or on the positive character of what
is imperfectly received, which is surpassingly possessed by the
cause (the ‘way of eminence’). Thus, the diversity of the triplex
via is explained by reducing it to three successively complex ways
of proving from effects that a cause exists.*” Aquinas reiterates his

% Contrast this passage, for example, with I Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 1, where Aquinas uses the
three viae to prove, not that God exists, but that God is a knower. In later passages, the triplex
via is used in the main to discuss divine attributes; cf. De Pot., q. 7, a. 5; and q. 9, a. 7.
Sometimes he explicitly distinguishes the project of proving God’s existence from the project
of the triplex via (ScG 111, c. 49 [para. 8]; and 5Th 1, q. 12, a. 12, quoted below, nn. 80, 93).
In one text, only one of the three ways, causality, leads to God’s existence: “Potest tamen
homo, ex huiusmodi creaturis, Deum tripliciter cognoscere, ut Dionysius dicit in libro De
Divinis nominibus. Uno quidem modo per causalitatem. Quia enim huiusmodi creaturae sunt
defectibiles et mutabiles, necesse est eas reducere ad aliquod principium immobile et
perfectum. Et secundum hoc cognoscitur de Deo an est. Secundo per viam excellentiae. Non
enim reducuntur omnia in primum principium, sicut in propriam causam et univocarm, prout
homo hominem generat, sed sicut in causam communem et excedentem. Et ex hoc
cognoscitur quod est super omnia. Tertio per viam negationis. Quia si est causa excedens, nihil
eorum quae sunt in creaturis potest ei competere, sicut edam neque corpus caeleste proprie
dicitur grave vel leve aut calidum aut frigidum. Et secandum hoc dicimus Deum immobilem
etinfinitum. . .” In Ad Romanos, c. 1, lect. 6, in Thomas Aquinas, Iz omnes S. Pauli Apostoli
Epistolas Commentaria (8* ed.; Turin: Marietti, 1953), vol. 1.

** This is perhaps the only place in Aquinas’s works where he justifies a certain order to
the triplex via: causality, negation, and eminence. Cf. Ewbank, “Diverse Orderings of Triplex
Via,” 89-92; Hankey, God in Himself, 71-72. The passage supports O’'Rourke’s contention
that for Aquinas, as for Dionysius, the #riplex via is a threefold variation on the theme of
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finding in the subsequent article 3, where he asks “Can God be
known by a human through creatures?” He writes:

I respond that it should be said that since creatures proceed exemplarily from
God himself just as from a cause [that is] in a certain way similar [to them] by
analogy, it is possible to arrive at God from creatures in those three
aforementioned modes, that is, through causality, remotion, and eminence.*

Finally, Aquinas’s Scriptum on the Sentences, as we have
already seen, makes no mention of nominal definition in the
context of the proof for God’s existence. But it does lay down, in
an objection, at least, the principle that becomes crucial for the
final stage in his development of a nominal definition of ‘God’:
we only know God through effects, either by way of causality,
negation, or eminence; therefore we can only name God from
effects.®’

In sum, Aquinas’s earliest approach to the project of proving
God’s existence is already Dionysian in character. In his Parisian
Scriptum on the Sentences, he reads the proof of God’s existence
in light of the triplex via, and he reads the triplex via in light of
the proof of a first efficient cause.

B) The Application of the ‘Triplex via’ to the Project of Nominal
Definition: On Boethius’s De Trinitate and Summa contra
Gentiles I

The second and the most important stage in Aquinas’s
development of his Dionysian formula for ‘God’ is worked out in

causality; see O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas, 32, 36.

1 Sent., d. 3, q. 1, a. 3: “Respondeo dicendum, quod, cum creatura exemplariter
procedat ab ipso Deo sicut a causa quodammodo simili per analogiam, ex creaturis potest in
Deum deveniri tribus illis modis quibus dictum est, scilicet per causalitatem, remotionem,
eminentiam.” Aquinas’s early expression contradicts his later qualification that effects are
similar to God, but not vice versa; see STh I, q. 4, a. 3, ad 4; and below, n. 64.

