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T IS WELL KNOWN that philosophical texts and ideas,

analyses and arguments, from the Arabic/Islamic philosophical

tradition exercised influence upon the development of
theological and philosophical thinking in Latin Europe in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries and beyond. But too often the
positive aspects of this influence have been eclipsed by the
emphasis modern scholars have put upon the writings of Latin
theologians arguing against reasoning received in the works of
Avicenna, Averroés, and others of the classical rationalist philo-
sophical tradition in Islam.” Frequently that emphasis has had its
own ideological ends, yielding results that have inappropriately led
to the dismissal of the importance of the arguments and insights

' A draft of this paper was presented at the annual Spring conference sponsored by the
Commissio Leonina and the Aquinas and ‘the Arabs’ Project, “Thomas d’Aquin et ses sources
arabes / Aquinas and ‘the Arabs’” held at the Bibliothéeque du Saulchoir 27-28 March 2009.
I benefitted from comments and questions raised there and elsewhere I have presented drafts
of this article. I also benefitted from the comments of an anonymous evaluator for The
Thomist. This article is a product of the Aquinas and ‘the Arabs’ Project. For information see
www.AquinasAndTheArabs.org.

2 The Jewish rabbi, theologian, and philosopher Moses Maimonides, who wrote his
famous Guide for the Perplexed in Arabic, was schooled in the Arabic / Islamic philosophical
tradition and followed methods of philosophical analysis set forth by Al-Farabi, Avicenna,
Averroés and others of that tradition. To that extent, his philosophical work, although
distinctive, can reasonably be included as part of the classical rationalist Arabic / Islamic
philosophical tradition.
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of Muslim and Jewish thinkers of the shared Abrahamic traditions
of monotheism.’

Among the multiple purposes of the collaboration of the
Aquinas and ‘the Arabs’ Project and the Commissio Leonina are (1)
the presentation of a sound and accurate understanding of the
value of the contributions of thinkers from the Arabic / Islamic
tradition to the development of the theology and philosophy of
Thomas Aquinas and other thinkers of his era and later in Europe;
and (2) the proper appreciation and clear articulation of insights,
concerns, and issues common among medieval thinkers of the
Abrahamic traditions.* This paper highlights and explicates an
important contribution of the Arabic / Islamic philosophical
tradition to the theology of Aquinas. At the very heart of his
theology of the ultimate end of human existence in the beatific
vision or seeing God’s face—expressed by Aquinas as seeing God
“face-to-face” or seeing him “in essence” (facie ad faciem or per
essentiam)’—in his earliest major theological work, the
Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard,® Aquinas chose

> T have particularly in mind here, for example, the polemical treatment of the
development of metaphysics in the Arabic / Islamic tradition found in Etienne Gilson’s Being
and Some Philosophers (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1949).

* For details on this project, see www.AquinasAndTheArabs.org. Although thinkers of the
Arabic tradition were of various ethnic backgrounds, Aquinas often speaks of them as ‘the
Arab philosophers” or “the Arabs.” The Aquinas and ‘the Arabs’ Project collaborates with the
Commissio Leonina and holds two research conferences annually, in the Fall in North
America and in the Spring in Europe. For information, see www.AquinasAndTheArabs.org
and click on Research Seminar Conferences.

’ While it seems clear enough in the objections and contras of the article treated here that
Aquinas regards these as synonymous phrases, he makes this perfectly clear in his own voice
in the response to objection 16 [22739]: “Set Deus per essentiam suam coniungibilis est
intellectui. Vnde non immediate uideretur, nisi essentia sua coniungeretur intellectui. Et hec
uisio immediata dicitur uisio faciei” (“But God is able to be joined to the intellect in essence.
Hence, he would not be seen immediately unless his essence were conjoined to the intellect;
this unmediated vision is called vision of the face”).

¢ This work was written in the period of 1251/52-1256. The best editions are S. Thomae
Aquinatis, Scriptum super libros Sententiarum magistri Petri Lombardi episcopi Parisiensis, t.
1, ed. P. Mandonnet (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1929); S. Thomae Aquinatis, Scriptum super libros
Sententiarum magistri Petri Lombardi episcopi Parisiensis, t. 2, ed. P. Mandonnet (Paris: P.
Lethielleux, 1929); S. Thomae Aquinatis, Scriptum super libros Sententiarum magistri Petri
Lombardi episcopi Parisiensis, t. 3, ed. M. F. Moos (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1956); S. Thomae
Aquinatis, Scriptum super libros Sententiarum magistri Petri Lombardi episcopi Parisiensis, t.
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to draw upon the philosophers of the Arabic tradition in his
explication of the nature of the key Christian theological issue of
ultimate human happiness in the life to come.”

While the role played by the philosophers of the Arabic
tradition is evident in the formation of the thought of Aquinas on

4, ed. M. F. Moos (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1947); and Sancti Thomae Aquinatis, Opera omnia,
t. 7/2, Commentum in quartum librum Sententiarum magistri Petri Lombardi (Parma; Typis
Petri Fiaccadori, 1858). Also see A. Oliva, Les débuts de l'enseignement de Thomas d'Aquin
et sa conception de la “sacra doctrina™. Edition du prologue de son “Commentaire des
Sentences” de Pierre Lombard.,Bibliothéque Thomiste 58(Paris: J. Vrin, 2006), 303-40; and
P. M. Gils “Textes inédits de st. Thomas: Les premiéres rédactions du ‘Scriptum super tertio
Sententiarum’,” Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 45 (1961): 201-28; 46
(1962): 445-62, 609-28. The edition of the Sentences in the four volumes by Mandonnet and
Moos is incomplete since it does not include the second half of Book IV. For this final portion
of the work one would normally consult the Parma edition. However, the text is included in
the edition of the Summa Theologiae published in Ottawa (1943), v. 5, pp. 446b-454a as
Supplementum, q. 92, a. 1. I am grateful to Dr. Adriano Oliva, O.P., of the Commissio
Leonina, for providing a superior unpublished provisional text of this article from the fourth
book of the Commentary on the Sentences, a work which is not yet critically edited. Readers
should note that, since I am using an unpublished version of the text, I will indicate sections
of this article with the square bracketed text numbers provided in the online version of the
Scriptum  super Sententiis provided by Enrique Alarcén at http://
www.corpusthomisticum.org/snp40492.html. My text, however, on occasion differs from that
online version. My quotations of the Latin of that article are from the superior unpublished
version.

7 In saying this I merely echo what has been stated by J.-P. Torrell, O.P., regarding the
importance of this issue in his study,“La vision de Dieu ‘per essentiam’ selon Saint Thomas
d’Aquin,” View and Vision in the Middle Ages - Micrologus. Nature. Science and Medieval
Soceties V (Florence: Edizioni SISMEL-II Galluzzo, 1997), 43-68; reprinted in J.-P. Torrell,
O.D., Recherches Thomasiennes. Etudes revues et augmentées (Paris: Vrin, 2000), 177-97: “En
réalité, la vision de Dieu est au coeur de sa théologie et il en traite comme du ressort méme
de la vie chrétienne” (“In reality the vision of God is at the heart of his theology and he treats
it as falling within the Christian life” [196]). In a valuable 2006 study of IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2,
a. 1, J.-B. Brenet offers similar remarks in an analysis more focused on philosophical issues.
He writes, “Thomas place lui-méme au coeur de sa conception de la vision béatifique la piece
centrale d’un dispositif noétique intégralement philosophique que, par ailleurs, il entend et
prétend démonter et détruire” (“Thomas himself places at the heart of his conception of the
beatific vision as centerpiece a noetic system integrally philosophical that, nevertheless, he
understands and claims to demonstrate and destroy”) (“Vision béatifique et séparation de
Pintellect au début du XIVe siécle: Pour Averroés or contre Thomas d’Aquin?” in Les
sectatores Averrois: Noétique et cosmologie aux XIlle — XIVe siécles,ed. Dragos Calma and
Emanuele Coccia, Freiburger Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie und Theologie 53 [2006]: 310-42, at
329). Brenet’s work is in part prompted by Charles J. Ermatinger’s article, “Giles of Rome
and Anthony of Parma in an Anonymous Question on the Intellect,” Manuscripta 17 (1973):
91-115.
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the beatific vision, for Aquinas this issue is first and foremost a
theological issue arising from various accounts of the accessibility
or inaccessibility of the “face” of God to human beings in patria,
that is, in the next life in heaven. In this article of his Commentary
on the Sentences we find Aquinas composing his analysis in the
aftermath of the condemnations of 1241 when William of
Auvergne, bishop of Paris, condemned the proposition that the
divine essence cannot be seen by angels or human beings.? Aquinas
follows this guidance and rejects a view inspired by the
Neoplatonism of Dionysius and John Scot Eriugena, an under-
standing more common in Eastern Orthodox Christianity, that the
divine nature itself is ultimately hidden from creaturely view and
essentially transcends human experience.” Although we shall see
Aquinas mention Avicenna only briefly, earlier theologians had
used the best philosophical science of their day, the philosophy of
Avicenna, to reason that the divine essence itself is beyond direct
human vision." In contrast, Aquinas insists that the scriptural
account asserting the direct intellectual vision of God be taken as
true and not subject to any interpretive diminution or watering
down as allegorical, symbolic, and so forth."" Furthermore, while
fully recognizing that for Western Christianity this is a tenet of
faith, Aquinas still insists that its meaning can be cogently,
rationally, and coherently explicated through use of the
philosophical sciences of metaphysics and rational psychology. In
this there are two things to note regarding his methodic use of
philosophy in theological reasoning. First, here we find Aquinas
clearly using philosophical reasoning from the Arabic tradition to
refute a theological teaching condemned in 1241 which he
believed to be incorrect, in this case the doctrine held by some

# Torrell, “La vision de Dieu ‘per essentiam’,” 178.

? Ibid., 178-80.

1% See the fine account by P.-M. de Contenson in “S. Thomas et l'avicennisme latin,” in
Revue des sciences philosophiques et theologiques 43 (1959): 3-31; and “Avicennisme latin et
vision de Dieu au début du xiiie siécle,” Archives dhistoire littéraire et doctrinale du Moyen
Age 34 (1959): 29-97. In the latter article (at 49-51) de Contenson also discusses the role of
David of Dinant in the controversy leading up to the condemnation of 1210.

"' See Torrell, “La vision de Dieu ‘per essentiam’,” 178-79 on the contradictory passages
of Scripture on this issue.
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who deny that human beatitude can consist in the veritable
knowing of the divine essence. In this way he makes it clear that
philosophical methods have a place in the evaluation of
theological reasoning. Second, we also find that in his theology
Aquinas unhesitatingly employs philosophical argumentation from
the Arabic tradition of philosophy and from that tradition extracts
the very principal key to his explication of human beatitude in the
intellectual apprehension and understanding of the essence of
God, the intellectual vision of God “face-to-face.”

This is obviously remarkable for the understanding of the truly
essential importance of philosophy in the formation of theological
doctrine.'” But it is perhaps even more remarkable and worthy of
special note that the solution of the issues at stake here Aquinas
found only through his careful study of the thought of the
philosopher and Muslim jurist Averroés in the Long Commentary
on De Anima."” There Averroés set forth his controversial doctrine
that intellectual understanding on the part of individual human
beings comes about only by means of separately existing
immaterial intellects, the Agent Intellect and the Material Intellect.
On the account of Averroés, these separate intellects come to be
“in the soul” in human beings with the Agent Intellect as that by
which human beings themselves perform the intellectual operation
of separation or abstraction and with the Material Intellect as that
which receives the abstraction now as an intelligible in act. It is in
virtue of these operations that human beings are denominated
rational animals.'* Yet it is also the case that Aquinas famously

2 As Brenet remarks, this is quite contrary to the view of Gilson that philosophical
progress took place thanks to the richness of theological considerations in the thought of
Aquinas. See Brenet, “Vision béatifique et séparation de I’intellect,” 342.

3 On the importance of Averroés in this issue, see de Contenson, “S. Thomas et
l'avicennisme latin,” 26-28; Ed. H. Wéber, “Les apports positifs de la noétique d’Ibn Rushd
a celle de Thomas d’Aquin,” in Multiple Averroés. Actes du colloque internationale organisé
a léccasion du 850e anniversaire de la naissance d’Averroés, Paris 20-23 septembre 1976
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1978) 211-48, in particular 212-19; and J.-B. Brenet, “S’unir a
Iintellect, voir Dieu: Averroés et la doctrine de al jonction au coeur du thomisme,” Arabic
Sciences and Philosophy 21 (2011): 215-47.

' This is discussed in detail in my article, “Themistius and the Development of Averroes’
Noetics,” in Medieval Perspectives on Aristotle's De Anima, ed. R. L. Friedman and J.-M.
Counet, Philosophes Médiévaux LVIII (Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 1-38. It is also discussed in
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rejects the doctrine of Averroés on the nature of human intellect
with detailed analyses found in later works, most notably in his De
unitate intellectus contra averroistas, but also even at book 2,
distinction 17, question 2, article 1, of his Commentary on the
Sentences. How could Aquinas in this same work both accept from
Averroés the model and analysis essential to his doctrine of the
human vision of God per essentiam and reject the account of
natural epistemology of Averroés from which that model was
taken? This will require explanation.

My focus here is on the critical consideration that Aquinas gives
to teachings of philosophers from the Arabic tradition as providing
possible models for understanding how a separate substance, in
this case God, can be a proper object of knowledge on the part of
human beings in ultimate human beatitude or happiness in his
Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, book 4,
distinction 49, question 2, article 1, “Whether the human intellect
is able to attain to the vision of God in his essence.”"”

In what follows, I first provide (1) an explanation of what it
meant for the thinkers examined here to speak of knowing
separate substances. I then proceed to an analysis of the text of
Aquinas. This analysis is divided into two parts. (2) The first part
concerns models from the Arabic tradition rejected by Aquinas,
namely (2A) the models provided by the tenth-century Baghdad
philosopher al-Farabi (d. 950) and the twelfth-century Andalusian
philosopher Ibn Bajja / Avempace (d. 1139), and (2B) the model
provided by Ibn Sina / Avicenna (d. 1037). I then proceed to (3)
Aquinas’s account of Alexander of Aphrodisias (d. early 3d
century) and Ibn Rushd / Averroés (d. 1198). It is part of this latter
account of Alexander and Averroés that is embraced by Aquinas

my “Intellect as Intrinsic Formal Cause in the Soul according to Aquinas and Averroes,” in
The Afterlife of the Platonic Soul: Reflections on Platonic Psychology in the Monotheistic
Religions, ed. Maha El-Kaisy Friemuth and John M. Dillon (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 187-220 and
in the introduction to the English translation of the Long Commentary on the De Anima. For
the latter, see Averroes (Ibn Rushd) of Cordoba. Long Commentary on the De Anima of
Aristotle, trans. and intro. Richard C. Taylor, subeditor Therese-Anne Druart (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2009), Ixvi-Ixxv.

Y A full English translation of this text is available at http://academic.mu.edu/
taylorr/Aquinas_and_the Arabs Project Translations/Welcome.html
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in his first detailed explication of the nature of the beatific vision,
of the scriptural notion of ultimate human happiness consisting of
the vision of God “face-to-face” or “in his essence,” per essentiam.
In the course of my setting forth the analysis of Aquinas, it will
become clear that the accounts he gives of al-Farabi, Ibn Bajja,
Alexander, and Averroés came solely from his study of the Long
Commentary on De Anima of Aristotle by Averroés. Aquinas’s
exposition of the model provided by Avicenna was available to
him in the works of Avicenna.'® Finally, I will provide (4) a
summary and a response to the question of how Aquinas could
both accept the model of Alexander and Averroés for his
supernatural epistemology of beatitude in patria and at the same
time reject that view for natural epistemology in via. 1 will
conclude with remarks on the understanding and use of insights
from the Arabic tradition by Aquinas as a manifestation of an
ongoing project common to philosophical thinkers of the
Abrahamic traditions in the Middle Ages.

I. KNOWING SEPARATE SUBSTANCES

What is meant by the notion of knowing separate substances
in the Arabic tradition varies in details through all the accounts,
but must be understood against the background of Platonic and
Aristotelian thought. For Plato it meant knowledge by an
apprehension on the part of the rational soul of transcendent and
separately existing forms as the owsiai or essences formally
imitated by things of the perceptible world of sensation.'” For
Aristotle it meant the attainment of intellectual understanding of
highest realities and ultimate causes as recounted in
Metaphysics 1.1-2 (980a22-983a23). Reference to that account
seems to be present in Nicomachean Ethics 10.7-8 (1177a12-
1179a33), where Aristotle speaks of the highest of two forms of
happiness achievable by human beings, the happiness of

16 Regarding the prominence of Avicenna in discussions of this issue, see the articles by de
Contenson mentioned in note 10.

7 The classic account of this in Plato’s Republic begins at 475e in book S and extends
through book 6.
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theoretical contemplation and the happiness of the life of virtue.
The nature of the transcendent immaterial entities known is
indicated as immaterial in Physics 8 and is expressly explicated as
divine substance eternally active in intellectual self-contemplation
in Metaphysics 12. These two views are in a certain way combined
in the Plotinian conception of transcendent Nous or Intellect as
the entity containing all the forms, a notion conveyed to the
Arabic tradition in the Plotiniana Arabica and in writings from the
late Greek Neoplatonic tradition.'® The early Arabic philosophical
tradition sometimes followed a late Greek tendency to find
harmony between the views of Plato and Aristotle, and it is under
this influence that al-Farabi constructed his metaphysical account
of emanation and intellection."”

A) al-Farabi

Combining the Plotinian notion of a separate intellect full with
forms and the Aristotelian notion of an unmixed and causative
intellect in act (discussed in De Anima 3.5), al-Farabi set forth a
doctrine of Agent Intellect as the last in an emanative hierarchy
reaching from the First Cause (God) to the sphere of the moon.”
The understanding of intelligibles by the human intellect comes
about through abstraction or extraction of the intelligible in
potency from what has been provided by the external and internal
senses of the individual human being. As al-Farabi makes clear in
several other works, human intellectual understanding takes place

'8 On the Plotiniana Arabica, see Peter Adamson, The Arabic Plotinus: A Philosophical
Study of the “Theology of Aristotle” (London: Duckworth, 2002). For a short account, see
Adamson’s “The Theology of Aristotle,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer
2010 Edition), http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2010/entries/theology-aristotle/.

' Recently, Marwan Rashed has argued against the traditional attribution to al-Farabi of
the treatise On the Harmonization of the Opinions of the Two Sages; see his “On the
Authorship of the Treatise On the Harmonization of the Opinions of the Two Sages Atributed
to al-Farabi,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 19 (2009): 843-82.

0 See for example chap. 3 of Abil Nasr al-Farabi, On the Perfect State (Mabadi' ara' ahl
al-madina al-fadila), ed. and trans. Richard Walzer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 100-
104.
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thanks to “something” (shai’un ma)*' that is a power of abstraction
provided to the human soul by the Agent Intellect. With this
power the individual human being by means of its own intellect is
able to abstract or extract (intaza‘a) or transfer (naqala) the
intelligible from its mode of existence as individual in the
particulars of sensory experience to the immaterial mode of
existence appropriate for intellectual understanding. In al-Farabi’s
account, the human receptive intellectual power called “material
intellect” in the Arabic tradition (following Alexander of
Aphrodisias), or later called “possible intellect” by Aquinas, is
responsible for the activity of abstraction insofar as the rational
soul is made receptive of the intelligible as immaterial.”* When a
human being through study and reasoning has garnered
intelligibles in act for himself in this way, that human being is able
to contemplate intellectually those intelligibles in himself as what
al-Farabi calls “acquired intellect” and as such begins to lose need
for body and senses. When all the intelligibles have been amassed
by the rational soul, the soul comes to fulfillment and realization
of itself as an intellectual substance, no longer needing the body,
and becomes like the Agent Intellect itself, rising to be near the
level of the Agent Intellect.

2 Alfarabi. Risalah fil- ‘aql, ed. Maurice Bouyges, S.J., 2d ed. (Beyrouth: Dar el-Machreq
Sari, 1983), 12.7-9. Etienne Gilson recognized the important influence of al-Farabi on the
Latin tradition in his “Les sources greco-arabes de l'augustinisme avicennisant,” Archive
dhistoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen dge 4 (1929): 5-149, and published a Latin text of
De intellectu (115-26). However, Aquinas shows no evidence of employing the twelfth-
century translation of this text in the article studied here but instead seems wholly dependent
on what he finds in Averroés. Furthermore, his teacher Albert the Great displays no
knowledge of this work by al-Farabi in his De homine (ca. 1245), a work in which Aquinas
found a natural epistemology which he made his own. This latter issue was the topic of my
presentation, “Albert the Great’s Account of Human Knowledge in his De homine: A
Concoction Formed from the Writings of Avicenna and Averroes,” at the conference
Translation and Transformation: Albert, between Aquinas and ‘the Arabs’, Institute of
Philosophy, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, 4-5 June 2012, which will appear in the
conference proceedings. It is somewhat surprising that neither Aquinas in the Commentary
on the Sentences nor Albert in De homine evidence direct use of al-Farab1’s De intellectu.

22 On this, see my “Abstraction in al-Farabi,” Proceedings of the American Catholic
Philosophical Association 80 (2006) 151-68. More precisely, for Aquinas abstraction is carried
out by the combined work of the agent intellect acting and the possible intellect receiving,
both of which are intrinsic to the human soul.
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For al-Farabi, then, knowing separate substances consists in
knowing abstracted intelligibles, knowing the intellect of the
rational soul, and also knowing the immaterial Agent Intellect
insofar as it is both (1) the provider to human beings of a power
by means of which abstraction is accomplished by human in-
dividuals and (2) the ultimate cause of all forms in the sublunar
realm.” In its most transcendent form, intellectual understanding
or knowing results in the individual human intellect or rational
part of the soul being at or near the level of the Agent Intellect. Al-
Farabi even goes so far as to say that this is the real meaning of the
religious notion of the afterlife.”* However, he does not hold that
knowledge of the Agent Intellect is a direct apprehension or epis-
temological conjoining. Aquinas gives no evidence of having read
this in the teachings of al-Farab1 and the account of this doctrine
in al-Farabi by Averroés provides a different interpretation.

In the Long Commentary on De Anima Averroés reports a
second, more radical view al-Farabi is said to have held in his lost
Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics.”> On that reported
account, knowing separate intelligibles is something beyond
human abilities, though precisely what al-Farabi meant cannot be
determined with certainty through the available indirect sources.

 This is the account of the Risalah fi'l- ‘agl, though al-Farabi expresses different views in
other works. See my “Abstraction in al-Farabi,” 155-57 and the notes there for this doctrine
in the Mabadi' ara' ahl al-madina al-fadila and al-Siyasa al-madaniyya. The Risalab fil- ‘aql
is the work most relevant for the present discussion since it was a source used by Averroés in
the development of the doctrine of abstraction that was adopted by Aquinas.

** Risalab fi'l- ‘aql, 30.9-31.9. In al-Siyasa al-madaniyya, the Agent Intellect exercises care
for human beings so that they may “reach the highest ranks of the perfection which they can
attain, which is ultimate happiness. This comes to pass when the human being comes to the
rank of the Agent Intellect” (Al-Farabr's The Political Regime [al-Siyasa al-Madaniyya also
known as the Treatise on the Principles of Beings], ed. Fauzi M. Najjar [Beirut: Imprimerie
Catholicque, 1964], 32).

¥ See Averrois Cordubensis Commentarium Magnum in Aristotelis De Anima Libros, ed.
F.S. Crawford (Cambridge, Mass.: Medieval Academy of America, 1953),433; Taylor, trans.,
Long Commentary on the De Anima, 345-46. Hereafter, references to the Long Commentary
will indicate the pages of the Latin edition by Crawford in { } brackets.

¢ On the source of this report, see Steven Harvey, “The Place of the Philosopher in the
City according to Ibn Bajjah,” In The Political Aspects of Islamic Philosophy: Essays in Honor
of Mubhsin S. Mahdi, ed. Charles E. Butterworth (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1992), 199-233. For a recent account of these and related issues, see Phillipe Vallat, Farabi
et I’Ecole d’Alexandrie: Des prémisses de la connaissance a la philosophie politique (Paris:
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B) Ibn Bajja

For Ibn Bajja knowing separate substance takes place after the
rational soul has exercised its powers in various levels of
intellectual abstraction and finally attained a conjunctive
conjoining and uniting (ittisal) with the transcendent Agent
Intellect, a process ultimately derived from Plato’s account of
dialectical movement through ideas, in ideas, and to ideas in the
discussion of the Divided Line in book 6 of the Republic.”” Ibn
Bajja maintains that human beings exercise powers of abstraction
on various levels of normal human existence in the formation of
notions more and more general, leading all the way up to the
sciences. But these abstractions can capture no more than what is
present in the imperfect individual forms which the human being
experiences, since none of these forms have the fullness of the
ideas they represent. To attain to the intelligible itself one must
rise beyond the intermediary abstractions of the natural
philosopher to the apprehension of the intelligible itself in the
ultimate intellect: “A human being first has the spiritual form
according to its various ranked kinds (‘ala maratibi-ha); then
through those he is in contact (yattasilu) with the intelligible; then
through that intelligible he has contact with this ultimate
intellect.”*® Subsequent to exercises of abstraction, then, the soul
must become intellect and rise through the dialectic of ideas to the
level of the Agent Intellect (or perhaps God) to achieve a unity
with it. For Ibn Bajja, the end of human existence is the attainment

Vrin, 2004).

¥’ See the edition of the Treatise on the Conjunction of the Intellect with Man in Ibn Bajja
(Avempace), La conduite de I’ isolé et deux autres épitres: Introduction, édition critique du
texte arabes. traduction et commentaire, ed. and trans. Charles Genequand (Paris: Vrin 2010)
194-96. This work is available in English translation in Classical Arabic Philosophy: An
Anthology of Sources, trans. Jon McGinnis and David C. Reisman (Indianapolis, Ind.:
Hackett, 2007), 269-83. For some discussion, see Alexander Altmann, “Ibn Bajja on Man’s
Ultimate Felicity,” in Harry Austryn Wolfson Jubilee Volume, 3 vols. (Jerusalem: American
Academy for Jewish Research, 1965), 1:47-87.

* Treatise on the Conjunction of the Intellect with Man, 194. It seems that this should be
contact with God, though this is not completely clear. Still, what he writes later on (ibid.,
195) about the contemplation of the intelligible itself in what is pure intellect being the end
of life and highest happiness might support that view. Note that he mounts a substantial
defense of a Platonic theory of forms against the critique of Aristotle (ibid., 198ff.).
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of unity with the Agent Intellect (or God) as the attainment of a
level of divinity, and the means to this are the acts of intellectual
development.

C) Avicenna

For Avicenna, who based his own variation of the emanative
scheme on al-Farabt’s, the Agent Intellect is the cause of all the
forms emanated to constitute the things of the world and the
intelligibles known by human beings. For the rational soul,
knowing consists in what Avicenna variously characterizes using
the metaphors of conjoining (ittiisal) with the separate Agent
Intellect or of emanation (fayd) received from the separate Agent
Intellect in the apprehension of the intelligible forms of the world
which exist primarily in that Agent Intellect.”” According to the
teachings of Avicenna himself, intellectual understanding takes
place in a coinciding twofold process, beginning with the
preparation of the soul for the reception of forms by means of the
human abstractive process (tajrid) crafting prenoetic forms from
particular experiences garnered by the external and internal senses
in the sublunar realm. When the soul is in this way suitably
prepared or disposed, the intelligible form is then emanated from
the Agent Intellect.

In this Avicenna combines the Aristotelian approach which
finds the foundations of knowledge in the sensory apprehension
of the forms of things with a Neoplatonic approach like that found
in the Plotiniana Arabica which locates all intelligible essences in
transcendent intellect.”® The preparation of the soul is the

¥ Both metaphors are used by Avicenna in close proximity in Avicenna’s De Anima (Arabic
Text) Being the Psychological Part of Kitab al-ShifZ, ed. F. Rahman (London: Oxford
University Press, 1959), 235-36; Avicenna Latinus. Liber De Anima seu Sextus de Naturalibus
IV-V, ed. S. Van Riet (Louvain: Editions Orientalistes; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968), 127-28. For
a general study of emanation in Avicenna, see Olga Lizzini, Fluxus (fayd). Indagine sui
fondamenti della metafisica e della fisica di Avicenna (Bari: Edizioni di Pagina, 2011).
However, Lizzini’s focus is not primarily on epistemology and she provides only a modest
account of it.

3 See Cristina D’Ancona, “Degrees of Abstraction in Avicenna: How to Combine
Aristotle’s De Anima and the Enneads,” in Theories of Perception in Medieval and Early
Modern Philosophy (Helsinki: Springer, 2008), 47-71.

»
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particular human being’s exercise of the external and internal
senses in orienting the rational soul for its reception of
intelligibles, which can only truly come from the Agent Intellect.
However, we must keep in mind that for Avicenna emanation
must be understood as a metaphor for a process he also describes
as a conjoining to the Agent Intellect.’’ In his view, the rational
soul lacks intellectual memory, and so in each act of knowing the
soul must receive the emanation or make a conjoining again with
the Agent Intellect. In this context, knowing separate substances
as scientific knowledge of forms separate from matter and
particularity consists in connecting with the Agent Intellect to
receive somehow an emanation of the intelligibles present in it.
This fits well with Avicenna’s rejection of Aristotle’s view that
knowledge involves an identity of knower and known and with his
acceptance of a form of representationalism.’® For Avicenna the
intelligibles that come to be in the human intellect are not the
unique forms themselves in the Agent Intellect but representations
of the forms that in some way share in or participate in a
derivative way those forms in the Agent Intellect for the
intelligible content they possess. Hence, as the forms constituting
the world literally must emanate from the Agent Intellect, the
intelligible forms too must emanate from the Agent Intellect to
account for human intellectual understanding. As we shall see,
Aquinas understood Avicenna in accord with the metaphor of
emanation.

3! Precisely how to understand the noetics of human intellect in Avicenna is a matter of
current controversy. What might be called the standard account is the emanationist view
espoused by Aquinas in his reading of Avicenna; see Herbert Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna,
and Averroes, on Intellect (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). However, this has been
challenged. See Dimitri Gutas, “Intuition and Thinking: The Evolving Structure of Avicenna's
Epistemology,” in Aspects of Avicenna, ed. Robert Wisnovsky (Princeton: Markus Wiener
Publishers, 2001; reprinted from Princeton Papers: Interdisciplinary Journal of Middle Eastern
Studies 9), 1-38; Dag Nikolaus Hasse, “Avicenna on Abstraction,” in ibid., 39-72; and the
novel approach to the issue in Jon McGinnis in “Making Abstraction Less Abstract: The
Logical, Psychological and Metaphysical Dimensions of Avicenna’s Theory of Abstraction,”
Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 80 (2006): 169-83.

32 Avicenna’s De Anima (Arabic Text), book 5, ch. 6 (Rahman, ed., 239-41; [Latin] van
Riet, ed., 134-38).
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D) Alexander of Aphrodisias

For Alexander of Aphrodisias in De intellectu, knowing
separate substance in intellectual understanding consists in the
formal presence of the transcendent Agent Intellect (which he also
identifies with God) in the perishable human soul for the
apprehension of intelligibles and the apprehension of that
presence.” In his paraphrase of De Anima, Alexander also says
that the power of human intellectual understanding comes from
outside, and is not a wholly intrinsic part of the human soul.’* As
we shall see, Averroés, the sole source of information on the view
of Alexander for Aquinas on this issue (as discussed in the
Commentary on the Sentences), finds in Alexander as well as in
Themistius (who is not mentioned by Aquinas in this regard) the
doctrine of the formal presence of the Agent Intellect in the
knowing human soul.

E) Averroés

From the time of his early Short Commentary on De Anima
(early 1160s) through the writing of the Middle Commentary

33 “This then [is what] the potential intellect, when it is being perfected and has developed,
thinks. For just as the power of walking, which a human being has as soon as he comes to be,
is led to actuality, as time advances, by being perfected itself and not by being affected in some
way, in the same way the [potential] intellect too when it has been perfected both thinks the
things that are intelligible by nature and makes sensible things intelligible to itself, as being
productive” (Alexander of Aphrodisias, De Anima liber cum mantissa, ed. Ivo Bruns,
Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca, suppl. 2, pt. 1 [Berlin, 1887], 110.30-111.2; Alexander
of Aphrodisias: Supplement to On the Soul, trans. R. W. Sharples [London: Duckworth,
2004], 34-35). “The intellect that is by nature and from without will assist that in us, because
other things too would not be intelligible, though being [so] potentially, if there did not exist
something that was intelligible by its own peculiar nature. This, being intelligible by its own
nature, by being thought comes to be in the one who thinks; it is intellect that has come to
be in the one who thinks, and it is thought ‘from without’ and [is] immortal, and implants in
the material [intellect] a disposition such that it thinks the things that are intelligible
potentially” (Bruns, ed., 111.28-32; Sharples, trans., 36-37).

3* Alexander, De Anima liber cum mantissa (Bruns, ed., 90.20-91.4); Alexandre
d’Aphrodise. De I’Ame, trans. Martin Bergeron and Richard Dufour (Paris: Vrin, 2008), 213;
The De Anima of Alexander of Aphrodisias: A Translation and Commentary, trans. Athanasios
P. Fotinus (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1980), 119-20.
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(perhaps ca. 1180-83) and right up through to the completion of
the final version of the Long Commentary (perhaps 1186) each of
which went through various states of revision,” Averroés
consistently held that the transcendent Agent Intellect plays an
important part in the realization of intellectual understanding on
the part of human beings, a view common to the Greek and Arabic
traditions. In all three works Averroés characterizes this role as
one in which Agent Intellect is surab la-na, “form for us.”® Such
a characterization in a general way is certainly appropriate, since
the tradition held commonly that a transcendent Agent Intellect
plays a role in the actualization of the formal content of
intelligibles in the human mind. In his Long Commentary on De
Anima Averroés saw this doctrine of the Agent Intellect as “form
for us” in Alexander of Aphrodisias who held that perishable
individual human intellects are brought to completion in knowing
by the transcendent Agent Intellect, which Alexander identified
with the highest God.” Averroés analyzed the teachings of
Themistius and also found that this Greek commentator as well
holds that the transcendent Agent Intellect is “form for us.”**
However, the true meaning of the teaching becomes clear when
Averroés provides a critical analysis of the account of al-Farabi.
As indicated earlier, for al-Farabi the Agent Intellect plays a
crucial role in human intellectual understanding and in the

3% On this matter, see Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes, on Intellect, 265-82; C.
Sirat and M. Geoffroy, L’original arabe du Grand commentaire d’Averroés au De anima
d’Aristote. Prémices d’édition (Paris: J. Vrin, 2005); my introduction in Taylor, trans., Long
Commentary on the De Anima, xxviii-xlii; and my “Textual and Philosophical Issues in
Averroes’ Long Commentary on the De Anima of Aristotle,” in The Letter before the Spirit:
The Importance of Text Editions for the Study of the Reception of Aristotle, ed. Aafke M. L.
van Oppenraaij and Resianne Smidt van Gelder-Fontaine (Leiden and Boston: Brill,2012),
267-87.

3¢ See Richard C. Taylor, “The Agent Intellect as ‘Form for Us’ and Averroes’s Critique
of al-Farabi,” Topicos (Universidad Panamericana, Mexico City) 29 (2005): 29-51; reprinted
with corrections in Proceedings of the Society for Medieval Logic and Metaphysics 5 (2005):
18-32 (http://www.fordham.edu/gsas/phil/klima/SMLM/PSMLMS5/PSMLMS.pdf). See also
Marc Geoffroy, “Averroés sur Iintellect comme cause agent et cause formelle, et la question
de la jonction’ - 1,” in Averroés et les averroismes juif et latin. Actes du colloque tenu a Paris,
16-18 juin 2005, ed. J.-B. Brenet (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 77-110.

37 Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 385-87 {484-485}.

* Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 356 {445}.
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perfection of human substance at the highest levels by providing
“something” by means of which the human intellect is able to
perform the activity of abstraction or transference of intelligibles
from the level of intelligibles in potency in the human imagination
to the level of intelligibles in act in the individual human material
or receptive intellect.

However, according to Averroés the teaching of al-Farab1 was
that Agent Intellect is only an extrinsic efficient cause acting on
humans in such a way as to make possible abstraction and
intellectual understanding.”” The individual human being is not the
acting efficient cause in human intellectual understanding. As
Averroés puts it, the Agent Intellect’s “relation to a human being
will be only the relation of the agent to the human being, not a
relation of form.”*® That is, it will be the Agent Intellect that
abstracts intelligible forms for the human intellect; this process
does not take place through an intrinsic formal cause in the
individual human intellect. The reason for Averroés’ rejection of
this view is simply that he insists that the active power of
intellectual understanding must be “in the soul” (as Aristotle
himself insists in De Anima 3.4.430a13: en té psuché) and that it
must be present there as “form for us” or a form belonging to
human beings by means of which human beings perform the
activities of abstraction and intellectual understanding. If the
Agent Intellect does the abstracting, or provides forms through
emanation from itself, the human individual is not an agent willing
and acting in the formation of knowledge. For Averroés, this
means, according to his novel doctrine, that the separately existing
Agent Intellect and separately existing Material Intellect must
come to be present as “in the soul” and must come to be powers
formally belonging to the human being who initiates and carries
out the operations of abstraction and receptive intellectual
understanding. In an analysis of this elsewhere I have
characterized it as a form of participation with the term,

3% 1 discuss the views of al-Farabi in various works in “Abstraction in al-Farabi.”

*0 Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 401 {502}. Averroés understands
the account of al-Farabi differently from the one I gave earlier of the “something” which the
Agent Intellect provides to the soul for carrying out abstraction.
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“Aristotelian participation.”*' Key to this is the following assertion
by Averroés:

For because that in virtue of which something carries out its proper activity is the
form, while we carry out {500} our proper activity in virtue of the agent
intellect, it is necessary that the agent intellect be form in us. . . . [I]t is necessary
that a human being understand all the intelligibles through the intellect proper
to him and that he carry out the activity proper to him in regard to all beings, just
as he understands by his proper intellection all the beings through the intellect
in a positive disposition [intellectus in habitu], when it has been conjoined with
forms of the imagination.*

Here Averroés criticizes al-Farabi and asserts that one must hold
not that the Agent Intellect is an efficient cause acting on us, but
that it is “form for us” acting intrinsically in us since we are
ourselves knowers by our voluntary actions.*

Averroés himself then clearly holds that the Agent Intellect
must be “form for us” such that it is somehow not merely extrinsic
but in some genuine sense intrinsically present in human knowers.
For him, the Agent Intellect is (1) “form for us,” as (2) intrinsic to
the human soul, and yet also (3) ontologically distinct in its own
eternal existence. Further, the Agent Intellect is (4) available to us
to be put in use by our will.** Elsewhere I have argued that this
issue can be resolved if Averroés is understood to frame his
understanding in light of his study of Themistius and notions from
the Neoplatonic tradition found in Themistius.* In his Paraphrase

* See Taylor, “Themistius and the Development of Averroes’ Noetics,”
# “Quoniam, quia illud per quod agit aliquid suam propriam actionem est forma, nos
autem agimus per intellectum {500} agentem nostram actionem propriam, necesse est ut
intellectus agens sit forma in nobis. . . . Et cum ita sit, necesse est ut homo intelligat per
intellectum sibi proprium omnia entia, et ut agat actionem sibi propriam in omnibus entibus,
sicut intelligit per intellectum qui est in habitu, quando fuerit continuatus cum formis
ymaginabilibus, omnia entia intellectione propria” (Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the
De Anima, 399 {499-500}. On this text and its importance in the thought of Aquinas, see
Taylor, “Intellect as Intrinsic Formal Cause in the Soul according to Aquinas and Averroes.”

* This principle and its use by Aquinas is something I have discussed elsewhere: Taylor,
“The Agent Intellect as ‘form for us’ and Averroes’s Critique of al-Farabi.”

* For example, see Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 356 {439}

* See my “Intelligibles in act in Averroes,” in Brenet, ed., Averroés et les averroismes juif
et latin. 111-40. There I identified the understanding of Themistius as Neoplatonic. H. J.
Blumenthal argues against the influence of that tradition in his “Themistius, the Last
Peripatetic Commentator on Aristotle?”, in Arktouros, Hellenic Studies presented to Bernard
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of De Anima of Aristotle, Themistius held that the Productive /
Agent Intellect is “actual intellect” and “has all the forms all
together and presents all of them to itself at the same time” such
that its essence is activity.** However, for Themistius the human
actual intellect does not have of itself the intellectual power for
abstraction but rather must be empowered by combining with,
being taken over by, or being illuminated by the transcendent
Productive or Agent Intellect in order to come to exist in the soul
as united with the potential intellect.*” Abstraction or separation
of the intelligible in potency takes place when the Productive /
Agent Intellect penetrates and takes over the human actual
intellect such that intelligibles in potency can be converted to
intelligibles in act.”® In contrast, Averroés follows the Arabic

M. W. Knox on the occasion of his 65th birthday, ed. Glen W. Bowersock and others (Berlin,
1979), 391-400; see a revised version under the same title in Aristotle Transformed. The
Ancient Commentators and Their Influence, ed. Richard Sorabji (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1990), 113-23. In this latter version, Blumenthal adds a brief discussion of
the arguments of E. P. Mahoney in favor of identifying Neoplatonic language and notions in
the thought of Themistius on the relationship of the human intellect and the transcendent
Productive Intellect. See Mahoney’s “Themistius and the Agent Intellect in James of Viterbo
and Other Thirteenth-Century Philosophers,” Augustiniana 23 (1973): 423-67. For other
articles by Mahoney touching on this issue, see Blumenthal, “Themistius, the Last Peripatetic
Commentator on Aristotle?” (1990), 119-21 and the notes there. I discuss the role of the
Paraphrase of the De Anima by Themistius in the thought of Averroes at greater length in
“Themistius and the Development of Averroes’ Noetics.”

* Themistius, I Libros Aristotelis De Anima Paraphrasis, ed. R. Heinze, Commentaria in
Aristotelem Graeca 5.3 (Berlin: G. Reimeri, 1899), 100.20-21; Themistius, On Aristotle’s On
the Soul, trans. Robert B. Todd (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1996), 124. An Arabic
Translation of Themistius’ Commentary on Aristotle's De Anima, ed. M. C. Lyons (Columbia,
S.C., and Oxford: Bruno Cassirer Publishers Ltd.,1973), 181.12-13. This view may have also
served the purpose of assuring that the abstractions made by individuals on the basis of sense
perception and subsequent images formed in the soul are in accord with one another and the
forms as in the Productive Intellect, though Themistius does not make explicit mention of
this.

47 See Themistius, In Libros Aristotelis De Anima Paraphrasis, Heinze, ed., 98.19-24
(Todd, trans., 122; Lyons, ed., 172-74); Heinze, ed., 99.6-10 (Todd, trans., 123; Lyons, ed.,
179.6-9; and Heinze, ed., 103.30-33 (Todd, trans., 128-29; Lyons, ed., 188.12-14).

* Themistius writes that “. . . the productive intellect settles into the whole of the
potential intellect, as though the carpenter and the smith did not control their wood and
bronze externally but were able to pervade it totally. For this is how the actual intellect too
is added to the potential intellect and becomes one with it” (In Libros Aristotelis De Anima
Paraphrasis, Heinze, ed., 99.15-18 [Todd, trans., 123; Lyons, ed., 179.14-17]).
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tradition in holding that there is a single transcendent Agent
Intellect and did not give serious consideration to the notion that
each human being has his or her own particular abstracting agent
or actual intellect. Also unlike Themistius, Averroés does not
consider the Agent Intellect to function as containing all forms.*
Still, Averroés does find in Themistius this notion of the Agent
Intellect functioning intrinsically in the human soul and describes
this as the Agent Intellect acting as “form for us” in such as a way
that it is not only an efficient cause in abstraction but is actually in
us as form, such that it is we who are abstracting and knowing,
thanks to its presence and activity which is intrinsic to the soul.’’

* That the Productive / Agent Intellect contains all the forms I understand from the
remarks of Themistius that (1) the potential intellect is moved to think only by an intellect
that thinks all things (In Libros Aristotelis De Anima Paraphrasis, Heinze, ed., 103.31-32
[Todd, trans., 128; Lyons, ed., 188.12-13]); (2) “the intellect that illuminates in a primary
sense is one” (In Libros Aristotelis De Anima Paraphrasis, Heinze, ed., 103.32 [Todd, trans.,
128-29; Lyons, ed., 188.13-14]); (3) “we who are combined from the potential and the actual
[intellects] are referred back to one productive intellect, and that what it is to be each of us
is derived from that single [intellect]” (In Libros Aristotelis De Anima Paraphrasis, Heinze, ed.,
103.36-38 [Todd, trans., 129; Lyons, ed., 188.18-189.1]); (4) “we would not understand one
another unless there were a single intellect in which we all shared” (In Libros Aristotelis De
Anima Paraphrasis, Heinze, ed., 104.2-3 [Todd, trans., 129; Lyons, ed., 189.3]); and (5)
“divine intellect, which is separate and exists in actuality, thinks none of the enmattered
forms” but thinks only separate forms “continuously and perpetually” (In Libros Aristotelis
De Anima Paraphrasis, Heinze, ed., 114.34-115.9 [Todd, trans., 141; Lyons, ed., 209.16-
210.10]). For a recent discussion of these issues in Themistius, see Myrna Gabbe, “Themistius
on Concept Acquisition and Knowledge of Essences,” Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie
92 (2010): 215-35.

3% Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 356 {445}. Averroés seems to have
read Themistius’s Paraphrasis 99.11ff. (Heinze, ed.; Todd, trans., 123.25ff.; Lyons, ed.,
179.9ff.) as identifying the actual intellect with the Agent Intellect. For the Middle
Commentary that seems clearly to be the case. See Averroés, Middle Commentary on
Aristotle's De Anima. A Critical Edition of the Arabic Text with English Translation, Notes and
Introduction, ed. and trans. Alfred L. Ivry (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press,
2002), 117.8-10. There he writes, “You ought to know that Themistius and most
commentators regard the intellect in us (al-‘agl alladhi fFna) as composed of the intellect
which is in potency (al-‘aql bil-quwah) and the intellect which is in act (al-‘aql alladh 1 bil-fi‘l),
that is, the Agent Intellect (al-‘agl al-fa“al). In a certain way it is composite and does not think
its essence but thinks what is here, when the imaginative intentions are joined to it. The
intelligibles perish due to the passing away of these intentions, forgetting and error thus
occurring to [our intellect]. They interpret Aristotle’s statement in this manner, as explained
in our commentary on his discourse.”
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The same is the case for the receptive Material Intellect as well.
According to Averroés, intellectual understanding involves not just
abstraction but also the reception of the intelligible transferred
from the mode of being of an intelligible in potency to the mode
of being of an intelligible in act. Insofar as the intelligible in act is
no longer a determinate particular but rather an immaterial
intelligible, it requires an immaterial subject to receive it. This
subject is the Material Intellect which is shared by all human
beings simply because there must be one set of intelligibles in act
shared by all human beings for common knowledge, science and
discourse, another notion taken from Themistius by Averroés.’!

Hence, the philosophical framework within which Averroés
conceptualizes the Agent Intellect as “form for us” is one that
permits a transcendent and extrinsic power of an essential sort (the
power of intellectual abstraction and understanding) to be shared
in an intrinsic way. Averroés recognized and rejected for himself
what he perceived to be Platonic elements such as recollection and
a presence of forms outside the soul (in the Productive / Active
Intellect) in the thought of Themistius.’” Yet Aristotle’s account of
the separate, unaffected, unmixed, and essentially active Agent
Intellect (De anima 3.5.430a17-18), required that the Agent

5! “There need be no wonder that we all are as a group composites of what is in potency
and of what is in act. All of us whose existence is by virtue of this one are referred back to a
one which is the Agent Intellect. For if not this, then whence is it that we possess known
sciences in a shared way? And whence is it that the understanding of the primary definitions
and primary propositions is alike [for us all] without learning? For it is right that, if we do not
have one intellect in which we all share, then we also do not have understanding of one
another” (my translation). Cf. Lyons, ed., 188.17-189.4. This corresponds to Heinze, ed.,
103.36-104.3; Todd, trans., 129: “There is no need to be puzzled if we who are combined
from the potential and the actual [intellects] are referred back to one productive intellect, and
that what it is to be each of us is derived from that single [intellect]. Where otherwise do the
notions that are shared (koinoi ennoiai) come from? Where is the untaught and identical
understanding of the primary definitions and primary axioms derived from? For we would
not understand one another unless there were a single intellect that we all shared.”

52 “Et debes scire quod nulla differentia est secundum expositionem Themistii et
antiquorum expositorum, et opinionem Platonis in hoc quod intellecta existentia in nobis sunt
eterna, et quod addiscere est rememorari” (“You ought to know that there is no difference
between the exposition of Themistius and the other ancient commentators and the opinion
of Plato in regard to the fact that the intelligibles existing in us are eternal and that learning
is recollection” [Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 361-62 {452}]).
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Intellect be in some way intrinsic to the human soul as an essential
part of the distinctive definition of human being as rational. The
account which Averroés ultimately provides contains key
components from Themistius, in particular (1) the essential
combining, uniting, or sharing (scil., participating) of human
intellect in the intellectual activity of abstraction of the
transcendent, external, and ontologically distinct Agent Intellect,
insofar as the Agent Intellect is “in the soul” and “form for us”
such that we are active by will and essentially in the production of
our own intellectual understanding; and (2) the notion that there
must be a single collection of intelligibles in act shared by all
human beings. For Averroés the requirements that we be the
agents in our thinking and that the power by which we think be
intrinsic yielded the conclusion that the Agent Intellect must be
present as our proper form for these activities to take place. That
is, the very nature and actuality of the transcendent Agent Intellect
must be shared or participated by us essentially in the fullness of
its intellectual power for abstraction and understanding, though
Averroés does not use the language of participation to describe
this. The same presence in the soul is required for the receptive
Material Intellect as well.

II. AQUINAS AND THE REJECTED MODELS FROM THE
ARABIC / ISLAMIC PHILOSOPHICAL TRADITION

A) al-Farabiand 1bn Bajja | Avempace

At the beginning of his response in the article in question,”
Aquinas immediately asserts that the Christian view that “the
ultimate end of human life is the vision of God” should be
understood to be precisely parallel with the assertion of the
philosophers “that the ultimate happiness of human beings is to
understand substances separate in being from matter.””* For there

31V Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723]: “Responsio. Dicendum quod . . . peruenire quod
Deum per essentiam uideat”

% Ibid. [22723]: “ultimam hominis felicitatem esse intelligere substantias separatas a
materia secundum esse.”
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are philosophers as well as theologians who hold that the “vision
of God in his essence” is not possible. From among the
philosophers, Aquinas cites the view of al-Farabi recounted by
Averroés in the Long Commentary on De Anima. However, the
interpretation of al-Farab1 as conveyed by Averroés to Aquinas is
only partially correct on the issue of the involvement of the Agent
Intellect in human knowing, as I have noted. According to
Averroés, for al-Farabi knowledge of intelligibles comes about
when the separately existing Agent Intellect acts as an extrinsic
efficient cause providing assistance to the human soul to enable
the transference of the intelligible in potency in the objects sensed
from the level of particularity and intelligibility in potency to the
level of intelligible in act in the individual rational soul or intellect.
As Averroés—Aquinas’s sole source—views this, the account of al-
Farabi is inadequate because the Agent Intellect remains an
extrinsic cause operating on the human soul. The notion of a
genuine abstraction of intelligibles from sensory experience is
something adopted by Averroés and, through Averroés, by
Aquinas, though Averroés does not properly recognize that for al-
Farabi the action of abstraction is performed by the human being
with a power provided by the Agent Intellect.’

In this opening section of the response, however, Aquinas calls
attention to Averroés’ report of the doctrine purportedly set forth
by al-Farabi in his lost Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics.
Averroés writes, “For in his Commentary on the Nicomachean
Ethics [al-Farabi] seems to deny that there is conjoining with the
separate intelligences. He says that this is the opinion of Alexander
and that it should not be held that the human end is anything but
theoretical perfection.”® That is, according to this report, which

33 In this matter Aquinas is in fact in agreement with al-Farabi in significant ways, insofar
as Aquinas holds that the light or power of intellectual abstraction is given to human beings
by a transcendent extrinsic power and that this power as an intrinsic part of the rational soul
makes intellectual abstraction and understanding possible. For Aquinas this light of the
intellect or power of intellectual understanding, the agent intellect, while naturally present
in each human rational soul in the powers of active intellect and possible intellect, is
nevertheless a likeness of and a participation in the divine intellectual light of God.

3¢ Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 346 {433}.
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came to Averroés through Ibn Bajja,”” al-Farabi denied that a

genuine conjoining with the Agent Intellect in an immaterial
noetic identity is possible, since such a thing would require that
the human rational soul as a generated and corruptible entity
change its substance and become eternal and ungenerated.”®
Hence, as Aquinas recounts from his reading of Averrroés, al-
Farabi is reported to have denied that human beings are able to
attain to the noetic conjunction and identity indicated in the
intellectual understanding of separate substances. In the first
section of his response Aquinas then remarks, “Likewise some
theologians have asserted that the human intellect can never attain
to the vision of God in his essence,” referring both to those who
follow the Eastern Christian accounts and those who follow the
analysis of knowing in Avicenna.’”

Immediately thereafter,’ Aquinas characterizes this as a view
shared by al-Farabi and those theologians on account of “the
distance between our intellect and the divine essence or other
separate substances.” While citing Chrysostom for the theological
position, Aquinas continues to analyze the issue in the
epistemological and metaphysical terms of the philosophers. He
writes regarding the issue motivating al-Farab1’s denial of the
understanding of separate substances that “it seems difficult for
the created intellect to become [fiat] the uncreated essence in some
way.” That is, it is problematic to think that there is a complete
noetic identity of knower and known in an immaterial knowing
when that would entail the transformation of a human being from
a generated and corruptible entity into an immaterial and,
consequently, imperishably eternal entity.

37 See Harvey, “The Place of the Philosopher in the City according to Ibn Bajjah.”

%% Averroés several times discusses al-Farabi’s change late in life to the view that the human
immortality through intellectual conjoining is “an old wives’ tale.” See Averroés’ remarks in
Epistle 1 in Averroés. La béatitude de I’dme. Editions, traductions et études, ed. and trans.
Marc Geoffroy and Carlos Steel (Paris: Librairie Philosophique ]J. Vrin, 2001), 220; and
Epistle 2 (ibid., 230).

%% See Torrell, “La vision de Dieu ‘per essentiam’ selon Saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 178-85.

IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723]: “Et utrosque ad hoc mouet distantia . . .
quarumcumque substantiarum separatarum.”



532 RICHARD C. TAYLOR

Aquinas’s refutation of this view in following section®' cites De
videndo deum by Maurus Magnentius Rabanus (d. 856) under the
name of Augustine as an authority in support of the contrary view
that there is vision of the divine essence. However, the rest of his
analysis is purely philosophical. Insofar as intellectual under-
standing is the proper operation of human beings, the happiness
of human beings must result from this operation. (This is simply
based on the teleological account in the Function Argument from
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 10.7). But if perfection of
understanding in an Aristotelian noetic identity of knower and
known does not reach the divine essence, then it is not God but
something else in which human happiness consists. The latter is in
fact the doctrine of al-Farabi, Avicenna, and Averroés, all of
whom hold that ultimate human happiness is found in an
intellectual understanding reaching the level of the Agent Intellect,
or reaching the Agent Intellect itself, or involving the intrinsic
presence of the Agent Intellect and the Material Intellect in the
human soul. For Aquinas, however, that view is absurd “since the
ultimate perfection of anything is in the conjoining with its
principle,”* that is, a return and a reverting to its principle. In this
case, ultimate perfection can only be found in a complete
reversion to the first acting principle (principium effectivum), God.
This Neoplatonic philosophical principle of procession and return,
which Aquinas found in Dionysius and elsewhere,” he appeals to
theologically by citing the Book of Revelation, chapter 22, verse
13: “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” in the divisio textus in his
commentary on the second distinction of book 1 of the Sentences.
There he writes, “Consideration of this doctrine will be
concerning things insofar as they proceed [exeunt] from God as
from a principle, and insofar as they are brought back into him as

' Ibid. [22723]: “Set hec positio omnino stare non potest . . . in fine eas possimus
intelligere.”

2 Ibid. [22723]: “cum ultima perfectio cuiuslibet sit in coniunctione ad suum principium.”

 The literature on this subject is vast. For an example, see Paul Rorem, “‘Procession and
Return’ in Thomas Aquinas and his Predecessors,” The Princeton Seminary Review 13 (1992):
147-63.
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to the end.”®* By contrast, the appeal to this idea in the context of
the article we are considering from book 4 of the Sentences
commentary is philosophical, not theological. Both al-Farabi and
the Christian theologians are wrong in thinking that that the
human soul cannot attain to the vision of God and the reason is
this principle of procession and return.

Next,* expressing his own view that the vision of the divine
essence can occur for our intellect, just as some of the philos-
ophers say the human intellect can have vision of separate
substances, Aquinas now cites the doctrine of al-Farabi (here his
positive view, not the skeptical view ascribed to his lost
Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics) and Ibn Bajja /
Avempace on the nature and end of abstraction. In what follows
Aquinas forms his account from the critical analysis by Averroés
of the role of imagination in the thought of al-Farabi and Ibn
Bajja. Each of these philosophers had asserted that subsequent to
sense perception the imagination provides forms for intellectual
abstraction and separation from material conditions such that
“what results is the understood quiddity which is one and the
same for diverse understanding <human beings>.” * Drawing on
Averroés’ analysis of abstraction in Ibn Bajja, Aquinas writes that
“when our intellect reaches the highest abstraction of any
intelligible quiddity, it understands by this the quiddity of the
separate substance which is like it.”*’

Aquinas’s discussion of the role and nature of abstraction in the
thought of Ibn Bajja, again based solely on the Long Commentary
by Averroés, continues in the next section®® where he explains Ibn
Bajja’s abstractive theory of ascension, as it were proceeding up
through abstractive quidditative formalities until it reaches a

4 . . . . o
¢4 “consideratio huius doctrinae de rebus secundum quod exeunt a Deo ut a principio, et

secundum quod referuntur in ipsum ut in finem” (Mandonnet, ed., 57).

IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723].

 Ibid. [22723]: “remanet quidditas intellecta que est una et eadem apud diuersos
intelligentes.”

Ibid. [22723]: “quando intellectus noster peruenit ad summam abstractionem quidditatis
intelligibilis cuiuscumque, intelligit per hoc quidditatem substantie separate que est ei similis.”
Cf. Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 391ff. {490 ff.}; ibid., 338-39 {424}.

S IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723].



534 RICHARD C. TAYLOR

quiddity that is ultimate and from which no further quiddity can
be abstracted. For Ibn Bajja himself the intellectual exercise of
forming and knowing abstractions of various sorts in language,
natural philosophy, mathematics, and metaphysics leads to a unity
with the Agent Intellect. The purpose of or end served by
intellectual understanding is conjunction and unity with the Agent
Intellect—from which perhaps can come a higher unity with God,
the True One. Aquinas rejects this approach,®” founded on merely
the exercise of human intellectual powers of abstraction, simply
because the ratio or formal content of an abstracted material
substance, let us say of a horse or any number of any other
material quiddities, is not of the same ratio or formal content as
a separately existing intellectual substance, an entity of a
completely different sort. The exercise of intellectual abstraction
based on material substances cannot lead to the knowledge of an
entity that is essentially immaterial—that is, it cannot lead to the
quiddity of a separate substance and cannot lead to “above all the
divine essence which is of a ratio altogether different from every
created quiddity.””® (In this Ibn Bajja himself is in agreement,
though Aquinas apparently cannot see this, through the account
he has from Averroés.)

Aquinas rejects the same approach in the next part’' again on
philosophical grounds since, according to the Porphyrian Tree, the
only likeness of ratio or formality between a material substance
and an immaterial substance would be the remote genus of
substance which is said of both. But this is knowledge only in a
remote and qualified way without apprehension of distinctive
defining difference. He writes, “Consequently, to know God or
other separate substances in this way is not to see the divine
essence or the quiddity of a separate substance but it is to know
through the effect and as it were in a mirror.””* Abstraction alone,

¢ Ibid. [22723].

7% Ibid. [22723]: “precipue diuinam essentiam que maxime est alterius rationis ab omni
quidditate creata.”

7 Ibid. [22723].

72 Ibid. [22723]: “Vnde sic cognoscere Deum uel alias substantias separatas non est uidere
essentiam diuinam uel quidditatem substantie separate, set est cognoscere per effectum et
quasi in speculo.”
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then, cannot garner of itself anything beyond the nature of what
constitute the primary objects for abstraction. Rather, such
abstraction remains an understanding of an effect, not of the very
essence of the cause of that effect which is sought in this context.
In this Aquinas is in fact in agreement with Ibn Bajja though they
deal with the consequences quite differently. For Ibn Bajja this
means that Aristotelian abstraction should be rejected and that a
form of Platonism involving the attainment of unity with the
Agent Intellect is the only way for the human soul to achieve the
fullness of knowledge of intelligible forms.”

B) Avicenna

The second rejected model is that of Avicenna who speaks of
intelligibles in act being emanated from the separate intellects—the
Agent Intellect, to be precise—and impressed upon the human
rational soul. Aquinas, however, concerns himself not with this
problem but rather only with the account of the Agent Intellect as
emanating form to individual human rational souls when he writes
in the following section” that, according to Avicenna, “the
separate substances are understood by us through the intentions of
their quiddities which are certain likenesses of them not abstracted
from them—because they are themselves immaterial—but
impressed by these on our souls.”” The point here is that the

73 See the account of Genequand in his introduction to Ibn Bajja (Avempace), La conduite
de I’ isolé et deux autres épitres, 53-82.

IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723].

75 Ibid. [22723]: “substantie separate intelliguntur a nobis per intentiones suarum
quidditatum que sunt quedam ipsarum similitudines non abstracte ab eis, quia ipsemet sunt
immateriales, set impresse ab eis in animabus nostris.” Here Aquinas has in mind Avicenna
Latinus. Liber de Philosophia Prima sive Scientia Divine, 1-V, ed. S. Van Riet, ed. (Louvain:
Peeters; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1977), tract. 3, c. 8 (p. 162), where Avicenna writes regarding
knowledge of separate substances, “Sed quia quod invenitur in nobis de illis est impressiones
quae assimilantur eis sine dubio, et hoc est nostra scientia de illis” (“But this is because what
is found in us regarding these are impressions which are undoubtedly like these, and this
constitutes our knowledge of them”). This corresponds to Ibn Sina, al-Shif 7. Al-Ilahiyyat, vol.
1, ed. G. C. Anawati and Sa’id Zayed (Cairo: Organisation générale des imprimeries
gouvernementales, 1960), 144 (“Rather, from these what exist for us undoubtedly are
influences imitative of them and this is our knowledge [of them]”). I am glad to express my
thanks to Amos Bertolacci for help in locating this precise reference.
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separate substances are understood through mediating likenesses
and not directly, according to Avicenna. Hence, the same will hold
regarding the knowledge of God who can be apprehended only
through a likeness and not directly.

Aquinas rejects” this Avicennian approach because of the
principle that “everything which is received in something is in this
in the mode of the recipient,” which yields the problematic
consequence that “the likeness of the divine essence impressed by
it on our intellect will be through the mode of our intellect.” That
is, what will be in the human intellect will be imperfect and
diminished in accord with the mode and nature of our imperfect
human intellects, not in accord with the divine essence as it is in
itself. In this way even if the ratio or formal notion of the divine
essence is present to the human intellect, it will be present there
not as it is in itself but rather in accord with the recipient’s own
incomplete and weaker mode of perfection, as if the human
intellect were to have in it a small bit of whiteness in regard to
what has in itself a great deal of whiteness. Aquinas adds’” that this
Avicennian way is said to be inadequate if it attains only the ratio
of the genus, as discussed earlier, and it is inadequate if “it
concerns the same ratio of the genus but only according to
analogy.” Here Aquinas’s concern is more clearly expressed when
he writes,

Similarly, to the extent that the intellect understands some quiddity, it is
necessary that the likeness of its ratio in species come to be in us, although
perhaps the mode of being for each is not the same. For the form existing in
intellect or in sense is not the principle of knowing according to the mode of
being it has in each, but according to the ratio in which it shares with the exterior
thing. In this way it is evident that there is no likeness received in the created
intellect by which God can in this way be understood such that his essence is seen
immediately. Hence, also, some asserting that the divine essence is seen only
through this mode said that the essence itself is not seen but some brightness, as
if a ray of it.”®

7 1V Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723].

77 Ibid. [22723].

78 Ibid. [22723]: “Et similiter ad hoc quod intellectus intelligat aliquam quidditatem,
oportet quod fiat in eo similitudo eiusdem rationis secundum speciem, quamuis forte non sit
idem modus essendi utrobique.
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That is, to see God “face-to-face” or to understand the divine
essence is to apprehend it immediately in a way that requires that
there be no mediating likeness as found in the epistemology of
Avicenna, an epistemology that might be termed a sort of
representationalism. Any mediating likeness as something created
will be a representation and not the divine essence itself.

C) The Model Adopted from the Arabic | Islamic Philosophical
Tradition: Alexander and Averroés

Aquinas goes on’’ to set forth his own doctrine, explicitly
stating that he is drawing on the views of Alexander of
Aphrodisias and Averroés as found in book 3 of the Long
Commentary on De Anima by Averroés. He begins by reviewing
the philosophical principles that must be respected in the account.
First, the form apprehended in cognition of immaterial separate
substances cannot be derived by abstraction based on appre-
hension of composite material substances. What is known in such
abstraction cannot be more than what is present in the
apprehended composite material substances, a position Aquinas
shares with Ibn Bajja, as mentioned earlier. For, in that case what
is known would not be the separate substance but rather the
composite determinate material substances and their nature, the
starting points and foundations of the abstraction. Second, if a
separate substance is to be known in its essence, it cannot be
known through the mediation of a representative impression
caused by a separate substance, for that would not be direct
knowledge of the essence but rather knowledge of something
created. Hence, as Aquinas puts it, “Rather, it is the separate

“Non enim forma existens in intellectu uel sensu est principium cognitionis secundum
modum essendi quem habet utrobique, set secandum rationem in qua communicat cum re
exteriori. Etita patet quod per nullam similitudinem receptam in intellectu creato potest Deus
intelligi ita quod essentia eius uideatur immediate. Vnde etiam quidam ponentes diuinam
essentiam solum per hunc modum uideri, dixerunt quod ipsa essentia non uidebitur, set
quidam fulgor quasi radius ipsius.”

IV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723].
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substance itself which is conjoined to our intellect as form, so that
it is what is understood and that by which it is understood.”*’

In the context of this discussion of knowing separate
substances, Aquinas reads Averroés’ doctrine as requiring that
separate intellects be both that by which we know (qua intelligitur)
the separate intellect, that is, that it be “form for us” as intrinsic to
the soul, and that it also be that which is known (quod intelligitur),
that is, the apprehended object of knowing. In the teachings of
Averroés this would correspond to the notion that the powers by
which knowing takes place (qua intelligitur) are the separate Agent
Intellect and the separate Material Intellect working together and
that which is known (quod intelligitur) are the intelligibles in act
in the separate Material Intellect. Phrased in another way, the
formal and intrinsic power by which the activity of intellectual
understanding takes place are these cooperating separate intellects
and the objects of that intellectual understanding consist of
intelligibles in act in the Material Intellect. This is Averroés’
account of natural human knowing, an account very different
from that of Aquinas, who holds that these intellects are in fact
just powers of the individual soul and that the objects of
understanding are the natures of things in the world.*' In taking
over this model, Aquinas understands God’s very own divine
essence as that by which we understand (corresponding to the
Agent Intellect or, better, the Agent Intellect and Material Intellect
working together) through a conjoining and also as that very thing
which is understood (corresponding to the abstracted intelligibles
that come to exist in the Material Intellect).*” That is to say, in

8 Tbid. [22723]: “set est ipsa substantia separata que coniungitur intellectui nostro ut

forma, ut ipsa sit quod hic intelligitur et qua intelligitur.”

8 For Averroés the Material Intellect and the Agent Intellect are principles philosophically
discovered by the analysis of human cognition rather than direct objects of human intellectual
experience. What is experienced by human beings is the apprehension of intelligibles in act
that constitutes science in the human theoretical intellect. For the human individual,
knowledge of these two intellects comes not by some direct perception as such but rather
through a complex reasoned account.

821V Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723]: “[E]st ipsa substantia separata que coniungitur
intellectui nostro ut forma, ut ipsa sit quod hic intelligitur et qua intelligitur.”

Objection 15 of this article [22715] contends that “in heaven God is seen through a
medium which is the light of glory [lumen glorie], as is clear in Psalm 35, 10: we will see the
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natural knowing for Averroés the Agent Intellect comes to be
“form for us,” empowering the human being to come to have
intellectual understanding thanks to aid from outside; in
corresponding fashion, for Aquinas in supernatural knowing it is
God who comes from outside to be formally present in the soul,
enhancing its power of understanding as “form for us” in our
finite knowing of the divine essence. As Averroés did not hold that
the very substance of the Agent Intellect came ontologically into
the human soul to become the very substance of the human soul,
so too for Aquinas the divine essence itself does not come to exist
ontologically in the human soul, replacing the human substance

light in your light. Therefore he will not be seen in his essence.” Aquinas responds [22738]
by distinguishing three media in bodily and intellectual vision, concluding that God is
immediately present to the human intellect as that which gives the elevated power of
cognizing to the human intellect and as the unmediated object cognized. “To the fifteenth
objection it should be said that the medium in bodily vision and intellectual [vision] is found
to be threefold. The first is the medium under which it is seen; this is what perfects vision for
seeing in general, not determining vision to some special object, as bodily light is related to
bodily vision and the light of the agent intellect to the possible intellect. The second is the
medium by which it is seen; this is the visible form by which each power of vision is
determined to a special object, as by the form of the stone for cognizing the stone. The third
is the medium in which it is seen. This is that through the inspection of which sight is brought
to another thing, as by inspecting a mirror one is led to these things which are represented in
the mirror and by seeing the image one is led to the object imaged [in the mirror]. In this way
too through the cognition of the effect the intellect is led to the cause, or the converse. In the
vision characteristic of heaven there will not be a third medium, as if God were cognized
through the species of other things, as He is now cognized by means of the ratio regarding
which we are said now to see in a mirror. Nor will there be there a second medium because
the very divine essence will be that by which our intellect will see God, as is evident from
what has been said. But there will be there only the first medium which will elevate our
intellect to this which can be conjoined with the uncreated essence in the way mentioned. But
by this medium a mediated cognition is not meant because it does not fall between the
cognizer and the thing cognized, but rather it is that which gives to the one cognizing the
power of cognizing.” Though aspects of the idea have important scriptural and theological
antecedents, the term lumen gloriae can be traced to Albert the Great who seems to have
developed it out of his study of the works of Pseudo-Dionysius and his knowledge of
teachings in philosophical psychology in Avicenna and the Latin Christian theologians who
sought to use the Persian philosopher’s insights in their consideration of the soul and God.
See Nikolaus Wicki, Die Lehre von der himmlischen Seligkeit in der mittelalterlichen
Scholastik von Petrus Lombardus bis Thomas wvon Aquin (Frankfurt an Main:
Universititsverlag Freiburg Schweiz, 1954), esp. 154ff. Regarding the use and development
of Avicennian thought by Latin Christian theologians, see Magdalena Bieniak, The Soul-Body
Problem at Paris, ca. 1200-1250 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2010).
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with the divine. Regarding what is understood, for Averroés the
object of intellectual understanding is to be found in the abstracted
intelligible as intelligible in act in the Material Intellect, though it
is garnered from sensory experience of a nature instantiated in a
particular thing in the world; for Aquinas the object of intellectual
understanding is not the abstracted form which is the intelligible
species, a likeness of the thing, but rather the nature of the thing
in the world.” In the context of knowing God per essentiam or
face-to-face, God himself substitutes for the intelligible species as
likeness and also the thing on which the likeness is based in
natural knowing since in supernatural knowing there is no
representative likeness but rather just God himself.**

Aquinas goes on® to insist that in the vision of God in his
essence that by which the vision takes place (qua intelligitur) must
be the divine essence itself acting as an enhancing form. He
stresses that this is not to be understood as in natural philosophy:
“It ought not to be understood as if the divine essence is the true
form of our intellect or that out of this and our intellect simply
one thing is made, as in natural things made from natural form
and matter.”® That is, the divine essence should not be
understood as becoming ontologically the very form constituting
human intellect and carrying out the operation of intellectual
understanding. Were that the case, it would be God knowing God,

8 See Il Sent., d. 2, q. 3, a. 1 [3792]: “in intellectu vero humano similitudo rei intellectae
est aliud a substantia intellectus, et est sicut forma ejus; unde ex intellectu et similitudine rei
efficitur unum completum, quod est intellectus in actu intelligens; et hujus similitudo est
accepta a re.”

8 Here Aquinas is content to set forth the basic doctrine and to indicate the helpfulness
of the model from Averroés and Alexander as explicated by Averroés. Later, in article 6 of this
question, Aquinas shows that the enhancing of the power of the soul in fact requires first the
bringing about of a disposition in the soul for the reception of the vision of God. As Katja
Krause has indicated in her 30 May 2012 presentation at the conference The Sentences of
Lombard and the Commentary of Aquinas held at the Institut Catholique de Paris, in article
6 Aquinas begins to turn to the noetics of Alexander to provide a fuller account of the new
disposition given to the soul in the light of glory by God so that he may be seen per essentiam,
albeit not comprehensively.

1V Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723].

8 Ibid. [22723]: “Quod quidem non debet intelligi, quasi diuina essentia sit uera forma
intellectus nostri uel quod ex ea et intellectu nostro efficiatur unum simpliciter, sicut in
naturalibus ex forma et materia naturali.”
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not a blessed human being in heaven knowing God face-to-face.
Instead, he writes,

Rather, [it should be understood to come about] because the relation of the
divine essence to our intellect is as the relation of form to matter. For whenever
there are any two things of which one is more perfect than the other and these
are received in the same recipient, there is a relation of one of the two to the
other, namely, of the more perfect to the less perfect, as is the relation of form
to matter.”’

It is not inappropriate to use the language of matter and form to
characterize the perfection of one thing by another. Aquinas takes
this principle from several passages in Averroés’ Long
Commentary, among them the following two.

For with respect to every activity which has come to be from the gathering
together of two different things, it is necessarily the case that one of those two
be as it were matter and instrument and the other be as it were form or agent.
The intellect in us, therefore, is composed of the intellect which is in a positive
disposition and the agent intellect, either in such a way that the propositions are
as it were matter and the agent intellect is as it were form, or in such a way that
the propositions are as it were the instrument and the agent intellect is as it were
the efficient [cause]. For the disposition is similar in this case.®

When this conjoining in us between the agent intellect and the material intellect
has been established, we will be able to find out the way in which we say that the
agent intellect is similar to form and that the intellect which is in a positive
disposition (in habitu) is similar to matter. For in regard to any two things of
which one is the subject and the second is more actual than the other, it is
necessary that the relation of the more actual to the less actual be as the relation
of form to matter. With this intention we say that the proportion of the first

87 Ibid. [22723]: “Set quia proportio essentie diuine ad intellectum nostrum est sicut
proportio forme ad materiam. Quandocumque enim aliqua duo quorumunum est altero
perfectius, recipiuntur in eodem receptibili, proportio unius ad alterum, scilicet magis perfecti
ad minus perfectum, est sicut proportio forme ad materiem.”

8 Taylor, trans., Long Commentary on the De Anima, 397 {497}: “Et omnis actio facta
ex congregato duorum diversorum, necesse est ut alterum duorum illorum sit quasi materia
et instrumentum, et aliud sit quasi forma aut agens. Intellectus igitur qui est in nobis
componitur ex intellectu qui est in habitu et intellectu agenti, aut ita quod propositiones sunt
quasi materia et intellectus agens est quasi forma, aut ita quod propositiones sunt quasi
instrumentum et intellectus agens est quasi efficiens; dispositio enim in hoc est consimilis.”
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actuality of the imaginative power to the first actuality of the common sense is
as the proportion of form to matter.*

For Aquinas the divine essence must not completely displace
the power of the human intellect in an ontological way; instead,
the human intellect, itself a formal power of the soul, receptive in
relation to the enhancing intellectual power of the divine essence,
finds the divine essence to be present in it (inhabitans,
“indwelling,” albeit not literally as if ontologically identical) as a
supernatural actualizing power by which the divine essence can be
seen as object. Aquinas states that the model for this is found in
Averroés and Alexander insofar as they speak of the Agent
Intellect as being “in the soul” (again, as does Aristotle in De
Anima 3.5.430a13: en té psuché) as a form acting in intellection
and as a separate substance apprehended by that intellection.”
This is the notion of acquired intellect in Alexander, the notion
thatin intellectual understanding the perishable human soul comes
to have acting in it, with the power of intellectuality, the Agent
Intellect itself, which for Alexander is God. In the case of Averroés
as understood here by Aquinas, it means that it is not necessary
that the formality by which intellectual understanding takes place
(qua intelligitur) be solely intrinsic; rather, it is reasonable to hold
that a separately existing immaterial substance can be the power
by which intellectual understanding takes place.

In the final section of Aquinas’s response,”’ he spells out this
philosophical account of how the divine essence is form for the

8 Ibid., 398 {499}: “Et cum fuerit verificata nobis hec continuatio que est inter
intellectum agentem et intellectum materialem, poterimus reperire modum secundum quem
dicimus quod intellectus agens similis est forme et quod intellectus qui est in habitu similis est
materie. Omnia enim duo quorum subiectum est unum, et quorum alterum est perfectius alio,
necesse est ut respectus perfectioris ad imperfectius sit sicut respectus forme ad materiam. Et
secundum hanc intentionem dicimus quod proportio prime perfectionis virtutis ymaginative
ad primam perfectionem communis sensus et sicut proportio forme ad materiam.”

" Note that what is accepted from Alexander and Averroés for the description of the
supernatural enhancement of the human intellect in patria is the notion of “form for us”
which for them described an enhancement required for natural human knowing. Aquinas by
no means accepts their shared view that the individual human soul perishes with the death of
the body.

NIV Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 1 [22723].
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human intellect by explicating the relevant principles supporting
this teaching. First, he explains that the notion that the formal
power of intellectual understanding (“a form by which the intellect
understands,” qua intelligitur) and the intellect itself come to be
one in intellectual understanding (quod intelligitur) should be
understood as analogous to hylomorphism, the unity of form and
matter which constitutes a single existing being. In this way there
is a single understanding of the divine essence on the part of the
human being which comes about when the divine essence is qua
intelligitur or, in the language of Averroés, “form for us,” in this
enhanced human intellectual understanding of quod intelligitur,
the object of understanding, the separate substance, the divine
essence itself.