11 Sent.,d.22,q. 1, a. 2, arg 2: “Praeterea, Deum non possumus nominare, nisi secundum
quod ipsum cognoscimus. Sed non cognoscimus ipsum nisi ex effectibus suis, vel per viam
causalitatis, vel per viam negationis, vel per viam eminentiae. Ergo non potest nominari a
nobis nisi ex creaturis.” Cf. ScG 1, ¢. 12 (para. 8); and STh 1, q. 13, a. 1, quoted below, nn.
75, 99.
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On Boethius’s De Trinitate (ca. 1257). In three different articles,
including two from question 1, Aquinas uses Dionysius’s triplex
via to expand on his Aristotelian account of how we reason to
God from effects. In what follows I take up each of these articles
in turn. Then I show how this Dionysian expansion is reflected in
the approach to God of the subsequent Summa contra Gentiles.
1. On Boethius’s De Trinitate, q. 1, a. 2: The “Triplex via’ and
Reasoning from Effects. After concluding, as we have seen, that in
this life we only know God as a cause of effects, and therefore
that we only know ‘that God is’,** Aquinas proceeds in question
1 to qualify this conclusion by admitting degrees of this
knowledge. Every effect (in the gquia proof ‘that God is’), he
observes, is related to God as to its cause.®’ Nevertheless, insofar
as one better apprehends the relation (babitudo) of the cause to its
effect, the cause is more perfectly known from the effect.* In
every effect that is not in the same species as its cause, he explains
(in a way reminiscent of 1 Sent., d. 3), three features can be
noticed in its relation (habitudo) to its cause: the “progression” of
the effect from the cause (or the very fact that the effect proceeds
from the cause), the fact that the effect follows a likeness in its
cause, and the fact that it fails to follow this likeness perfectly. As
a result, argues Thomas, the human mind advances in three ways
in the cognition, not of what God is, but of ‘that God is’: first,
insofar as God’s efficacy in producing things is more perfectly
known; next, according as God is known as cause of more noble

¢ See above, nn. 43-44.

 Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1, a. 2 (Il. 92-93). See above, nn. 36-38.

 Ibid. (Il. 96-113): “Et tamen unus cognoscentium quia est, alio perfectius cognoscit:
quia causa tanto ex effectu perfectius cognoscitur, quanto per effectum magis appreenditur
habitudo cause ad effectum. Que quidem habitudo in effectu non pertingente ad equalitatem
sue cause attenditur secundum tria: scilicet secundum progressionem effectus a causa, et
secundum hoc guod effectus consequitur de similitudine sue cause, et secundum hoc quod
deficit ab eius perfecta consequuione. Etsic tripliciter mens humana proficit in cognitione Dei,
quamuis ad cognoscendum quid est non pertingat set an est solum: primo secundum quod
perfectius cognoscitur eius efficacia in producendo res; secundo prout nobiliorum effectuum
causa cognoscitur, qui cum cius similitudinem aliquam gerant, magis eminentiam eius
commendant; tertio in hoc quod magis ac magis cognoscitur elongatus ab omnibus his que in
effectibus apparent. Unde dicit Dionisius in libro De diuinis nominibus quod cognoscitur ex
omnium causa et excessu et ablatione.”
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effects that bear some similitude to him, and thus better
communicate his eminence; and, finally, as he is more and more
known to be distant from all that appears in his effects. Aquinas
concludes that this is why Dionysius affirms that God is known by
being cause of all, by excess, and by “ablation’.’

2. On Boethius’s De Trinitate, gq. 1, a. 4: Three Divine
Designations. In article 2, Aquinas links the Dionysian triplex via
in the path to God’s existence (found also in the Scriptum on the
Sentences) with the Posterior Analytics’s ‘quia reasoning’ from
effects to the existence of their cause. A subsequent passage in
article 4 similarly presents the triplex via as a systematic
explication of the relation to effects that results from such causal

reasoning:

[We] know God in the wayfarer state only from effects, as can be evident from
what has been previously said. And for this reason, by natural reason we are able
to know about God only what is perceived about him from the relation
{babitudo] of effects to him, such as those things that designate his causality and
his eminence beyond caused things, and that remove from him the imperfect
conditions of effects.*

This passage also contains a new element: it speaks of the terms
known about God (‘those things that designate . . .”) and divides
them into three groups, each characterized by a different relation
to effects that corresponds to one of the three Dionysian ways. As
we shall see, Aquinas in the next stage explicitly formulates titles
of the Deity linked to each of the three ways.

3. On Boethius’s De Trinitate, q. 6, a. 3: Negation, Causality,
and Eminence in the Nominal Definition. The two passages from
question 1 of On Boethius’s De Trinitate use the Dionysian triplex
via to expand on an Aristotelian account of the logic for arriving
at God’s existence through effects, even mentioning the conse-

% Aquinas’s words follow John Sarracen’s translation of the Divine Names, quoted below,
n. 87.

¢ Super Boet. De Trin., q. 1, a. 4 (ll. 86-94): “Quod patet ex hoc quod Deum non
cognoscimus in statu uie nisi ex effectibus, ut ex predictis patere potest; et ideo naturali
ratione de Deo cognoscere non possumus nisi hoc quod percipitur de ipso ex habitudine
effectuum ad ipsum, sicut illa que designant causalitatem ipsius et eminentiam super causata,
et que remouent ab ipso imperfectas conditiones effectuum.”
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quences of this on our theological terminology. Still, neither
passage directly applies Dionysius to the project of nominal
definition. This most significant development lies in question 6,
article 3. As we have seen, Aquinas argues there that in order to
know whether an incorporeal thing, such as God, exists, one must
use a nominal definition that is drawn from an effect, rather than
one, as in the case of corporeal things, that contains a remote
genus and a difference drawn from perceptible accidents.®’
Aquinas proceeds to expand on this possibility, using Dionysius.
He proposes that we use broad negations of things in our
experience in the place of a genus, such as ‘immaterial’,
‘incorporeal’, etc.®® And, in the place of a differentia, he makes
two proposals: first, successively narrower negations, each of
which serves to contract the original negation, and so make our
cognition less ‘confused’ and more ‘determinate’. Second, in place
of perceptible accidents, he proposes two relations (babitudines)
to perceptible things: either one that involves a comparison of
cause to effect, or one that involves a comparison of ‘excess’.
Aquinas concludes:

In this way, therefore, we know the ‘az est’ of immaterial forms; and in place of
cognition ‘quid est” we have cognition through negation, through causality, and
through ‘excess’, the very modes that Dionysius affirmed in the book On Divine
Names.*

%7 See above, at n. 28 and at nn. 36-44.