However, it is important to understand how the analogy falters
or is imperfect. In the case of natural things, what is subsistent—
the hylomorphic composite—cannot function as the form for
some other matter. Matter cannot be the form of anything, and so
what is itself a composite of form and matter cannot also be the
form for some other matter. But, argues Aquinas, for an
immaterial substance subsisting per se such as the human soul,
there is nothing in its principles precluding its becoming form of
some matter and composite with that matter. Aquinas then states,
“However, in the case of the intellect, it is necessary that the
intellect in potency itself be taken as matter and the intelligible
species as form; the intellect understanding in act will be as
composed of each.”” That is, the intellect itself which is an
actuality and an immaterial form can be considered insofar as it
has potentiality for the reception of intelligible forms which will
perfect it in its full actuality. This is what Aquinas calls the
possible intellect. This receptive intellect is able to receive another
form, the intelligible species, in intellectual understanding, thereby
becoming “understanding in act” as “something composed of
each.” The reception of this form further actualizes and perfects
the human intellect, which becomes an intellect understanding in

2 Ibid. [22723]: “In intellectu autem oportet accipere ipsum intellectum in potentia quasi
materiam et speciem intelligibilem quasi formam, et intellectus in actu intelligens erit quasi
compositum ex utroque.”
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act through that reception and perfection. Hence, in principle it
is not unthinkable that what is already an intellect be further
actualized by another form. In this way it is not unthinkable that
a transcendent immaterial form come to be formal and actual in
relation to another lower form in a way analogous to the
perfecting and enhancing relationship of form to matter. That is,
Aquinas is stating that there are two senses in which separate
substance can be “form for us.” The first is as a supervening form
and a formal principle of understanding, in a fashion similar to
that in which Averroés has the separate Agent Intellect provide the
needed actuality for intellectual understanding by the individual.
The second sense is that by which the object apprehended comes
to be a known form in the human being. In Averroés this was the
teaching that the abstracted forms come to exist in the separate
Material Intellect functioning as their ontological subject, a subject
to which human beings are connected in intellectual understanding
through intelligibles abstracted but originally provided as
intelligibles in potency in the human imaginative power taken
broadly. For Aquinas, however, the object abstracted in natural
human cognition becomes the intelligible species in an individual
human mind which is not the object of knowledge itself but a
means to knowing the objects of knowledge, the natures of the
things of the world.

Hence, we see that there are models showing how what is form
and intellect can receive another form and perfection. But how can
this be understood in the case of some immaterial subsisting
substance which is not in matter but is at once intelligible and
intelligent? Aquinas states a principle from Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
when he writes, “However, any given thing is intelligible insofar
as it is in act, not insofar as it is in potency, as is evident in Book
9 of Aristotle’s Metaphysics.””® This Aquinas cites to set up his

% The proper reference is to Metaphysics 8.6 [1045b24]. However, Aquinas is following
the text and interpretation found in the Latin translation of Averroes’s Long Commentary on
the Metaphysics. The Arabic translation differs considerably from the Greek. Averroés
interprets it to mean that the immaterial separate entities moving the heavens, insofar as they
are pure forms and actualities separate from matter, are thereby per se intelligible as well as
intelligent. See Averroes Tafsir ma ba‘d al-tabi ah, ed. Maurice Bouyges, S.J., vol. 2 (Beirut:
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assertion that this doctrine can apply to the divine essence acting
in the human intellect. For “the divine essence is pure act.” Given
this, the divine essence must be pure intellect and hence capable
of being in the human intellect as its form, as Averroés and
Alexander—as understood by Aquinas—assert is the case when the
human intellect is in the activity of intellectual understanding.
However, what is an immaterial form per se is a form which is
immediately intelligible per se. In this case there is no need for
abstraction and separation of the intelligible form from matter.
Hence, since the divine essence is itself pure act, Aquinas
concludes that “it can be a form by which the intellect
understands, and this will be the beatific vision.””* As J.-B. Brenet
has pointed out, in this case God is able to be present to the soul
in the same way that the intelligible species is present to the soul
as that by means of which science of worldly things is possessed.
However, in this case what is present in that fashion does not
require abstraction in order to be intelligible, since God is a pure
form.” Here Aquinas has passed beyond the accounts of
Alexander and Averroés to present his own teaching, for
Alexander did not propose that God is the direct apprehended
object of intellectual understanding, nor did Averroés assert that
there is direct intellectual cognition of the Agent or Material
Intellects. Hence, we find Aquinas here using their teachings on
separate intellect as “form for us” in a way very different from the
way they use it.

Dar al-Machreq Editeurs [Imprimerie Catholique], 1967%), book 7, c. 16, p. 1102; Aristotelis
Metaphysicorum Libri XIIII cum Averrois Cordubensis in eosdem commentariis et epitome in
In Aristotelis Opera Cum Averrois Commentariis (Venice: Iunctas, 1574), vol. 8, VIII, c. 16,
f. 225r F. On form as the cause of actuality, see Metaphysics 8.2 [1043a19-21]. The cause of
actuality in a composite thing is the form. See Averroes Tafsi ma ba‘d al-tabi ah, book 7,
c. 7, p. 1055; Aristotelis Metaphysicorum Libri XIIII, VIIL, c. 7, f. 215v K. I discuss this in
“Averroes on Psychology and the Principles of Metaphysics,” The Journal of the History of
Philosophy 36 (1998): 507-23; see 519-21, especially 519 n. 41.

%4 [22723] poterit esse forma qua intellectus intelligit. Et hec erit uisio beatificans.

%5 See Brenet, “Vision béatifique et séparation de I'intellect.”
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IV. CONCLUSION

What we have seen here is the use of the thought of Averroés
and Alexander by Aquinas as he sets forth a philosophical
justification for the Christian theological doctrine of beatitude.
That justification was found in Aquinas’s understanding of the
philosophical noetics of ordinary human intellectual under-
standing as set forth in the Long Commentary on De Anima by
Averroés. Other accounts, such as those of al-Farabi, Ibn Bajja,
and Avicenna were rejected as unsuitable models since they
involved either a denial of an intellectual understanding of
separate intellectual substance or a denial that such an intellectual
understanding can take place directly and without intermediate
representation.

Aquinas also expounds this doctrine and names Averroés
explicitly in disputed question 8 De Veritate (De cognitione
angelorum), article 1, entitled, “Whether the angels see God in his
essence.” There he reasons that beatitude consisting of the
intellectual vision of God is the most perfect operation of a
rational creature. Using the notion that the ultimate perfection of
anything involves its return to its principle, he explains that, since
faith teaches that God creates all rational creatures immediately,
“it is necessary according to faith that every rational creature who
reaches beatitude sees God in his essence.””® He later mentions
Averroés (and not Alexander) as the source for the key notion,
writing

How a separate essence can be joined to the intellect as form the Commentator
shows as follows in Book 3 [of his commentary] on De Anima: whenever two
things one of which is more perfect” than the other are received into something
able to receive [them], the proportion of the more perfect to the less perfect is as
the proportion of form to what it is able to perfect, as light is the perfection of
color when both are received in a transparent [medium]. For this reason since the
created intellect which is present in a created substance is more imperfect than

% “Unde oportet secundum fidem ut omnis creatura rationalis quae ad beatitudinem
penrenit, per essentiam Deum videat” (Sancti Thomae de Aquino, Opera omnia, 22/2, editio
Leonina [Rome: Ad Sanctae Sabinae, 1972] 217.153-55).

%7 And as such, more actual.
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the divine essence existing in it, the divine essence is compared in a certain way
as form in relation to that which is understood.”®

The doctrine of Aquinas remains the same in later works, so the
importance of Averroés for the formation of Aquinas’s account of
beatitude persists even if unstated.” However, as Brenet points
out, reference to Averroés regarding this teaching disappears with
the Summa contra Gentiles."”

Yet it would seem that precisely the sort of epistemological
solution that Aquinas permits here for understanding the
intellectual understanding or seeing of God in his essence or “face-
to-face” is the very epistemological solution he altogether rejects
in other works when analyzing the epistemology of Averroés.
Elsewhere Aquinas insists that the agent intellect and material
intellect cannot be separate in being because these powers of
knowing must be intrinsically present in the human knower, for
otherwise the knower would not be the human being but the
separate intellects.'”’ It is this problem to which several

* De Verit., q. 8, a. 1: “Qualiter autem essentia separata possit coniungi intellectui ut
forma, sic ostendit Commentator in III De anima: quandocumque in aliquo receptibili
recipiuntur duo quorum unum est altero perfectius, proportio perfectioris ad minus perfectum
est sicut proportio formae ad suum perfectibile, sicut lux est perfectio coloris cum ambo
recipiuntur in diaphano; et ideo cum intellectus creatus, qui inest substantiae creatae, sit
imperfectior divina essentia in eo existente, comparabitur divina essentia ad illum intellectum
quodam modo ut forma” (Leon. ed., 218.208-34).

% See, for example, STh 1, q. 12; I-I, qq. 1-5.

190 Brenet, “S’unir a lintellect, voir Dieu,” 240. Brenet explains that in an early version
of the Summa contra Gentiles Aquinas mentions Averroés in connection with the issue of
beatitude but Aquinas chose to remove that reference in the final version.

" For example, Summa Contra Gentiles, 2.59, 12: “Id quo aliquid operatur, oportet esse
formam eius: nihil enim agit nisi secundum quod est actu; actu autem non est aliquid nisi per
id quod est forma eius; unde et Aristoteles probat animam esse formam, per hoc quod animal
per animam vivit et sentit. Homo autem intelligit, et non nisi per intellectum: unde et
Aristoteles, inquirens de principio quo intelligimus, tradit nobis naturam intellectus possibilis.
Oportet igitur intellectum possibilem formaliter uniri nobis, et non solum per suum
obiectum.” Summa contra gentiles (Rome: Typis Riccardi Garroni, 1918) [S. Thomae de
Aquino Opera Omnia Iussu Leonis XIII P.M. edita Cura et studio Fratrum Praedicatorum
Tomus XIII], p. 415b Amplius. Texts such as this found in a number of the works of Aquinas
are analyzed in my article, “Intellect as Intrinsic Formal Cause in the Soul according to
Aquinas and Averroes,” in The Afterlife of the Platonic Soul. Reflections on Platonic
Psychology in the Monotheistic Religions, ed. Maha El-Kaisy Friemuth and John M. Dillon
(Leiden: Brill, 2009), 187-220.
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fourteenth-century supporters of Aquinas called attention when
they raised the issue of whether his teaching is in contradiction to
his own critique of Averroés.'” For the present, I would suggest
that here the context and the purpose are different. In the
Commentary on the Sentences Aquinas is speaking of the
supernatural involvement of God in enabling a vision of the divine
essence by the blessed in patria, in the afterlife. The context is not
that of natural human knowing iz via, in the course of life in the
natural world. Hence, what we find here is not so much a
contradiction to the critical rejection of Averroés’ view of natural
knowing in via that Aquinas vehemently set forth repeatedly, as
rather an instance where the “form for us” account Aquinas saw
in the natural accounts of Averroés and Alexander is found by him
to be suitable as a model for understanding the non-natural,
indeed supernatural, vision of the divine essence promised for the
afterlife in Scripture as ultimate human beatitude. In the account
in the Commentary on the Sentences Aquinas is not
philosophically proving that the nature of the final end of human
beings is the beatific vision. That would require a much more
thoroughly argued teleological account. Rather, here Aquinas
begins with the Christian theological doctrine assumed as true by
faith and draws deeply on the Arabic and Greek philosophical
traditions to provide a consistent account of just how that
theological teaching may be understood cogently. As I see it, this
constitutes just another instance of the work of thinkers of the
Abrahamic tradition as they negotiate their way toward a more
thoughtful conciliation of revealed religion and natural human
reason. The same is found in very differing ways in al-Farabi, Ibn
Bajja, Avicenna, and Averroés, even if their negotiations were
more rationalist in character than would likely suit Aquinas and
others of the Latin tradition. Still, all of these thinkers held for the
existence of one First Cause and Ultimate Principle of the universe
as God and each in his own way asserted that understanding of
that First Cause constitutes part or all of the end for human beings
and ultimate human happiness.

»

122 See Brenet, “Vision béatifique et séparation de I’intellect,”; Ermatinger,“Giles of Rome
and Anthony of Parma in an Anonymous Question on the Intellect.”
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Aquinas is the most well known, innovative, and insightful
theologian and philosopher in Europe in the High Middle Ages
and in various ways his teachings and methods continue to nourish
theological and philosophical thought even today. However, it is
less broadly known and less well documented with precision that
the thought of Aquinas was very profoundly influenced by his
engagement with philosophical teachings arising originally in the
Arabic / Islamic philosophical tradition in such diverse places as
Baghdad, Cordoba, Cairo, and Bukhara. In each of these cities and
many others throughout the lands under the governance of
Muslim political leaders, the intellectual development of
philosophy and science continued with new analyses and
understandings of optics, medicine, mathematics, natural sciences,
and philosophical reasoning, not uncommonly with Muslims,
Christians, and Jews working together as teachers and students.
Philosophy and science as advanced in the Arabic / Islamic
tradition was foundational to the development of thought in
Europe through extensive translations at Toledo in Spain, at the
court of Frederick II in Sicily, and elsewhere.

Considered in this context, Aquinas has much in common with
the philosophical tradition found in the Islamic world insofar as
he worked to reconcile the powerful philosophical reasoning of
the Greek pagan tradition with the monotheism common to the
religions of the three Abrahamic traditions, as had philosophical
thinkers of Islamic, Jewish, and Christian traditions alive inside the
Islamic world. Viewed in this light, Aquinas as well as other
thinkers such as his teacher, Albert the Great, the Franciscan
Bonaventura, and many other Europeans can be seen as forming
their philosophical and theological views only through
participation in what is a common negotiation between secular
philosophy and science on the one hand and, on the other hand,
the common values and principles found in the Abrahamic
traditions. The unproductive negative model of conflict, clash,
attack, and domination among representatives of the Islamic,
Christian, and Jewish philosophical traditions should be put aside
as inadequately descriptive of the historical reality. Thinkers of
these three traditions argued for their own understandings and
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against those of others both within and outside their faith tradi-
tions. Rigorous argument, disagreement, refutation, and defense
of philosophical and theological positions were common and very
fruitful methods used inside each of the three traditions and
should be seen as the methods by which philosophical and
theological understanding advanced in sophistication and insight.
The more appropriate and encompassing model is that of a
common endeavor by philosophers and philosophical theologians
of the three traditions to conciliate and reconcile secular science
with the common principles of Judaism, Islam and Christianity.
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principles of coming to be into an underlying thing, a form that

comes to be, and the initial privation of that form. While the
history of commentaries on Aristotle is replete with varying and
even opposing interpretations of what Aristotle intends by “the
underlying thing” and what the nature of form might be, privation
seems straightforward enough. If at sometime I, for example,
come to be tanned, then before that time, I was not-tan, where
being not-tan is the privation in question. In general, privation is
just not being something. Understanding privation then seems to
be as easy as understanding not.

On some reflection, however, one might begin to feel that
perhaps a bit more should be said about this “not,” particularly
inasmuch as privation is a principle of coming to be, which
ostensibly is supposed to be of some concern to natural philos-
ophers. Not every instance of some matter’s not being something
corresponds with what can come to be in that matter. I am not a
pine tree; [ am not 100 meters tall; and I am certainly not a Latin
lover. Moreover, there are no natural conditions under which I
could come to be any of these. Consequently, these, and countless
other ways that I am not—mere logical privations, so to
speak—are of little or no interest to the natural philosopher.
Instead, the natural philosopher is concerned with those privations
of a given form that correspond with a genuine possibility or

IN BOOK I OF THE PHYSICS, Aristotle famously analyzes the

551
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potentiality in the matter for that form. These privations may be
called “natural privations.”

Among the many relevant philosophical questions, then, are
two of particular interest: first, how are natural privations related
to possibilities or potentialities? and, second, how are possibilities
or potentialities related to matter? In this study, I will consider
these two questions and show how privation plays a positive and
even substantive role in the modal theories of two of the Middle
Age’s  outstanding philosophers, Avicenna and Aquinas,
particularly with respect to their analyses of possibility and
potentiality.

I. ARISTOTLE

Before turning to Avicenna and Aquinas on privation, it is
helpful to return briefly to Aristotle. Aristotle offers four accounts
of privation (sterésis) in Metaphysics A—his so-called
philosophical lexicon—all of which in some way refer to an
absence or loss of some attribute that might occur naturally or by
nature.' His richest discussion of privation, however, occurs at
Physics 1.7 and 1.9.

In Physics 1.7, Aristotle provides his own analysis of coming to
be (genesis) during which he enumerates his three famous
principles of nature or natural things required for any coming to
be: an underlying thing or subject (hupokeimenon)—which
traditionally has been associated with matter—a form that will
come to be, and the initial contrary of that form in the subject,
which Aristotle identifies with the privation.” Thus, in one respect,
privation is related to form in that it is the contrary or opposite of
some form that will come to be. In another respect, the privation
is also related to matter, or, more exactly, to the underlying thing,

' Aristotle, Metaphysics 5.22.1022b22-1023a7 (ed. W. D. Ross [Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1924]).

% For one study of Aristotle’s account of change and the principles of nature required for
change see David Bostock, “Aristotle on the Principles of Change in Physics 1,” in Language
and Logos: Studies in Ancient Greek Philosophy Presented to G. E. L. Owen, ed. Malcolm
Schofield and Martha Nussbaum (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 179-96.
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as some accidental feature of it. Concerning this last point, he
writes:

What underlies [change] is one in number but two in form. Man, gold and matter
in general, is countable, since it is more a “this” and what comes to be from it
does not accidentally come to be, whereas the privation, that is, the contrary [of
a form], is accidental.’

At Physics 1.9, Aristotle repeats that privation is only an
accidental feature of matter, maintaining “that matter and priva-
tion are different, namely, that matter is accidentally nonbeing,
whereas privation is nonbeing in itself, and, moreover, matter is
close to, and in a way is, substance, while privation is not
substance in any way.”*

To sum up briefly, Aristotle’s discussion of the principles of
nature is the outgrowth of his analysis of coming to be, for it
attempts to state what principles or causes are needed if there is to
be coming to be at all. These principles are three: matter, form,
and privation.

II. AVICENNA
A) Matter

While the Physics of Avicenna’s philosophical encyclopedia,
The Cure, is not a commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, it is deeply
indebted to Aristotle’s natural philosophy.’ Indeed, Avicenna says
that everything in Aristotle will also be included in his own work.
Nevertheless, he also warns that he will not always follow the
traditional order of exposition but will present the philosophy in
a way that is philosophically preferable to him; moreover, he will
support various theories that are even at times at odds with

* Aristotle, Physics 1.7.190b24-26 (ed. W. D. Ross [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936]).
Unless otherwise stated, all translations are my own.

*Ibid., 1.9.192a3-6.

5 See Ahmad Hasnawi, “La Physique du Sif’: apercus sur sa structure et son contenu,” in
Avicenna and His Heritage: Acts of the International Colloquium, Leuven-Louvain-la-Neuve
September 8—September 11, 1999, ed. Jules Janssens and Daniel De Smet (Leuven: Leuven
University Press, 2002), 67-80.
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Aristotle.® One sees both this restructuring of and this challenge to
Aristotle almost immediately in Avicenna’s Physics with his
discussion of the principles of nature. Avicenna begins not with an
analysis of coming to be, as Aristotle had done, but with an
analysis of natural bodies and the principles required to explain
their existence. Only after a thorough examination of these does
he turn to the principles required for coming to be.

Following a long tradition, Avicenna identifies natural bodies
with substances that occupy space, or, to be precise, that have
three dimensions.” The internal principles that constitute natural
bodies, he sets down, are form and matter. While in the Physics he
has little to say about form—other than “form is like the form of
the bed”—he has considerably more to say about matter and
matter’s absolute dependence upon form.® In fact, he has more to
say on this subject than Aristotle had to say about matter in both
Physics 1—where he spoke of the principles of nature—and
Physics 2—where he spoke of the four natural causes—combined.’
Avicenna even lists five different ways that natural philosophers
speak of matter, all of which refer to matter’s degree of being
informed and so its degree of indeterminateness or determinate-

¢ Avicenna, Madkhal, ed. Mahmud al-Khudayri, Fu'ad al-Ahwani, and George Anawati
(Cairo: Organization générale des imprimeries gouvernamentales), 1.1, 9-11 (henceforth,
Avicenna, Introduction).

7 Cf. Aristotle, De Caelo 1.1; for the classical tradition after Aristotle see Richard Sorabji,
Matter, Space, and Motion: Theories in Antiquity and Their Sequel (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1988), part 1, “Matter,” 3-122.

8 Avicenna, al-ShifZ, al-Sama ‘al-Tabfi ed. and trans. Jon McGinnis (Provo, Utah:
Brigham Young University Press, 2009), 1.2, 14-15 (3-6) (henceforth, Avicenna, Physics); the
corresponding Latin is found in Avicenna Latinus, Liber Primus Naturalium: De Causis et
Principiis, ed. Simone Van Riet (Louvain-la-Neuve: E. Peeters; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992), 19-
22 (henceforth Avicenna Latinus, Physica). Note that only books I and I of Avicenna’s Physics
were completely translated into Latin and available to Aquinas.

? For studies of Avicenna account of matter see A. Hyman, “Aristotle’s ‘First Matter’ and
Avicenna’s and Averroes’ ‘Corporeal Form,”” in Essays in Medieval Jewish and Islamic
Philosophy (New York: KTAV Publishing House, Inc., 1977), 335-56; E. Buschmann,
Untersuchungen zum Problem der Materie bei Avicenna (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang
G.m.b.H, 1979); and Abraham D. Stone, “Simplicius and Avicenna on the Essential
Corporeity of Material Substance,” in Aspects of Avicenna, ed. R. Wisnovsky (Princeton, N.J.:
Markus Wiener Publishers, 2001), 73-130.

»
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ness—or perhaps more precisely, its degree of imperfection or
perfection.”

Since Avicenna’s account of privation is closely linked to his
account of matter, it is worth lingering over this subject. First,
concerning matter’s dependence upon form, Avicenna writes:

Let it be posited that what is material [hayild]"" is never separated from form so
as to subsist in itself. In other words, [the material] does not actually exist unless
form is present and so its actual existence is through [the form]. If it were not the
case that the form departs from it only with the arrival of another form that takes
over and replaces it, then the material would actually cease to be.'?

In short, whatever actual existence matter might have it has as a
result of being informed.” This conception of matter should be
contrasted with Aristotle’s account in the Physics, for matter
according to Aristotle is only accidentally associated with
nonbeing inasmuch as certain privations hold of it, and in fact
Aristotle claims that “matter is close to, and in a way Iis,
substance.”"*

Second, even when one considers material (hayild) taken
absolutely (i.e., prime matter or matter considered at its utmost
degree of indeterminateness), the form of corporeality, according
to Avicenna, must be present. In fact, anticipating a position that
he develops later in both his Book of Demonstration and his
Metaphysics, Avicenna says that material can be thought of in two

1% Avicenna, Physics 1.2, 15 (6); Avicenna Latinus, Physica 21-22.

" Hayld translates the Greek term huléand is frequently the technical term for prime
matter, although here Avicenna seems to take it as simply material in a general sense.

12 Avicenna, Physics 1.2 15 (5); Avicenna Latinus, Physica 21.

" This suggestion is certainly not unique to Avicenna. It is at least implicit in Aristotle (cf.
Metaphysics 7.3.1029a9-26) and was clearly held by Avicenna’s Muslim predecessor, al-
Farabi; cf. Mabadi’ ara’abl al-madmat al-fadila, ed. and trans. Richard Walzer (Oxford &
New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), chap. 5, §1.

" Aristotle, Physics 1.9.192a3-6. While at Metaphysics 1.1 Avicenna begrudgingly
acknowledges that there is a sense in which matter can be called a substance—namely, it does
not inhere in another as in a subject—he also goes to great lengths to show that despite being
a “substance” of sorts, matter has no independent existence separate from form and that form
is more properly identified with existence than matter. See Il4hiyat, ed. and trans. Michael
E. Marmura (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2005), 2.1 and 3-4 (henceforth,
Avicenna, Metaphysics).
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ways.” On the one hand, it can be considered as possessing just
the form of corporeality and no other form, and so is considered
merely as three-dimensionality without any further specifications.
On the other hand, it can be considered as possessing, in addition
to the form of corporeality, all forms compatible with being a
natural body such as the forms of humanity, equinity, and so on,
albeit those forms are present only as “shadows and specters.”'® In
this latter case matter is considered as some indeterminate
amalgam of all natural species forms. When one thinks of material
in the first sense as possessing only the form of corporeality one
is considering matter as absolute body, whereas when one
considers matter in the second sense as inchoately containing all
natural forms one is considering it as the genus of materiality.

Third, and finally, not only is matter wholly dependent upon
form(s) for any actual existence or reality it might have, it is also
dependent upon form(s) for any power, tendency, or other
positive determination that might be ascribed to it. Avicenna
makes this final point most forcefully when he rebukes Aristotle
for what he considers to be an egregious philosophical confusion.
The Aristotelian passage that so vexes Avicenna comes from
Physics 1.9, which reads: “What strives for the form must be the
matter. It is as though the female strove to be male or the ugly to
be beautiful.”'” After considering a number of ways of interpreting
this passage, all of which Avicenna finds wanting, he simply
throws his hands up, and says:

It’s difficult for me to understand this talk, which is closer to the talk of a Sufi
than that of a philosopher. . . . If the material [understood] absolutely were
replaced with a certain material that is [already] perfected by the natural form so
that, from the natural form that belongs in it, it comes to have an incitement
toward the perfections of that form—as, for example, earth’s moving downward
and fire’s moving upward—there would be some sense to this talk, namely, if it
attributed that desire to the active form. In an absolute sense [of material],
however, I cannot understand it.'®

S Avicenna, Kitb al-Burh an, ed. Abdalrahman Badawi (Cairo: Association of Authorship,
Translation and Publication Press, 1966), 1.10, 49-54; and Avicenna, Metaphysics 5.3.

' Avicenna, Physics 1.2 14 (4); Avicenna Latinus, Physica 20.

17 Aristotle, Physics 1.9.192a16-25.

'8 Avicenna, Physics 1.2 26 (23); Avicenna Latinus, Physica 33-34.
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Avicenna’s claim here is important. As we shall see, Aquinas will
take it up again and sorely chastise Avicenna for failing to
recognize that Aristotle’s point is merely that matter is ordered to
form as potency is to act. I do not think, however, that Avicenna
failed to recognize the analogy that Aquinas will mention; rather,
I believe that the analogy would be equally unintelligible to
Avicenna because he has a fundamentally different conception of
privation’s relation to matter and how this relation plays out
concerning the notions of natural possibility and potentiality.

It remains to consider Avicenna’s understanding of privation,
his account of the relation between privation and matter, and the
relation between privation and possibility.

B) Privation

Avicenna notes that when one considers natural bodies not
simply as natural bodies but additionally inasmuch as they are
changeable, perfectible, and generable (or, in general, involve
some form of coming to be), then matter and form are no longer
sufficient for one’s analysis of natural bodies gua coming to be.
One must now additionally introduce privation (adam), says
Avicenna, for if something is already F, then it cannot come to be
F; rather the thing must be lacking F if it is zo come to be F."

¥ While Avicenna’s discussion of privation is, in part, drawn from Aristotelian material,
it is also forged in the furnace of theological debates about creation and whether there is a
“thing” (shay’) corresponding with absolute privation (‘adam ‘ald al-itlag). See Avicenna,
Metaphysics 1.5 25-27 (12-20); the corresponding Latin is found in Avicenna Latinus, Liber
de Philosophia Prima sive Scientia Divina, ed. Simone Van Riet (Louvain-la-Neuve: E. Peeters;
Leiden: E. ]. Brill, 1977), 36-40 (henceforth Avicenna Latinus, Philosophia Prima). For a
discussion of the Arabic terminology associated with privation and the place of privation in
the medieval Islamic debate over creation, see Olga Lizzini, “Il nulla, I'inesistente, la cosa:
Note intorno alla terminologia e alla dottrina della creazione dal nulla nel pensiero islamico,”
Discussioni sul nulla tra medioevo ed eta moderna, ed. Massimiliano Lenzi and Alfonso
Maieru (Florence: Leo S. Olschki editore 2009), 63-103. For a discussion of some of the
theological background to Avicenna’s conception of “thing,” see Robert Wisnovsky, “Notes
on Avicenna’s Concept of Thingness (Say’iyya),” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 10 (2000):
181-221.
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Still, Avicenna is hesitant to follow Aristotle here and to call
privation as such a “principle.”*’ Instead, Avicenna would rather
refer to privation as merely a “condition” (shart) of coming to
be.”" Thus he says, if one is being loose, then he might take a
principle to be “whatever must exist, however that might be, in
order for something else to exist, but not conversely.”” In that
case, continues Avicenna, privation can be thought of as a
“principle” of coming to be, since if something is not already
lacking F, then it cannot become F, whereas just because
something lacks F it does not follow that it comes to be F. Still,
more properly speaking, says Avicenna, a principle is something
that is actually existing and “must exist simultaneously with the
thing of which it is a principle without being [temporally] prior or
posterior.”” Simply put, principles and causes in their proper
sense for Avicenna must always refer to something positive or
definite, not to something negative or indeterminate.

Avicenna’s hesitancy on this point is due, at least in part, to a
doctrine that he develops in his logical work, the Introduction,
corresponding roughly with Porphyry’s Isagoge.”* In the
Introduction, Avicenna takes Porphyry to task for allowing
privatives, such as “inanimate,” “insensate,” “irrational,” and the
like to function as constitutive factors in the formation of species.
So, for example, Porphyry says that the species “plant” is
constituted from the genus “living substance” and the difference
“insensate,” that is, the privation of sensation. Avicenna’s own
position is that since negations (sing., salb)—the logical equivalent

2" For a contemporary discussion of privative causation, see John Haldane, “Privative
Causality,” Analysis 67 (2007): 180-86; Avicenna would fall into the Lewis-Aquinas camp of
actualist metaphysicians, which Haldane indentifies in sections 2 and 4.

! Avicenna, Physics 1.2, 19 (14); Avicenna Latinus, Physica 26. The Latin reads simply,
“The changeable and perfectible must have a certain prior privation that underwrites what
is subject to change or perfection,” and so does not make it clear that Avicenna views
privation as primarily a condition rather than a principle of change and perfection.

2 Avicenna, Physics 1.2 19 (14); Avicenna Latinus, Physica 26-27.

* Ibid.

#* Avicenna, Introduction, 1.13, especially 78.15-79.20; for an analysis of this passage see
Jon McGinnis, “Logic and Science: The Role of Genus and Difference in Avicenna’s Logic,
Science and Natural Philosophy,” Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 18
(2007): 165-86, esp. SIIL
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to privation in natural philosophy—have no actual existence they
cannot function as causes that explain a given species, or for that
matter any positive determination in a thing. Instead, privative
terms for Avicenna are a kind of shorthand for positive
descriptions of things, for which we either do not have a name or
the description is too cumbersome to use easily. Thus, for
instance, when one says that some underlying thing—a piece of
fruit, for example—was initially not red and has now become red,
“not red” is just a simplified way of saying that the underlying
thing had some determinate color that was other than red. Stated
slightly differently, for Avicenna to say that the fruit must initially
possess the privation of red before it can change to red is just a
nonrigorous way of saying that the fruit presently possesses some
determinate color, for example, green, which is other than the
color red. While Avicenna continues to speak of privation, it
should be borne in mind that “privation” for him is just an
abbreviation for this “other than” relation.

In sum, privation for Avicenna is not strictly a principle of
coming to be even though it may in someway be required for
coming to be. Moreover, privation is a relative notion that can
always be expressed in terms of some positively or determinately
existing thing. In other words, there cannot be a privation unless
some actual and determinate thing also exists. In this respect
privation (adam) should be distinguished from nonbeing (la
wujid) absolutely, where nonbeing is such precisely because it is
not related, nor could it ever be related, to any actual and
determinate thing.

C) Possibility

It is well known that the notions of necessity and possibility
stand at the heart of Avicenna’s metaphysics.” What might be less
well known is that one of Avicenna’s most in-depth analyses of
possibility comes, not in his Metaphysics, but at Physics 3.11,
where the idea of privation plays a significant role in laying bare

¥ See, for instance, Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s Metaphysics in Context (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 2003), esp. part 2.
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what he thinks possibility is.*® Although 3.11 of Avicenna’s Physics
was not available in Latin translation, the core of his theory of
possibility is spread throughout his Metaphysics, albeit often in a
truncated form, the whole of which was available in Latin
translation.”” Moreover, certain aspects of his modal metaphysics
were presented and submitted to criticism by Averroés in his
commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, which was also available
in Latin translation.”® Consequently, Aquinas knew the basics of
Avicenna’s account of possibility with its reliance on a notion of
privation and the implications thereof, even though he did not
have the Physics passage from Avicenna, which I am about to
consider. At any rate, Aquinas seems to have fully grasped
Avicenna’s intention about the nature of possibility and its
implication, as we shall see.

Before considering Avicenna’s account of possibility, I should
note two things. First, while Avicenna’s discussion focuses on
possibility in general (ja’ iz or mumkin al-wujid), one should
understand his words to apply also to potentiality (gzvd), which
is in fact a sub-class of possibility.”” On the one hand, possibility
(imkan) taken in its broadest construal for Avicenna refers to that
mode of existence that is such that were the possible existent not
to exist no absurdity or contradiction would follow.* Potentiality,
on the other hand, refers to that mode of possibility that belongs
exclusively to things subject to change, perfection, or generation,
whereas possibility, when taken simply, is a more general term and
applies also to things that are not subject to change, perfection, or
generation, like the so-called Intelligences or Angels.’!

% See particularly Avicenna, Physics 3.11 359-61 (1).

%’ See, for instance, Avicenna, Metaphysics 1.5, 4.2, and 6.1-2.

* See, for example, Averroés, Tafsi ma bad al-tabia, ed. Maurice Bouyges, 3 vols.
(Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1952-8), A, com. 41 (p. 1632).

¥ Al-Farabi makes a similar distinction; see Kitab al-Hurif (Book of Letters), ed. Muhsin
Mahdi (Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1969), §93.

3% See Avicenna Najat, ed. Muhammad Danishpazhuh (Tehran: Danishgah-yi Tihran,
1985), “Metaphysics,” 2.2, 547 (henceforth, Avicenna, Salvation).

31 For this distinction in the two ways possibility is said, see Avicenna, Metaphysics 1.7 38
(14); for his etymology of ginvd (potentiality), see Metaphysics 4.2 130-32 (1-7); Philosophia
Prima 193-96.
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Second, for Avicenna possibility and necessity are both
properly basic notions in his metaphysics.’ In other words, these
modalities cannot be analyzed into other elements that are more
fundamental. Still, in his Metaphysics Avicenna also observes that

the necessary, nonetheless, is the first conceived, and that is because necessity
indicates the (direct) confirmation of existence [ta akkud al-wujid], and existence
is better recognized than (relative) privation [adam], since the existence is
recognized in itself, while the (relative) privation is recognized in some way or
other through the [necessary] existence.”

So in order to understand either possible existence or privation,
one must first recognize necessary existence.”* For Avicenna,
necessary existence in its broadest sense refers to the mode of
existence of anything that is immediately present, or that is actual
or realized in some way. He additionally distinguishes between the
necessary in itself and the necessary through another (bi ghayribi).
The necessary in itself he ultimately identifies with God, whereas
he associates the necessary through another with the existence of
every actual, present, or realized thing other than God, for they
are all dependent upon something other than themselves in some
way for their existence.

Bearing these points in mind, when Avicenna takes up the
nature of possibility at Physics 3.11, he identifies it with a
(relative) privation (adam) of some necessary existence. To be
more exact, according to Avicenna a given possibility is a definite
relation (id4fa) that has some particular privation, not-F, as one of
its relata and some cause or power that under the proper
conditions produces F as its other relata. Here two things are
noteworthy. First, the notion of privation can, as observed earlier,
be explained in terms of some specific necessary existence; thus,
the privation refers to a particular existent that happens to be
other than the necessary existent that is currently present. Second,
Avicenna can also cash out the notion of cause or power in the

32 See Avicenna, Metaphysics 1.5-6.

% Avicenna, Metaphysics, 1.5, 28 (24); Avicenna Latinus, Philosophia Prima 41.

** For Avicenna’s account of necessary existence, see Metaphysics 1.6-7; and Salvation,
“Metaphysics,” 2.1-5, 546-53.
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second relatum in terms of his notion of “through another” (bi-
ghayribi) used in explaining that mode of necessary existence that
all actually existing things other than God have.

Returning to Avicenna’s analysis of possibility, we see that he
insists that it cannot be reduced to either just privation tout court
or just power. Possibility cannot be simply privation itself (nafs al-
adam) as opposed to relative privation, since, for example, I am
not an elephant, a pinecone, a piece of mica as well as countless
other things—all various privations that can be ascribed to
me—yet I do not have the possibility to become any of these. The
possibilities that truly belong to me are privations constrained to
a certain range of things determined by the actual structures
existing within me, which are such as to enter into certain causal
relations. Likewise, possibility cannot be indentified merely with
the power (qudra) of an agent on pain of, at best, presenting a
vacuous analysis of both possibility and power and, at worse,
simply getting the analysis wrong.” Avicenna has two arguments
for this claim. First, to understand possibility in terms of an
agent’s power would reduce seemingly meaningful claims such as
“God has the power to do everything possible” to the triviality,
“God has the power to do everything that God has the power to
do.” Second, to understand possibility in terms of an agent’s
power would make (trivially) true such empirically false claims as,
for example, “I (a finite agent) have the power to do everything
possible.” For I do have the power to do everything I have the
power to do.

To give one concrete example of how Avicenna’s analysis of
possibility works, consider my having the possibility for a tan. On
Avicenna’s analysis, my possibility for a tan refers to some
currently existing structure that [ have—which from our current
scientific perspective we identify with my melanocyte cells. This
structure is such that when exposed to ultraviolet radiation the
melanocyte cells produce melanin, and to have melanin present
just is to have a tan. This actually existing causal structure is one
of the relata in the relation identified with possibility. The other

3% Avicenna, Physics 3.11, 360-61 (1); Avicenna repeats this argument at Metaphysics 4.2,
139-40 (24); Avicenna Latinus, Philosophia Prima 208-9.
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is the melanin, or more exactly my present privation (or at least
low levels) of melanin. In short, for Avicenna, the possibility of my
having a tan would just be the fact that (1) [ am presently deprived
of melanin—where the presence of melanin is to be tanned—but
(2) my anatomy is such that when I am exposed to sunlight my
body produces melanin.

There happen to be two interesting and significant corollaries
to Avicenna’s position that possibilities simply describe causal
relations. The first is that when one considers a possibility in itself
apart from any necessary existence, such as the determinately
existing causes, the possible in itself simply reduces to the
particular (relative) privation. Thus, for example, the possibility in
itself of a tan just is the privation of melanin. If Avicenna is correct
that possibilities considered in themselves apart from any
necessary existence are just privations, then possible existence in
itself cannot be a principle or co-cause of coming to be or even
creation, at least in a strict sense. That is because, given Avicenna’s
understanding of principles and privation’s relation to principles,
which [ mentioned earlier, possible existence in itself can only ever
be a precondition or condition (shart) for coming to be or
creation. Possible existence in itself, understood as a privation,
simply cannot be a principle or cause in the proper sense because
a principle or cause, argues Avicenna, must exist simultaneously
with its effect.”®

The second corollary, which Avicenna argues for explicitly in
his Metaphysics, is that there cannot be any essential cause of
possibilities in themselves understood solely as (relative)
privations.”” That is because for Avicenna a cause essentially
produces some positively existing effect, whereas a privation or
nonexistence can only ever be an accidental byproduct of the
positive existence produced by the cause. More concretely, for
Avicenna one can ask, for example, “What is the cause of my
current privation of melanin?” but it is simply nonsense to

3% See, for example, Avicenna, Metaphysics 6.1,197-98 (11-17); Avicenna Latinus, Philosophia
Prima 296-300; and Metaphysics 6.2 (all).

37 See Avicenna, Metaphysics 6.1, 197-98 (7-10); Avicenna Latinus, Philosophia Prima
295-96.
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ask,“What causes the privation of melanin to be the possibility in
itself for a tan?” To this latter question there is no cause, just as
there is nothing that causes darkness to be what it is save the
absence of light.

One final point should be made before we leave Avicenna and
turn to Aquinas. Since possibilities according to Avicenna identify
causal relations, and relations are not the sorts of things that can
subsist in themselves—that is, they are not substances—
possibilities require some substance in which to inhere if they are
to exist at all. While in the case of unchanging things the required
substance can be an immaterial substance, in the case of things that
are subject to coming to be the substance must be material.’®

We ourselves call the possibility of existence the potentiality of existence, and we
call that which underlies the potentiality of existence in which there is the
potentiality of the existence of the thing a “subject,” “material,” “matter” and the
like, on account of many different considerations.”” Thus, matter precedes
whatever comes to be.*

Constraints of space preclude me from reproducing here his
extensive argumentation in defense of this thesis, but it is
formidable.*'

In sum, possibility according to Avicenna is a causal relation
that has privation irreducibly as one of its relata. This privation
understood as possibility in itself requires the existence of matter,
and matter, as I noted earlier, requires form if it is to exist.** Since

%% See Avicenna, Metaphysics 4.2, 136-40 (17-26); Avicenna Latinus, Philosophia Prima
203-10.