* Aquinas, Super Boet. De Trin., q. 6, a. 3 (Il. 156-68, 172-81): “Et ideo non possumus
dicere quod confusa cognitione cognoscantur a nobis substantie immateriales per cognitionem
generis et apparentium accidentium, set foco cognitionis generis habemus in istis substantiis
cognitionem per negationes, ut cum scimus quod huiusmodi substantie sunt immateriales,
incorporee, non habentes figuras, et alia huiusmodi; et quanto plures negationes de eis
cognoscimus, tanto minus confusa est earum cognitio in nobis, eo quod per negationes
sequentes prior negatio contraitur et determinatur, sicut genus remotum per differentias. . .
. loco autem accidentium habemus in substantiis predictis habitudines earum ad substantias
sensibiles, uel secundum comparationem cause ad effectum, uel secundum comparationem
excessus. Ita ergo de formis immaterialibus cognoscimus an est, et habemus de eis loco
cognitionis quid est cognitionem per negationem, per causalitatem, et per excessum; quos
etiam modos Dionisius ponit in libro De divinis nominibus.”

“ Ibid. (ll. 177-81), quoted above, n. 68; on the triplex via, see also ibid., g. 6, a. 2 (Il.
123-32).
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Thus, it is precisely the Dionysian triplex via that prompts
Aquinas in O#n Boethius’s De Trinitate to develop his notion of the
nominal definition in the case of the proof of God’s existence: in
a definition of ‘God’, negation takes the place of a genus, whereas
further negations and/or relations of causality and eminence take
the place of a specific difference.

4. The Dionysian Project in the Summa contra Gentiles. A
cursory reading might suggest that this elaborate use of Dionysius
in On Boethius’s De Trinitate in order to frame a nominal
definition of ‘God’ has no trace in the subsequent Summae. In the
context of proving God’s existence, the Summa Theologiae, for
example, speaks only of drawing the nominal definition from an
effect.”® Nevertheless, strong marks of this elaborate doctrine are
present in Summa contra Gentiles I-1I1 (1259-63). Aquinas retains
the proposal that in place of a genus we use negations, and in
place of a differentia we use successively narrow negations,”’ each
contracting the previous one.”” Through such a method, even
without knowing ‘what x i’ we may form a more and more

7 8Th1,q. 1,2 7,ad 1; and STh I, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2, quoted above, nn. 14, 46.

! Cf. also Aquinas, Super De causis, prop. 7 {Saffrey, ed., 49.28-50.2, 50.5-7): “Et ideo
intelligentia quidem notificari potest enarrative sive affirmative quantum ad suum genus, ut
dicatur esse substantia; sed quantum ad differentiam specificam enarrari non potest, sed
oportet quod per negationem nobis notificetur in quantum transcendit totum ordinem
corporalium rerum quibus convenit divisibilitas. . . . Causa autem prima . . . est
supersubstantialis et simpliciter inenarrabilis.”

7 8¢G 1, c. 14 {para. 2-3): “Est autem via remotionis utendum praecipue in consideratione
divinae substantiae. . . . [Alliqualem eius habemus notitiam cognoscendo quid non est.
Tantoque ejus notitiae magis appropinquamus, quanto plura per intellectum nostrum ab eo
poterimus removere. Tanto enim unumquodque perfectius cognoscimus, quanto differentias
cius ad alia plenius intuemur. . . . [N. 3] Sed quia in consideratione substantiae divinae non
possumus accipere quid, quasi genus; nec distinctionem eius ab aliis rebus per affirmativas
differentias accipere possumus, oportet eam accipere per differentias negativas. Sicut autem
in affirmativis differentiis una aliam contrahit, et magis ad completam designationem rei
appropinquat secundum quod a pluribus differre facit; ita una differentia negativa per aliam
contrahitur, quae a pluribus differre facit. Sicut, si dicamus deum non esse accidens, per hoc
ab omnibus accidentibus distinguitur; deinde si addamus ipsum non esse corpus, distinguemus
ipsum etiam ab aliquibus substantiis; et sic per ordinem ab omni eo quod est praeter ipsum,
per negationes huiusmodi distinguetur; et tunc de substantia eius erit propria consideratio cum
cognoscetur ut ab omnibus distinctus.”
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‘distinct’ and ‘proper’ cognition of a thing.”” This proposal,
although not used for the project of proving God’s existence,
prefaces Thomas’s discussion in the Summa contra Gentiles of
‘what God is’ and gives order to the next fourteen chapters: God
is not in time, not potential, not material, not composite, etc.”*
But what is more, in the project of proving God’s existence
Aquinas also retains part of his Dionysian explication of the
nominal definition of ‘God’. We have already quoted the passage
from book 1, chapter 12, in which he proposes that in place of
the divine essence the proof of God’s existence use as a middle
term an effect, which enters into the nominal definition of ‘God’.
Now we may understand the provenance of Aquinas’s explanation
of this statement. He writes:

[Flrom such an effect is derived the meaning [ratio] of this name ‘God’. For, all
divine names are imposed either from the removal of divine effects from him, or
from some relation [habitudo] of God to his effects.”

Aquinas is merely making a general statement about the origin of
all divine names: all receive their ‘imposition to’ God in two
ways, either by ‘removal’, that is, by negating effects as belonging

7 See also ScG I, c. 39 (para. 1): “Rursus, est quaedam alia dei cognitio, altior quam
praemissa, quae de deo per demonstrationem habetur, per quam magis ad propriam ipsius
cognitionem acceditur: cum per demonstrationem removeantur ab eo multa, per quorum
remotionem ab aliis discretus intelligitur. Ostendit enim demonstratio Deum esse immobilem,
aeternum, incorporeum, omnino simplicem, unum, et alia hutusmedi, quae in libro primo de
Deo ostendimus. Ad propriam autem alicuius rei cognitionem pervenitur non solum per
affirmationes, sed etiam per negationes: sicut enim proprium hominis est esse animal
rationale, ita proprium eius est non esse inanimatum neque irrationale. Sed hoc interest inter
utrumque cognitionis propriae modum, quod, per affirmationes propria cognitione de re
habita, scitur quid est res, et quomodo ab aliis separatur: per negationes autem habita propria
cognitione de re, scitur quod est ab aliis discreta, tamen quid sit remanet ignotum. Talis autem
est propria cognitio quae de deo habetur per demonstrationes.”

™ Cf. X Metaphys., c. 3, lect. 4 (1990): “Inde est quod prima rerum principia non
definimus nisi per negationes posteriorum; sicut dicimus quod punctum est, cuius pars non
est; et Deum cognoscimus per negationes, ingquantum dicimus Deum incorporeum esse,
immobilem, infinitum.”

7 8¢G 1, ¢. 12 (para. 8): “[E]t ex huiusmodi effectu sumitur ratio huius nominis Deus. Nam
omnia divina nomina imponuntur vel ex remotione effectuum divinorum ab ipso, vel ex aliqua
habitudine Dei ad suos effectus.” For the rest, see above, n. 45.
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to him, or by relating effects to him in some way.”® Nevertheless,
the mention of ‘divine names’, ‘removal’, and ‘relation’ (babitudo)
to ‘effects’ makes us think of the three Dionysian ways. And it
follows, although Aquinas does not make this explicit, that the
‘meaning’ of the name ‘God’, or the nominal definition, will
consist of an effect negated of and/or related to God; for ‘God’ is
one of the names that is ‘imposed to’ God. We naturally
understand behind ‘relation’ both relations of causality, already
implied by ‘effects’, and relations of ‘eminence’. In fact, Aquinas
proceeds in chapter 12, in response to a third objection, to speak
of God’s exceeding all perceptible things.” Later in book 1,
moreover, Aquinas observes that we can only name God’s mode
of ‘supereminence’ by using a negation, or by using a relation
(relatio), such as in ‘first cause’ or ‘highest good’.”®

In sum, On Boethius’s De Trinitate proposes an elaborate
Dionysian expansion on the Aristotelian logic, first, for the quia
proof of God’s existence, and second, for the content of the
nominal definition of ‘God’: negation takes the place of a genus,
whereas further negations and/or relations of causality or
eminence take the place of a specific difference. This expansion is
decidedly mitigated though still strongly reflected in the Summa
contra Gentiles, especially in the apophatic account of the divine
nature, but also in the context of the proofs of God’s existence.
According to Aquinas there, the meaning of the term ‘God’ is

7¢ For the principle elsewhere that we only name God as we know him, through three
Dionysian ways, see nn. 61, 66, 99.

778¢G 1, c. 12 (para. 9): “Patet etiam ex hoc quod, etsi Deus sensibilia omnia et sensum
excedat, eius tamen effectus, ex quibus demonstratio sumitur ad probandum Deum esse,
sensibiles sunt. Et sic nostrae cognitionis origo in sensu est edam de his quae sensum
excedunt.”