% For the different considerations that lead to the various names, see Avicenna, Physics
1.2, 13 (6); Avicenna Latinus, Physica 21-22.

*0 Avicenna, Metaphysics 4.2, 140 (26); Avicenna Latinus, Philosophia Prima 210. Also see
Salvation, “Metaphysics,” 1.17 (536).

*! For a full analysis of Avicenna’s argument see Jon McGinnis, Avicenna (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010), 182-89.

*2 An interesting implication of this view is that strictly or properly speaking the separate

intellects have no privation, or even contrary, since they have no matter. It is true that the
separate intellects lack some existence that the Necessary Existent in itself has (and so are, as
it were, an admixture of existence and nonexistence), but the existence that they lack is not
some existence proper to their species, and so is not strictly a privation. Al-Farabi seems to
have anticipated this view; see, for example, al-Farabi, al-Siyasa l-madaniya I-mulaqqab bi-
mabadi’ al-mawjidat (The Political Regime Known as the Principle of Existing Things), ed.



PRIVATION, POSSIBILITY, AND POTENTIAL 565

God is the ultimate cause of forms, there is a real sense in which
God can be said to cause possibility (or at least cause the
conditions required for possibility). There is, however, another
equally real sense in which God does not cause possibilities in
themselves, since God only causes necessary existence, not
privations, which are merely accidental byproducts of necessary
existence.

III. AQUINAS
A) Privation

Aquinas enumerates and discusses the principles of nature in
several places. The two most obvious texts are his early treatise the
Principles of Nature and his later commentary on Aristotle’s
Physics. Since Avicenna and Aquinas share much in common in
their understanding of the principles of nature, I shall only gesture
at points of agreement and instead focus on genuine disagreements
between them—the most outstanding of which lies in their
respective analyses of possibility and potentiality. That Avicenna
and Aquinas should agree more frequently than not concerning
the principles of nature should be of no surprise given that both
share a common source in Aristotle. Moreover, in both his
Principles of Nature and his Physics commentary Aquinas cites
Avicenna by name, explicitly referencing book I of Avicenna’s
Physics. Still, it is worth noting that while in the Principles of
Nature Aquinas is always deferential to Avicenna, appealing to
him as an authority, by the time he wrote his commentary on
Aristotle’s Physics his tone had become much cooler, explicitly
naming his Muslim predecessor only when he disagrees with him.
Moreover, the differences between the two became much more
pronounced in Aquinas’s later work.

In the Principles of Nature Aquinas abandons Aristotle’s
approach to explaining the principles and, instead, follows
Avicenna’s format. In fact, in many ways the Principles of Nature

Fauzi Najjar (Beirut: Imprimerie catholique, 1964), 56-57; idem, Fusil Muntaza‘a (Selected
Aphorisms), ed. Fauzi Najjar (Beirut: Dar Mashriq, 1971), 78-80 (aphorisms 68-73).
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seems at least equally if not more indebted to book I of Avicenna’s
Physics than to Aristotle’s Physics.” For example, before taking up
a discussion of the principles of coming to be, Aquinas, following
Avicenna, begins with a discussion of matter and form. Moreover,
like Avicenna, Aquinas wants to emphasize that matter has
whatever existence it does from the possession of form: “Matter
has being from that which comes to it [namely, form], since of
itself it is incomplete, <nay, it has no being [immo nullum esse
habet]>.** . .. Thus, stated simply, form gives being to matter.”*
Furthermore, Aquinas, like Avicenna, carefully wants to
distinguish true nonbeing, or negation, from privation. As I said
previously, for Avicenna any privation, not-F, can be recast in
terms of some current necessary existent. Thus for Avicenna to say
that there is a privation of F is just shorthand for saying, “there
exists something G that is other than F.” In like fashion, in the
Principles of Nature, Aquinas follows Avicenna, saying:

One needs to know . . . that we do not claim that negation [negatio] is a principle
but that privation [privatio] is, since negation does not determine for itself a
subject . . . whereas privation is said only of a determinate subject in which there
comes to be a naturally suited disposition [natus . . . habitus].*

The naturally suited disposition Aquinas has in mind here is in fact
potency. This identity is evidenced by an earlier comment when
discussing privation’s relation to generation, in which Aquinas
observers that “generation does not come from just any nonbeing,

* For an excellent survey of these parallels, see R. E. Houser, “Aquinas’s Use of Averroés
and Avicenna in his De principiis naturae” (in this issue).

* The angle-bracketed material is in the Marietti edition (Principiis naturae, in Opuscula
Philosophica, ed. Raymundi M. Spiazzi [Turin: Marietti, 1954], 121 [339]) and corresponds
with ms. N used in the Leonine edition.

4 Aquinas, De principiis naturae ad fratrem Sylvestrum, editio Leonina, vol. 43 (Rome:
Editori di San Tommaso, 1976), §1.30-33 (henceforth, Aquinas, Principles): “Sed materia
dicitur quod habet esse ex eo quod sibi advenit, quia de se esse incompletum. Unde simpliciter
loquendo forma dat esse materie.”

* Ibid., §2.24-33: “Et sciendum quod, cum generatio sit ex non esse, non dicimus quod
negatio sit principium, sed privatio; quia negatio non determinat sibi subiectum . . . sed
privatio non dicitur nisi de determinato subiecto, in quo scilicet natus est fieri habitus.”
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but from nonbeing that is a being in potency [ens in potentia].”*’

Thus the nonbeing required for coming to be—that is, the
privation as opposed to mere negation—is, in this early work of
Aquinas, potency. Moreover, since at the very beginning of the
Principles of Nature Aquinas defines potency in terms of possibility
or, more exactly, the modal verb can be (potest esse) and what is
not (non sit), there again seems to be a sort of similarity between
Aquinas and Avicenna (for, again, Avicenna also analyzed the
possible in itself in terms of privation).*

The affinities between Aquinas and Avicenna on the issues of
privation and matter, however, disappear in Aquinas’s later
commentary on Aristotle’s Physics. Here he no longer associates
privation with potency nor even reinterprets it into positive terms
like Avicenna’s “other than” relation. Instead, he describes
privation in wholly negative terms, namely, as “the very absence
of form, or the contrary of form, which occurs in the subject.”*
Even more strongly, he says, “privation considered in itself is
nonbeing” (privatio secundum se est non ens) and again, “privation
is nonbeing per se” (materia est non ens secundum accidens, sed
privatio est non ens per se).’’

Aquinas also backs off his earlier claim that matter has no being
of itself. In the Physics commentary, he insists that “the potency
of matter is not some property added over and above [matter’s]
essence; rather, matter according to its very substance is potency
to substantial being.”" This conception of matter is a radical
departure from that of Avicenna and even of Aquinas’s earlier
account of matter in the Principles of Nature.

Moreover, Aquinas is fully aware that in taking this position he
is putting himself directly at odds with Avicenna. As I noted
earlier, he cites Avicenna by name as being confused on this

*1bid., §1.64-66: “sed ex quolibet non esse fit generatio, sed ex non ente quod est ens in
potentia.”

* Ibid., §1.1-4.

* Aquinas, Commentaria in Octo Libros Physicorum Aristotelis, editio Leonina, vol. 2
(Rome: Ex Typographia Polyglotta S. C. de Propaganda Fide, 1884), c. 7, lect. 13, para 4:

“privatio . . . ipsa carentia formae vel contrarium formae, quod subjecto accidit.”

0 1bid., c. 9, lect. 15, paras. 2 and 4.

1 bid., 1.15, 3: “Non igitur potentia materiae est aliqua proprietas addita super essentiam
eius; sed materia secundum suam substantiam est potentia ad esse substantiale.”
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point.’> The historical setting for his rebuff of Avicenna is the
Muslim philosopher’s criticism of Aristotle’s claim that matter
desires and seeks after form in the way that the feminine seeks
after the masculine and the ugly seeks after the beautiful. Avicenna
had complained that ascribing desires or tendencies to matter
considered in itself is incoherent, because desires and natural
tendencies inasmuch as they are actual positive determinations of
matter are the result of matter’s being under some form. They do
not belong to the matter itself. Furthermore, as I have argued
above, for Avicenna even potencies, understood as a subspecies of
possibilities, could not belong to matter considered in itself
because Avicennian possibilities refer to causal relations, and
relations require some determinately existing substance in which
to inhere, and there is only ever a determinately existing material
substance if there is a form. Thus, concluded Avicenna, the claim
that matter desires form is just sloppy thinking on Aristotle’s part.

Aquinas, in contrast, defends Aristotle by arguing that to seek
or to tend is spoken of in two ways: either what has the tendency
knows the end toward which it seeks—in which case there is a
volitional tendency—or what has the tendency is not something
possessing knowledge and rather is ordered and directed toward
the end by an agent who does know.”” In this latter case, when
that imposed ordering and direction (ordinatio et directio) is the
proper nature of the thing, there is a natural tendency.’* This
imposed ordering and direction, Aquinas continues, might refer
not only to a thing’s form, that is, its active power, but also to its
matter inasmuch as that matter is potency. Therefore, he
concludes, “matter’s desire for form is nothing other than its being
ordered to form as potency is to act.””

52 Ibid., 1.15, 9-10.

%3 For a discussion of this distinction, see Kevin White, “Aquinas on Purpose,” Proceedings
of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 81 (2007): 133-47, esp. §§2-3 and 5.

’* Aquinas, Physics, 1.15, 10; also see Summa Theologiae, editio Leonina, vols. 4-12
(Rome: Ex Typographia Polyglotta S. C. de Propaganda Fide, 1888-1906), 1, q. 22, a. 2; and
Summa contra Gentiles, editio Leonina, vols. 13-15 (Rome: Typis Riccardi Garroni, 1934),
1L, cc. 2 [6], 3 [7-9], and 16 [4].

5% Aquinas, Physics, 1.15, 10: “Nihil igitur est aliud materiam appetere formam, quam eam
ordinari ad formam ut potentia ad actum.”
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B) Potency

In some ways Aquinas’s response is a nonstarter, for Avicenna
would contend that for matter to have any potency to be ordered
or directed to a form it must already be under a certain form. Of
course, this Avicennian response presupposes Avicenna’s own
analysis of possibility (and so potentiality), namely, that possibility
considered in itself apart from any necessary or actualized existent
just is privation, and privation as such, even relative privation,
cannot act or tend. Whatever tendencies matter might have then
will for Avicenna always be due to the actually existing causal
structure that is directed or ordered toward some privation, that
is, toward some actuality that is not presently occurring.

Aquinas’s critique of Avicenna makes it clear that Thomas is
not working with the same notion of potentiality or possibility as
Avicenna, or at least not in this later work. It would go well
beyond the scope of this article to give a thorough analysis of
Aquinas’s theory of potentiality; however, I do want to make some
suggestions as to what such an analysis might look like.’® I have
already noted that in his criticism of Avicenna, Aquinas describes
potency in terms of a thing’s being ordered and directed toward
some end. Moreover, this ordering and direction might refer to
some active potency, which must ultimately be explained by
reference to some cognizant agent acting for some end. In the case
of what lacks knowledge, a cognizant agent must impose the order
and direction, in which case there is a passive potency ordered to
some end, where the passive potency is matter. Indeed, in his

%€ The interpretation of Aquinas’s modal theory that I am suggesting has been defended
and developed by several authors. See, for example, Gerard Smith, “Avicenna and the
Possible,” The New Scholasticism 17 (1943): 340-57; Beatrice Zedler, “Another Look at
Avicenna,” The New Scholasticism 50 (1976): 504-21; idem, “Why Are the Possibles
Possible,” The New Scholasticism 55 (1981): 113-30; and James Ross, “Aquinas’s
Exemplarism; Aquinas’s Voluntarism,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 64 (1990):
171-98. Also, for a Thomistically inspired contemporary modal theory see James Ross,
Thought and World: The Hidden Necessities (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame
Press, 2008). For alternative interpretations on Aquinas’s theory of possibility see Lawrence
Dewan, “St. Thomas and the Possibles,” The New Scholasticism 53 (1979): 76-85; and John
Wippel, “The Reality of Nonexisting Possibles,” The Review of Metaphysics 34 (1981): 729-
S8.
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commentary on Metaphysics A 12, Aquinas repeats this twofold
notion of potency.’’

Now inasmuch as there is an ordering and direction to some
end, there is a certain relation to that end. I will therefore use the
language of “relation” to put what I take to be the important point
about Aquinas’s conception of potency in stark contrast with
Avicenna’s. Like Avicenna before him, Aquinas thinks of
potentialities in terms of causal relations; however, where
Avicenna had privation as one of the relata in this relation,
Aquinas places ends.”® Aquinas recognizes that ends exist posterior
to their causes in time, but he also asserts that in substance or
ontologically they exist prior to their causes—as he says (and
Avicenna makes the exact same point), the end is the cause of the
causality of the efficient cause.”” By appealing to these two
different priority relations—that is, temporal priority and
ontological priority—into which ends can enter, Aquinas can
account for Avicenna’s intuition that privation is an irreducible
part of potentiality or possibility. Some end, F, considered as
posterior in time to its cause does indeed refer to the current
privation of F. On the other hand, some end considered as prior
in substance must already exist prior to the cause, inasmuch as the
end either must be known by the cause in the case of a cognizant
agent or must be imposed by a cognizant agent in the case of
natural ends. Consequently, matter inasmuch as it is passive
potency will have some natural tendency, albeit it will not have
that tendency through itself, but through some cognizant agent,

37 Aquinas, In Metaphysicam Aristotelis Commentaria, ed. M. R. Cathala (Turin: Marietti,
1926), 305-7 (955-64).

%% For an extremely insightful analysis of Aquinas’s account of ends, see Stephan Schmid,
“Teleology and the Dispositional Theory of Causation in Thomas Aquinas,”
Philosophiegeschichte und logische Analyse 14 (2011): 21-39. While I don’t agree with
Schmid’s criticisms of Thomas, my objections to Schmid are based solely on my own
understanding of Aquinas’s account of modalities.

%% Aquinas, Principles, §4, 29-31; Physics, 2.5, 11; Metaphysics, 257 (775). A similar point
also underlies Aquinas’s account of how God is the end of all things; see, for example, ScG
III, c. 18. It should be noted that Aristotle also intimates that final causes have a certain
priority among the causes; see Aristotle, Physics 2.7; and Metaphysics 5.2.1013b2-3.
However, it seems that the priority of the final cause took on more importance among later
ancient and medieval thinkers.
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which Aquinas in his fifth way identifies with God.®" In short, a
Thomistic natural potentiality, as I understand it, is a causal
structure that God creates and imposes that is essentially directed
or ordered to some end.

IV. PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEOLOGICAL RAMIFICATIONS

This analysis of possibility has one paradoxical and yet highly
significant implication. Inasmuch as causal structures and ends
both refer to positively existing things, and God is the ultimate
cause of all positively existing things, possibilities exist only
because God creates them, or, to be more exact, God creates
natural possibilities together with the creation of the material
things that bear those possibilities. In other words, if natural
potentialities and possibilities are causal structures inherent in
matter that are related to imposed ends, and God creates the
causes and imposes the ends, then in a very real sense God creates
potentiality and possibility.

Not only was Aquinas aware of this paradoxical implication,
there is textual evidence that strongly suggests that he embraced
it. Thus, for example, in the Prima Pars of the Summa Theologiae,
question 44, article 2, where he argues that God can create prime
matter, he draws out the implication of his position in the
response to the third objection, saying, “whence it is also necessary
that whatever is related to potency, should be created, if all that
pertains to its being is created.”® Unlike Avicenna, who denies
that possibility in itself can be created inasmuch as privation
cannot be created, Aquinas, if I am correct, has a means of making
God the direct cause of any and all existence, whether actual or
potential, necessary or possible existence.

But why accept this analysis of possibility? It certainly seems at
odds with a principle of parsimony, for it seems that Avicenna can
generate a theory of possibilities by merely appealing to necessary

STh 1, q. 2, a. 3; also see ScG 111, c. 17 [7].

¢1STh 1, q. 44, a. 2, ad 3: “Unde oportet quod etiam illud quod se habet ex parte
potentiae, sit creatum, si totum quod ad esse ipsius pertinet, creatum est.” This position also

seems implicit in Aquinas, De Potentia Dei, for example, q. 3, aa. 1 and 2; and q. 3, a. 5, ad
2.
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existence and privation, whereas Aquinas has to introduce a fairly
ontologically robust notion of ends. If the preferred philosophical
theory is the one with the fewest ontological commitments,
Avicenna’s position seems preferable. Moreover, philosophers are
frequently uncomfortable with teleological causes because they
seem to presuppose some sort of reverse causation. While these
concerns may have struck Aquinas or even Avicenna as being less
weighty than some now take them to be, they do call out for an
answer to the question, “What is the advantage of Aquinas’s
conception of possibility?” or at least the account I am attributing
to him.

The advantage, at least in Aquinas’s eyes, would be theological.
Given the Thomistic theory of possibility suggested above,
Aquinas can safeguard God’s choice between eternally or
temporally creating the cosmos. Indeed, one of Aquinas’s
crowning achievements was his argument that an answer to the
question, “Has the world necessarily existed infinitely or finitely
into the past?” is underdetermined by any argument; for,
according to Aquinas, God wills only his own existence by
absolute necessity.®* Everything else that God wills, he argues, is
not a matter of absolute necessity.®’ As part of this thesis, it was
incumbent upon Aquinas to show that the various arguments for
the eternity of the world are in some way flawed.

Here re-enters Avicenna, who makes a seemingly trivial
observation: if anything comes to be, then certainly that thing
must have been possible.”* In other words, the possibility of
whatever comes to be must be, at least ontologically, prior to that
thing’s coming to be. Avicenna is merely stating something that
intuitively most of us would accept: only things for which there is
a possibility for their existence in fact come to exist. But if this
seemingly innocent assertion is coupled with Avicenna’s analysis
of possibility given earlier, he has a ready-made argument for the
eternity of the world.

28Th1,q. 19, a. 2.

©8Th1,q. 19, a. 3.

¢ Avicenna, Physics 3.11 (1-2); Metaphysics, 9.1 (3-10); Salvation, “Metaphysics,” 2.22
(604-8).
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Here in brief is how his argument works:* Since the cosmos
currently exists, there must have eternally been the possibility for
its existence (by the initial intuition). Given Avicenna’s analysis of
possibility in terms of a causal structure related to a particular
privation, and the fact that a relation requires a subject, namely,
matter, in which to inhere, the possibility of something’s coming
to be must inhere in matter; however, matter exists only inasmuch
as it is under some form(s). Hence in order for there to be the
possibility of the cosmos coming to be there must exist a form-
matter composite in which that possibility inheres. Avicenna now
simply observes that the existence of a form-matter composite just
is the existence of the world. In short, the possibility of
something’s coming to be (that is, possibility in the sense of
potentiality) can exist only as long as the (material) world exists,
and yet our initial intuition was that there has always, that is,
eternally, been the possibility of the world’s existence. The world,
then, must exist eternally, or so concludes Avicenna.

Should someone claim that Avicenna’s argument makes
possibility a co-principle along side of God, thereby in effect
denying true creation of God, Avicenna can defend himself by
observing that inasmuch as possibility considered in itself is just
privation it is merely a condition of creation but not a principle or
cause of creation.®® God, then, on Avicenna’s picture, is the
ultimate sole causal agent of an eternally existing world.

Aquinas was very much aware of Avicenna’s argument just
presented. In fact, as far as  am aware, he mentions it everywhere
he discusses the age of the world.” He disarms the proof by
drawing our attention to the notion of possibility at play, and
asserts that the argument assumes that the possibility is a passive
power, which, he acknowledges, does require matter. The notion

¢ For a more detailed presentation of the argument, see McGinnis, Avicenna, 182-200.

% See above.

¢7 See, for example, STh I, q. 46, a. 1, obj. 1; ScG 11, c. 34 [4]; Compendium Theologiae,
editio Leonina (Rome: Editori di San Tommaso, 1979), pars I, 99; Quaestiones disputatae De
Potentia, ed. P. M. Pession (Turin and Rome: Marietti, 1965), q. 3, a. 17, obj. 10.
Additionally, Avicenna’s argument frames one of the central themes in Aquinas’s De
aeternitate mundi contra murmurantes; see Jon McGinnis, “Aquinas’s Arabic Sources on the
Age of the Universe: A Response to Gerald J. Massey,” Divinatio 26 (2007): 191-204.
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of passive power that he assumes, however (unlike the one that
Avicenna assumes), is a potency considered as a causal structure
that is essentially directed or ordered to some end. This
conception of potency, as I have noted, requires an active power,
namely, God, that not only creates the needed causal system but
also imposes into that system the ends toward which it is directed.
In other words, for Aquinas God creates possibility, understood as
a passive potency, by creating matter ordered to certain ends.
Since, in that case, there need not be an eternally preexisting
possibility for the creation of the world, nothing requires that the
form-matter composite in which that possibility inheres must exist
eternally. If one accepts Aquinas’s analysis of possibility, then, one
can successfully block Avicenna’s argument; if not, an eternal
world does seem to be the logical outcome of Avicenna’s
otherwise attractive modal ontology.

SUMMARY

Both Avicenna and Aquinas, I have argued, view possibility in
terms of a causal relation. In the case of Avicenna this relation
involves a certain necessarily existing cause, and the corresponding
privation of the effect of that cause. When possibility is considered
in itself without reference to necessary existence, the possible in
itself reduces to privation. Interestingly, inasmuch as a cause
essentially only produces some positive effect, Avicenna can assert
that possibility in itself cannot be caused. The mature Aquinas, like
his Muslim predecessor, also identifies possibility and potentiality
with a causal relation; however, for him this relation consists in
some positively existing cause and the end toward which that
cause is directed or ordered. Since both cause and end have
determinate being, and so must be caused by God, God for
Aquinas can and does create possibility in itself, albeit only
together with and inherent in the entity related to that possibility.

While the views of Avicenna and Aquinas about possibility and
its existence are in many respects close, it is ironically the
irreducible role that Avicenna ascribes to (relative) privation in
describing possibility in itself that gives his notion of possibility
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some ever-so-slight independence from the creator in a way that
it does not have for Aquinas. Doubly ironic, then, is the fact that
it was the lack (or privation) of privation in Aquinas’s analysis that
makes possibility and potentiality for him wholly dependent upon
a creator and so makes his position substantively different from
Avicenna’s.®®

1 want to express my sincere gratitude for the helpful comments and observations I
received on a draft version of this paper, which I presented at the Aquinas and the Arabs |
Thomas d’Aquin et ses sources Arabes Conference (St. Thomas University, Houston,
September, 2010 & the CNRS équipe UMR 7219, SPHERE, Paris, May 2011). I additionally
want to thank Richard Taylor and Luis Lopez-Farjeat for both reading my entire text and
offering invaluable insights and additional references. I am also grateful for the suggestions
from the Thomist’s two anonymous reviewers.
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HE SHORT TREATISE De principiis naturae ad fratrem

Sylvestrem (De principiis naturae), addressed to an

otherwise unknown brother Dominican, was composed by
Br. Thomas of Aquino, O.P., early in his writing career (1252-56).
In the oldest catalogue of his works, its companion piece, De ente
et essentia, is also addressed to his “brothers and associates” (ad
fratres et socios). Both works were written for his confreres at
Paris, in response to the kind of request Thomas honored
throughout his life. Here, for the first time in his career, he set out
systematically the “principles of nature”: matter, form, privation,
agent, and end. In the Aristotelian tradition, such “principles” are
conceived in two ways: as ontological principles found in real
physical things and as cognitional principles which must be
understood from the outset when pursuing any demonstrative
science.' Later in his commentary on the Physics, Thomas said that
in book 1 Aristotle had presented the real “principles of natural
things,” while in book 2 he had laid out “the principles of natural

! Aristotle, Metaphysics 5.1.1012b34-1013a16: “We call a principle . . . (3) that from
which, as an immanent part, a thing first arises, e.g. as the keel of a ship and the foundation
of a house, while in animals some suppose the heart, others the brain, others some other part,
to be of this nature. (4) That from which, not as an immanent part, a thing first arises, and
from which the movement or the change naturally first proceeds, as a child comes from the
father and the mother, and a fight from abusive language. . . . (6) That from which a thing can
first be known; for this also is called the principle of the thing, e.g., the suppositions are the
origins of demonstrations.”
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science.”” The difference between the two is one of emphasis, but
that emphasis will prove helpful in understanding De principiis
naturae, where Thomas focuses on them as principles of natural
science.

As Thomas conceived it, his task in De principiis naturae was
to offer a concise presentation of the principles of nature, and
therefore of natural science, in order to help his confreres
understand them. In order to do so, four options lay before him:
he could offer his own views, without reference to particular
philosophers, or he could turn to the texts of one of the three
authors who represented for him the grand Aristotelian tradition
of physical science: Aristotle himself or the two most important
Muslim Aristotelians, Avicenna and Averroés. His way of writing
philosophy within a tradition led him to eschew the first option,
since he took truth where he found it and was happy to give credit
to pagan and Muslim philosophers. The difficulties of Aristotle’s
text (which were exacerbated in Michael Scot’s Latin translation,
taken from the Arabic translation) led him to the Muslim
philosophers. At the present time, the predominant interpretation
of De principiis naturae is that Thomas’s primary source was
Averroés, but this view is implausible. Averroés had composed a
very detailed, line-by-line commentary on each of Aristotle’s
books, but what Thomas’s confreres needed was a brief
introduction, bringing together the main points they must learn.
This was unavailable from Averroés, but could be offered by way
of a suitable condensation of the Latin translation of Avicenna’s
Physics of the Healing, Book 1, known to Thomas as the Liber
primus naturalium: Tractatus primus de causis et principiis
naturalium.’

In what follows I will offer a detailed comparison of Avicenna’s
presentation of the principles of nature in that text with Thomas’s
presentation in De principiis naturae. What emerges from this
Quellenforschung is that Aquinas’s presentation of “the principles

> Aquinas, II Physic., lect. 1: “Postquam philosophus in primo libro determinavit de
principiis rerum naturalium, hic determinat de principiis scientiae naturalis.”

* Avicenna, Liber primus naturalium: Tractatus primus de causis et principiis naturalium,
ed. S. Van Riet (Leiden: Brill, 1992).
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of nature” in De principiis naturae was deeply and directly
influenced by Avicenna, much more so than by Averroés, or even
than by the Philosopher himself.

I. THE CURRENT VIEW OF DE PRINCIPIIS NATURAE

The predominant interpretation of De principiis naturae today
is that set out by its Leonine editor, the late H. Dondaine, O.P.,
and reflected in the most recent biography of Aquinas, by J.-P.
Torrell, O.P. Dondaine tells us that this work is “a sort of
memento for the student, a summary introduction to the notions
and to the divisions used in books 1 and 2 of the Physics, along
with an echo of the beginning of book 5 of the Metaphysics.” By
concentrating on “notions,” that is, terms and their definitions, De
principiis naturae presents the principles of nature as cognitional
principles; in this Dondaine is correct. About this youthful work,
Dondaine was certain about one thing: “The only trait one can
assert without contest is the role of the Commentaries of Averroes,
the almost exclusive source of the opusculum.”* On this point,
however, I shall beg to differ.

The basis for Dondaine’s conclusion is Montagnes’s discovery
that Thomas’s treatment of analogy in chapter 6 comes from
Averroés, which it certainly does. But Dondaine generalized too
quickly from Montagnes’s findings when he said that Averroés is
the “almost exclusive source” for the whole of De principiis
naturae. This conclusion, in turn, led Torrell to make a seemingly
even-handed, but incorrect, comparison: “if Avicenna was

*H. Dondaine, “Introduction,” in Aquinas, De principiis naturae, Opera omnia 43 (Rome:
1976), 5-6. “Le seul trait qu’on puisse relever sans conteste est le role des Commentaires
d’Averrogs, source presque exclusive de opuscule. B. Montagnes 1’a démontré pour le
dernier paragraphe; mais on peut le verifier pour ’ouvrage entire. Le De principiis naturae
de saint Thomas.. . . est une sorte de memento pour étudiant, une introduction sommaire aux
notions et aux divisions utilisées aux livres I et I des Physiques, et rappelées au début du livre
V de la Métaphysique. L’autour lit ces livres dans la version arabico-latine de Michel Scot, et
avec le commentaire d’Averroés, main sans la moindre discussion ou argumentation.” In
references to this text, my “chapters” are the six sections (§) of the Leonine text, while my
“sections” are each of the Leonine paragraphs, numbered consecutively throughout. Unless
otherwise indicated, all translations into English are my own, as are the emphases.
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foremost in the De ente, Averroes emerges in the other
opusculum.”

One problem with this view is that, while Dondaine recognized
that De principiis naturae covers fundamental “notions” of
physics, that is, concepts and terms, he did not acknowledge that
Thomas went on to formulate a number of assertions that take the
form of fundamental propositions about the principles of nature.
The “definitions” of a science are the fundamental terms, notions,
or concepts it assumes at the outset of a scientific study; its
“suppositions” are the fundamental assertions it also assumes.® If
De principiis naturae approaches the “principles of nature” as
scientific principles, it should cover both kinds of the “proper
principles” of an Aristotelian science—and so it does.

In line with his approach to the subject, Thomas seems to have
taken Avicenna’s Healing, Physics 1, for his main guide. In the first
book of his lengthy Physics, Avicenna had explicitly focused on the
“principles of nature” as scientific principles, knowledge of which
was necessary to understand the science contained in the other
books of his physics.” Avicenna’s book, then, admirably suited
Thomas’s intention: to present for his confreres the scientific
principles of physical science.

In De principiis naturae, Thomas made use of Avicenna as he
always did. He adopted most of Avicenna’s main doctrines, while
rejecting a few; he clarified Avicenna’s often obscure language,
while adopting some of his main Latin technical terms; and, above
all, he distilled Avicenna’s many and diffuse arguments down to a
few. In addition, he added to Avicenna where needed (mainly in
chaps. 3 and 5). Avicenna had been too cursory about the topics
Thomas covers in these two chapters, because he had written his

5 J. P. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, The Person and His Work, trans. Robert
Royal (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 49.

¢ Aristotle, Posterior Analytics 1.2.72a19-24; 1.10.76a34-36; 1.10.76b35-39; Avicenna,
Physics 1, c. 1, sec. 1 (Arabic/English: 3; see n. 11 below); Aquinas, I Post. Anal., lect. 5, n.
8.

7 The various versions of Aquinas’s title as recorded in the manuscripts all seem to depend
upon the Latin title of Avicenna’s work: De principiis naturae ad fratrem Sylvestrem; De
principiis naturae; De principiis rerum; De causis rerum naturalium; De principiis rerum
naturalium. See Dondaine, “Introduction,” 5.
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Physics on the presupposition that his reader would already have
mastered his Logic, which covered those topics. Thomas’s
dependence on Avicenna explains both his primary use of
Avicenna and the few points he takes directly from Aristotle and
Averroés. In its inspiration, organization, materials, and doctrine,
Thomas’s work is thoroughly Avicennian, even while it is
thoroughly Thomistic; for that is how he philosophized at the
beginning of his writing career.®

II. THE “SUBJECT” OF NATURAL SCIENCE
A) Avicenna, “Physics 1,” cc. 1 and 2

In writing his Healing, Avicenna was resolute with his disciple
al-Juzjani that he would not write another commentary on
Aristotle, but would present his own thought.” Its title, On the
Causes and Principles of Natural Things, shows that Avicenna
limited his Physics 1 to the principles of physics; and the title of its
first chapter shows his focus on science: “On Assigning the Way of
Arriving at the Science of Natural Things through Their
Principles.”'” Here is the first of Avicenna’s two considerations of
the subject of physical science in Physics 1.

¥ For Avicenna’s Latin terms, see Avicenna, Liber primus naturalium. For Avicenna’s
Arabic terms, see Avicenna, The Physics of the Healing, ed. and trans. ]J. McGinnis (Provo,
Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2010), along with the following lexicons: S. Van Riet,
Avicenna: Liber de philosophia prima, vol. 3, Lexiques (Louvain: E. Peeters, 1977); A-M
Goichon, Lexique de la langue philosophique d’Ibn Sina (Avicenne) (Paris: Desclee de
Brouwer, 1938); A-M Goichon, Vocabulaires compares d’Aristote et d’Ibn Sina (Paris: Desclee
de Brouwer, 1938).

* Al-Jazjani, “Introduction to The Cure,”
Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 1988), 41.

' Avicenna, Liber primus naturalium, c. 1, title. Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 1-4, covers the
material contained in Aristotle, Physics 1.1-9; Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 5-15, covers the material

]

in D. Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian

in Aristotle, Physics 2.1-9. Since Aquinas used the Latin translation of Avicenna, all my
translations are from this Latin text. Latin and Arabic terms in the translation are given for
clarification. Latin terms are taken from this text. Arabic terms come from the Cairo text, as
found in Avicenna, The Physics of the Healing, 2 vols. “Section” numbers are taken from the
McGinnis edition. Although I am translating the Latin text, for convenience further references
will take the following form: Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 1, title (Latin: 5.3-4; Arabic/English: 1:3).
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You know from the book that contains the science of demonstration that some
sciences are universal, others are particular; and you know how they compare
with each other. You should know that the science whose teaching concerns us
now is natural science, [and that it is a particular science, if you compare it with
the one we will mention later (metaphysics)]. Now its subject—you know that
every science has a subject—is sensible body as it is subject to change. And its
objects of inquiry are the accidents which accompany it as such kind of thing, and
accidents that are called essential, and consequences that follow it as sensible
body, whether they are forms or accidents or composites of both. . . . Now if
natural things have principles and intermediate sources and causes, without them
natural science is not verified."!

Unlike Aristotle, from the beginning Avicenna is clear that he
intends to present physics as a science structured by its subject,
attributes, and principles. His description of the subject of physical
science—“sensible body as it is subject to change”—“improves”
upon Aristotle, who merely called physics “the science of
nature,”'? in two ways. First, “body” is a composite whole, not a
principle, as is “nature.” Second, in choosing “sensible body”
Avicenna likely has in mind the first division in Porphyry’s tree,"
where substance is divided into bodies and nonbodily or spiritual
things. Through this division, Avicenna can draw a bright line
between physics on one side and, on the other side, metaphysics.
So this subject confirms that physical science uncovers its
principles analytically, by proceeding from whole to part.
Avicenna’s second consideration of the subject of natural
science is found in the very next chapter." There he uses what
would become a famous example.” Consider a piece of wax. This

"' Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 1, sec. 1 (Latin: §5.5-6.24; Arabic/English: 1:3-4). The sections
of the translation in brackets were omitted from the Latin translation Aquinas read and they
have been supplied from the Arabic. On Avicenna’s physics, see J. McGinnis, Avicenna
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 53-59, and his bibliography, 279-92. See also R.
Wisnovsky, “Avicenna and the Avicennian Tradition,” in Cambridge Companion to Arabic
Philosophy, ed. P. Adamson and R. Taylor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005),
92-136.

12 Aristotle, Physics 1.1.184a10-23).

Y Porphyry, Isagoge, c. “species”, ed. A. Busse in Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca, vol.
4/1 (Berlin, 1887), 4.15-5.7; English translation: Porphyry the Phoenician, Isagoge, trans.
Edward W. Warren (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1975), 35-36.

" Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 2.

' Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, c. 2, trans. D. Cress, in Modern Philosophy,
ed. R. Ariew and E. Watkins (Indianapolis and Cambridge, Mass.: Hackett, 1998), 32-33.
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“natural body is a substance” extended a definite amount in three
dimensions. But Avicenna adds that “if it changes shape, each of
these definite dimensions ceases, and other dimensions or
extensions exist. Yet the body continues as a body, without
corruption or change, and the form that we predicated of it as
necessary, namely, that those dimensions can be posited in it,
continues unchanged.” Avicenna’s argument starts with a
whole—the piece of wax—and through analysis he finds in it a
difference between act (these particular dimensions) and potency
(for any three dimensions), and also a difference between
substance (the wax) and accident (its shape and size).'®

On these two points, Avicenna adds significantly to Aristotle’s
thin treatment of the subject of physics. That subject is a
composite whole—sensible body—not a principle of a whole, as
was Aristotle’s “nature.” And this subject includes potentiality and
actuality, as well as substance and accident. Thomas begins De
principiis naturae at precisely this point.

B) Aquinas, “De principiis naturae,” c. 1, sec. 1

Thomas spends little time on the subject of natural science, but
he does not ignore it altogether. He describes it as a whole thing
(quoddam), so that he can proceed analytically from the whole to
its principles.

Note that something can be, although it is not, while something else is. That
which can be is said to be in potency, but that which already is, is said to be in
act. Now existence [esse] is twofold: namely, one is the essential or substantial
existence of a thing, such as, ‘a human is’; and this is existence, absolutely
speaking. The other is accidental existence, such as, ‘a human is white’; and this
is existence as some kind of thing [aliquid]."

16 Avicenna, Physics 2, c. 1, sec. 2 (Arabic/English: 107): “We say: some things exist as
actual in every way; others are actual in one way but potential in another. It is impossible,
however, for something to be potential in every way, having no actuality at all.”

7 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 1 (Leonine ed., 43:39.1-8): “Nota quod
quoddam potest esse licet non sit, quoddam vero est. Illud quod potest esse dicitur esse
potentia; illud quod iam est, dicitur esse actu. Sed duplex est esse: scilicet esse essentiale rei,
sive substantiale ut hominem esse, et hoc est esse simpliciter. Est autem aliud esse accidentale,
ut hominem esse album, et hoc est esse aliquid.”
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Here Thomas follows Avicenna, but not slavishly. In preference to
Avicenna’s more concrete and precise subject, “sensible body,”
Thomas chooses the more abstract notion “something.” The
reason is because he drops Avicenna’s wax example, since it
concentrates on extension in space and involves the theory of a
supposed “form of corporeity,” which Thomas rejects. So he picks
another example, but takes it from Avicenna. In explaining why
substances need to “come from some subject,” Aristotle had used
the example of “animals and plants coming from seed.” Avicenna
narrows the example to “a human,” who “was from the semen” as
“a bed was from wood.”"® Thomas adopts Avicenna’s example: a
human exists, either potentially or actually, and a human is white,
either potentially or actually.

Thomas then follows Avicenna closely, on three important
points. First, the subject of physics is a whole thing, as Avicenna
says, rather than a part or principle of a whole, as Aristotle had
said when he called physics “the science of nature.”"”

Second, and most important, Thomas explains the subject of
physics using four opposing features Avicenna uses: potency versus
act and substance versus accident. These variables generate a six-
fold matrix. Being in potency can be described either positively or
negatively. When being in potency is considered positively, it is
either potency for accidents, that is, a subject, or potency for
substance, that is, prime matter. When it is considered negatively,
it is privation, either privation of substantial form or privation of
accidental form. Being in act is either an accidental act, that is,
accidental form, or it is substantial act, that is, substantial form. As
we shall see, Avicenna takes up five of these principles: matter,
substantial form, accidental form, and privation of both kinds of
form. Thomas takes up Avicenna’s five principles, and then adds
prime matter. Describing the subject of physics as a composite
whole allows Avicenna analytically to uncover these “principles of

8 Aristotle, Physics 1.7.190b1-4); Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 2 (Latin: 18.5-19.23;
Arabic/English: 1:13); sec. 17 and 18 (Latin: 28.92-30.28; Arabic/English: 1:21-22), on a
human coming from seed; sec. 5 (Latin: 21.50-59; Arabic/English 1:15), on a human
becoming white); Aquinas De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 1-5 (Leonine ed., 43:39.1-40.62).

" Aristotle, Physics 1.1.184a10-23.
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nature,” and Thomas follows him in this way of reasoning from a
whole thing to its natural principles.

Finally, Aristotle had treated these principles by beginning with
the contraries form and privation, and then reasoned to the need
for matter. Avicenna changes Aristotle’s order, first considering
matter, then form, and finally privation. And Thomas follows
Avicenna’s order, not Aristotle’s, as we shall see.