78 8¢G 1, c. 30 (para. 4): “Modus autem supereminentiae quo in Deo dictae perfectiones
inveniuntur, per nomina a nobis imposita significari non potest nisi vel per negationem, sicut
cum dicimus Deum aeternum ve!l infinitum; vel etiam per relationem ipsius ad alia, ut cum
dicitur prima causa, vel summum bonum. Non enim de Deo capere possumus quid est, sed
quid non est, et qualiter alia se habeant ad ipsum, ut ex supra dictis patet.” Cf. also In De Div.
Nom., c. 2, lect. 1 (126), where Thomas describes one of two kinds of essential names as “ea
quae dicuntur de Deo, remotive per excellentiam quamdam, utsuperbonum, supersubstantiale,
supervivum, supersapiens et quaecumque alia dicuntur de Deo per remotionem, propter sui

excessum.”
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taken from an effect: as in all divine names, an effect is ‘removed’
from—that is, denied as belonging to—its cause, and/or related in
some way to its cause. As we shall see, the Dionysian expansion
on the nominal definition of ‘God’ is inherited by the Summa
Theologiae, but in a new systematic context.””

C) The Formulation of a Triad of Divine Titles: The Summae and
On Dionysius’s Divine Names

What is most important about the second stage, for the
purposes of this paper, is that Aquinas links the nominal
definition of ‘God’ to the triplex via of Dionysius, just as he does
in the later Summa Theologiae (STh 1, q. 13, a. 8, ad 2). But
unlike in the latter text, Aquinas in On Boethius’s De Trinitate
does not use the triplex via to formulate a triad of divine titles for
the definition. The formulation of such a triad, without their
being explicitly incorporated into a definition, marks a third stage
of development. We find this principally in On Dionysius’s Divine
Names (ca. 1261-68), but perhaps first in book 3 of the Summa
contra Gentiles (ca. 1262-63). There Aquinas writes: “[T]hrough
effects we know that God exists and that he is the cause of other
things, ‘supereminent beyond’ other things, and ‘removed’ from
all things.”®® He adds that according to Dionysius’s Mystical
Theology, this knowledge is the most sublime attainable in this
life, even though ‘what God is’ remains all the while deeply
unknown.®!

7® See below, at n. 108.

88 8cG 1L, c. 49 (para. 8): “Cognoscit tamen substantia separata per suam substantiam de
Deo quia est; et quod est omnium causa; et eminentem omnibus; et remotum ab omnibus, non
solum quae sunt, sed edam quae mente creata concipi possunt. Ad quam etiam cognitionem
de Deo nos utcumgque pertingere possumus: per effectus enim de Deo cognoscimus quia est
et quod causa aliorum est, aliis supereminens, et ab omnibus remotus. Et hoc est ultimum et
petrfectissimum nostrac cognitionis in hac vita, ut Dionysius dicit, in libro De mystica
theologia, cum Deo quasi ignoto coniungimur: quod quidem contingit dum de eo quid non sit
cognoscimus, quid vero sit penitus manet ignotum.” A parallel expression is found also among
the deletions in Aquinas’s autograph of the same chapter; see Aquinas, Opera omnia, 14:16b.

81 Cf. I Sent., d. 35, q. 2, a. 2, qcla. 2¢, where Aquinas refers to the same text of the
Mystical Theology.
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We are not surprised to find an increase in Dionysian formulae
in Aquinas’s On Dionysius’s Divine Names, where, in apparent
imitation of his master Albert, Thomas comments on Dionysius
prior to launching into his own series of Aristotelian commen-
taries (ca. 1267-74). In five passages Aquinas presents three titles
for God, titles that correspond to the triplex via, although he uses
varying terminology: (1) ‘cause of all’; (2) ‘existing beyond all’ or
‘supereminently’; and (3) ‘distinct’, ‘segregated’, ‘separated’, or
‘removed from all’.*” In at least one of these passages, Aquinas
consciously presents the titles together as a triad: “And the one,
divine itself is cause of all . . . and is beyond all by the sublimity
of its nature . . . and existing separate from all.”** In a second of
these passages, Aquinas follows Dionysius in combining the three
into one formula: “the cause segregated from all according to
complete excess” (Omepoyi).*

A sixth passage from On Dionysius’s Divine Names perhaps
best points to the ultimate source of Aquinas’s doctrine on the
triplex via:

82 In addition to the passages quoted in the following two notes, see In De Div. Nom., c.
1, lect. 2 (72): “sicut in causa primordiali, modo ineffabili nobis, propter suam eminentiam.
. . . ab omnibus distinctus et . . . super omnia existens.” Three other texts list two of the three
titles, following the lemma of Dionysius: In De Div. Nom., c. 1, lect. 3 (98); c. 7, lect. 4
(729); c. 11, lect. 4 (938); see also Il Sent., d. 35, q. 2, a. 2, gcla. 2¢c. Cf. also In De Div.
Nom., c. 5, lect. 1 (623), where something like the triplex via is programmatic for Dionysius’s
discussion.

8 In De Div. Nom., c. 13 (990): “Et ipsum unum divinum est causa omnium . . . et est
super omnia sublimitate suae naturae et . .". ab omnibus separatum existens.”

¥ In De Div. Nom., c. 2, lect. 4 (180): “illi causae quae est segregata ab omnibus rebus
secundum totalem excessum.” For the Greek text, see Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita, Corpus
dionysiacum, ed. B. Suchla (Berlin-New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1990-), vol. 1. In two of
the five passages, Aquinas’s three titles correspond to three terms found in the lemma from
Dionysius: “qui Deus, cum sit omnium existentium cawusa, ipse nibil est existentium, non quasi
deficiens ab essendo, sed supereminenter segregatus ab omnibus” (In De Div. Nom., c. 1, lect.
3 [83]). “[Q]ui est omnium causa, supereminenter omnibus, habet plenitudinem bonitatis
super omania alia. . . . Designatur etiam quidam excessus, secundum quem Deus ab omnibus
segregatur, quasi superior omnibus existens, . . . ita collocatur super omnia existentia, ille qui
est superior omnibus existentibus, eo quod est causa quaedam imparticipabilis omnium
participantiym et participationum: causa enim excedit causata” (I De Div. Nom., c. 12, lect.
1 [955)).
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[Dionysius] says that because we ascend to God from creatures in the ablation
of all and in the excess [of all] and in the cause of all, therefore God is known in
all, just as in effects, and without all, just as removed from all and exceeding

alt.®

This text is found in chapter 7, on divine wisdom, where Thomas
himself sees Dionysius systematically raising and answering the
question, How is God known?** Dionysius writes:

[Wle must ask how we know God, who is neither intelligible nor perceptible. .
. . Not from his nature, for it is unknown and exceeds all reason and every mind;
but from the order of all things . . . to that which is beyond all, we ascend in
power, by a way and an order, in the ablation of all and in the excess [of all] and
in the cause of all.*’

In chapter 1, Dionysius had offered the following description of
the Deity known through his apophatic ways: “what is the cause
of all existents, whereas it itself [is] nothing [of them], as
separated supersubstantially from all.”®*® Similarly, the Mystical
Theology had spoken of what is the “cause of all,” and “super-
existing beyond all,” corresponding to the threefold ways of
affirmation, negation, and what is beyond both affirmation and

¥ In De Div. Nom., c. 7, lect. 4 {731): “Dicit ergo primo quod quia a creaturis in Deum
ascendimus et in omnium ablatione et excessu et in omnium causa, propierea Deus cognoscitur
i1z omnibus, sicut in effectibus, et sine omnibus, sicut ab omnibus remotus et omnia excedens.”
Though this passage technically has only two of the titles in question, the most important two
are present, and the third may be inferred immediately from “cognoscitur in effectis.”

8 In De Div. Nom., c. 7, lect. 4 (727, 729).

87 “Praeterea inquirere oportet, quomodo nos cognoscimus deum neque intelligibilem
neque sensibilem neque aliquid universaliter existentium existentem. . . . /D/ Non ex natura
ipsius; ignotum enim est hoc et omnem rationem et mentem excedens; sed ex omnium
totorum ordinatione, sicut ex ipso proposita et imagines quasdam et assimilationes divinorum
ipsius exemplarium habente, ad illud quod est super omnia, via et ordine secundum virtutem
ascendimus in omnium ablatione et excessu et in omnium causa” (Dionysius, Nomina divina
7.3 [869CD, trans. John Sarracen], ed. P. Simon, in Albert, Super De div. nnom., c. 7 [Cologne
ed., p. 355.80-84]).

88 «1] Jaudant ipsum proprie maxime per ablationem a cunctibus existentibus, hoc vere et
supernaturaliter illuminatione doct ex beatissima ad ipsum unitione, quod omnium quidem
est existentium causa, ipsum autem nihil, ut ab omnibus supersubstandaliter segregatum”
(Dionysius, Nomina divina 1.5 (593C), in Albert, Super De div. nom., ¢. 1 [Cologne ed., p.
30.54-58]). My translation of the Latin finds confirmation in the Greek: “but it itself is no one
[of them] (Sudév)”
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negation.” Thus, Aquinas naturally takes the Divine Names itself
to present a set of titles that correspond to the triplex via.
Aquinas’s triad of titles in question 12, article 12 of the Prima Pars
simply picks up this same line of thinking. But it is best to
examine this article 12 after locating it within the theological
context of the Summa Theologiae, and therefore within the
consideration of the fourth and final stage of development.

D) The Tripartite Nominal Definition of ‘God’ Suited to the
Divine Names: The Summa Theologiae

We begin to see that the quotation from the Prima Pars with
which we began (STh I, q. 13, a. 8, ad 2) is not the isolated
passage that it at first appears to be. Beginning with the Scriptum
on the Sentences, Aquinas’s project of proving God’s existence has
a Dionysian character. In On Boethius’s De Trinitate, Thomas uses
Dionysius to expand on his Aristotelian account of the logic for
the proof of God’s existence and the nominal definition of ‘God’.
This expansion is reflected in the Summa contra Gentiles, where,
as in On Dionysius’s Divine Names, Aquinas also formulates a
Dionysian triad of titles for God. It remains only for the passage
in question (STh 1, q. 13, a. 8, ad 2) to incorporate such a triad
into a definition. Before returning to this response to the second
objection, we must locate question 13, article 8 in its doctrinal
setting and examine two passages in questions 12 and 13 that
provide particularly important background.