III. THE APPROACH TO LAYING OUT THE
PRINCIPLES OF NATURAL PHILOSOPHY

A) Avicenna, “Physics 1,” c. 1

After briefly indicating the subject of physical science, and
alluding to its “objects of enquiry,” in chapter 1 of his Physics 1
Avicenna proceeds directly to distinguish different kinds of
principles—though not in a way Aristotle had done.

Again, if natural things have principles, this is not possible unless those principles
are either a) individuals governing each one of the particular things, where all
things do not possess the principles in common, and in this case natural science
would have to be used both to affirm ¢hat there are these principles and to verify
what they are; or b) if natural things do possess first principles in common, which
are common to all and no doubt are principles both for their common subject and
for their common attributes, then it will not be up to natural science to offer
positive arguments for these principles, if they are in need of proof—as you have
learned in the book of the science of demonstration—but they will be proved in
another discipline. So the natural philosopher must simply accept them
[concedendum, qabila]: 1) positing that they are [ponendo quia sunt, wujidaha
wad‘an] and 2) knowing through conceptualization what they truly are
limaginando quid veraciter sint, tasawwara mahiyyataha tahqigan].*

Avicenna begins with a non-Aristotelian distinction between two
kinds of principles. The first kind are individuals, though they are
common in the sense that they affect many or all bodies. Examples

2 Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 1, sec. 2 (Latin: 7.27-36; Arabic/English: 1:4).
Conceptualization: vorjoig T@v ddtaipetdv (430a26); tasawwur; imagination. Proposition:
npéTaoig; muqaddima; proposition. Assertion: mioTevelv (72a25), odvOnoic Tig o
vonudtwv (430a28); tasdig; credulitas. Syllogism: cuAdoyiouds; gqiyas; syllogismus.
Reasoning: 8tdvola; natig; ratio.
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would be the heavenly spheres or their angelic movers or God.
Thomas adopts this distinction and calls them “common by
causality.””' Such principles are real things, not principles of
cognition. Moreover, they are not assumed at the beginning of
physical science, rather, their existence and nature are
demonstrated conclusions in physical science. The other kind of
principles are “common” because they are predicated of and found
in many or all things, principles such as matter, form, and
privation. These are the kind of scientific principles Aristotle had
said one must know in order to proceed in a “science,” and these
are the kind of principles Avicenna lays out in his Physics 1.
Thomas calls them “common by predication,” because they are
predicated of all natural things.

Avicenna says that such scientific principles are ones the natural
philosopher must simply accept, because they are the means used
to demonstrate scientific conclusions. He further divides them into
two sorts. One kind are those principles that are “posited,” that is,
they include the assertion of existence—*“that they are”; they take
the form of propositions. In other texts, following normal Arabic
practice, Avicenna notes they result from the second act of the
mind, assertion (tasdig, credulitas).”> Consequently, they are what
Aristotle called the “suppositions” of natural science, the
fundamental propositions the natural philosopher must accept in
order to begin his scientific enquiry. The other kind of principles

! Aquinas, IV Sent., d. 49, q. 1, a. 1, ad 3; De Veritate, q. 7, a. 6, ad 7: “Something is
called ‘common’ in two ways. In one way through a consequence or a predication; namely,
when something that is one is found in many things based on one meaning. In this way, what
is more common is not finer, but more imperfect, as ‘animal’ in relation to ‘human.’. . . In
a second way, through the mode of a cause, as a cause which, while remaining one, extends
to many effects. In this way, that which is more common is finer, as preserving the city is finer
than preserving the family” (“Dupliciter enim dicitur aliquid commune. Uno modo per
consecutionem vel praedicationem; quando, scilicet, aliquid unum invenitur in multis
secundum rationem unam; et sic illud quod est communius, non est nobilius, sed imperfectius,
sicut animal homine. . . . Alio modo per modum causae, sicut causa quae, una numero
manens, ad plures effectus se extendit; et sic id quod est communius, est nobilius, ut
conservatio civitatis quam conservatio familiae”).

2 On tasawwur and tasdig, see Goichon, Lexique, sec. 374 and 361. Avicenna, al-Isharat
wa al-Tanbihat, vol. 1, Logic, 1.15-16, 3.1 (ed. S. Dunya [Cairo, 1971], 174-86, 222-25;
Shams C. Inati, trans., Remarks and Admonitions Part One: Logic [Toronto: PIMS, 1984], 58-
63, 77-78). SWR is the root for both sura (form) and tasawwur (concept).
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are the fundamental notions or concepts of natural science. They
are known through conceptualization, the first act of the mind.
Here Avicenna uses well-established Arabic technical terms for the
first and second acts of the mind, in order to introduce Aristotle’s
two different kinds of proper principles: definitions and
suppositions.

B) Aquinas, “De principiis naturae,” c. 1, sec. 1

Avicenna’s terminology was translated into Latin, though not
as clearly as it might have been. Nevertheless, Thomas, ever the
close reader, understands the distinction between the first and
second acts of the mind, and consequently between what Aristotle
called “definitions” and “suppositions”; he accepts Avicenna’s
interpretation of how to distinguish the cognitive principles of a
science, and he uses it. He is led to Avicenna, Physics 1, as the
primary source for his De principiis naturae, because Avicenna
uses this approach to the principles to concentrate on just those
principles his confreres seem to have asked him to explain—the
proper principles of natural science. Avicenna leaves out much of
what Aristotle had covered in his Physics 1 and 2, and he expands
on Aristotle’s treatment, where necessary.

IV. MATTER AND FORM
A) Avicenna, “Physics 1,” c. 2

The title of this chapter says it will “lay out the principles of
natural things following the way of postulates and theses.” A
“postulate” (Greek oitnua; Arabic musadara; Latin
praeponendum) is a proper principle accepted by the student
provisionally; a thesis (Greek 60£oig; Arabic wad®; Latin
constituendum) is a proper principle fully embraced because
understood.”” These terms cover both kinds of proper scientific
principles: suppositions and definitions. As expected when arguing

2 See Aristotle, Posterior Analytics 1.10.76b22-34. Goichon, Lexique, n. 357, p. 177.
Avicenna, Physics 1 (Latin: 18, n. 2).



588 R. E. HOUSER

for principles, Avicenna’s reasoning in his Physics 1, chapters 2
and 3, is heavily dialectical. Thomas covers the same material, in
the same dialectical manner, in De principiis naturae, chapters 1
and 2.

Avicenna uses the act, potency, substance, and accident of the
wax to look more deeply into any body, discovering it has “certain
principles as a natural body.”

The principles by which it acquires its corporeality, some are parts of its existence
and contained within its essence, and according to [the natural philosophers]
these are more worthy to be called principles. Now these are two: One of them
is to the body as wood is to a bed; while the other is like the form of the bed
abstracted from the bed. What in it is like the wood of the bed is hyle, subject,

matter, origin, and element, though in different respects; whereas what is in it
like the form of the bed is called form.*

Having quickly uncovered matter and form here, Avicenna then
clarifies their natures. He defines matter as the principle of
potency. “When considered in itself and not relative to other
things, it is found in itself to be empty of this actual form, but in
it there is an aptitude for receiving these forms.”*’ Avicenna then
goes on to distinguish two names for matter, based on whether
matter is potency for substantial act or, already a substance, is
potency for accidental act: “Now this matter, in so far as it is what
is in potency, receptive to a form or to forms, is called matter; and
in so far as it is what is in act, bearing a form, it is called
subject.”*® Finally, since the Platonic analogy of the bed involves
a subject for accidental change, Avicenna offers a second example
to explain the matter involved in substantial change: “It is said
that a human was from semen, and a bed was from wood. . . . So
in a way [wood] resembles the semen.””” Semen is matter that has
the proximate potency to become a human, as wood has the
proximate potency to become a bed. In chapter 2, Avicenna says
more about matter than form, but he does offer one important

** Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 3 (Latin: 19.24-20.32; Arabic/English: 1:14).
» Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 4 (Latin: 20.37-40; Arabic/English: 1:14).

¢ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 6 (Latin: 21.60-62; Arabic/English: 1:15).

¥ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 18 (Latin: 29.16-30.28; Arabic/English: 1:22).
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description of form, defining it as the principle of act, in relation
to matter. “And [matter] will have in its nature a certain
comparison with forms, as it is receptive to them, and this
comparison will be in it like an impression or shadow or image of
the forms; while the form itself will perfect this substance in act.”**

Immediately after defining form this way, Avicenna lays out
four principles about matter and form:

Therefore, let it be posited [ponatur, li-yuwda‘] by the natural philosopher that
body, in so far as it is body, has 1) a principle that is matter and 2) a principle
that is form, whether absolute corporeal form, or a specific bodily form, or an
accidental form, as when you take body as white or strong or healthy. Again, let
him posit that 3) what is matter is never denuded of form so as to subsist through
itself in any way, because 4) it does not have in itself existence in act [non habet
in se esse in effectu, la takim mawjidata bi-l fi‘li], unless in it there is form
through which it has existence in act.”

By using the term posit, Avicenna quite explicitly presents these
four claims as proper principles of natural philosophy—two
“definitions” and two “suppositions.” (1) One principle is matter,
which he defines as the principle of potency; (2) the other is form,
which he here defines as the principle of act. Then he adds two
propositional principles: (3) matter never exists by itself; and (4)
form is the cause through which matter actually exists.

Avicenna explains the need for form very differently from
Aristotle, who understood matter as potency for quiddity, and
form as giving a being its actual quiddity.’® Avicenna does not
deny that form causes the quiddity of the whole being, but by
using his own expression—"“has existence”—he shows that here he
is thinking of the other function of form, to act as an instrumental
cause of the very existence of matter. Matter is potency for

¥ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 4 (Latin: 20.44-49; Arabic/English: 1:14).

¥ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. S (Latin: 21.50-56; Arabic/English: 1:15).

3 Aristotle’s arguments for form, privation, and matter are mainly examples, the primary
one being a man changing from unmusical to musical, where “musical” does not mean “skilled
with an instrument” but “aware of what the Muses bring,” that is, “educated.” Later
Aristotelians like Avicenna and Thomas preferred three other examples Aristotle used: bronze
changing from being unshaped to shaped as a statue; the Platonic example of wood becoming
a bed; and seed becoming an animal or a plant.
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existence, form is cause of existence, where quiddity and existence
are two different principles, a point fully explained by Avicenna
only in his Metaphysics.”!

By section 7 of chapter 2, Avicenna is ready to introduce two
more principles of physical science.

But body has other principles: efficient and final. The efficient [cause] is what
imprints the form that is in bodies in their matter, it perfects [perficit; qawwmat)
the matter through form, and from both it constitutes in existence [constituit;
qawwmat] the composite, which acts through form and undergoes through
matter. The final [cause] is that for the sake of which forms are impressed in
matters.’”

Avicenna’s descriptions of the agent and the end are “definitions”
of the other two proper principles of natural philosophy. Both are
explained in relation to form and matter. The function of the
agent is to introduce form into matter. Avicenna mentions three
results that derive from the agent’s action. First, the form
“perfects” the matter by actualizing its potentiality. Second, form
and perfected matter “constitute” the composite substance. Third,
the composite then has a nature that gives it certain active powers,
flowing from the form, and certain passive powers, owing to its
matter. So reads the Latin translation.

The Arabic lying under the Latin, however, is even stronger.
The same Arabic verb (qawwmat) was first translated as “perfects”
but then as “constitutes.” The second rendering is better. In this
stronger sense, the Arabic can be translated “and the efficient
[cause] is what impresses natural form for bodies into their matter,
and it makes to exist the matter through form, and through both
it makes to exist the composite.”** This stronger translation is hard
to see in the Latin available to Thomas. But he is aware of

31 See Avicenna, Metaphysics 6.1, sec. 5 (Latin: 293.53-294.68; Arabic/English: 196).

32 Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 7 (Latin: 22.74-78; Arabic/English: 1:16).

33 See Avicenna Latinus: Liber de philosophia prima sive scientia divina: Lexiques, under
the root qwm (716), which shows the Latin translators usually rendered forms of this root
with terms of being and existence. McGinnis translates gawwmat as “subsists”: “thereby
making the matter subsist through the form, and from [the matter and form] making the

composite subsist” (The Physics of the Healing, 1:16; cf. 2:552).
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Avicenna’s doctrine that form gives existence to matter, which we
have just seen two sections earlier (Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 5).

The sequence and argument of Avicenna’s presentation of the
four causes is very different from Aristotle’s. While Aristotle used
“privation” from the beginning of his argument, Avicenna does
not get around to treating “privation” (in Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 12-
20) until after all four “essential” principles of physics have been
introduced and explained. Moreover, Avicenna uses his peculiar
metaphysical doctrine of existence to present the principles of
physics, in both section § and section 7 of chapter 2. If Thomas is
following Avicenna, it should come as no great surprise that he
adopts Avicenna’s “existential” reading when introducing matter
and form to his confreres, as we will now see.

B) Aquinas, “De principiis naturae,” c. 1

Thomas happily adopts the doctrines Avicenna provides him,
along with the order he uses to present them. In chapter 1 of De
principiis naturae he first treats matter, then form, and only after
doing so does he present privation (in c. 2), followed by agent and
end in (c. 3, sec. 17-19). Even more importantly, he embraces
Avicenna’s modes of argument.

Since a whole being (ens) has potencies, both substance and
accident can exist in potency. Adopting Avicenna’s example,
Thomas says that “something is in potency to being a human, such
as sperm or menstrual blood, and something is in potency to being
white, such as a human.” Now Avicenna argues that in order for
these whole things to have a potency to become something else,
they must contain within themselves a real principle which is the
source of that potency: matter. The reason why matter must be a
principle, rather than a full-blown thing, is because the thing in
each case is already actually something, but can be something else.
So this “can” uncovers a real principle that is a “potency to
substantial existence” or a “potency to accidental existence.”**

3* Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 2 (Leonine ed., 43:39.9-16): “Aliquid enim est
in potentia ut sit homo, ut sperma et sanguis menstruus; aliquid est in potentia ut sit album,
ut homo. Tam illud quod est in potentia ad esse substantiale, quam illud quod est in potentia
ad esse accidentale, potest dici materia, sicut sperma hominis, et homo albedinis.” Cf.
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The two kinds of material potencies have different names.
Potency for “accidental existence” (esse accidentale) is called a
“subject” because it must already exist and have a fundamental
nature, while potency for “substantial existence” is called “matter”
because it is only a principle, not yet the actually existing
substance it will become. Thomas here takes the traditional
meaning of “matter” and “subject” from Avicenna, and his
explanation of the reason for the difference between them focuses,
not on their quiddities, but on their existence, also following
Avicenna.” Thomas says his argument is a “sign” (signum), a term
he often uses for dialectical arguments. Then he explains that “a
subject is what does not have existence from what comes to it, but
it has complete existence through itself, as a human does not have
existence from whiteness.” An accidental form cannot make its
“subject” exist: that subject must already exist as a substance, and
then it makes the accident to exist. Matter has the opposite
existential relation to form. “But matter has existence from what
comes to it, because of itself it has incomplete existence.
Consequently, absolutely speaking, form gives existence to
matter.”*® Considered in itself, matter has no existence, but only
comes to exist owing to substantial form.

When we look at the internal workings of a creature’s
ontological principles, we see that while form gives the whole
being (ens) its quiddity, God gives existence to the creature by
means of the form giving existence to matter. This is what makes
such a being a “subject”: it is a whole whose quiddity is caused by
its form, while this form is the instrumental means God uses to
bestow existence on its matter, and thereby on the whole subject.
So to be a “subject” something must both exist on its
own—though its existence is bestowed directly by God—and it

Avicenna, Physics 1 c. 2, sec. 4 (Latin: 20.33-40, Arabic/English: 1:14).

33 See above, Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. § and 6.

3¢ Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 3 (Leonine ed., 43:39.20-35): “Item, proprie
loquendo, quod est in potentia ad esse accidentale dicitur subiectum, quod vero est in potentia
ad esse substantiale, dicitur proprie materia. . . . subiectum est quod non habet esse ex eo
quod advenit, sed per se habet esse completum, sicut homo non habet esse ab albedine. Sed
materia habet esse ex eo quod ei advenit, quia de se habet esse incompletum. Unde, simpliciter
loquendo, forma dat esse materiae, sed subiectum accidenti.”
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must have a substantial nature. Its substantial form is the
fundamental principle in both the existential and quidditative
orders. An accident, however, is different. An accidental form is
the cause of the substance receiving a new quidditative feature,
say, white; but that form does not make the substance to exist.
Quite the reverse; the “subject gives existence to an accident.”
Thomas’s existential explanation, then, is not at all Aristotelian,
but thoroughly Avicennian.’’

Having shown that potencies for both “substantial” and
“accidental” existence require two different kinds of material
principles, Thomas then (sec. 4) turns to form. He bases his
account of form on the very same text from Avicenna he uses to
explain matter, but this time he looks at their relation in the
opposite direction, as it runs from form to matter. Again following
Avicenna, he views form, too, in terms of existence (esse):
“Everything from which something has existence, whether the
existence is substantial or accidental, can be called form.”
Consequently, “what makes for actual, substantial existence is
substantial form, and what makes for actual, accidental existence
is called accidental form.” A substantial form has two functions:
it gives the whole being (ens) its substantial quiddity, while it
“gives existence to its matter,” thereby making that substantial
quiddity actual. When we come to accidental form, however, the
case is different. “What makes for actual, accidental existence is
called accidental form.”* Thomas does not mean that the
accidental form makes the being (ens) to exist in the first place,
nor that it adds a second, accidental existence, to the first,
substantial existence. Rather, what the accidental form does is to
make the actually existing being now have a new actual, accidental
feature. That accident exists because the substance already exists;

37 Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 5.

% Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 4 (Leonine ed., 43:39.36-46): “Sicut autem
omne quod est in potentia potest dici materia, ita omne a quo aliquid habet esse, quodcumque
esse sit sive substantiale, sive accidentale, potest dici forma; sicut homo cum sit potentia albus,
fit actu albus, per albedinem et sperma, cum sit potentia homo, fit actu homo per animam.
Et quia forma facit esse in actu, ideo forma dicitur esse actus. Quod autem facit actu esse
substantiale, est forma substantialis, et quod facit actu esse accidentale, dicitur forma
accidentalis.”
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and the substance exists because of the existence provided the
being by its substantial form, functioning as an instrumental cause
for God causing the being to exist. But what makes it actually to
be an accident is the accidental form. The reason for this
difference is that no form, whether substantial or accidental, exists
because of the quiddity it brings to a being (ens). Rather, it must
be made to exist by God, acting as an external cause of existence.

In a way, the explanations of both Avicenna and Thomas
witness the intrusion of a metaphysical notion—existence (wujid,
esse)—into the science of physics. Avicenna could well have
explained the principles of matter and form in purely quidditative
terms; and Thomas could have done so, too. But they did not.
Avicenna is quite clear about how the principles of physics will be
treated in metaphysics, for he notes (c. 2, sec. 11), speaking with
utmost precision: “That the principles are these four” (matter,
form, agent, and end) “is laid down as an supposition [Arabic:
mawd'a; Latin: subiecta) in physics, but is demonstrated in first
philosophy.””” That there are only four causes is assumed as a
propositional principle in physics, but can be proven, using the
more powerful principles of quiddity and existence, in the science
of metaphysics. The explanations of matter and form offered in
physics by Avicenna and Thomas, then, show how determined the
young Dominican is to follow the Vizier, and how different the
theories of both are from the purely quidditative physics of
Aristotle.

This does not mean, however, that Thomas refuses to use
Aristotle when he needs to do so. Having dealt with matter and
form as principles of physics, he now turns to the topic of
generation, which is “motion toward form,” and corruption or
destruction, which is loss of form. Avicenna does not take up this
point in Physics 1, chapter 1. But Aristotle had said “to come to be
absolutely is solely true of substances, while to come to be in a
certain respect is true of other things,” that is, of accidents.*’ So

% Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 11 (Latin: 25.24-26; Arabic/English: 1.18).

40 Aristotle, Physics 1.7.190a32-3. The vetus translatio reads: “Simpliciter autem fieri
substantiarum est solum, secundum quid fieri quidem alia.” Cf. Averroés, In § Physicorum,

t.c. 7. Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 5 (Leonine ed., 43:39.47-50: “Et quia
generatio est motus ad formam, duplici formae respondet duplex generatio: formae
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Thomas explains the difference between the two kinds of
generation and corruption (c. 1, sec. 5 and 6), based upon these
words of the Philosopher.*!

Thomas rounds out the first chapter of De principiis naturae
with a summary, again taken from Avicenna, one that actually
stretches beyond the points he has made. “Therefore, in order that
there be generation, three things are required: being in potency,
which is matter; non-existence in act, which is privation; and that
through which something comes to exist in act, which is form.”**
Though he has covered matter and form, he has yet to say
anything about privation. Not surprisingly, the Avicennian text
upon which he is drawing does likewise, for it serves as an
introduction to Avicenna’s treatment of privation,* and Thomas’s
summary serves exactly the same purpose.

By the end of De principiis naturae, chapter 1, then, Thomas
has offered a brief Avicennian description of the “subject” of
physics in order to uncover the following principles of physical
science. Definition 1: matter broadly construed is ‘the principle of
potency’. Definition 2: subject is ‘potency for accidental
existence’. Definition 3: matter, properly speaking, is ‘potency for
substantial existence’. Definition 4: form is ‘the principle of act’.
Definition 5: substantial form is ‘the principle of substantial
existence’. Definition 6: accidental form is ‘the principle of
accidental existence’. These definitions tell us what these
fundamental terms mean. Thomas also lays down fundamental
truths in propositions about matter and form. Supposition 1:
‘subject pre-exists accident’. Supposition 2: ‘matter has actual
existence from form’. Supposition 3: ‘substantial form causes
substantial existence in act’. Supposition 4: ‘accidental form causes
accidental existence in act’.

substantiali respondet generatio simpliciter; formae vero accidentali generatio secundum
quid.”

*! Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 5 and 6 (Leonine ed., 43:39.47-40.67).

2 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 1, sec. 7 (Leonine ed., 43:40.68-71): “Ad hoc ergo
quod sit generatio, tria requiruntur: scilicet ens potentia, quod est materia; et non esse actu,
quod est privatio; et id per quod fit actu, scilicet forma.” Cf. Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec.
12 (Latin: 25.36-39; Arabic/English: 1.18).

* Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 12-20.
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V. PRIVATION
A) Avicenna, “Physics 1,” cc. 2 and 3

While Aristotle had included the topic of privation from the
beginning of his analysis of change, Avicenna introduces matter
and form as principles of bodies, before considering privation.
Avicenna’s analysis shows matter and form to be “absolute”
principles of natural things or bodies. “Absolute” means being a
body requires matter and form. To get to privation, however,
Avicenna has to supplement this static view of bodies with a more
dynamic approach:

Of the principles, a body has those that are not separable from it, and which
constitute its essence; and these are what we properly designate by the name
principles. Now in so far as it is a body absolutely, there is matter and the
corporeal form described above, which are accompanied by accidental quantities
or by a specific form that perfects it. But in so far as it is changeable or perfectible
or generable, we add to it comparison with privation, which agrees with the
matter that existed beforehand, a principle of the sort we have spoken of before.
But if we consider what is common to being changeable, perfectible, and
generable, the principles will be a matter and a positive attribute [affectios hay’a]
and a privation.**

Avicenna’s view of change is basically backward looking, while
his understanding of generation and perfection is forward looking.
All three require privation, in addition to matter and form.* So
privation also must be a principle; and the reason is simplicity
itself. “If there were no privation, nothing could be perfectible or
changeable, rather perfection and form would always be in it.”
Privation, then, is not just a principle, it is a necessary principle,
even though it is not a principle like matter and form, because it
is not required for existence, only for change. Privation is the
necessary absence that makes change possible. Avicenna, therefore,
grudgingly admits privation as a sort of second-class principle.
“Therefore, privation in this respect [concerning change] is prior;

** Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 16 (Latin: 28.80-89; Arabic/English: 1:20).
* Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 12 and 13 (Latin: 25.27-26.49; Arabic/English: 1:18-19).
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and therefore it is a principle, if whatever necessarily has existence
so that something else can have existence, is a principle.”*

If privation is a principle initially presented in negative terms,
Avicenna further explains it through comparison with form and
matter. Developing his initial description of form as a “positive
attribute,” Avicenna adds that “form is in itself an essence, that is,
whose existence [esse; wujid] adds to the existence that matter
has.” The comparison with privation is straightforward: form
determines the quiddity of a thing, while privation is the negation
of a quiddity, one not present in the thing. But here Avicenna adds
his own metaphysical language of existence. This addition points
out that the essence caused by the form is a really existing essence,
where essence and existence are different ontological principles.
Privation, by contrast, is not a cause of existence, so the deprived
essence does not actually exist. But the main reason Avicenna
describes form in terms of existence, as well as essence, is to set up
a comparison between privation and matter.

But privation does not add existence to the existence that matter has. Rather it
accompanies it [matter] in relation to this form, when it [the matter] does not
have existence except in potency but has existence in potency for receiving it [the
form]. But this privation is not an absolute privation [= pure negation], but a
privation having a certain mode of existence, since it is a privation of a thing
[=quiddity], along with a predisposition and aptitude for that thing, in a
determinate matter."’

Privation, in short, is a negation. It is not an absolute negation, but
a negative aspect of matter. It is matter in so far as existing matter
has a capacity for a form that is not actually existing in the matter
at the present time.

The last topic taken up by Avicenna concerning privation,
pertinent to the comparison with Thomas, is the consideration of
all three principles as sources of change, concentrating on where

* Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 14 (Latin: 26.49-51, §8-61; Arabic/English: 1:19).

*7 Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 17 (Latin: 28.00-29.8; Arabic/English: 1:21), but
following recension B at 29.5, reading “et habuerit esse potentia” (which follows the Arabic
of the Cairo edition) instead of recension A’s “nisi in potentia.”
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change comes from. In some cases the matter persists, in others it
does not.

It is said that a thing comes to be from matter and privation, but it is not said that
it comes to be from form. For example, it is said that the bed comes to be from
matter and from privation, namely, from wood and from non-bed. In many cases
it is right to say the thing came to be from matter, but in many others it is not;
whereas it is always said that it was from privation. For it is not said that a writer
came to be from a man [thereby ceasing to be a man], but it is said that the man
came to be a writer. But it is said that from sperm a man came to be and from
wood a bed came to be.*®

The case of making a bed from wood is the odd one: it is an
accidental change in which the matter persists—like the man
becoming a writer—yet we use the expression “from the wood, the
bed came to be,” which seems like a substantial change—as with
the sperm. Avicenna concludes that sometimes the description of
matter must also include the privation—not “wood” but “wood
without the shape of a bed”—while in other cases the matter can
be described by itself—the man—the one who became a writer.

B) Aquinas, “De principiis naturae,” c. 2, sec. 8-12

Thomas’s presentation of privation is a case study in how he
takes the content of Avicenna’s work and, by judiciously
reworking the Persian’s material, produces a remarkably clear and
compact presentation. He does so by changing Avicenna’s order
and making his verbose presentation more succinct by using
precise technical terminology, often based on the language of the
Latin Aristotle and Averroés.

By beginning with change, generation, and perfection, Thomas
opens his consideration of privation by contrasting “form” which
“is that toward which generation takes place, while the other two
[privation and matter] are on the side of that from which
generation takes place.” This is a remarkable condensation of
Avicenna’s overall doctrine of privation. And from this beginning,

* Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 18.
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Thomas draws an even finer description of the fundamental nature
of privation:

Consequently, matter and privation are the same in subject but differ in
definition. For the same thing is bronze and shapeless before the advent of the
form, though it is called bronze in one respect and shapeless in another.
Consequently, privation is not said to be an essential principle but an accidental
principle, because it coincides with matter.*’

The first half of Thomas’s compact formula “sunt idem subjecto,
sed differunt ratione” is found in Averroés commentary,’’ but the
second half is not. The formula expresses the fact that matter and
privation are really identical, but differ only in definition, that is,
their difference is a conceptual distinction only, in contrast to the
real distinction between matter and form or essence and existence.
Thomas goes on to use this formula repeatedly, most notably in
the way he describes the conceptual distinctions among being and
the other transcendentals—another doctrine he draws from
Avicenna. What the formula allows Thomas to say here is that
matter and form are “essential principles” of natural things, so
they must be present for a natural thing to exist at all, but
privation is an “accidental principle,” one required for change, but
not for existence.

Following on this initial description, Thomas lays out his
principles about privation, all following Avicenna’s order of
presentation. Since some accidents are necessary (like risible in
humans), while others are not (like white in humans), “though
privation is an accidental principle, it does not follow that it is not
necessary for generation.”' In fact, privation is absolutely
necessary for change, because change requires that matter first be
deprived of the form it will receive. We can list this as Thomas’s
supposition 5: ‘privation is an accidental but necessary principle
of change’.

4 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 8 (Leonine ed., 43:40.3-10).

3% Averroés, In 1 Physicorum, t.c. 66. See Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 8
(Leonine ed., 43:40.5, note].

31 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 9 (Leonine ed., 43:40.18-21).
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If privation and matter are two aspects of the same thing, then
privation cannot be simple negation. “Rather, privation is said
only of a definite subject, namely, one where the ability comes
about naturally.” For both philosophers, privation is a kind of
negation found within a subject, and this subject has a natural
inclination for the form it lacks. This is why “blindness is said only
of those things that see by nature.”* So we can add another
definition to Thomas’s list. Definition 7: privation is ‘negation in
a certain subject’.

If privation is ontologically identical with matter, but points to
the presently missing form, then it is different from both matter
and form. Thomas makes the point with a memorable contrast:
“But privation differs from the other principles [referring to
matter and form], because [sup. 6] the others are principles both
of existence and of coming to be. . . . But [sup. 7] privation is a
principle of coming to be, and not of existing.”’ We may take
these two assertions about reality to be two more suppositions of
natural science.

Finally, armed with his more precise formula, Thomas (c. 2,
sec. 12) can make Avicenna’s point about the relation of privation
to form and matter much more succinctly than the Vizier in his
long meditation on from. Since “matter differs in definition from
both form and privation,” it follows that “sometimes matter is
denominated along with privation, but sometimes without
privation. For example, bronze, when it is the matter of a statue,
does not include privation . . . but flour, when it is matter in
relation to bread, includes within itself privation of the form of
bread.”* This point is not a principle, but a conclusion—one
Thomas manages to put abstractly and precisely, though the Vizier
does not manage to do.

Avicenna’s lengthy consideration of privation, then, opens the
way for Thomas to add, in his succinct and memorable way, one
more definition and three more suppositions to the principles of
physical science. Definition 7: privation is ‘negation in a certain

52 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 10 (Leonine ed., 43:40.30-33).
3% Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 11 (Leonine ed., 43:40.39-46).
’* Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 12 (Leonine ed., 43:41.53-64).
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subject’. Supposition §: ‘privation is an accidental but necessary
principle of change’. Supposition 6: ‘matter and form are
principles of both existence and coming to be’. Supposition 7:
‘privation is a principle of coming to be, but not of existing’.

VI. PRIME MATTER
A) Avicenna, “Physics 1,” c. 2, sec. 23

At the very end of his second chapter, Avicenna mentions
“absolute matter.”’ This passing reference opens up the topic of
prime matter, which Avicenna takes up sporadically in chapter 3,
devoted to “how the principles” of physics—the agent, material,
formal and final causes—“are common.”® Again following
Avicenna’s order (not Aristotle’s), after treating privation Thomas
takes up the topic of “prime matter” in the second half of chapter
2 of De principiis naturae (sec. 13-16). And again he shows himself
adept at succinctly clarifying his source texts in Avicenna, who was
even more diffuse than usual. For help, Thomas borrows some
technical terminology from Aristotle, but the order and treatment
of the topics are drawn directly from Avicenna.

In this closing section of chapter 2, Avicenna objects to
Aristotle’s reference to “matter’s desire for the form,” a bit of
metaphorical talk “closer to the words of the Sufis than to the
philosophers.”” This criticism leads Avicenna to distinguish two
senses of matter: “matter taken absolutely [byle simpliciter]” from
“some kind of matter already constituted by a natural form.”
While the first can have no intrinsic “desire” because it is pure
potentiality, the second kind of matter can have such a desire,
though Avicenna is correct to insist “that desire would be
attributed only to its active form.””*

3% Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 23 (Latin: 34.95; Arabic/English: 1:26). The phrase is
“hyle simpliciter.”

’¢ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 3, title (Latin: 35.1; Arabic/English 1:27).

57 Aristotle, Physics 1.9.192a18. Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 21 (Latin: 32.63;
Arabic/English: 1:24); and c. 2, sec. 23 (Latin: 34.93-4; Arabic/English: 1:26).

3% Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 23 (Latin: 34.95-98; Arabic/English: 1:26).
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B) Aquinas, “De principiis naturae,” c. 2, sec. 12-16

It is precisely at this point that Thomas begins his treatment of
prime matter. Following Avicenna, he notes that “some matter is
composed with form,” but “prime matter” is “that matter which
is understood without any form or privation, but is the subject for
form and privation.” Thomas says another name for prime matter
is “hyle,”” following Avicenna’s practice of distinguishing the
Arabic transliteration hayula (translated in the Latin Avicenna as
hyle), which generally means prime matter, from maddah
(translated as materia), which means “matter constituted in act by
form.” So Thomas begins his consideration of prime matter with
his definition 8: prime matter is ‘matter understood without any
form or privation’.

On the important issue of how we know prime matter,
Aristotle had said:

The underlying nature is known scientifically by analogy. For as the bronze is to
the statue, the wood to the bed, or matter and the formless before receiving form
to anything that has form, so is the underlying nature to substance, that is, a ‘this’
or a being.*

As we have seen, Avicenna makes use of the example of the wood
and the bed, but not to explain how prime matter is known.®' So
on this point, Thomas begins with the distinction between the first
and second acts of the mind—Avicenna’s constant refrain, but not
part of this text of Aristotle. Then Thomas takes up the topic of
“prime matter,” putting his point thus:

And because every definition and every understanding comes through form,
prime matter in itself cannot be understood or defined except through comparison
[per comparationem], as when that is called prime matter which is related to all

3% Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 13 (Leonine ed., 43:41.40-78).

¢ Aristotle, Physics 1.7.191a8-12. “By analogy” is rendered in the Latin translation
contained in Averroés Long Commentary on the Physics as per comparationem, the term
Aquinas uses at De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 13 (Leonine ed., 43:41.81).

¢! See above, text at n. 48.
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forms and privations in the way in which bronze is related to a statue and to the
shapeless.*

Since he has just dealt with privation, here Thomas compares both
senses of matter—prime matter and subject—with their respective
forms, as Aristotle had done. But he also adds a comparison with
their privations, something Aristotle had not done. After his brief
account of how prime matter is known, Thomas adds some
principles concerning prime matter, all drawn from Avicenna.

He points out that “prime matter, and form, too, are neither
generated nor destroyed, because all generation proceeds to
something by coming from something.”® Here Avicenna is
actually more precise, because he is looking at how the three
internal principles are “common.”®* What Thomas says is true of
these principles, when they are considered “common by
predication,” but it is not true when they are considered “common
by causality.” We may take this point as Thomas’s supposition 8:
‘there is no generation of the principles matter and form, only of
composite beings’.

Thomas then (sec. 15) gives a benign interpretation of the
implausible claim that prime matter is “one in number.”®
Avicenna takes up the question whether matter can be one thing
“common by predication.” He opposes this idea, but notes that we
might think of it as common in this way only if it were conceived
as “among the number of perpetual things” (Latin: perpetuorums;
Arabic: ibd&’), meaning “things created atemporally” by God,
“because it is not the kind of thing that is changed into something
else.”®® Faced with such an unclear text, Thomas resolves the
problem by using Avicenna’s two senses of “common,” just as
Avicenna does in this very text, in order to distinguish two ways
in which something can be “one in number.” Prime matter cannot
be one in number in the normal sense of a singular thing “such as

¢2 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 13 (Leonine ed., 43:41.70-89).

¢ Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 2, sec. 14 (Leonine ed., 43:41.90-92).

¢ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 3, sec. 5-7 (Latin: 38.55-39.92; Arabic/English: 1:29-30).

¢ Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec. 15. Cf. Averroés, In Phys 1, t.c. 63; and In Met
5, t.c. 5.

¢ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 3, sec. 2 (Latin: 36.29-30; Arabic/English: 1:28).
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Socrates . . . since in itself it does not have any form.” But if one
in number means “it lacks the dispositions which make it differ
numerically,” prime matter can be understood to be one in
number.®’ In short, since prime matter is in no sense actual, it has
no features that would create multiplicity. The doctrine here—a
conclusion, not a principle—is clearly Thomas’s own creation, one
formulated as a benign interpretation of a confusing passage in
Avicenna.

The final point Thomas makes about prime matter is that
“matter is never denuded of form or privation,” but can only exist
as part of a composite.®® This point had already been made; but
Thomas repeats it, probably because it is made repeatedly by
Avicenna, when he treats privation as a principle “common by
predication.”® This point, too, is not a principle, but a conclusion
deducible from supposition 2.

While Thomas draws rather straightforwardly from his source
texts in Avicenna when treating privation, when it comes to prime
matter, he is a more creative reader. Since his Avicennian source
text is devoted to “how these principles [the four causes] are
common,” Thomas has to employ considerable interpretive skill
in order to use what he can for his own purpose—to define and
describe prime matter. Here he adds two principles of physical
science. Definition 8: prime matter is ‘pure potency, including no
act’. Supposition 8: ‘there is no generation of matter and form,
only composite beings are generated’.

VII. AGENT
A) Avicenna, “Physics 1,” c. 2, sec. 7; c. 10, sec. 2

In the first two chapters of De principiis naturae, Thomas sets
out the three intrinsic principles of natural things—matter, form,
privation—and then adds consideration of prime matter. But he

¢ Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec. 15 (Leonine ed., 43:41.98-108).

¢ Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec. 16 (Leonine ed., 43:41.111-112).

¢ Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 3, sec. 8 and 10 (Latin: 40.93-10; 42.30-39; Arabic/English:
1:30, 32)
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has not yet treated efficient and final causes. Avicenna devotes
three whole chapters to considering the four causes (Physics 1, cc.
10-12), so Thomas has plenty of source material on agents and
ends. But he only briefly considers the basic nature of the agent
and end (De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec. 17-19), before hurrying
on to the meanings of principle, cause, and element (De principiis
naturae, c. 3, sec. 20-23).

Avicenna devotes chapter 10 of Physics 1 to defining each of
the four kinds of cause. He begins by returning to the difference
between the way the metaphysician will demonstrate truths about
the four causes and the way the natural philosopher assumes as its
proper principles definitions and suppositions about them.

Thateverything generated and corruptible, that everything subject to motion, and
everything composed of matter and form, have identifiable causes that are these
four and no more, on this point natural inquiry should not waste its time, because
this belongs to divine science. But the natural philosopher cannot be excused
from positing as theses [ponere; wad’an), both by certifying their quiddities and
indicating what are their positive attributes. Therefore, we say that the essential
causes of natural things are four—efficient, material, formal, and final. And the
efficient cause for natural things often is called the principle of motion in another
than itself, insofar as it is other.”

After again underlining that physics “posits” its principles,
Avicenna here gives a “definition” of the efficient cause. Aristotle
had described the agent as “the primary principle of change or
coming to rest,” and, as we have seen, earlier in Physics 1 (c. 2,
sec. 7), Avicenna focuses on how the agent causes functions by
“impressing the form belonging to bodies into their matter.” The
present definition of agent, however, adds the idea that an agent
is a cause extrinsic to its effect, producing that effect “in another
than itself.” Avicenna draws this definition from Aristotle, but,
somewhat surprisingly, not from Aristotle’s definition of the
efficient cause. Rather, Avicenna uses Aristotle’s definition of a
power (8Uvapig): “a principle of motion or change that is in a

7 Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 10, sec. 2 (Latin: 86.7-17; Arabic/English: 1:64); emphasis
added.
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thing other than the thing moved, or in the same thing as other.””!

It seems that he wants to emphasize the ontological distance
between an agent and its effect. This opens the way for the prime
instance of efficient causality to be found in a separate cause, the
“giver of forms,” to which Avicenna turns in the very next section

of his book.”
B) Aquinas, “De principiis naturae,” c. 3, sec. 17

When Thomas takes up the efficient cause in De principiis
naturae, he follows Avicenna’s emphasis on the ontological
distance between this kind of cause and its effect, but begins with
the effect. “What is in potency cannot reduce itself to act, as
bronze which is in potency to being a statue cannot make itself a
statue.” This is why the bronze “needs an agent which draws the
form of a statue from potency to act.” Thomas immediately points
to the ontological gap between cause and effect: “But form could
not draw itself from potency to act—I am speaking of the form of
the thing generated, which we say is the term of generation.”” His
approach to efficient causality, then, clearly shows his dependence
upon Avicenna, for he follows the Persian’s definition, built on
Aristotle’s definition of a “power,” so different from the definition
of “agent” given by Aristotle and his Commentator.

VIII. END™*

Thomas then turns to the last of the four causes: the end. In
chapter 10 of Physics 1, devoted to all four causes, Avicenna
mentions the “end” only in the last, brief paragraph of that
chapter. “The end is the intention [intentio; ma‘na) for the sake of
which form [comes] to matter.”” What makes this sentence

71 Aristotle, Physics 2.3.194b29, on “agent.” Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 2, sec. 7 (Latin: 22.74-
80, Arabic/English: 1:16), on “agent.” Aristotle, Metaphysics 5.12.1019a15, on “power.”

7> Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 10, sec. 3 (Latin: 87.27-35; Arabic/English: 1:65).

73 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec. 17 (Leonine ed., 43:41.3-42.15).

7* Avicenna, “Physics 1,” c. 2, sec. 7; c. 10, sec. 2; Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec.
18-19.

75 Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 10, sec. 10 (Latin: 94.60; Arabic/English: 1:70).



DE PRINCIPIIS NATURAE, CC. 1-3 607

particularly hard to understand is that Avicenna’s Latin translators
used intentio to render three different Arabic terms: (1) ma‘na,
which means a concept or notion that bears some meaning; (2)
gharad, which has the same basic meaning of concept, but
emphasizes the presence of the notion in the mind; and (3) qasd
and magsid, which mean what the mind intends as an end.”
Avicenna here seems simply to mean that the “end” is the intentio
in the first sense, the reason or notion that explains why form
comes to matter. But Thomas seems to understand him to mean
“intention” in the third, teleological sense—intellectually
determined purpose—a plausible but incorrect reading caused by
an imprecise Latin translation.

So read, Avicenna might seem to mean that final causality is
limited to humans. But Aristotle, Avicenna, and Aquinas all agree
that final causality extends beyond the human realm, into nature.
So Thomas adds another text, one that seems to extend
“intention” in the sense of final causality beyond the human realm.
This text is the Latin translation of Aristotle contained in
Averroés’ commentary on Metaphysics 2.2: “nothing begins to act

. without intending an end [nichil incepit agere . . . non
intendendo finem].””” After quoting Aristotle, Thomas adds that
“every agent, both natural and voluntary, intends an end, but it
does not follow that every agent knows its end or deliberates
about its end.””® In order to support his claim, Thomas returns to
Avicenna, in order to make “an argument from the greater case.”
Even a human occasionally acts for an end without deliberating
about his end. “A harpist does not have to deliberate about every
string he plucks, since these actions are already determined by
him; otherwise there would be a delay between the notes, which

7¢'S. Van Riet, Avicenna Latinus: Liber de philosophia prima, Lexiques (Leiden: Brill,
1983), Arabic roots 592, 611, and 697. Cf. Goichon, Lexique, nn. 469, 583.

77 Aristotle, Metaphysics 2.2.994b13-14. Averroés, In 2 Metaphysicorum, t.c. 8. Aquinas,
De principiis naturae, c.3, sec. 18 (Leonine ed., 43:42.17), reads: “omne quod agit non agit
nisi intendendo aliquid.” On the translations of Averroés, see Dag Nikolaus Hasse, Latin
Averroes Translations of the First Half of the Thirteenth Century (New York: Olms, 2010).

78 Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec. 18 (Leonine ed., 43:42.20-23).
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would be disharmonious.””” If the higher, human agent can act for

an end without intellectual deliberation, surely lesser agents also
can act for an end without knowing they are doing so.

In De principiis naturae, chapter 3 (sec. 17-19), then, Thomas
again depends heavily upon Avicenna. And here he adds two more
“definitions” to the proper principles of physics. Definition 9: the
agent is ‘the extrinsic cause of motion in another’. Definition 10:
the end is ‘that which is intended by the agent’. Along with these
he adds two suppositions that ensure the reality of these two kinds
of causes. Supposition 9: ‘there must exist a principle that acts in
another, as other’. Supposition 10: ‘every agent, both natural and
voluntary, intends an end’.

By this point in De principiis naturae, Thomas has considered
all four of Aristotle’s causes. He has taken care to give a definition
of each of the causes, so we can be sure our notions of them are
the fundamental notions of natural science, “definitions” in
Aristotle’s sense of the term. He has also taken care to set out a
few fundamental propositions about the causes, propositions that
function in physics as its “suppositions.”

Thomas recognizes that using the four causes as analytic tools
requires understanding the differences between “principle,”
“cause,” and “element.” Avicenna does not explain them in
Physics 1, so Thomas ends his chapter 3 by using Aristotle,
Metaphysics 5, to do so. He then returns to the Muslim to explain
the relations among the causes (c. 4) and the “modes” of the
causes (c. 5); but these topics lie beyond the scope of our present
concern.

Although we have followed him less than half-way through his
little treatise On the Principles of Nature, by chapter 3 (sec. 19)
Thomas covered all the principles of natural philosophy, the four
causes (its “essential” principles), privation (its “accidental”

7 Avicenna, Physics 1, c. 14, sec. 11 (Latin: 129.86-130.97; Arabic/English: 1:98).
Aquinas, De principiis naturae, c. 3, sec. 18 (Leonine ed., 43:42.31-41).
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principle), and prime matter. He offered “definitions” of these
fundamental terms, and he set out a few suppositions about them.
In order to accomplish this much for his fellow friars, Thomas
made extensive use of Avicenna’s Healing: Physics 1. He turned
primarily to Avicenna, rather than to Aristotle or Averroés,
because Avicenna made it perfectly clear that his Physics 1 was
designed to improve upon Aristotle’s Physics, by delineating the
subject and the principles of physical science, explicitly and with
a precision the Philosopher had not attained. And in explaining
the proper principles of physics, Avicenna repeatedly adverted to
the distinction between the first two acts of the mind, well
established among Arabic philosophers, that is, between
conceptualization (fasawwur) and propositional assertion (tasdiq),
in order sharply to distinguish “definitions” as fundamental
notions from “suppositions” as fundamental assertions. On all
these points, the young Thomas followed Avicenna closely.
While Avicenna did not write out a list of the definitions and
suppositions of physical science—neither he nor his Dominican
student were given to making lists—we have seen that such a list
of principles can be extracted from his often too-prolix text.
Thomas saw this, too, and extracted the principles of physical
science from Avicenna’s text, accompanied by brief but insightful
explanations, also dependent upon Avicenna. It seems appropriate
to end this glimpse inside the philosophical workshop of our
Dominican with a list of the proper principles of physical science
he presented his confreres in the first three chapters of this work.

The subject of physical science: things in potency and in act, things that are
substances that have accidents.

Definition 1 of physical science: matter is ‘the principle of potency.’
Def. 2: a subject is ‘potency for accidental existence.’

Def. 3: matter, properly speaking, is ‘potency for substantial existence.’
Def. 4: form is ‘the principle of act.’

Def. 5: substantial form is ‘the principle of substantial existence.’

Def. 6: accidental form is ‘the principle of accidental existence.’

Def. 7: privation is a ‘negation in a subject.’

Def. 8: prime matter is ‘pure potency, including no act.’

Def. 9: an agent is the ‘principle that draws potency from act.’

Def. 10: end is ‘that which is intended by the agent.’
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Supposition 1 of physical science: ‘subject pre-exists accident.’
Sup. 2: ‘matter has existence from form.’

Sup. 3: ‘substantial form actually causes substantial existence.’

Sup. 4: ‘accidental form actually causes accidental existence.’

Sup. 5: ‘privation is an accidental but necessary principle of change.’
Sup. 6: ‘matter and form are principles of both being and change.’
Sup. 7: ‘privation is only a principle of change.’

Sup. 8: ‘there is no generation of matter and form, only composite beings are
generated.’

Sup. 9: ‘there must exist a principle that acts in another, as other.’

Sup. 10: ‘every agent, both natural and voluntary, intends an end.’

Very early in his career, Thomas already had a deep
understanding of the nature of an Aristotelian “science.”’ De
principiis naturae offers an Avicennian interpretation of the
principles of physical science, De ente et essentia offers an
Avicennian interpretation of the principles of metaphysical
science, and Super Boethium de Trinitate offers an Avicennian
interpretation of the subjects and objects of enquiry of the three
philosophical and theoretical sciences: physics, mathematics, and
metaphysics. When read together, these three early works offer
the reader a thorough account of the “scientific” character of the
three theoretical, philosophical sciences, a foundation for his
theological efforts Thomas would return to again and again. In
this way, guided by Avicenna, he helped not only his confreres,
but also himself, and Thomistic thinkers down through the
centuries.®!

8 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics 1.10.76a37-77a2; 1.2.71b14-72a25. Aquinas, I Sent.,
prol., a. 3 (theology’s scientific principles) and a. 4 (the subject of theology), in A. Oliva, Les
débuts de I’enseignement de Thomas d’Aquin et sa conception de la ‘sacra doctrina’ (Paris:
Vrin, 2006), 318-28; I Sent., d. 8, q. 1, aa. 1-3 (P. Mandonnet, ed. [Paris, 1929], 194-201).

81 This paper was written as part of the “Aquinas and the ‘Arabs’ project. I would like

to thank my colleagues for their inspiration and advice. For information, see
www.AquinasAndTheArabs.org.
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the Summa Theologiae or in the commentaries on De anima

and De sensu et sensato, we find an elaborate discussion of the
mechanisms of perception. In agreement with the Aristotelian
tradition, Aquinas distinguishes five external senses, whose task it
is to grasp and discern the essential sensibles, such as color and
sound (sensibilia propria) and size, shape, and movement
(sensibilia communia).' Since this information about an object’s
qualitative and quantitative features does not yet yield complete
knowledge of the individual object, he posits according to the
Aristotelian-Arabic tradition that animals have inner senses, which,
based on the actual perception achieved by the external senses,
compose and divide the information grasped. Aquinas calls this
information intentiones, which roughly stands for those aspects of
material, individual objects which are not directly apprehended by
the external senses, as when a bird identifies a straw as a suitable
object for building a nest.

In addition to the five external senses, Aquinas distinguishes
four different inner senses, which describe different ways in which
sensible forms can be grasped. (1) The common sense (sensus
communis) unifies the stimuli of external senses, while (2)
imagination or fantasy (imagination seu phantasia) composes,
divides, and stores those forms. (3) Memory and reminiscence

IN THOMAS AQUINAS’S MATURE WORK, for instance in

! On the topic of external sensation, see the still valuable article of G. van Riet, “La théorie
thomiste de la sensation externe,” Revue philosophique de Louvain 51 (1953): 374-408.
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(memoria et reminiscentia) have the function of storing sensible
forms insofar as they belong to the past and (4) vis cogitativa or vis
aestimativa grasps the intentional content of those forms. The vis
cogitativa is found exclusively in human beings, whereas the vis
aestimativa of higher animals has an analogous function and
occupies the same physiological space in the brain as the vis
cogitativa. The latter is permeated with reason, but the former is
not. The vis aestimativa explains the sensory processes achieved
by higher animals, such as sheep and dogs, in virtue of the organic,
material composition of their brain. The vis cogitativa, in contrast,
is a cognitive function exclusive to human sensation, which has an
organic component as well as an “immaterial” one, because it
somehow participates in intellectual processes. This means that
although both powers (vis aestimativa and vis cogitativa) are
rooted in roughly the same part of the brain, that is, in the middle
ventricle, they point at distinct forms of sensory experience,
mainly because in human beings the participation with the intellect
adds a rational ingredient which animals lack. Therefore, in
Aquinas’s mature theory the vis aestimativa of higher animals and
the human vis cogitativa are essentially different powers, which
grasp sensible intentions either under the aspect of their practical
relevance (vis aestimativa) or as particular instances that are
perceived as being part of universal notions (vis cogitativa).

Since the inner senses grasp aspects of material objects that are
not perceived properly, that is, intentiones, a basic and brief
account of this notion is required.” Although it has a wide range
of meanings in Aquinas’s thought, in the context of his discussion
of perception and knowledge intentio stands, broadly speaking,
for the cognitive content attached to an object, which encompasses

% Although the notion of intentio is primarily introduced into the thirteenth-century
philosophical discussion about perception and knowledge through Avicenna’s De anima, I will
not dwell on the Avicennian antecedent given the wealth of publications on this topic. See D.
Hasse, Avicenna’s De anima in the Latin West (London: The Warburg Institute; Turin:Nino
Aragno Editore, 2000), 127-53; D. Black, “Estimation (wahm) in Avicenna: The Logical and
Psychological Dimensions,” Dialogue. Canadian Philosophical Review 32 (1993): 219-58.
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what a given object means for a perceiving subject.” Hence, when
a sheep sees a wolf as dangerous, it apprehends relevant aspects
that are not seen directly, but that are apprehended on the basis of
sensory stimuli together with the activity of the vis aestimativa.
The most important feature of intentiones is (1) that they point
at what an object means for a proper recipient, and (2) that they
allow one to distinguish mere natural processes, like the heating
of a stone, from processes that involve a cognitive change in the
perceiving subject. For Aquinas, intentiones are not only
apprehended by the mind; they are also properties of material
objects, which are neither accidental nor substantial and which are
in need of a proper faculty in order to be grasped as such.’ This
faculty is the vis aestimativa in the case of higher animals, such as
dogs and birds, and the vis cogitativa in the case of human beings.
Because of its resemblance with Aquinas’s own point of view it
might be useful to outline what intentionality amounts to based on
Fred Dretske’s naturalized theory of the mind. According to this
approach, intentional content has (1) the power to misrepresent,
very much like when someone wrongly says that a tower, when
seen from afar, is round, when it really is square.® (2) The
aboutness of intentional experiences relates to other states
regarding certain properties; for example, when seeing an orange,
one can think that it is round, one may desire it because it is sweet,
and so on. (3) The aspectual shape an object takes in our
experience stems from the acknowledgment that it can generate an
experience of itself under one aspect rather than another, for
instance, when a pie is seen as good for eating as opposed to being
seen as adequate for smashing into someone’s face. (4) Intentional
experience is, finally, directed at objects; in the case of Aquinas’s

* A thorough discussion of Aquinas’s theory of intentionality with regard to perception can
be found in D. Perler, Theorien der Intentionalitit im Mittelalter (Klostermann: Frankfurt,
2002), 42-60.

* Aquinas, STh 1, q. 78, a. 3.

’ For a more detailed account of the role of intentio in Aquinas’s causal theory of
perception, see J. A. Tellkamp, “Aquinas on Intentions in the Medium and in the Mind,”
Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 80 (2006): 275-89.

¢ F. Dretske, Naturalizing the Mind (Cambridge, Mass., and London: MIT Press, 1995),
28-34.
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theory of intentionality it is fair to assume that this directedness
has something to do with individual, material objects and not just
with intentional experience itself.

The aim of this article is to show that Aquinas’s distinction
between an exclusively human vis cogitativa and a vis aestimativa
present in higher animals is the result of a process of clarification
that took place early in his career while he was working on the
Commentary on the Sentences. In his scattered remarks on inner
sensation, he initially seems to endorse an Avicennian view insofar
as the perception of intentions, animal as well as human, stands
under the influence of estimation (aestimatio). As the Commentary
progresses, however, Aquinas changes his view to lean towards
Averroés’s tenets, that is, positing a human vis cogitativa or, as
Aquinas describes it, ratio particularis. The shift from Avicenna to
Averroés explains how, for Aquinas, perception has to be seen in
the broader context of his theory of cognition, which in its most
perfect form is intellective. In his mature work, he still thinks that
the Avicennian model regarding animal perception of intentions
is accurate, yet he takes an Averroistic stance when it comes to the
human grasp of sensible intentions. This insight into his earliest
account of these powers of the soul is a valuable contribution to
our understanding of his complex mature teachings.

I. AVICENNA, AVERROES, AND ALBERT THE GREAT
ON THE INNER SENSES

The following brief survey requires a methodological caveat of
sorts, since only those texts of Arabic authors will be used which
were translated into Latin and which Aquinas read.” In fact, the
rather complex doctrine of the “middle powers” in Aquinas rests
to a great extent on the Latin versions of Avicenna’s De anima and
Averroés’ Long Commentary on the De anima. Yet the

7 For a more exhaustive account regarding the transmission of Arabic texts into the Latin
world, see H. Daiber, “Lateinische Ubersetzungen arabischer Texte zur Philosophie und ihre
Bedeutung fiir die Scholastik des Mittelalters,” ed. J. Hamesse and M. Fattori, Rencontres de
cultures dans la philosophie medieval: Traductions et traducteurs de I'antiquité tardive au XIVe
siecle (Louvain-la-Neuve and Cassino: FIDEM, 1990), 203-50.
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Dominican’s account also has to be understood within his
contemporary context, where Albert the Great stands out as one
of the most important sources.

A) Avicenna

Avicenna’s system of the inner senses, which are located in the
brain, comprises receptive and retentive powers. The common
sense (sensus communis) receives forms, but does not retain them.
The formative imagination (imaginatio), however, retains them,
because it has the adequate material composition in the frontal
ventricle of the brain after receiving the sensible forms grasped by
the common sense.® The middle ventricle houses the compositive
imagination (imaginativa) whose function it is to divide and
compose that which has been transmitted by the formative
imagination. It is important to note that when a human being is
using the compositive imagination, it actually becomes an
instrument of thought (cogitans comparatione animae humanae).
The superior part of the middle ventricle houses the estimative
power, which “apprehends the non-sensed intentions, which are
in the particular sensible object” (apprebendens intentiones non
sensatas quae sunt in singulis sensibilibus). Finally, in the posterior
ventricle are memory and reminiscence, which retain the
intentions grasped previously by the estimative power.’

It is clear that, in Avicenna’s distinction between the virtus
aestimativa and the virtus cogitativa (mufakkira), only the latter is
present in human beings.'’ Yet it does not seem to completely
supersede the estimative power, insofar as human beings can also
grasp intentions with that power. The cogitative faculty, in
contrast, is rather the result of the relation between the com-
positive imagination and human reason, the explanation of which
encompasses physiological as well as cognitive elements:

8 Avicenna, Liber de anima seu sextus de naturalibus 1, 5 (vol. 1, ed. S. van Riet [Louvain:
Peeters; Leiden: Brill, 1972], 87-88).

° Avicenna, De anima 1, 5 (van Riet, ed., 1:89).

" D. Black, “Imagination and Estimation: Arabic Paradigms and Western
Transformations,” Topoi 19 (2000): 60.



616 JORG ALEJANDRO TELLKAMP

[The estimative faculty] opens up the cerebellar vermis by removing what is
between the two porous appendages (which [just] are the cerebellar vermis) and
[the form that is in the retentive imagination] conjoins with the preuma
harboring the estimative faculty of the compositive imagination (which in humans
is called the cogitative [faculty]). The form that is in the retentive imagination is
then imprinted onto the preuma of the estimative faculty, and the faculty of the
compositive imagination, which serves the estimative faculty, conveys what is in
the retentive imagination to it."!

B) Averroés

The approach to the inner senses taken by Averroés is at first
sight similar to that of Avicenna, insofar as Averroés locates those
powers in the brain, thus stating, in agreement with Galen and the
physicians, that they are organic and material in nature: “It was
said that the imaginative power is in the anterior part of the brain,
the cogitative in the middle, and the power of memory in the
posterior.”'* It is, then, “a particular material power,”" whose
function it is to discern “the intention of a sensible thing from its
imagined image.”"

"' Translation from the Arabic text in J. McGinnis, Avicenna (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 110; it corresponds roughly to the following Latin text in Avicenna, De anima
3, 8,270-71: “Deinde forma quae est in imaginatio penetrat posteriorem ventriculum, cum
voluerit virtus aestimativa et elevaverit vermem, et de duobus membris quae terminantur
penes vermem fecerit unum, et coniungetur forma cum spiritu qui gerit virtutem
aestimativam, mediante spiritu qui gerit virtutem imaginativam, quae vocatur in hominibus
virtus cogitationis, et forma quae erat in imaginativa imprimetur in spiritu virtutis
aestimationis, et virtus imaginationis deservit virtuti aestimationis, reddens ei quod est in
imaginativa.” See also M. Sebti, Avicenne: L’dme humaine (Paris: Presses Universitaires de
France, 2000), 64-65.

2 Averroés, Commentarium magnum in Aristotelis de anima libros 3, 6 (ed. F. Stuart
Crawford [Cambridge, Mass.: Medieval Academy of America, 1953],415): “Dicitur quod
virtus ymaginativa est in anteriori cerebri, et cogitativa in medio, et rememorativa in
posteriori” (“It was said that the imaginative power is in the anterior of the brain, the
cogitative in the middle, and the power of memory in the posterior” [translation in Averroés,
Long Commentary on the De anima of Aristotle, trans. and intro. R. Taylor with Th.-A.
Druart (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2009), 331]).

Y Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima, 3, 3 (Crawford, ed., 476).

" Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima, 3, 6 (Crawford, ed., 415):
“Declaratum est enim illic quod virtus cogitativa non est nisi virtus que distinguit intentionem
rei sensibilis a suo idolo ymaginato” (“For it was explained that the cogitative power is only
a power which discerns the intention of a sensible thing from its imagined image” [Taylor,
trans., 331]).
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Apart from abstracting intentions from images, the cogitative
power plays a major part in the process of intellection.” Since
Averroés assumes that the material intellect is separate, and
because it is not a particular power, but one for all mankind, he
has to show how particular human beings can entertain particular
thoughts. This is where the cogitative power comes in, because
“without the imaginative power and the cogitative [power] the
intellect which is called material understands nothing.”'® As
Richard Taylor aptly puts it: “In this way the particular human
soul’s cogitative power is responsible for the processing of the
particular intentions then presented to the rational power properly
so called—namely, the material intellect and the agent intellect.”"’
It seems, then, that for Averroés the workings of the inner senses
are most relevant when they are put into the context of the
acquisition of intellective knowledge. And this means that the
cogitative power has to be seen as a human faculty—unless, as
Averroés intriguingly adds, animals exist that are superior to the
human being with the ability to think individually."®

The main differences between Avicenna and Averroés, at least
insofar as Aquinas is concerned, is not that Avicenna does not hold
the existence of a properly human cogitative power, which is
subservient to the compositive imagination, but rather that
Averroés thinks that an account of human perception is relevant
only insofar as it helps to understand intellective knowledge. This
emphasis bears a strong resemblance to Aquinas’s own point of

5 See Taylor, “Introduction,” in Averroés, Long Commentary on the De anima of
Aristotle, Ixix-Ixxvi.

' Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima, 3, 20 (Crawford, ed., 450): “Sine
virtute ymaginativa et cogitativa nichil intelligit intellectus qui dicitur materialis.”

'7 Taylor,“Introduction,” in Averroés, Long Commentary on the De anima of Aristotle,
Ixix.

'8 Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima, 2, 29 (Crawford, ed., 172-73): “Idest,
et ponamus etiam pro manifesto quod virtus cogitativa et intellectus existunt in aliis modis
animalium que non sunt homines, et quod proprie sunt in aliquo genere, ut in hominibus, aut
in alio genere, si demonstratio surgat quod alia sunt huiusmodi; et hoc erit si fuerint equales
hominibus aut meliores eis” (“That is, let us also assert [it] as clear that the cogitative power
and the intellect exist in other kinds of animals which are not human beings and that they are
properly in some genus, as in [that of] human beings, or in a different genus, if a
demonstration arises that there exist different things of this sort” [Taylor, trans., 137]).
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view. Unlike Avicenna, in the Long Commentary on the De anima
Averroés does not discus animal cognition as a proper field of
research. In contrast, Avicenna does so under the heading of the
virtus aestimativa, which is present in animals as well as human
beings. But according to Aquinas the virtus cogitativa is an
exclusively human faculty which supersedes the estimative power,
and it is precisely this point which he owes to Averroés.

C) Albert the Great

The first half of the thirteenth century saw a host of
commentaries and treatises written on the soul."” While most of
them take Avicenna as a point of departure, like that of John of la
Rochelle, there are also some works that focus on Averroés, such
as the anonymous commentary on De anima edited by R.-A.
Gauthier.” Thus when Albert the Great (ca. 1200-1280) started
to write on issues related to the nature of the soul and its powers,
as, for instance, in his monumental De homine (finished ca. 1245),
there was already a lively discussion underway, which, although
mostly Avicennian in tone, also had ample room for discussing
notions from Averroés’ Long Commentary on the De anima. In the
formative years before his work on the Commentary on the
Sentences and De ente et essentia, Aquinas was Albert’s pupil, first
from 1245 to 1248 in Paris and afterwards as his assistant in
Cologne until 1252.*' Since book II of the Commentary on the
Sentences was probably written around 1252-54 and book IV
probably finished before 1256, it is fair to assume that some of

¥ See again Hasse, Avicenna’s De anima in the Latin West.

2 Some of the treatises and commentaries worth mentioning that were written prior to
Albert and Aquinas are the anonymous Lectura in librum de anima a quodam discipulo
reportata, ed. R.-A. Gauthier (Grottaferrata: Collegii S. Bonaventurae ad Claras Aquas, 1985),
written around 1245-50; the as yet unpublished I de anima Aristotelis of Richard Rufus (ca.
1236-37), currently being edited by Rega Wood; John of la Rochelle, Summa de anima, ed.
J. G. Bougerol (Paris: Vrin, 1995), written ca. 1235-36; Pseudo-Peter of Spain, Expositio libri
de anima, Obras filoséficas 111, ed. M. Alonso (Madrid: C.S.1.C, 1950), written around 1240.

2 J.-P. Torrell, Initiation & saint Thomas d’Aquin: Sa personne et son oeuvre (Paris: Cerf;
Fribourg: Editions Universitaires du Cerf, 1993), 480.

2 Ihid., 485.
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Albert’s basic notions on perception and, in general, on the
processes in the natural world could have influenced Aquinas.”

In De homine Albert explains (1) how sensible forms are
acquired and (2) how mental representations of particular objects
are formed. In order to come to terms with the different forms of
inner apprehension, he sets out to analyze each inner sense
regarding its nature (quid est), object (quid obiectum), organ (quid
organum), and act (quid actus). He assumes that the notion of
sensus interior is not a univocal concept. This can clearly be seen
in his characterization of phantasia, which can be conceived of in
a broad (large) sense and a narrow (stricte) sense:

We say that fantasy is predicated in two ways, that is, in a broad and in a narrow
sense. It is broad insofar as it encompasses imagination, fantasy and estimation.
... In its narrow sense it is understood as a power that gathers images through
composition and division. . . . Therefore says Ghazali that some called it a
thinking power [potentiam cogitativam], as Avicenna called it. But only in human
beings it is properly thinking [cogitativa].**

Albert thinks that there are only small organic differences between
these inner senses; he also says that their respective objects are
similar. The main criterion for establishing them as inner senses is
that their activity has to be the same: they produce mental
representations (phantasmata) of objects which do not need to be
physically present, although they might be present.”’

3 ].-P. Gauthier, “Préface,” in Thomas Aquinas, Sententia Libri De anima (editio Leonina
45/1 [Rome: Commissio Leonina; Paris: Vrin, 1984], 222*0.

* Albertus Magnus, De homine, “De partibus animae sensibilis, quae sunt apprehensivae
deintus,” 2.1 (editio Coloniensis 27/2 [Miinster: Aschendorff, 2008], 289): “Dicimus quod
phantasia dicitur duobus modis, scilicet large et stricte. Large, secundum quod comprehendit
imaginationem et phantasiam et aestimationem. . . . Stricte autem accipitur pro potentia
collativa imaginum per compositionem et divisionem, et sic diffinitur ab Algazele, et ideo
etiam dicit Algazel quod quidam appellant eam potentiam cogitativam, sicut appellat eam
Avicenna; sed tamen cogitativa non est proprie nisi in hominibus.” The translations of Albert’s
texts here cited are mine. It has been noted that Ghazali’s text is a rather free interpretation
of of Avicenna’s Danesh-Nameb; see, e.g., ]. Janssens, “Le Danesh-Nameh d’Ibn Sina: un texte
arevoir?”, Bulletin de philosophie medievale 28 (1986): 163-77.

¥ Albertus Magnus, De homine 2, 1.1 (Cologne ed., 283): “Dicitur quandoque imaginatio
omnis virtus sensibilis animae, quae operatur super sensibile acceptum a sensibus sine
praesentia materiae et sine ratione praeteriti temporis, et sic comprehendit imaginationem et
phantasiam et aestimationem” (“Sometimes imagination is said to be every power of the
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By the time Albert wrote on the inner senses he already had to
deal with various approaches to the subject, which led to different
classifications.”® Hence he takes into consideration the accounts of
Nemesius of Emesa and Qusta ibn Luqa. According to both
authors, there are three inner senses, which correspond exactly to
one brain ventricle each: the imaginative faculty is located in the
frontal ventricle, the excogitativum in the middle, and memory in
the posterior ventricle.”” Following the wording proposed by
Nemesius, Albert relates the division of the brain ventricles to the
proper function achieved by each one: “there are three cells in the
head, i.e., the anterior, the posterior and the middle. The authors
call the first fantastic [phantastica), the second is logical [logistica],
and the third is memory.”*® This threefold distinction also echoes
Averroés’ position: “It was said that the imaginative power is in
the anterior of the brain, the cogitative in the middle, and the
power of memory in the posterior.””” Although it appears that
Albert is keen to maintain Nemesius’s and Qusta ibn Luqa’s
classification of three ventricles, he moves closer to Avicenna with
regard to the number of the inner senses.’ In fact, he consistently
states that there are five inner senses, which are organic in nature

sensible soul, which operates on the sensible object grasped by the senses without a present
matter and with the aspect of a past tense; and in this sense it encompasses imagination,
fantasy, and estimation”).

26 Cf. N. Steneck, “Albert the Great on the Classification and Localization of the Internal
Senses,” Isis 65 (1974): 193-211.

¥ See Nemesius, De natura hominis: Traduction de Burgundio de Pise 11.86 (ed. G.
Verbeke and J. R. Moncho [Leiden: Brill, 1975], 59-67); also Costa ben Luca (Qusta ibn
Luqa), De differentia animae et spiritus (ed. C. S. Barach [Innsbruck: Verlag der Wagner’schen
Universitaetsbuchhandlung, 1878], 124-30); and Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De
anima 3, 20 (Crawford, ed., 449).

* Albertus Magnus, De homine 2, 2.4 (Cologne, ed., 291): “Dicendum quod tres sunt
cellulae capitis, scilicet anterior et posterior et media. Et prima dicitur phantastica ab
auctoribus, secunda logistica et tertia memorialis.”

¥ See Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima, 3, 6 (Crawford, ed., 415): “Dicitur
quod virtus ymaginativa est in anteriori cerebri, et cogitativa in medio, et rememorativa in
posteriori” (Taylor, trans., 331).

%% It might be noted that Avicenna himself uses the threefold distinction of the ventricles,
which had been canonical since Galen, yet Albert does not appeal to him in order to establish
it.
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and which are located in the brain.’" This is one reason why they
are apprehensivus ab intus.”

But what does it mean to sense something from within? Why
are the inner senses called senses at all? In opposition to his theory
of the proper senses, Albert thinks that the brain, in itself, is not
a sense organ. The reason for this is that sensation generally is
related to the flow of blood stemming from the heart.”> Without
blood there is no sensation at all, but in the brain there is no blood
and hence there is no heat which sensation generally requires.

Sense knowledge has, then, a necessary physiological counter-
part that helps to explain the meaningful grasp of a particular
object (intentiones), in the sense that the imaginatio and virtus
aestimativa only function as faculties rooted in the brain. This
meaningful grasp is achieved by the inner senses putting a certain
emphasis on practical issues, such as desiring, fleeing, and so on.
This is the way Aquinas sees the role of estimation in book II of
the Commentary on the Sentences. And hence it is plausible to
think that he follows the Avicennian interpretation of the inner
senses.

II. AQUINAS

A) Aquinas’s Standard Theory: “Summa Theologiae” and
“Commentary on De anima”

In order adequately to show the process of development
Aquinas’s theory underwent in the Commentary on the Sentences,
it will be helpful to present a broader picture of what can be
considered his standard view of the distinction between wvis
aestimativa and vis cogitativa, such as we find it mainly in the
Summa Theologiae and the Commentary on De anima. Generally
speaking, the inner senses as a whole, and the distinction between

3! See G. Klubertanz, The Discursive Power: Sources and Doctrine of the Vis cogitativa
according to St. Thomas Aquinas (Saint Louis: The Modern Schoolman, 1952), 134ff.; and
H. A. Wolfson, “The Internal Senses in Latin, Arabic, and Hebrew Texts,” The Harvard
Theological Review 28 (1935): 116-20.

32 Avicenna, De anima 1, 5 (van Riet, ed., 83).

3 See Qusta ibn Luqa, De differentia animae et spiritus (Barach, ed., 130).
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the vis cogitativa and the vis aestimativa in particular, play a
crucial role in explaining how, in the context of a causal theory of
perception, meaningful (i.e., intentional) knowledge of particular
objects is acquired. Aquinas holds that only the activity of the vis
aestimativa or respectively of the vis cogitativa leads to the
apprehension of intentions. Yet the reason these faculties are
essentially distinct resides in the fact that human beings are
rational and higher animals are not. In fact, in order to describe
the vis cogitativa Aquinas uses the concept of ratio particularis
which, while grasping individuals, already recurs to universal
notions (rationes). This is made possible because the vis cogitativa
participates in intellectual activities.”* To clarify further the
distinction between vis aestimativa and vis cogitativa Aquinas
explains that

the cogitative and estimative powers stand differently in this regard [i.e. to
apprehending intentions]. For the cogitative power apprehends an individual as
existing under a common nature [sub natura communi). It can do this insofar as
it is united to the intellective power in the same subject. Thus it cognizes this
human being as it is this human being, and this piece of wood as it is this piece
of wood. But the estimative power apprehends an individual, not in terms of its
being under a common nature, but only in terms of its being the end point or
starting point of some action or affection. It is in this way that a sheep recognizes
the lamb not inasmuch as it is this lamb but inasmuch as it can nurse it. It
recognizes this grass inasmuch as it is its food. Thus its natural estimative power
in no way apprehends any individual to which its acting or being affected does
not extend. For the natural estimative power is given to animals so that through
it they are directed toward the proper actions or affections that should be
pursued or avoided.”

3% Aquinas, IT De anima, 13 (Leonine ed., 121-22). See also Gauthier, Préface, 225* on the
Averroistic origin of the of the ratio particularis in Aquinas’s commentary on De anima.

% Aquinas, II De anima, 13 (Leonine ed., 122): “Differenter tamen circa hoc se habet
cogitatiua et estimatiua: nam cogitatiua apprehendit indiuiduum ut existentem sub natura
communi, quod contingit ei in quantum unitur intellectiue in eodem subiecto, unde cognoscit
hunc hominem prout est hic homo et hoc lignum prout est hoc lignum; estimatiua autem non
apprehendit aliquod indiuiduum secundum quod est sub natura communi, set solum
secundum quod est terminus aut principium alicuius actionis uel passionis, sicut ouis cognoscit
hunc agnum non in quantum est hic agnus, set in quantum est ab ea lactabilis, et hanc herbam
in quantum est eius cibus; unde illa indiuidua ad que se non extendit eius actio uel passio,
nullo modo apprehendit sua estimatiua naturali: naturalis enim estimatiua datur animalibus
ut per eam ordinentur in actiones proprias uel passiones prosequendas uel fugiendas.” The
translation has been taken from Thomas Aquinas, A Commentary on Aristotle’s De anima,
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This passage highlights several points. Aquinas establishes a
distinction between vis cogitativa and vis aestimativa on the basis
of their cognitive scope: the vis cogitativa grasps intentions as
standing under a common nature and the vis aestimativa grasps
intentions only insofar as they yield passions and actions. Since
only sensory processes of human beings participate in reason, it
can be concluded that only human beings have vis cogitativa. In a
way reminiscent of Averroés, Aquinas calls this faculty ratio
particularis, whereas the vis aestimativa stands for the instinctive
reaction of animals in the presence of certain stimuli.

That the vis cogitativa is ratio particularis means that a given
state of affairs or experience is seen as pertaining to general
notions, so that someone can, for instance, see “this human being”
because he or she possesses the universal concept of “human
being” (i.e., rational animal), which includes at least a vague idea
of how human beings are: two legs, arms, a head, and so on.
Animals, however, only grasp the intentional content an ex-
perience entails insofar as it produces an action or emotional
reaction. In this sense Aquinas argues that in human beings the vis
cogitativa replaces the vis aestimativa of higher animals.*®

The vis aestimativa’s apprehension of states of affairs relevant
to behavior is a prerequisite for adequate reactions, since the sheep
is not concerned with the wolf's essence; its reaction is instinctive.
No animal grasps the intentional content of the world it perceives
because it hopes to gain a significant knowledge of it; it
apprehends the intentiones quas sensus non apprebendit so it can
survive and live adequately.’’

Aquinas’s theory of the inner senses has much in common with
Albert’s, but it also differs from it in various respects. The first is
that Aquinas posits a faculty proper to human beings that
substitutes for the vis aestimativa proper of higher animals. Albert
still thought that what makes human sensation properly human is

trans. Robert Pasnau (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999), 208.
% 8Th1, q. 81, a. 3: “Loco autem aestimativae virtutis est in homine . . . vis cogitativa.”
7 Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones disputatae De anima, q. 13 (editio Leonina 24/1 [Rome:
Commissio Leoninas Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1996], 117-18).
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the fact that aestimatio works under the guidance of reason.’ In
contrast one may consider the following text from Aquinas’s
thirteenth disputed question De Anima:

Certain intentions, which the senses do not grasp, are required, such as “harmful”
or “useful” and the like. And man achieves knowledge of them researching and
gathering; other animals, however, [know them] through a certain instinct, like
the sheep that naturally flees from the wolf as something harmful. Therefore, in
other animals natural estimation is ordered to those [intentions]; in man,
however, it is the vis cogitativa, which gathers particular intentions, due to which
it is called particular reason and passive intellect.*

What makes the vis cogitativa a quasi-rational faculty is that it
“researches” and “gathers.” Although it is accurate to say that
Aquinas posits a sharp distinction between sensory and rational
powers,* there remains a puzzle about how to reconcile the
assumption that human beings have an immaterial intellect with

% Albertus Magnus, De anima 3, 1.3 (editio Coloniensis 7/1 [Miinster: Aschendorff,
1968], 168): “Est autem adhuc advertendum, quod ista virtus animae in homine, sicut et
ceterae, aliquando coniungitur rationi, et tunc iuvatur a ratione et suadetur ad imitandum,
quod aestimat, vel fugiendum. Et propter hanc similitudinem sui in homine ad opinionem
quidam philosophorum, sicut Plato, eam opinionem quandam esse asserebant et non differre
in homine et in brutis nisi per magis esse obumbratam in brutis et minus in hominibus. Sed
falsum est, quod dicunt, quia opinio est de communi, prout est in pluribus, aestimatio autem,
secundum quod huiusmodi, non recedit ab hoc individuo, secandum quod est hoc, et ideo in
homine iuvata ratione non iuvatur, nisi prout est circa hoc vel illud, et tunc dicitur proprio
nomine aestimatio” (“One must bear in mind that this power of the soul [i.e., estimation], like
the others, in man sometimes conjoins reason. In that case it is helped by reason, and it is
convinced to imitate what it estimates or flee from it. Because in man it is similar to opinion,
some philosophers such as Plato stated that it is a certain opinion and that it only differs in
man and in animals in that it is more overshadowed in animals and less in men. But what they
say is false, because opinion is about what is common inasmuch as it is in many; estimation
as such, however, does not withdraw from this individual inasmuch as it is this. Therefore in
man when it is supported by reason it is only supported when it is about this or that; in that
case its proper name is estimation”).