1. The Division of the Prima Pars and the “Triplex via’ of STh
L, g. 12, a. 12. The Prima Pars of the Summa Theologiae presents
itself as concerned with “God according as he is in himself
[secundum quod in se est]” (q. 2, prol.), and therefore, first, with
“what pertains to the divine essence,” as distinct from “what

# “Oportet enim in ipsa [causa omnibus superposita] et omres existentium ponere et
affirmare positiones, sicut omnium causa, et omnes ipsas magis proprie negare, sicut super
omnia superexistente, et non opinari negationes oppositas esse affirmationibus, sed multo
prius ipsam super privationes esse, quae est super omnem ablationem et positionem”
(Dionysius, Mystica theologia 1.2 [1000B, trans. John Sarracen], ed. P. Simon, in Albert, Super
Dionysii Mysticam theologiam 1 [Albert, Opera omnia, vol. 37.2, p. 457.75-78}).
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pertains to the distinction of persons” (q. 27) and “to the
procession of creatures” (q. 44). Aquinas continues in the same
introductory prologue: “But concerning the divine essence, first
we should consider whether God is; second, how he is, or rather
how he is not; third, we should consider what pertains to his
operation” (q. 2, prol.). Recall, as we have seen, that Aquinas
introduces the criteria for the nominal definition of ‘God’, as
drawn from an effect, in the context of the question “Does God
exist?” in question 2.”° By contrast, question 3 begins a new
inquiry, which culminates in question 13. As Aquinas puts it,
“Once it is known ‘whether x is’, it remains to be inquired ‘how
x 18’ [quomodo sit], in order to know ‘what x is’” (q. 3, prol.).
This description could rightly be described as Aristotelian: one
examines the properties of an x that is already known to exist in
order to arrive at its definition. Of course, Aquinas must
immediately qualify such a description in this case: “But because
we cannot know about God ‘what x is’, but ‘what x is not’, we
cannot consider about God ‘how x is’ but rather ‘how x is not’”
(quomodo non sit; q. 3 prol.). Aquinas proceeds to subdivide this
inquiry into the threefold consideration: how God is not (qq. 3-
11),”* how he is known by creatures (q. 12), and how he is named
(q. 13).

The central claim of question 12 is a familiar one, which is
developed in a new way in article 4. Aquinas there asks whether
a created intellect can see the divine essence through what is
natural to it. Since what is known, he answers, is in the knower
according to the mode of the knower, no knower by its own
nature can know something that has a higher mode of being than
its own. Hence, what is subsistent esse, namely, God, can be
known naturally only by itself, not by any creature, which receives
esse from another. Since our human mode of knowing is related
to our mode of being, that of a form in individual matter, we by
contrast naturally know only (1) forms that are in individual

® STh 1, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2, quoted above, nn. 14; see also STh 1, q. 1,a. 7,ad 1, in n. 46
above.

%' Aquinas can later still refer to this as the consideration of “in what way [gualiter] God
is in himself [secundum seipsum)” (STh 1, q. 12, prol.).
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matter, through the corporeal sense powers; and (2) universal
forms that are abstracted from individuals given in sensation,
through the incorporeal intellectual powers.

Article 12 of question 12 asks, then, can we know God in this
life through natural reason? Again, answers Aquinas, our natural
knowledge, taking its origin from sense, can only extend as far as
it can be led through perceptible things, and therefore not as far
as seeing the divine essence. The reason he now gives is one that
we have seen in On Boethius’s De Trinitate: perceptible creatures
are not effects that are sufficient to make known the power of
their cause.”” But, continues Aquinas,

because [perceptible things] are {God’s] effects depending on a cause, we can be
led from them to this: that we know about God ‘whether x is’, and that we know
about him what necessarily belongs to him [ea quae necesse est ei convenire]
according as he is the first cause of all things, exceeding all of his effects. Hence,
we know about him his relation [habitudo] to creatures, that is, that he is the
cause of all things; and the difference of creatures from him, that is, that he is
not one of the things that are caused by him, and that these are not removed
from him because of a defect on his part, but because he super-exceeds [them].*

This passage now appears remarkable as both a continuation
of and a development beyond passages that we examined in the
previous two stages. First, in continuity with the third stage,
Aquinas alludes to each member of the triplex via, and he lists
three divine titles that correspond to the three Dionysian ways:
(1) “first cause of all” or “cause of all,” “not one of the things that
are caused”; (2) “super-exceeding” or “exceeding all effects”; (3)
which are said to be “removed from him.””* Second, in continuity
with the second stage, Aquinas singles out two things that are
known about God through effects and that subsume all of the rest

*2 See above, n. 43. Cf. also ST# 1, g 4, aa. 2-3.