* Q. D. De anima, q. 13 (Leonine ed., 117-18): “Quarto autem requiruntur alique
intentiones quas sensus non apprehendit, sicut nociuum et utile, et alia huiusmodi; et ad hec
quidem cognoscenda peruenit homo inquirendo et conferendo, alia uero animalia quodam
naturali instinctu: sicut ouis naturaliter fugit lupum tamquam nociuum; unde ad hoc in aliis
animalibus ordinatur estimatiua naturalis, in homine autem uis cogitatiua, que est collatiua
intentionum particularium; unde et ratio particularis dicitur, et intellectus passiuus.”

40 R. Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature: A Philosophical Study of Summa
theologiae 1 a 75-89 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 267.
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the fact that some sensory faculties, which are localized in the
brain, realize quasi-rational processes of distinction and judgment
about the material world.

The main issue at stake appears to be the following. Human
sense perception relates essentially to the knowledge of
individuals, and yet the proper function of the wvis cogitativa
consists in representing individuals sub natura communi, which,
as Aquinas explains, stems from the fact that the cogitative power
has a close relationship with the intellect. The fact that he also uses
the terms ratio particularis and intellectus passivus to describe the
cogitative power indicates that reason is effectively at work in the
realm of the senses. As will be shown below, this terminology is
derived from Averroés’ Long Commentary on De anima.*'

Given that the vis cogitativa is an inner sense located in the
brain, whose function is to grasp individual states of affairs, how
does it relate to the intellect, so that it can grasp an individual sub
natura communi? Put differently: how is the knowledge of the
individual sub natura communi accomplished, considering that the
intellect itself only grasps universals?** Also, if there is a faculty of
the brain that grasps individuals, why does the intellect somehow
achieve the same?* By definition, the intellect’s proper object is a

* See, e.g., Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles 11, c. 80 (ed. C. Pera [Turin and
Rome: Marietti, 1961], 233): “[Anima] nihil intelligit sine intellectu passivo, quem vocat
virtutem cogitativam” (“[The soul] understands nothing without the passive intellect, which
is called cogitative power”) See also STh 1, q. 79, a. 2, ad 2: “Secundum alios autem
intellectus passivus dicitur virtus cogitativa, quae nominatur ratio particularis” (“According
to other [authors] the passive intellect is called cogitative power which obtains the name of
particular reason”). See also R. Taylor, “Cogitatio, Cogitativus and Cogitare: Remarks on the
Cogitative Power in Averroes,” in J. Hamesse and C. Steel, eds., L’élaboration du vocabulaire
philosophique aux Moyen Age (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 123.

2 8§Th 1, q. 86, a. 1: “Unde intellectus noster directe non est cognoscitivus nisi
universalium.”

* Ibid.: “Indirecte autem, et quasi per quandam reflexionem, potest cognoscere singulare,
quia, sicut supra dictum est, etiam postquam species intelligibiles abstraxit, non potest
secundum eas actu intelligere nisi convertendo se ad phantasmata, in quibus species
intelligibiles intelligit, ut dicitur in III de anima. Sic igitur ipsum universale per speciem
intelligibilem directe intelligit; indirecte autem singularia, quorum sunt phantasmata. Et hoc
modo format hanc propositionem, Socrates est homo” (“Indirectly, however, and by means
of a certain reflexion, it can understand the singular, because . . . even after it has abstracted
the intelligible species, it cannot understand them in act unless it turns itself to the phantasms
in which it understands the intelligible species. . . . This is, therefore, how it directly
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universal. But knowing an individual qua individual has to include
the knowledge of some, if not all, particular features that
constitute it. And in fact Aquinas stresses that the intellect is
unable to grasp particular objects directly and primarily (directe et
primo). This limitation is due to the fact that the intellect cannot
grasp things materially, because, by definition, intellectual
knowledge is immaterial in all of its aspects. Hence, the intellect
knows only the universal.**

This leaves, however, plenty of room to debate whether and
how the intellect achieves knowledge of particular things. In this
regard, Aquinas says that the intellect can grasp individuals
indirectly, as through a process of reflection.” The agent intellect
not only directs itself actively towards mental representations of
individuals (phantasmata), it also actively reaches out to the
individual in order to know it as such. Hence this form of reflexio
allows the knowing subject to understand that a particular object,
for example, Socrates, falls under a certain universal concept, a
species or genus.*®

Aquinas himself points out that the relationship between the
intellect and the vis cogitativa has to be understood in terms of the
latter’s participation in the former:

This sort of apprehension in a human being is produced through the cogitative
power. This is also called particular reason, because it joins universal concepts
[rationum]. But all the same, this power is in the soul’s sensory part. For the
sensory power, atits highest level, participates somewhat in the intellective power
in a human being, in whom sense is connected [coniungitur] to intellect.*’

understands the universal through the intelligible species, yet indirectly [understanding] the
singular about which are the phantasms. And in this way it forms this proposition: ‘Socrates
is a man’”).

* STh 1, q. 86, a. 1: “Intellectus autem noster . . . intelligit abstrahendo speciem
intelligibilem ab huiusmodi materia. Quod autem a materia individuali abstrahitur, est
universale.”

* Ibid.: “Indirecte autem, et quasi per quandam reflexionem, potest [intellectus noster]
cognoscere singularia.”

¢ On this particular point see Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima 3, 33
(Crawford, ed., 476).

*"11 De anima, 13 (Leonine ed., 121f.): “Huiusmodi quidem apprehensio in homine fit per
uim cogitatiuam, que dicitur etiam ratio particularis eo quod est collatiua intentionum
indiuidualium sicut ratio uniuersalis est collatiua rationum uniuersalium, nichilominus tamen
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This passage highlights the terminological troubles Aquinas faces.
The fact that the inner senses somehow participate in the
intellective powers suggests that both are somehow conjoined
(coniungitur). With conjunction, however, arises the problem of
interaction between the inner senses and the intellect, because
there is no ready way to explain how they are conjoined. On the
other hand, Aquinas insists that the intellect and the senses have
virtually nothing in common: the intellect is immaterial, the vis
cogitativa is organic. Even if the intellect’s performance diminishes
due to reduced sensory activity, this does not indicate the
existence of a connection between the two. It only shows that, in
the process of abstraction, the intellect can only operate to the
extent the outer and inner senses do.*

B) “Vis aestimativa” and “vis cogitativa” in Aquinas’s “Com-
mentary on the Sentences”

In the preceding remarks I laid out the broader context of
Aquinas’s theory of the inner senses. When it comes to the
scrutiny of his treatment of sense knowledge, and especially of his
notion of the inner senses, his early works seem to be an unlikely
place to look for full-blown discussions on the topic. In fact, the
Commentary on the Sentences contains only a few scattered
remarks on sense knowledge in books II, III and IV, all in
theological contexts. However, I will argue that one of the most
striking features of those texts is that they show how Aquinas finds
his way to his standard theory through his first encounter with
Avicenna’s and Averroés’ psychological theories.

While Aquinas uses notions derived from Avicenna’s De anima
in order to understand how higher animals grasp and react to their

hec uis est in parte sensitiua, quia uis sensitiua in sui suppremo participat aliquid de ui
intellectiua in homine, in quo sensus intellectui coniungitur” (Pasnau, trans., 208). See also
Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima 3, 39 (Crawford, ed., 506).

* ScG 11, c. 79 (Marietti ed., 231). Also Sc¢G 1, c. 80 (Marietti ed., 233): “Indiget etiam
anima ad intelligendum virtutibus praeparantibus phantasmata ad hoc quod fiant intelligibilia
actu, scilicet virtute cogitativa et memorativa” (“In order to understand, the soul also needs
powers that prepare the phantasms to become intelligible in act, namely, the cogitative power
and the memory”).
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environment, the focus changes in his discussion of the wvis
cogitativa, which appears to be influenced by Averroés in that it
points to a human faculty that plays a crucial role in the
acquisition of intellective knowledge.

Book I of the Commentary on the Sentences already shows that
Aquinas depended on Avicenna and Averroés in many issues, but
the references to both philosophers are limited to theology,
metaphysics, and physics; references to their psychology are
absent. From the very beginning of his career Aquinas was well
aware of the explanatory power provided by both philosophers.
Their works, metaphysical as well as psychological, had already
been widely read and commented on; they can be understood as
a part of an already established tradition that had started in the
early thirteenth century.*

Aquinas’s Commentary on the Sentences is theological in
nature, and the constraints of the literary genre forced him into
discussing the topics proposed by Peter Lombard. Hence, we do
not find here a philosophical anthropology properly speaking, but
a series of elucidations on human nature within a theological
framework. Yet it is noteworthy that when Aquinas discusses
man’s nature and powers, he consistently uses philosophical terms
to do so—including the philosophical terminology introduced by
the Latin translations of Avicenna and Averroés.

This is especially true regarding his remarks on sense
perception and the workings of the inner senses. In book II of the
Commentary on the Sentences Aquinas describes inner sensation
in terms of what is suitable or unsuitable. Inner sensation has,
thus, primarily a practical scope, insofar as harm is to be avoided
and what is suitable has to be pursued. This characterization of
inner sensation in the context of adequate reactions to stimuli is
one of the salient features of Avicenna’s account of aestimatio. In
book IT Aquinas does not use the expression vis cogitativa or ratio
particularis, which is an indirect reason to think that he follows

4 See C. Bazén, “13™ Century Commentaries on De anima: From Peter of Spain to
Thomas Aquinas,” in G. Fioravanti, C. Leonardi, and S. Perfetti, eds., Il commento filosofico
nell’occidente latino (secoli XIII-XV)-Philosophical Commentaries in the Latin West (13-15"
centuries) (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), 119-84.
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Avicenna’s model of inner sensation, which is based on a detailed
account of estimation: it explains how animals apprehend
intentions based on an instinctive grasp of relevant features as well
as the way human beings rationally process information obtained
through the senses. In both cases the inner sense at work is
aestimatio.

Yet in books III and IV Aquinas formulates a slightly different
theory of inner cognition, insofar as he shifts his attention from
estimation to an account of the vis cogitativa as the inner sense
that allows human beings to grasp individual objects under
universal aspects. The reasons for acknowledging the existence of
a genuine human and rational way of inner sensation that allows
the apprehension of particular objects under universal considera-
tions (rationum) are not altogether clear, since in book II Aquinas
already displays an expert interpretation of Averroés’ theory of the
intellect and he could have used his theory of inner sensation as
well.’® But he did not. In any case, the available textual evidence
does allow us to pinpoint a shift from Avicenna to Averroés.

In order to establish this change, I will discuss the texts
chronologically.’" In book II (d. 20, q. 2, a. 2, ad 5) we find a
discussion of whether newly born children have perfect
knowledge. The answer is that they do not, because they are not
able to use their cognitive functions properly, since their bodily
complexion is still underdeveloped; this cognitive deficiency,
however, calls for a substitute that enables children to react
properly to their surroundings.

To the fifth argument the answer is that other animals do not seek the suitable
and avoid the harmful by rational deliberation, but by the natural instinct of the

3" Thomas Aquinas, Scriptum super libros Sententiarum, lib. 2, d. 17, q. 2, a. 1 (ed. R. P.
Mandonnet [Paris: Lethielleux, 1929], 420-30). On the impact of Avicenna and Averroés on
discussions in the thirteenth-century Latin West see C. di Martino, Ratio particularis: La
doctrine des sens internes d’Avicenne a Thomas d’Aquin (Paris: Vrin, 2008).

1 Book I of the Commentary on the Sentences does not contain any references to the inner
senses and, therefore, it is not taken into consideration. As for the remaining parts, the
translations I quote are taken from Klubertanz, The Discursive Power, 152-90. For the sake
of clarity I have modified Klubertanz’s translation when necessary.
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estimative power, and such natural instinct exists also in children; and so they
take the breast, and take other suitable things, without anyone teaching them.*

Aquinas’s dependence on Avicenna’s theory of estimation in De
anima 4, 3 is obvious. There the Persian philosopher introduces
the notion of instinct as the way estimation works in animals.’” His
concept of virtus aestimativa explains how animals, rational
animals included, acquire meaningful knowledge of the physical
world in order to react to it. This cognitive as well as appetitive
reaction, says Avicenna, can be said to occur in various ways.”*
Therefore he distinguishes (1) the mere God-given reflex (cautela
proveniens a divina clementia)—such as closing the eyes when an
object suddenly approaches—from (2) instinct properly speaking
(cautelas naturales). While the mere reflex does not imply
cognitive processes, instinct does. Therefore the sheep flees from
the wolf, because it sees something to be afraid of; the sensory
stimulus of something gray and with such-and-such a shape
triggers that sort of “hard-wired” response.’® The sheep cannot but
run when seeing an object with the characteristics wolves usually
have (gray fur, large teeth, and so on). (3) On top of this
instinctive reaction, there is room for the acquisition of new
responses to stimuli, for instance, when a dog learns to fear sticks.
All of this means that the virtus aestimativa not only allows for a
complex kind of cognition in sense perception, but that it also
limits this sort of intentional knowledge to practical purposes.
The use Aquinas makes of this distinction is that children,
before reaching the active use of reason, and due to their bodily
immaturity, can only instinctively reach out for objects that have

5211 Sent., d. 20, q. 2,a. 2, ad § (Mandonnet, ed., 515): “Ad quintum dicendum, quod alia
animalia non prosequuntur conveniens et fugiunt nocivum per rationis deliberationem, sed
per naturalem instinctum aestimativae virtutis: et talis naturalis instinctus est etiam in pueris;
unde etiam mamillas accipiunt, et alia eis convenientia, etiam sine hoc quod ab aliis
doceantur” (translation in Klubertanz, The Discursive Power, 159).

53 Avicenna, Liber de anima seu sextus de naturalibus 4, 3 (vol. 2, ed. S. van Riet [Louvain:
Peeters; Leiden: Brill, 1968], 38ff.).

’* Avicenna, De anima 4, 3, (van Riet, ed., 2:37): “Dicemus igitur quod ipsa aestimatio fit
multis modis.”

5 For a more detailed account of Avicenna’s notion of instinct, see Hasse, Avicenna’s De
anima in the Latin West, 135-36.
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practical relevance.’® Likewise, and in a way analogous to the texts
from book II I will quote below, Aquinas does not here discuss
rational ways of perceiving intentions. This absence, however, is
significant, because it explains why his early explanation of the
inner senses omits the virtus cogitativa which is, as stated above,
permeated by reason. This absence is underscored by an article in
which he discusses whether the knowledge acquired through the
sensory powers is adequately discussed in Scripture (utrum
notificatio sensualitatis posita in littera sit conveniens):

It must be said that sensuality and sensibility differ. For sensibility comprehends
all the powers of the sensitive part, those that apprehend from without [de foris]
as well as those that apprehend from within [de intus],”” and also the appetitive
[power]. But sensuality more properly is the name of that part alone by which the
animal is moved to seek or avoid something. . . . Now, the power that
apprehends such aspects of what is suitable or unsuitable seems to be the
estimative power, by which the lamb avoids the wolf and follows its mother.®

Here, again, Avicenna’s influence is undeniable, not only because
it is probably the only occasion in his entire work on which
Aquinas quotes him regarding the dichotomy of those powers that
apprehend from without (de foris) and those that know from
within (de intus),’” but also because he emphasizes the role of the
virtus aestimativa in the process of grasping what is suitable
(conveniens) or unsuitable (inconveniens). It is worth noting that
this kind of language, linking the workings of the human inner
senses with practical concerns, does not appear in Aquinas’s later

¢ This does not mean that Avicenna solely relates aestimativa and aestimatio to the
assessment of practical issues, which are rather derived from establishing what is the case; see
Avicenna, De anima 4, 1 (van Riet, ed., 2:8).

57 Avicenna, De anima 1, 5 (van Riet, ed., 1:83).

11 Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. 1 (Mandonnet, ed, 601): “Respondeo dicendum, quod differt
sensualitas et sensibilitas: sensibilitas enim omnes vires sensitivae partis comprehendit, tam
apprehensivas de foris, quam apprehensivas de intus, quam etiam appetitivas; sensualitas
autem magis proprie illam tantum partem nominat per quam movetur animal in aliquod
appetendum vel fugiendum. [...] Vis autem apprehendens hujusmodi rationes convenientis
et non convenientis, videtur virtus aestimativa, per quam agnus fugit lupum et sequitur
matrem” (translation in Klubertanz, The Discursive Power, 154£.). The origin of the example
of the sheep and therefore of the estimative’s grasp of what is suitable or not is Avicenna, De
anima 1, 5 (van Riet, ed., 1:86); and 4, 3 (van Riet, ed., 2:38f.).

%% The relevant passage is Avicenna, De anima 1, 5 (van Riet, ed., 1:86).
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works.® Yet in the Commentary on the Sentences he explains this
kind of desire stemming from estimation and imagination with an
analogy: insofar as choice and action are concerned, estimation is
like practical reason, while imagination resembles speculative
reason:

In this way the sensitive apprehensive powers also belong to sensuality, although
regarding a certain order: because the estimative relates properly to it as the
practical reason to free choice, which also is a moving cause; but simple
imagination and the preceding powers have a more remote relation, like the
speculative reason to the will.**

Although it may not readily be understood this way, these few
texts from book II show that, for Aquinas, human beings, mainly
infants, grasp intentions instinctively through estimation, and that
the foundation for the sensitive grasp of intentions is similar across
different animal species, including the human species.

Yet, as will be shown, Aquinas’s understanding of human
sensation and the role of the inner senses that play a fundamental
part in it changes in a few remarkable aspects in book III. While
in the passages I have quoted he uses the Avicennian notion of the
virtus aestimativa to characterize nonrational as well as rational
perception, from book III on he starts using the concept of vis
cogitativa, although he does so to describe human perception.

This seems to be, at first sight, a mere terminological change
compatible with Avicenna’s account of the virtus cogitativa. Yet
there are elements that do not seem to be the result of reading

 One might, of course, say that children start out having an estimative power which is
later replaced by the cogitative power when they reach the active use of reason. But this
would contradict the very process of creation by which God made every human being to his
image through rationes primordiales; cf. Il Sent., d. 16, q. 1, a. 1 (Mandonnet, ed., 396-401).
This means that God ultimately infuses the complete human soul—together with all its
faculties and powers—and that it is not handed down by the parents (¢raductio). See II Sent.,
d. 18, q. 2, a. 1 (Mandonnet, ed., 459-60). It would therefore be difficult to explain how a
power disappears and another comes into existence.

V11 Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. 1, ad 2 (Mandonnet, ed., 603): “Et hoc modo etiam vires
apprehensivae sensitivae pertinent ad sensualitatem, licet secundum quemdam ordinem: quia
aestimativa proprie se habet ad eam sicut ratio practica ad liberum arbitrium, quae etiam est
movens; imaginatio autem simplex et vires praecedentes se habent magis remote, sicut ratio
speculativa ad voluntatem” (translation in Klubertanz, The Discursive Power, 157).
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Avicenna alone. The shift indicates that between finishing book II
and working on book III Aquinas started to find Averroés’ notion
of the virtus cogitativa appealing, probably because it allows for a
more natural explanation of the link between perceptual and
intellective processes. In book II, in contrast, his focus is either on
the intellect alone or on perception alone, without exploring their
connection.®”” Hence he realized that it was necessary to posit a
purely human faculty of inner perception, because otherwise it
would be difficult to explain how the grasp of intentions rests on
the participation in reason if—conceptually as well as
structurally—the inner senses of higher animals are identical to
those of human beings. Only an essentially distinct inner sense, the
vis cogitativa, could explain that connection.

To the third argument: that power, which the philosophers [philosophi] call
cogitativa, is at limit between the sensitive and the intellective part, where the
sensitive touches the intellective. It has something from the sensitive part, i.e.,
that it reflects upon particular forms; it has something from the intellective [part],
namely that it gathers. Therefore it only exists in human beings.*

Amongst the philosophi Aquinas reckons Averroés, although he
might also have thought of Ghazali’s Metaphysica and Avicenna’s
De anima.** There is, however, another peculiarity that confirms
a turn towards Averroés: it is Aquinas’s use of the expression ratio
particularis.

That the animal imagines the forms apprehended by the senses, pertains to the
nature of the sensitive apprehension in itself; but that it apprehends those

¢2 See again Gauthier, Préface, 225*. See also the notes on page 121 of the Leonine edition
of Aquinas’s Commentary on De anima. Cf. also Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De
anima, 3, 20 (Crawford, ed., 449); see also ibid., 3, 33 (Crawford, ed., 476); and ibid., 3, 6
(Crawford, ed., 415).

 Thomas Aquinas, Scriptum super libros Sententiarum, lib. 3, d. 23, q. 2, a. 2, qcla. 1, ad
3 (ed. R. P. Mandonnet [Paris: Lethielleux, 1933], 727): “Ad tertium dicendum, quod illa
potentia quae a philosophis dicitur cogitativa, est in confinio sensitivae et intellectivae partis,
ubi pars sensitiva intellectivam attingit. Habet enim aliquid a parte sensitiva, scilicet quod
consideret formas particulares; et habet aliquid ab intellectiva, scilicet quod conferat; unde
et in solis hominibus est” (my translation).

¢ Ghazali, Metaphysics: A Medieval Translation, ed. J. T. Muckle (Toronto: St. Michael
Medieval Studies, 1933), 170.
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intentions, which do not fall under the senses, like friendship, hate and the like,
pertains to the sensitive part insofar as it touches reason. Therefore that part in
men, in whom it is more perfect because of its conjunction with the rational soul,
it is called particular reason, because it compares particular intentions; but in
other animals, since [that part] does not compare, but apprehends those
intentions due to natural instinct, it is not called reason, but estimation.®

Even if it is true that the expression itself—ratio particularis—is
being used by Aquinas and not by Averroés himself, its semantic
context strongly suggests that it had been derived from an accurate
reading of the Cordoban philosopher. According to Gauthier,
Aquinas arrives at the concept of ratio particularis by reassembling
the meaning of ratio and particularis as found in the Long
Commentary on De anima.*® Thus Averroés himself establishes a
relationship between the cogitative power, reason, and the
intentions of particular objects. Two short quotations highlight
this point:

For this reason it was said there that when those three powers (i.e. the
imaginative, the cogitative and the memorative) assist each other, perhaps they
will represent the individual nature of the thing insofar as it is in its being, even
though we may not sense it. He meant here by passible intellect the forms of the
imagination insofar as the cogitative power proper to human beings acts upon
them. For that power is a kind of reason and its activity is nothing but the placing
of the intention of the form imagined in its individuality in memory or the
discerning of it from [the individual] in conception and imagination.®’

111 Sent., d. 26, q. 1, a. 2: “Quod enim animal imaginetur formas apprehensas per
sensum, hoc est de natura sensitivae apprehensionis secundum se; sed quod apprehendat illas
intentiones quam non cadunt sub sensu sicut amicitiam, odium et hujusmodi, hoc est
sensitivae partis secandum quod attingit rationem. Unde pars illa in hominibus, in quibus est
perfectior propter conjunctionem ad animam rationalem, dicitur ratio particularis, quia
confert de intentionibus particularibus; in aliis autem animalibus, quia non confert, sed ex
instinctu naturali habet hujusmodi intentiones apprehendere, non dicitur ratio, sed aestimatio”
(partial translation in Klubertanz, The Discursive Power, 152-54).

¢ Gauthier, Préface, 225*.

7 Averroes, Commentarium magnum in De anima 3, 20 (Crawford, ed., 449): “Et sunt
tres virtutes, quarum esse declaratum est in Sensu et Sensato, scilicet ymaginativa et cogitativa
et rememorativa; iste enim tres virtutes sunt in homine ad presentandam formam rei
ymaginate quando fuerit sensus absens, et ideo dictum fuit illic quod, cum iste tres virtutes
adiuverint se adinvicem, forte representabunt individuum rei secundum quod est in suo esse,
licet autem non sentiamus ipsum. Et intendebat hic per intellectum passibilem formas
ymaginationis secundum quod in eas agit virtus cogitativa propia homini. Ista enim virtus est
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And:

The intention of cogitation is nothing but this, namely, that the cogitative power
presents a thing absent form the sense as if it were a sensed thing. For this reason
things able to be apprehended by human beings are divided into these two,
namely, into the apprehensible which has as its principle sense and the
apprehensible which has as its principle cogitation. We have already said that the
cogitative power is neither the material intellect nor the intellect which is in act,
but it is a particular material power.®

The virtus cogitativa is, therefore, reason, because it judges and
discerns, but it does only do so with regard to particular images
and intentions. This juxtaposition of discerning and assembling
particular and universal intentions is clearly adopted by Aquinas.®’

This notion of ratio particularis would, in fact, become a key
concept in Aquinas’s mature discussions of the vis cogitativa. The
explanation he offers for thinking that there is a rational influence
on the sensory level is based on the fact that human beings are
akin to ontologically superior beings, like angels. Therefore, their

aliqua ratio, et actio eius nichil est aliud quam ponere intentionem forme ymaginationis cum
suo individuo apud rememorationem, aut distinguere eam ab eo apud formationem et
ymaginationem” (Taylor, trans., 359).

¢ Averroes, Commentarium magnum in De libros 3, 33 (Crawford, ed., 476): “Et intentio
cogitationis nichil aliud est quam hoc, scilicet ut virtus cogitativa ponat rem absentem a sensu
quasi rem sensatam. Et ideo comprehensibilia humana dividuntur in hec duo, scilicet in
comprehensibile cuius principium est sensus, et comprehensibile cuius principium est
cogitatio. Et iam diximus quod virtus cogitativa non est intellectus materialis neque intellectus
qui est in actu, sed est virtus particularis materialis” (Taylor, trans., 379).

¢ See di Martino, Ratio particularis, 91-93. See also Averroés, Commentarium magnum
in De anima, 3, 6 (Crawford, ed., 415): “Virtus enim cogitativa apud Aristotelem est virtus
distinctiva individualis, scilicet quod non distinguit aliquid nisi individualiter, non
universaliter. Declaratum est enim illic quod virtus cogitativa non est nisi virtus que distinguit
intentionem rei sensibilis a suo idolo ymaginato; et ista virtus est illa cuius proportio ad has
duas intentiones, scilicet ad idolum rei et ad intentionem sui idoli, est sicut proportio sensus
communis ad intentiones quinque sensuum. Virtus igitur cogitativa est de genere virtutum
existentium in corporibus” (“For the cogitative power according to Aristotle is an individual
discerning power, namely, because it discerns something only in an individual way, not in a
universal way. For it was explained there that the cogitative power is only a power which
discerns the intention of a sensible thing from its imagined image. That power is one which
is such that its relation to those two intentions, namely, to the image of a thing and to the
intention of its image, is just as the relation of the common sense to the intentions of the five
senses. The cogitative power, therefore, is of the genus of powers existing in bodies” [Taylor,
trans., 331]).
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perception of the physical world has to reflect this superiority,
which nonrational animals do not have. This notably leads him to
set animal cognition apart from human sense knowledge, because
human beings do not possess a virtus aestimativa, but a vis
cogitativa.”’ So, while in book II the explanation of the inner
senses is Avicennian, in book III Aquinas displays a more
Averroistic approach.

Another indication for this shift lies in the fact that Aquinas,
generally speaking, does not show a profound interest in the
physiological aspects of outer and inner perception. This has
probably to do with his interest in explaining human cognition,
which culminates in intellectual knowledge. Like Averroés,
Aquinas considers that a full account of knowledge is possible only
if the immateriality of the intellect is taken into account. It is
telling that Averroés’ indications regarding the organic structure
of the inner senses are not very abundant either; instead he limits
himself to saying that the vis cogitativa is located in the middle
ventricle of the brain.”' Aquinas seems, then, to have Averroés on
his mind when establishing this particular point.

70 See also III Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 2, qcla. 2, ad 1: “Ad primum igitur dicendum, quod
homo, inquantum est contemplativus, est aliquid supra hominem: quia in intellectus simplici
visione continuatur homo superioribus substantiis, quae intelligentiae vel Angeli dicuntur,
sicut animalia continuantur hominibus in vi aestimativa, quae est supremum in eis, secundum
quam aliquid simile operibus rationis operantur” (“Man, inasmuch as he contemplates is
something above man, because in the understanding of simple vision man is connected to
superior substances which are called intelligences or angels; in the same way animals are
connected to man in the estimative power, which is their highest [power], in which operations
similar to that of reason are brought about”).

7t Aquinas, IV Sent., d. 50, q. 1, a. 1, ad 3 (Thomas Aquinas, Commentum in quatuor
libros Sententiarum [Parma: Petri Fiaccadori, 1858], 1248): “Ad tertium dicendum, quod
passivus intellectus, de quo philosophus loquitur, non est intellectus possibilis, sed ratio
particularis, quae dicitur vis cogitativa, habens determinatum organum in corpore, scilicet
mediam cellulam capitis, ut Commentator ibidem dicit; et sine hoc anima nihil modo
intelligit; intelliget autem in futuro, quando a phantasmatibus abstrahere non indigebit” (“The
passive intellect of which the philosophers speak, is not the possible intellect, but a particular
reason which is called cogitative power. It has a specific bodily organ, i.e., the middle ventricle
of the head as the Commentator says . . . without it the soul does not understand anything;
it would however understand in the future if no abstraction from the phantasms were
needed”). See also Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima 3, 6 (Crawford, ed., 415):
“Et quidam dubitaverunt in hoc quod fuit dictum (scilicet quod intellectus non habet
instrumentum) ex hoc quod dicitur quod virtus ymaginativa est in anteriori cerebri, et
cogitativa in medio, et rememorativa in posteriori.”
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Avicenna, in contrast, seeks to account for animal cognition,
not because it is as perfect as intellectual knowledge, but because
its grasp of intentions is similar to human perception. However,
given that the inner senses grasp only individuals together with
their particular attributes, for Avicenna it seems necessary to
explore their organic foundation. Nothing of this can be found in
Aquinas, and the increasing shift toward Averroés might be a sign
that he thought that a functional analysis of inner perception, that
is, an explanation of what the apprehension of intentions amounts
to, is sufficient for its portrayal. Physiology does not play a
significant role as long as we can explain what the inner senses,
mainly the vis cogitativa, do. This amounts to saying that, while
the organic substratum of the vis aestimativa of higher animals and
the wvis cogitativa of human beings is comparable, it is their
functions that essentially differ.

Aquinas might also have taken Averroés’ stance on inner
perception because of its subservient role regarding intellectual
knowledge; therefore, Averroés’ term virtus cogitativa is fitted to
underscore Aquinas’s view that the vis cogitativa is an exclusively
human faculty.”” While it is true that Avicenna accounts for a
typically human kind of inner perception, he also explores inferior
animal knowledge without reference to rational knowledge.
Considerations of animal cognition can hardly be found in
Averroés. Aquinas’s shift from Avicenna to Averroés indicates an
increased interest in the cognitive aspects of human perception, as
opposed to the analysis of the practical cognition higher animals
achieve. A passage from book IV of his Commentary on the

7> Averroes, Commentarium magnum in De anima 3, 6 (Crawford, ed., 530): “Deinde
dixit: non enim habet cogitationem, etc. Idest, et preter animal rationale nullum habet
cogitationem, quia non habet rationem; et motus animalium est propter delectationem, et est
motus simplex, non diversus, quia non habet virtutem cogitativam cum appetitu ita quod hee
due virtutes dominarentur sibi adinvicem adeo quod moveretur animal quandoque propter
voluntatem sicut in animali rationali” (“Next he said, ‘For it does not have cogitation,’ etc.
That is, aside from the rational animal, none has cogitation because none has reason. The
motion of the animal is due to pleasure and it is simple motion, not complex [motion]. This
is because it does not have the cogitative power together with the appetite in such a way that
the two powers command one another to the extent that the animal is moved sometimes on
account of will as [is the case] in regard to the rational animal” [Taylor, trans., 428]).
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Sentences that looks almost like a commentary on De anima
418a8-25 calls attention to this differentiation:

That what is sensed per accidens does not induce a change [passio] in the sense,
neither inasmuch as it is a sense, nor inasmuch it is this sense, but it is conjoined
with what per se induces a change in the sense, such as Socrates, the son of
Diares, being friend and such. Those things are known per se by the intellect as
universals, but man knows them as particulars with the cogitative power and
other animals with the estimative power.”

As discussed above, Aquinas uses the same terminology in his
Commentary on De anima. There he says that accidental
perception can be derived from the intellect’s involvement in the
inner senses. This means that when a human being perceives a
particular object, it is concomitant with the proper object of the
intellect; the inner senses grasp, as it were, universals as part of the
perceptual experience of particular objects. Hence, when seeing
that someone moves, it immediately seen that she lives.”* Aquinas
also speaks of sensation per accidens when something is
apprehended as an individual (in singulari), that is, that by seeing
one colored object “I perceive this man or that animal.”” For
instance, when seeing something white, it is also seen that it is
Diares’s son who has the particular qualitative characteristic of
being white. That it is Diares’s son, however, is not seen per se, but
it is construed with basic sensory information and a rational
background knowledge about people and their general features.
This means that the perception of intentions is not a natural event
that automatically arises with the perception of sensible qualities
and quantities, but that the grasp of sensible intentions, for

71V Sent., d. 49, q. 2, a. 2 (http://www.corpusthomisticum.org): “Per accidens autem
sentitur illud quod non infert passionem sensui neque inquantum est sensus, neque inquantum
est hic sensus; sed conjungitur his quae per se sensui inferunt passionem; sicut Socrates, et
filius Diarii, et amicus, et alia hujusmodi: quae per se cognoscuntur in universali intellectu;
in particulari autem in virtute cogitativa in homine, aestimativa autem in aliis animalibus” (my
translation).

11 De anima,13 (Leonine ed., 121): “Non tamen omne quod intellectu apprehendi potest
in re sensata, potest dici sensibile per accidens, set quod statim ad occursum rei sensate
apprehenditur intellectu, sicut statim cum uideo aliquem loquentem uel mouere se ipsum,
apprehendo per intellectum uitam eius, unde possum dicere quod uideo eum uiuere.”

11 De anima, 13 (Leonine ed., 121): “Percipio hunc hominem uel hoc animal.”
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instance when a sheep sees a wolf as its natural enemy, requires
the presence of an adequate recipient, that is, the vis aestimativa
or, if a human being perceives a wolf, the vis cogitativa.

But while according to later writings the vis aestimativa
apprehends the intentio of a thing under the aspect of desire or
avoidance, the vis cogitativa goes beyond the mere practical
relevance of sense-knowledge. It is in the Commentary on the
Sentences that we first see Aquinas setting forth the notion of vis
cogitativa as analogous to practical reasoning, which somehow
arrives at a conclusion similar to that of a practical syllogism.”®
This is a view he apparently found in Averroés, who characterized
this inference-like action as a result of the involvement of the
passive intellect in perceptual processes.”’

From the Avicennian perspective the perception of intentional
aspects is rooted in the physiological as well as in the mental
constitution of higher animals, such as human beings, wolves, and
sheep. The perception of the external object’s intention is (1) an
event that does not simply arise within the context of natural
causes and has to be placed (2) within a theory of cognitive powers
that (3) help explain how, for example, the sheep “judges” the
wolf to be an enemy of its nature, or that someone sees the son of
Diares. Although without spelling it out in great detail, the passage
from book IV quoted already contains Aquinas’s mature

7¢IV Sent., d. 50, q. 1, a. 3, ad s.c. 3 (Parma ed., 1251): “Ad tertium dicendum, quod
intellectus practicus ad hoc quod de singularibus disponat, ut dicitur in 3 de anima, indiget
ratione particulari, qua mediante, opinio quae est universalis (quae est in intellectu) ad
particulare opus applicetur: ut sic quidem fiat syllogismus, cujus major est universalis, quae
est opinio intellectus practici; minor vero singularis, quae est aestimatio rationis particularis,
quae alio nomine dicitur cogitativa: conclusio vero consistit in electione operis” (“The
practical intellect inasmuch as it reaches out to particular things . . . needs the particular
reason by means of which the opinion, which is universal (which is in the intellect) is applied
to the particular action. [This is] like when someone makes a syllogism, whose major premise
is universal, which is an opinion of the practical intellect; the minor however is particular
which is the estimation of the particular reason, whose other name is cogitative power: the
conclusion consists in the choice of an action™).

77 Averroées explains the relation between imagination, cogitation, and practical intellect
in Averroés, Commentarium magnum in De anima 3, 48-50 (Crawford, ed., 515-19). He
suggests that whenever the practical intellect does not operate, such as in animals, the
imagination functions very much like it only that it is based on particular images and not on
universal intentions.
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understanding of sensation per accidens and, therefore, his
understanding of the role the vis aestimativa in animals and the vis
cogitativa in humans.

CONCLUSION

In his Commentary on the Sentences Aquinas is aware of the
relevant terminology regarding the inner senses proposed by
Averroés and Avicenna; in book II of the Commentary he follows
the Avicennian model of estimation, while in books III and IV he
draws a distinction between the grasp of intentions that animals
reach (vis aestimativa) and that achieved by human beings sub
natura communi (vis cogitativa). In the texts I have examined he
does not go into discussions about sensus communis or memoria;
his interest in phantasia is also rather underdeveloped. His
concern, then, consists in exploiting the Avicennian and
Averroistic terminology in order to explain how knowledge of
sensible intentions is acquired.

The textual evidence, however, does not render a systematic
theory of the inner senses, probably because composing a
commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard did not provide
the right occasion to explore in detail the physiological as well as
the psychological conditions of inner perception. Given that many
authors before Aquinas had already made extensive use of Arabic
sources, it would seem that his reference to those sources is neither
new nor original. But, as I have tried to show, the shift from a
predominantly Avicennian reading of the virtus aestimativa to an
interpretation of the wis cogitativa in an Averroistic fashion
conceptually prepares the separation of an animal vis aestimativa
and a human vis cogitativa, a distinction that would become one
of the hallmarks of Aquinas’s mature theory of the inner senses.”

78 Drafts of this paper were read at Marquette University in the fall of 2008 and in May
2010 at the Commissio Leonina in Paris. I greatly benefitted from commentaries and criticism
by Kevin White, Richard Taylor, Luis Xavier Lopez, Leo White, and two anonymous
reviewers.
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The Genius of the Roman Rite: Historical, Theological, and Pastoral Perspectives
on Catholic Liturgy. Edited by UWE MICHAEL LANG. Chicago and
Mundelein, Ill.: Hillenbrand Books, 2010. Pp. xii + 255. $24.00 (paper).
ISBN 978-1-59525-031-5.

This book is a collection of essays culled from the proceedings of the eleventh
International Colloquium of the Centre International d’Etudes Liturgiques, held
in Merton College, Oxford from 13 September to 16 September 2006. The stated
goal of the Centre is to promote the study and appreciation of traditional
liturgies of the Catholic Church, especially the Roman Rite. As this was the first
conference sponsored by CIEL UK, the title for the colloquium was taken from
the well-known essay of Edmund Bishop (1846-1917), the English scholar of
liturgy who presides over this collection like a genie sprung from a thurible.
Accordingly, Uwe Michael Lang, the editor of this collection, begins the
collection with a quotation from Bishop:

Some one a very long time ago described Genius as ‘Son of the Gods and the
Father of Men.” It is thus that we speak of the Genius of a people—the French
or the English, the German or the Italian; a something intangible and
indefinable, it is true, but a permanent reality that we quite well apprehend; a
characteristic and distinguishing spirit that manifests itself in all that a people
says and does, in its history and its literature; determining the character of both,
and affecting the general character, even of its thought.