P 8Th 1, q- 12, a. 12: “Sed quia sunt eius effectus a causa dependentes, ex eis in hoc
perduci possumus, ut cognoscamus de Deo an est; et ut cognoscamus de ipso ea quae necesse
est ei convenire secundum quod est prima omnium causa, excedens omnia sua causata. Unde
cognoscimus de ipso habitudinem ipsius ad creaturas, quod scilicet omnium est causa; et
differentiam creaturarum ab ipso, quod scilicet ipse non est aliquid eorum quae ab eo
causantur; et quod haec non removentur ab eo propter eius defectum, sed quia superexcedit.”

% Regarding Aquinas’s terminology, compare, for example, the quotation from the Divine
Names, above, n. 88.
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that is known: relation (babitudo) to creatures, and the
“difference of creatures from God,” which includes differences by
way of negation and eminence. Similarly, the Summa contra
Gentiles (I, c. 12) had singled out relation to and removal of
effects, thereby encapsulating the expansion on ‘relation’
(habitudo) of cause to effect in triadic terms that was initiated in
On Boethius’s De Trinitate (q. 1, a. 2, a passage whose roots lie,
in turn, in I Sent., d. 3).”

The third point regards, by contrast, what is novel. Aquinas
places the three divine titles and this expansion on effects within
a new context, one reducible neither to the question “Does x
exist?” nor to ‘what is x?> No longer does Aquinas insist that all
that we can know about God is an sit, or that we only know ‘what
God is not’.*”® Instead, he introduces a phrase for what can be
known positively about God beyond knowing ‘that he is’: we can
know also ‘what necessarily belongs to him’ (ea quae necesse est
ei convenire). At the same time, ‘what necessarily belongs to God’
is understood precisely in light of knowing through perceptible
effects ‘that he is’: namely, ‘what necessarily belongs to him
according as he is the first cause of all things, exceeding all of his
effects’. Even this latter, argues Aquinas, and not only ‘that God
is’, is naturally knowable to us through perceptible things. “What
necessarily belongs to him’, in turn, is said to include (1) relation
(habitudo) to effects, such as that he is their cause; (2) difference
from effects, including negations, such as that he is not among
them; and (3) super-affirmations, such as that he surpasses these
effects. The latter affirmations will turn out to include
unparticipated perfections predicated of God substantialiter, as
spoken of in articles 2-6 of question 13, but defended originally
in the Fourth Way of question 2 and in questions 4-6.”” Thus,
‘what necessarily belongs to [God] according as he is the first
cause of all things, exceeding all of his effects’ turns out to cover
all of the propositions proved about God in questions 3-11: these

% See above, nn. 64, 66-68, and 75.
% By contrast, see above, nn. 44, 64.
%7 See especially STh 1, q. 13, 2. 3, ad 1.
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questions represent a summary of what can be known naturally
about God in himself, besides that he exists.”®

2. STh I, q. 13: Article 1 as Background for the Question in
Article 8. In light of question 12’s conclusions regarding how God
is known by us, question 13 investigates how God is named.
Aquinas, after first analyzing the divine names in general, takes up
two particular names: ‘God’ and ‘I am who am’. The first and in
several ways the most important of these is the former, to which
Aquinas devotes three of the twelve articles of question 13. Article
8 opens the three articles with the question, Does ‘God’ name a
nature? The question seems out of place, as the second objection
observes, since we name things as we know them, and we do not
know the divine nature or essence. Aquinas responds that the
name ‘God’ “has been imposed to signify something that is
existing above all things, which is the principle of all things and
is removed from all things” (§Th 1, q. 13, a. 8, ad 2). But should
this be taken to be a definition of ‘God’ given that Aquinas makes
no mention there of nominal definition, and, as he has
established, a real definition of ‘God’ is impossible? What room
is there, we may ask, for a consideration here of a definition of
‘God’ beyond that of the nominal definition already treated in
question 2 in the context of the proof of God’s existence?

The answer to this question is embedded in the response to the
second objection, as we shall see, but it has its grounds in article
1 of question 13. Aquinas poses there the general question, Does
any name belong to God? He responds that, according to Peri
hermeneias 1, names are related to the things that they signify
through the mediation of concepts of the intellect. Therefore—as
the prologue to question 13 had already stated in a principle that

% In fact, one can already see in the Summa contra Gentiles the contrast between knowing
‘that God is’ and knowing “other things of this kind which it is necessary to attribute to the
first principle” (ScG I, ¢. 3 [para. 4, “Cum enim”]), such as knowing that he is causal, eminent,
and removed (ScG 111, c. 49, quoted above, n. 80; cf. Super Boet. De Trin., q. 6,a. 3 {ll. 176-
80], quoted above, n. 68). In Super Boet. De Trin., Aquinas distinguishes knowing that
separate substances exist from knowing their conditiones, such as that they are intellectnal and
incorporeal; and, he contrasts the latter conditiones with the proprietates proved of material
things and their causes (ibid., q. 6, a. 4, c. and ad 2 [ll. 136-46, 159-75}).









































































































































































































































































