An enquiry into the genius of the Roman rite is therefore an endeavour to get
at, and to recognize, the particular, the native spirit animating and penetrating
that rite, which differentiates it from others, Gallican or Gothic, Greek or
Oriental. (vi)

Several scholars attempt to “get at” this native spirit—this genius—in the course
of this book, not least among them Eamon Duffy, Gabriel Diaz, Liszl6 Dobszay,
Nicola Bux, Cristina Dondi, Lauren Pristas, Claude Barthe, Alcuin Reid, Sheridan
Gilley, and Laurence Paul Hemming. Whether one judges their projects successful
probably depends upon whether one shares their larger views of the Church and
modern society. That said, some of the essays fairly sparkle, but as a collection,
The Genius of the Roman Rite is uneven, and fails to establish the “authority and
importance” that it promises. Perhaps this is due to the fact that its authority is
largely borrowed. The Genius of the Roman Rite tries to make a bit too much of

641



642 BOOK REVIEWS

Pope Benedict’s motu proprio Summorum Pontificum (7 July 2007) and indeed
a bit too much of the pope’s own personal tastes—a matter that I will get at
shortly—even as it ultimately displays a deeply ambivalent attitude about Church
authority.

I suppose I am the intended audience for this book. While I am not sure if I
agree that “the crisis in the Church that we are experiencing today is to a large
extent due to the disintegration of the liturgy” (7), I do experience a genuine, if
mild, revulsion when Americans clap in church. I am a great admirer of, and
regular participant in, the Latin liturgical tradition. For the last eight years,  have
been blessed with the opportunity to celebrate the mysteries of Christ with a full
Tridentine liturgical calendar, including daily Masses and an accomplished
Gregorian schola, at St. Alphonsus Church in Baltimore, Maryland. I am wary of
much of the rhetoric of The Genius of the Roman Rite, not because I am against
traditional forms of the liturgy, but because I think that its rhetoric fails to
advance the renewal of the liturgy for which the authors themselves hope.

That said, the historical essays in this collection are quite wonderful. Lang
provides an insightful essay on the origins of Latin as a liturgical and hieratic
language, Patri gives us a wonderful reflection on the introduction of poetry in
the Latin liturgy, Dobszay thoroughly outlines the special features of the chants
that make the Proprium Missae, Dondi enlightens us about the peculiar liturgies
of the medieval military orders, Pristas treats us once again with an erudite
consideration of the introduction of Corpus Christi into the liturgical calendar,
and Gilley offers a provocative and well-informed essay on the “devotional
revolution” in Irish Catholicism during the nineteenth century. Special notice
should be taken of Claude Barthe’s scintillating chapter on the “medieval”
Expositiones Missae, which introduces the reader to the most important mystical
commentaries on the Mass, including Durandus’s Rationale divinorum
officiorum, Biel’s Sacri Canonicis Missae expositio resolutissima literalis et
mystica, and Jean-Jacques Olier’s Explication des cérémonies de la grande messe,
as well as the great historical studies such as Dom Marténe’s De antiquis ecclesiae
ritibus or Cardinal Bona’s De sacrificio missae. I might have added a few more
sources from the Nomenclator to Barthe’s erudite survey, or pointed out various
autos sacramentales from Mexico, but [ was excited to learn that none other than
Calderén de la Barca wrote a Los misterios de la misa (192). What delightful
erudition!

The theological essays are a mixed bag. Duffy, Bux, Reid, and Hemming each
in his own way attempts a theology of liturgy, generally depending on the twin
pillars of Romano Guardini and Joseph Ratzinger. Each offers, implicitly or
explicitly, an interpretation of Sacrosanctum Concilium. Rarely, however, does
one see an enemy quoted or engaged, and more scarcely still does one find an
exploration of the rich heritage of liturgical theology outlined by Barthe; the
intensive development of sacramental theology by Thomists, Scotists, and Jesuits
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and carried by their followers into the
twentieth century; or even the great debates about liturgy in France between the
wars. Even figures such as Bouyer and Jungmann get short shrift. Reid’s
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contribution on the organic development of the liturgy is an exception to this
rule, but it is difficult to discern the difference between the “organic
development” he champions and the “organic progression” he deplores (213-14).
The former, as I see it, means little more than “what I prefer” and the latter little
more than “what I do not.” This seems a rather drastic case of special pleading.
It also casts an unintended comic shadow on Bux’s own appeal to the “organic
progress of the development” of dogma (140). Hemming’s essay is also a bit
foursquare. He argues that liturgy is the “inner unity and possibility of every
other subject in the theological curriculum” (237; emphasis in the original).
Hyperbole aside, Hemming’s essay might best be read as a postmodern
exploration of Prosper of Aquitaine’s Capitula Coelistini 8 (PL 51:209-10), but
the language of “futurity” that Hemming uses to argue for the place of liturgy in
theological studies is oddly borrowed from Ernst Bloch and Jiirgen Moltmann.
A heady brew indeed.

Duffy’s essay, which is programmatic for the collection as a whole, is arguably
the weakest of the lot. I am largely sympathetic to Duffy’s criticism of liturgical
theologians who wish to deny the sacrificial nature of the Mass by arguing that
the fundamental form of the Eucharist is a meal, and Duffy rightly relates that
Ratzinger took a “low view” of attempts to discern the symbols of sacrifice within
the structure of a meal (10), but in all honesty can we really deny that this is
precisely what Jesus asks the disciples to do during the Last Supper? Duffy bobs
and weaves around this issue, claiming at one point that Our Lord attached
sacrificial meaning to his death only with his thanksgiving. This argument is
forced and does little to alter the fact that Christ identifies the bread and wine
with his body and blood. Similarly, when Duffy claims that the Last Supper is the
foundation of the dogmatic content of the Christian Eucharist, not its liturgical
form (13), one wonders why Jesus commands us to act, not to reproduce
dogmatic content. Of course, no one denies that we must posit some distinction
between form and content in the liturgy—we do not as a rule take communion
while reclining after the Roman fashion. But in this case form and content are
distinguished, not opposed. Saint Paul says, “as often as you eat this bread and
drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death,” not “for as often as you perform
the sacrifice, you proclaim the Lord’s death.” Duffy tries mightily to deflect the
force of the Apostle’s teaching: “Apart from 1 Corinthians 11 and direct
discussions of it,” he says, “the Eucharist is seldom or never referred to in the
tradition as a supper until the sixteenth-century reformers did so” (10-11). Must
one call the Mass a ‘supper’ to recognize that a meal is one of its chief elements?
No one would have questioned this during antiquity: everyone—Jew and
Gentile—understood that communion—a shared meal—was a normal part of the
sacrificial act.

Duffy is better when he interprets the famous “full, conscious, and active
participation” in the liturgy encouraged by Sacrosanctum Concilium, and unlike
other contributors in this volume he does not ignore the further definition of
participatio actuoso in the thirteenth paragraph. Still, he seems unaware of the
irony when he notes, with approval, that Cardinal Ratzinger is against “many
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forms of ethnic music” while he pines for the folk customs of the Bavarian
countryside. Or when he notes that Ratzinger deplores the “theatricality” of the
Mass and still yearns nostalgically for Masses composed by Haydn. Perhaps the
greatest irony occurs when Duffy lauds Ratzinger’s awakening to the
“immemorial antiquity” of a Mass whose Rituale is thought by Tridentinistas to
have reached its formal apex only in the 1950s. A historian of Duffy’s caliber
should know better, and after such gaffes it is very hard, even for one inclined to
agree with the authors, to trust their judgments about “the right and natural
feeling of the Christian rite” (13) or “a characteristic insistence on the integrity
of the tradition as a whole” (ibid.).

Such appeals to taste and aesthetic judgment would not be so troubling were
they not also implicit in the authors’ ambivalence to the authority of the
Magisterium. Take, for example, Duffy’s claim “In the imposition of the Missal
of Paul VI, Ratzinger saw the tradition set aside in the name of a liturgy invented
by scholars and imposed by an irresponsible papal command” (20). Now, to
claim, as Duffy does, that Paul VI set aside “living tradition” for “erudite work
and juridical authority” is dangerous and irresponsible rhetoric. One might well
wonder, in the interests of a purer ultramontanism, how the authors would
respond if the same were said of Benedict’s motu proprio? What is the latest
reform of the English translation of the Mass if not the result of the “erudite
work” of “scholars” and “juridical authority”? If the authors can provide no
better grounds for responding to these charges, one cannot but fear that their
appeals to Pope Benedict XVI seem less to papal authority as such and more to
the pope’s private judgments. In other words, their appeals to authority mask a
far more basic appeal to nothing so much as personal taste.

I suppose I would find myself in agreement with many of the authors in such
matters. [ prefer that the sacrifice of the Mass be celebrated ad orientems; I prefer
the longer readings prior to the Holy Week Reforms of Pius XII; I prefer
liturgical music quite a bit older than Haydn. Truth be told, if presented with a
list of various liturgical developments, I suspect that I would agree with Alcuin
Reid’s judgments as to which were authentically “organic” and which constituted
“liturgical abuse.” Even so, my personal preferences do little to alter the fact that
the “tradition” invoked in this book is a shibboleth with little connection to the
liturgical renewal or to the theology that inspired it. While it claims to uncover
a pristine and “universal” past, The Genius of the Roman Rite is strangely
oblivious to the fact that its notions of “genius” and “organic development” are
wholly modern in inspiration.

This pervasive Romanticism is all well and good, but discerning where the
grandeurs of Romanticism end—and where fin-de-siécle decadence begins—might
be a matter of taste.

TRENT POMPLUN

Loyola University Maryland
Baltimore, Maryland
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The Analogy of Being: Invention of the Antichrist or the Wisdom of God? Edited
by THOMAS JOSEPH WHITE, O.P. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 2010. Pp. 448. $40 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-8028-
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Karl Barth famously wrote: “I regard the analogia entis as the invention of
Antichrist, and I believe that because of it it is impossible ever to become a
Roman Catholic, all other reasons for not doing so being to my mind short-
sighted and trivial” (Church Dogmatics 1/1). Between 1929 and 1932, a series of
exchanges passed between Barth and the Catholic theologian Erich Przywara on
this matter of the “analogy of being.” It is not a term proper to St. Thomas
Aquinas, but as a concept it arguably has a deep heritage in Greek metaphysics,
passing through the late medieval period. This remarkable collection of papers
considers complex interpretative questions: whether Barth and Przywara
understand the same thing by “analogia entis”; whether von Balthasar rightly
understands Barth; and the profound meaning of the conversation between Barth
and Przywara for modern Catholic theology, and possibly for ecumenical
dialogue at the most scholarly level.

Twelve complete essays consider the “problem” of the analogy of being
according to Barth, Przywara, and St. Thomas, and in contemporary theology.
According to John Betz’s fine opening essay, Przywara defines the analogia entis
as “the metaphysical insight that everything mutable or in fieri (and hence
everything finite) can exist and act only by virtue of the fact that the ultimate
ground of its existence and action is a being (ein Seiendes) that exists absolutely
(and, as such, is infinite).” Przywara elaborates this “insight” in several ways, first
with reference to the balance between divine immanence and transcendence that
defines St. Augustine’s spiritual problematic. (This move on Przywara’s part
invites some confusion: as a metaphysical principle, the idea that separateness
enables presence can be traced back at least to Anaxagoras.) There is no difficulty
on this point. Rather, Barth’s problem with the analogia is twofold. First, if
divine presence is understood in terms of causality, there is an unacceptable
implication of likeness, however vague, between cause (God) and effect
(creature): “the being of man and the being of God are incomparable,” says
Barth. Second, and more importantly, there is the problem of sin, which
compromises our ability to discern structures of likeness—here, Barth’s intent is
to be true to Calvin, and true to revelation. After the Fall, creation cannot be in
a state of waiting for God, naturally open to God, like Mary.

Thomas Joseph White argues, here and elsewhere, that Barth himself as well
as “Barthians, frequently adopt Kantian epistemological premises. . . not because
of a theological understanding derived from divine revelation but because they
have inherited a set of philosophical commitments and presuppositions from the
German Enlightenment and modern liberal Protestantism” (279). By contrast,
Kenneth Oakes and John Webster (writing with elegance on the letter to the
Ephesians) argue that the fundamental premise for Barth’s theology is the
centrality of the Cross to any understanding of the relationship between God and
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man. Barthians consequently have little invested in the pursuit of epistemological
questions.

In a project like this, a vast array of problems must be treated: philosophical
and theological problems, as well as complex problems of textual interpretation.
Some philosophical clarifications up front would be useful. For St. Thomas,
analogy is a topic for logic and semantics long before it can be a theological topic
and a point for ecumenical dialogue. Other writers fail to differentiate between
such alogical treatment, and the idea that the relation between God and creation,
ontologically speaking, is a loosely analogical one. For example, according to
Betz, Przywara says that “the final analogy between God and creatures is not an
analogia attributionis but an analogia proportionalitatis, precisely in the sense of
mutual alterity”; there is no third category under which both God and creature
fall (76). Bruce Marshall makes crucial clarifications in his essay. He depends
heavily on the work of Ralph Mclnerny, alluding to the vast scholarship on
analogy and the resistance of many Thomists to an attentive study of St. Thomas
on language. Marshall finds St. Thomas fairly simple, and consistent: “analogy,”
as proportion, means that there is an “ordered relationship among uses of an
analogous term”: thus, using the most common example, “healthy as applied to
an animal is included in the definition of ‘healthy’ as applied to medicine,” in that
medicine causes the state of health. This example makes it clear that “ontological
similarity is not necessary for analogy. Neither, therefore, is ontological
participation necessary among things spoken of analogously, since participation
requires similarity” (286). As Marshall notes, this is not uncontroversial;
Lawrence Dewan, perhaps following Cajetan, has recently argued that analogy
of proportionality “always involves a similarity secundum esse” (288 n. 17). Is it
a conceptual relationship alone, or a causal one with respect to esse? Marshall
argues that, for theological purposes, “analogy need not involve a causal
relationship among various analogates, though of course it can.” The order of
naming and the order of being are not identical. Marshall allows that the
ontological relationship between God and creation might loosely be described as
“analogical”; this must be understood as “participation,” however, and not
reflective of a way of speaking that epistemologically imprisons God in a
relationship of necessity with respect to creation. While analogical predication
of God is indeed a special case of analogy, it does not express the full extent of
the possibilities of theological language. The incarnation of God does not give the
mind access to the quid est of the divine essence. The human nature of Jesus
Christ, however, provides “numerous univocal rationes for God (in the person
of the Son)” (311).

Reinhart Hiitter disagrees. Appealing to the commentatorial tradition
(Capreolus, Ferrara) and the work of Dewan, Hiitter argues for the primacy of
metaphysics as a scientia over logic: “from logic’s dependence upon metaphysics
it follows that ‘more is included in the metaphysician’s notions of univocity and
analogy than the logician’s notions of these intentiones.”” This is clearly true,
from the perspective of the metaphysician, for whom, St. Thomas says (in the
commentary on the Metaphysics), “being in a subject and being about a subject
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do not differ.” The key difference is not between the order of being and the order
of predication, but rather between the order of being and the order of learning,
which is reflective (Hiitter says) of the primacy of first philosophy. Thus it
involves no confusion to speak of the relation of God as cause to nature as effect
(as per natural theology), or of Creator to creation, as one of analogy, for the
“question under consideration does not pertain exclusively to the analogy of
names in the order of predication but indeed pertains first and foremost to the
real relation of all beings insofar as they are beings to the first cause, the universal
principle of all being” (228).

This is an important matter for understanding the scope of natural theology.
The properly theological problem at the heart of this volume is as follows:
assuming that we can loosely describe the relationship between God and creation
as “analogical,” is such a relationship a given in the natural order of things,
available to human reason, a metaphysical relationship of likeness, or is it a
relationship of gift, intelligible only through the light of faith in Jesus Christ? For
scholars of Barth, it must be the latter; for Thomists, it must be both.

Bruce McCormack defends Barth’s position by critiquing von Balthasar’s
interpretation of Barth. McCormack eloquently locates Barth’s theology in
reaction to liberal Protestantism as well as genuine fears about dialectical
theology. Przywara shared the same concerns, says McCormack, in the context
of modern German history: does natural theology involve an affirmation of
human experience that can be directly linked to fascism? For Przywara, the
“analogical” balance of “God in us” and “God above us” was the right answer.
For Barth, it was necessary that nature could in no way image, reflect, or be
related in itself to the divine. Echoing Luther’s theologia crucis, Barth maintains
that only the election of the Son, for the salvation of the world, establishes a
relation between God and the creature: grace comes from without, a stranger to
a strange land. The human condition and the natural world are only intelligible
in the light of grace, in Jesus Christ the Lord. The analogia entis, for Barth, had
to be utterly supplanted by the analogia fidei. The only relation between God and
creature, according to McCormack’s reading of Barth, is founded in the activity
of God “speaking to a person or a community”; there is no capacity even in
language, as such, properly to speak of God (99).

McCormack criticizes von Balthasar for claiming (following the early work of
Gottlieb S6hngen) that Barth’s analogia fidei contains a version of the analogia
entis. (Even more than to Przywara, it is perhaps to S6hngen, and his influence
upon von Balthasar and Ratzinger, that the influence of Barth upon Catholic
theology can be traced. Sohngen wrote a series of articles on the “analogy of
faith” that Thomas Joseph White regards as significant for their ecumenical
value: Sohngen affirmed Barth’s basic Christocentrism, presenting a “Catholic
understanding of reality as a total theological unity . . . in which philosophical
discourse [the analogia entis] is always contextualized by Christology” [248].)
One may here ask whether “the crisis of meaning in modernity” is better
addressed by a grand “religious perspective,” or by a defense of the “rationality”
that underlies creation. It doesn’t seem fair to pose this question to scholars of
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Barth such as McCormack, who rightly warns Catholic scholars away from grand
master-narratives that oversimplify the intellectual significance of the
Reformation. Von Balthasar, he says, is “formally correct” but “materially
incorrect” in seeing Barth’s analogia fidei as containing within it the analogia
entis. “Barth’s ‘analogy of the cross’ is a highly actualistic form of analogy that
results in a conformity of human knowledge of God to God’s knowledge of
himself”; moreover, in the early Church Dogmatics, the elaboration of the
analogia fidei curiously does not even require a doctrine of the Incarnation. To
speak of the essence of God, identical with the activity of God, giving of himself
in revelation: this must be anti-metaphysical, so that it can be Christological.

David Bentley Hart, a scholar of Przywara, defends the Thomistic position
that affirms both the gratuity of revelation and the intelligibility of providence in
nature. With an eye to the development of Neoplatonism, he presents a stark
contrast between the mediation of God and beings in pagan philosophical
authors, and in early Catholic theology. Metaphysics, he says, treats God and the
cosmos as inhabiting an “ontological continuum,” whereas the analogia entis
introduces an “unclosable caesura.” For Hart, Przywara is bringing to light the
key element of any Christian metaphysics, what Robert Sokolowski calls “the
distinction.” Hart perhaps speaks more strongly than Séhngen: Przywara’s
analogy of being “far from constituting some purely natural conceptual scheme
to which revelation must prove itself obedient . . . is nothing more than the
largely apophatic, almost antimetaphysical ontology—or even meta-
ontology—with which we have been left, now that revelation has obliged us to
take leave of any naive metaphysics that would attempt to grasp God through a
conceptual knowledge of essences or genera.” Down with metaphysics! But
whose metaphysics? Which rationality? That of Arius?

Many other fine essays are found in this volume, by Martin Bieler, Peter
Casarella, and Michael Hanby; the last among these enriches the conversation
about philosophical presuppositions, and how they affect the outcome of
theological investigation. This book is a treasure, with much to offer to students
of metaphysics, students of theology—natural and revealed—and students of
twentieth-century intellectual history and modern Catholic theology. The crucial
question of ecumenical usefulness is framed starkly by Richard Schenk, who
considers most explicitly the problem of nature and grace as intimated in
Przywara’s treatment of analogy. It may be that Przywara’s great accomplishment
is to bring together Luther’s theologia crucis with the Catholic analogia entis; his
failure lies in the supposition that such a move turns us away from Thomas to
Bonaventure and Augustine, away from “self-glorifying nature” to what is
mutable and morally inconstant. Schenk implicates the whole Ressourcement in
an unnecessary polemic between Thomas and Augustine; and against Hart’s
opposition of ancient philosophy to theology, he finds the seeds of Thomas’s
axiom about grace and nature (that grace non destruit, sed supponit, perficere,
excedere nature) in the pagan Neoplatonist, Proclus. “The grace of revelation
does not replace the dialectic of analogy with a new univocity” (190); analogy
reminds us not only of the mysteriousness of God, but of the creature as well.
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Przywara’s mistake is to leave little autonomy to nature, and thus to philosophy.
A “revealed theology” without nature in the end destroys the foundation for
ecumenical dialogue that it wishes to establish. This may be precisely the
reflection the editor intends the reader to take away from this remarkable book.

PAIGE E. HOCHSCHILD

Mount St. Mary’s University
Emmitsburg, Maryland

Introduction to Scholastic Theology. By ULRICH G. LEINSLE. Translated by
MICHAEL J. MILLER. Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 2010. Pp. 392. $30.00 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-8132-1792-5.

Introducing a topic as rich and diverse as Scholastic theology is an ambitious
undertaking. Readers of Ulrich Leinsle’s Introduction to Scholastic Theology,
originally published as Einfiibrung in die scholastische Theologie (Paderborn:
Verlag Ferdinand Schéningh, 1995), will realize with great clarity just how
ambitious this undertaking is. Leinsle’s study, with varying degrees of emphasis,
covers roughly one and a half millennia, moving briskly from patristic
antecedents and inspirations of Scholastic theology to nineteenth-century
Neoscholasticism. The text’s introduction characterizes this undertaking not as
ambitious but as ambiguous, as offering an external guide that renders itself
obsolete by preparing the reader to engage Scholastic theology further on his or
her own. Leinsle achieves this basic goal admirably but selectively.

The initial task of framing Scholastic theology proves the most difficult. The
introduction surveys various attempts to define the subject together with the
various shortcomings of these definitions. Rather than define the essence of
Scholasticism or Scholastic theology, Leinsle profitably focuses attention instead
on identifying its chief characteristics, the most important of which is its
scientific, rational character. This turn to chief characteristics allows Leinsle to
“understand Scholastic theology not as a defining, univocal term, but rather as
a collective name for the theology that was developed along various lines in
medieval schools and universities and to some extent was still pursued or
renewed in the early modern period” (14-15). Such a purposefully broad
‘collective name’ explains the historical breadth of Leinsle’s study and his topical
focus within different historical phases of Scholastic theology.

After framing his task in terms of intellectual history, Leinsle turns to the
background of Scholastic thought in chapter 1 (“How Did Scholastic Theology
Come About?”). Augustine occupies a place of prominence and occasions the
introduction of several ideas extremely important for Scholastic theology. Two
of the most crucial ideas are auctoritas (supporting authority) and ratio (reason).
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These ideas or concepts weighed heavily in the on-going debates about the
relationship between philosophy and theology that informed the procedures and
scope of Scholastic theology. Augustine crafted a synthesis of auctoritas and ratio
in which reason served to confirm and to enrich authority, leading from belief to
understanding. Crucial though Augustine’s insights were for Scholasticism, it is
Boethius and the ‘scientific’ procedure of his De hebdomadibus that offer the
clearest glimpses of Scholasticism’s scientific and rational character. Leinsle
presents Boethius in terms of the axiomatic method taken from geometry,
according to which conclusions are logically drawn from axioms functioning as
self-evident propositions. To Augustine and Boethius, Leinsle adds Isidore of
Seville, whose Sententiae offered an early model for the systematization of
theology among Scholastics.

Having summarized this distant background, Leinsle skips ahead to the tenth
to twelfth centuries and the development of schools where Scholastic methods
and forms were forged. He attends to the diversity of these schools while
elucidating common instructional content and patterns. Of particular interest are
the systematic teaching forms of lectio (closely reading and commenting upon a
text) and quaestio (systematic disputation), which he introduces and concisely
traces through to their uses in high Scholasticism. The underlying content of all
these methods, forms, and procedures came from the Bible, and so Leinsle
devotes due attention to questions of exegesis and the senses of Scripture.
Medieval theologians were well aware that earlier thinkers often expressed
different interpretations of Scripture and different judgments about theological
questions. With its impulse of systematization, Scholastic theology generally came
to view the inheritance of theological authorities as diversa, non adversa (diverse,
but not conflicting). All in all, Leinsle does an admirable job of guiding the reader
by discussing the background to Scholastic theology in a condense but clear
manner.

Chapter 2 (“The Self-Concept of Early Scholastic Theologies”) focuses on
understandings of theology as a scientific discipline articulated in response to
controversies. Leinsle begins with John Scotus Eriugena, who employed theology
as “a scientific, rational explanation of the rules of Christian religion” (77-78),
allowing for some practical value to the logical exploration of truth. Anselm of
Canterbury developed an Augustinian notion in his famous commitment to fides
quaerens intellectum (faith seeking understanding), in which reason fosters a
logically consistent understanding of faith while remaining secondary to the
auctoritas of faith. Leinsle stresses Anselm’s use of metaphysical concepts
following the trajectory established by Boethius. The insights and gains of
Eriugena and Anselm were consolidated in the theological schools, beginning
with the school of Laon. Leinsle credits this school with accomplishing the
transition from exegesis to systematic theology in its collections of sentences that
resolve theological questions by turning to patristic sources. Anselm of Laon’s
writings lack any definite emphasis on dialectic or attention to metaphysical
themes, but his understanding of theology “as the interpretation of sacred
Scripture with reference to patristic material” (86) proved formative for the
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school of St. Victor, where Hugh of St. Victor constructed a biblical
systematization of theology conceived as salvation history. Peter Abelard
embodied a different approach in his logical systematization of theology as the
“argumentative, linguistic, and logical examination of authoritative texts” (91).
Gilbert Porreta used grammar and metaphysics in a continuation of Boethius’s
general approach to theology, stressing the superiority of ratio to auctoritas in
linguistic analysis of theological discourse. Peter Lombard’s Sentences, which
became the standard theological textbook for Scholastic education, combined a
biblical approach with a logical focus, beginning with auctoritas and only then
including ratio. Adoption of the Sentences as the theological textbook was related
to efforts at defining theology as a science, such as in the axiomatic theology of
Alan of Lille and Nicholas of Amiens, and to efforts at synthesizing the
approaches of various schools, such as in the systematic works of Peter of Poitiers
and Praepositinus of Cremona. Throughout chapter 2 Leinsle dedicates much
time and energy to contextualizing Scholastic developments in light of other
intellectual and religious trends.

When Leinsle turns to Scholastic theology in the thirteenth century (chap. 3),
he narrows the focus to debates about the scientific nature of theology within the
university, according to the standards set forth by Aristotle in his Posterior
Analytics. In the process Leinsle provides a helpful orientation to the
incorporation of universities, the literary forms of theology at the university, and
the advent of the mendicant orders to university theology. Recurrent debates
about the nature of theology were further complicated by the arrival of Aristotle
and Arabic commentaries on Aristotle in Latin translations. Leinsle characterizes
the Aristotelian model of science and the contents of Aristotelian philosophy as
posing an initial challenge for university theology by reawakening discussions of
the relationship between philosophy and theology. Scholastic theologians
intended to balance an Aristotelian scientific approach to the topic and method
of theology with theology as “biblical thinking about salvation history” (156).
Albert the Great, Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas all, in Leinsle’s estimation,
achieved this balance by joining together aspects of practical science and
theoretical science in theology. Construing theology as both practical and
theoretical met with resistance especially among Franciscans. Leinsle takes
William de la Mare to represent this resistance when defending theology as lex
(law) and as unequivocally practical. Henry of Ghent formulated a different
response in presenting theology as a science grounded in an Augustinian notion
of illumination; thus theology was the rational examination of truths previously
held on faith. This chapter does a very nice job of summarizing Scholastic
reflections on the nature of theology but, out of necessity, omits examination of
other topics to which Scholastic theologians devoted considerable energy.

Leinsle presents fourteenth- and fifteenth-century developments together in
chapter 4 (“Theological Controversy and Church Reform”), examining the
division of Scholastic theology into schools of thought and the involvement of
Scholastic theologians in larger ecclesiastical and social developments.
Theological and philosophical disagreements catalyzed the formation of Thomist
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and Scotist schools and led to the via moderna (modern way/nominalism) in
opposition to the via antiqua (old way/realism). Conflicts between the emerging
schools were tepid compared to the controversy ignited by John Wycliffe and Jan
Hus, whose programs of reform would be championed with greater success in the
sixteenth century. Perhaps most valuable in this chapter is Leinsle’s investigation
of Scholastic interest in questions of certainty, for this interest provides a degree
of continuity between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. Taken broadly, the
question of certainty touches upon differing conceptions of theological language
(e.g., Scotus’s notion of univocity as opposed to Meister Eckhart’s stress on God’s
radical otherness), denials of theology’s scientific character (e.g., in William
Ockham), rampant debates about divine foreknowledge of future contingents,
and the deep and persistent concern to achieve certainty about one’s own
salvation.

Chapter 5 (“Humanist and Reformation Theology”) explores the Scholastic
roots of humanism and the Protestant Reformation while concentrating on
changing understandings of authority. Leinsle charts humanism’s turn away from
Scholastic methods of disputation, its rallying cry of ad fontes (to the sources),
and its related focus on mastery of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. Erasmus of
Rotterdam used all available humanistic tools to support theology as a
philosophia Christi (philosophy of Christ) accessible to all Christians, directed
toward Christ, grounded in scriptural revelation, and promoting happiness
through practical morality. The Wittenberg Reformation owed much to
humanistic advances but also possessed a distinctive shape according to its genesis
in university disputation. Leinsle presents the question of what constitutes a
legitimate auctoritas as central to the emerging program of reform. Many
Aristotelian texts were eliminated from theology, which undermined debate
about theology’s scientific character, and Scripture became “central as the
probative authority” (252). Though Martin Luther receives attention, Leinsle
concentrates on reformers who began the process of constructing new systematic
approaches to theology and theological curricula such as Philipp Melanchthon
and John Calvin. Leinsle rounds out this chapter with Catholic responses in the
writings of Johannes Eck and Cardinal Cajetan.

Leinsle’s consideration of the early modern period (chap. 6: “Scholastic
Theology: Early Modern Period”) begins with the admonition that much work
on this period remains to be done. That need in part justifies his increasingly
detailed treatment beginning with the Jesuits’ plan of studies, in which
speculative theology remained within the confines of academic theology while the
curriculum outside of advanced academic pursuits concentrated on positive
theology that provided training in “solving cases of conscience on the basis of
general principles by applying them to the individual cases” (286). Protestant
Scholasticism witnessed a new concern with theological method evident to
varying degrees in the moderated Scholasticism of Abraham Calov and the
definitional approach of Johann Adam Scherzer on the Lutheran front and in
Johann Heinrich Alsted’s encyclopedic arrangement of theology on the Calvinist
side. Leinsle notes as well the moves by Calvinists in the Netherlands to
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reformulate Scholastic theology through Cartesian philosophy founded on the
certainty of clear and distinct perception. Moving from Aristotelian to Cartesian
philosophical frameworks also led theologians to revise their understandings of
Eucharistic transubstantiation. Catholic theologians entered into disputes
regarding the means of grace, disputes that depended heavily on shifting
conceptions of human freedom or autonomy. The bulk of Leinsle’s study ends
with this chapter, but he does include a very brief seventh chapter, gesturing to
developments of the Enlightenment and of Neoscholasticism.

The grand scope of this erudite study justifies its narrow focus on Scholastic
understandings of theology and corresponding methodological trends. Leinsle
introduces major and minor figures in the long history of Scholasticism and
classic and standard secondary literature on Scholastic theology. Viewed
according to its goal of providing a diverse readership with an initial orientation
to Scholastic theology, Leinsle’s monograph must be regarded as a success. No
survey work, however, can exhaustively introduce its subject, and some readers
will find the narrow focus overly selective or determined more by Leinsle’s
expertise than by the topic. From a practical point of view, I find the absence of
any bibliography of primary sources most unfortunate. Despite these concerns,
Introduction to Scholastic Theology remains a work of enormous value to novices
and experts alike.

COREY L. BARNES

Oberlin College
Oberlin, Ohio

Theology within the Bounds of Language: A Methodological Tour. By GARTH
HALLETT. New York: SUNY Press, 2011. Pp. 265 + x. $75 (cloth) ISBN:
978-1-4384-3369-1.

“Know that we have divided / In three our kingdom, and ‘tis our fast intent
/ To shake all cares and business from our age, / Conferring them on younger
strengths while we / Unburdened crawl toward death” (1.1.37-41). And yet King
Lear’s definitive settlement proved anything but final. The problem with
absolutist dictums are the assaults of history. And, Wittgenstein might add,
language, which rarely lends itself to the formation of unconditional norms for
usage.

Garth L. Hallett, retired Dean of the College of Philosophy and Letters at
Saint Louis University, offers what he hopes will be an admonitory tutelage on
“the use of language rather than its interpretation, on successful discourse rather
than accurate exegesis” (1). His goal is more clearly stated in the work’s title.
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Hallett wants theology—I carefully eschew the adjective “contemporary”—to stay
within the bounds of language.

Hallett is an acknowledged guide to Wittgenstein, and his work offers a
helpful explanation of the philosopher’s role in altering our understanding of
language. Before Wittgenstein, languages “were long viewed, and sometimes still
are, as mere codes, needed to communicate thoughts from mind to mind but
having no life of their own” (9). After Wittgenstein, we know that our minds do
not capture a portion of reality, which they then encode into language for
transmission to other minds. On the contrary, language is the very medium of
thought, how the mind assesses reality, which is why “no thought linguistically
expressed can be had nonlinguistically” (17).

The upshot is that language matters. “Reality and language, together,
determine the truth of our assertions. They do not compete for authority” (50).
Consequently, theologians must be as careful as any other practitioners of
language to choose their words carefully, because no linguistically external
referent stands as surety for their usages—a salutary and sage concern. The
difficulty arises in the dictum that Hallett offers as a norm for theological
discourse, a “Principle of Relative Similarity” (PRS for short): “A statement is
true if, and only if, its use of terms resembles more closely the established uses
of terms (whether standard or stipulated) than would the substitution of any
rival, incompatible expression” (36). Lear has made his pronouncement: “Mend
your speech a little / Lest you may mar your fortunes” (1.1.93-94).

Hallett wants theologians to use words according to “standard or stipulated”
usages. “Standard” means the way they are commonly understood, and it is
difficult to gainsay Hallett’s request that theologians alert their readers when
their usages requires explanation: “Introduce the new sense explicitly as a new
sense (not a theory), explain the reason for it, and indicate the contexts and types
of discussion for which its seems desirable” (193). As Wittgenstein explained,
“What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to the everyday
usage” (Philosophical Investigations §116). It is harder, though, to say who does
the “stipulating.” The dictionary? If so, that would eliminate my admonition to
undergraduates never to begin an essay with that lugubrious foray at thought, one
that typically washes away a semester’s worth of discourse: “According to
Webster’s dictionary . . .”.

Before theologians submit to “standard and stipulated usage” in language, let
us return to that opening quotation from King Lear. If one were to look up the
meaning of “shake” in the dictionary, would one consider cares as capable of
being “shaken”? And, knowing the definition of death, can one crawl toward it?
Hallett suggests that “by specifying the truth conditions of utterances, the
principle can largely allay misgivings concerning the meaningfulness of
theological discourse” (65). But this was also the purpose of the Vienna Circle’s
famous Verification Principle, that for a sentence to be meaningful it must—at
least in principle—be empirically verifiable. And of course, that project
shipwrecked on the inability of the principle itself to be empirically verified.
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Strangely, when Hallett offers examples of language functioning well, they also
are almost always empirical usages, not ones drawn from the humanities.

Take Hallett’s umbrage at this statement by Gerhard Ebeling, “The one thing
that is true is love.” It is an example of what he calls “universal claims,” which
are “broad, definite assertions excluding all exceptions. Statements employing
‘ally” “‘always,’ ‘every’ and the like qualify, as do those employing ‘no,” ‘none,’
‘never,” and the like” (91-92). As Hallett sees it, after reviewing the use of
universals in the empirical sciences, “the more interesting abstract generalizations
are, the less likely they are to satisfy the linguistic test of truth” (94). How many
gospel verses such as “No one comes to the Father except through me” (John
14:6) or “Anyone who comes to me I will never drive away” (John 6:37) can one
quote in response without becoming churlish?

Obviously revelation, at least as expressed in the New Testament, is
constituted by theological reflection, which Hallet also finds out of bounds. One
example that he offers of theological excess is Karl Rahner speaking confidently
of two processions within the Trinity. He writes, “Concerning Rahner’s premise
of faith—‘we know of two (and only two!) processions or emanations within
God’—we may wonder how it is possible to pass from ‘we know of only two’ to
‘there are only two’—especially in view of the way the number two was arrived
at” (216). Rahner has many critics today, but Hallet may be the first to chide him
for professing belief in a triune God, which we know not from Rahner’s
speculation but upon the authority of Christ. Rahner “arrives at” two processions
via the same Nicene Creed that all orthodox Christians profess (using the
universal modifier advisedly!).

Hallett insists that “the most useful kinds of definitions . . . tend to focus on
words and their meanings, whereas the more problematic kind focus instead on
the things the words designate” (127). Yet it would be difficult for an orthodox
Christian to accept the notion that Son and Spirit are simply words with
meanings or that they lack referents. This, after all, was the point of the early
councils, namely, finding words that adequately expressed the Trinitarian reality
that Christians had experienced in Christ.

Imprecision in critiquing theological language aside, what Hallett opposes is
the likening of these processions to what Rahner considers to be two fundamental
activities of the human spirit: knowledge and love. I belabor this Trinitarian point
because it illustrates both the strength and the weakness of Hallett’s work.
Concerning Rahner’s characterization of knowledge and love as “fundamental”
he asks, “what about enjoyment? What about regret? What about hope,
expectation, thought, remembrance. . . .” I will leave Hallett to his rhetorical
excess, one that files through for four fulsome lines of print. Couldn’t Rahner
languidly reply that all of these are simply instances of knowing and willing, but
that knowing something and loving it are fundamentally different acts (of
knowledge and volition), which ought to be distinguished by anyone wishing
adequately to explicate the human person? Whose sin is greater? Rahner’s for his
being typically trenchant in his theology or Hallett’s for his being prolix in his
unsound critique?
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Still, one can read Hallett’s work with benefit, particularly his treatment of
how the usage of words employed in abortion and contraception debates often
obfuscate values rather than clarify them. Likewise, he correctly challenges
George Lindbeck’s assertions that dogmas are “relatively empty shells which can
be filled with any one of a number of concrete religious meanings” (153). On the
subject of interreligious dialogue, he again correctly notes that conflict cannot
simply be accounted to the usage of terms, with some transcendent reality
standing as surety for all of them. He writes that “the possibility cannot be
ignored that the conflict is real and that one side or the other may be closer to
truth than the other” (166).

And yet, to borrow from Wittgenstein, a picture seems to hold Hallett captive.
He seems much closer to the early Wittgenstein’s picturing theory of
language—that words stand proxy for things—than the later Wittgenstein of the
Investigations, who told us to “look and see” how a word is used: “One cannot
guess how a word functions. One has to look at its use and learn from that”
(1967: 109¢; §340). Even the chiastic metaphor that Hallett’s essay employs
reveals his bias: “Since language, like London, is not systematic, there is no way
to tour it systematically. A given street leads to a lane here, an alley there, a
square farther on, and to other streets that meet or cross it. . . . And yet, a guide
showing visitors around London can manage without too much confusion, and
so, I trust, shall I” (ix). Of course, when London has been reduced to a map, the
only question left is the relative adequacy of the representation. But is that
London? Is a Dickensian description of the capital to be ridiculed because one
cannot use it to find the tube? Is reading Mrs. Dalloway in St. James’ Park not
also an experience of London? What seems to bother Hallett about theological
language is its vitality, its elasticity, but isn’t that language’s way of life in the
humanities? It should be noted well that, according to standard and stipulated
usage, language is not alive; therefore, it does not have a way of life.

Hallett himself seems to glimpse the inadequacy of his PSR fatwa. Two
chapters on “Metaphor” and “Mystery” appear at the end of the work. One
wonders if a sympathetic colleague suggested the lacunae, and hence the
appendage. Surprisingly, the chapter on metaphor eschews contact with
contemporary theory on the topic. In a gesture as grand as staying undecided
about a heliocentric solar system, Hallet generously leaves open the question of
whether or not metaphors are dispensable. If a metaphor wields evocative and
associative power, opens one to new interpretations, then “heuristically as well
as stylistically, it may be a valuable medium of theological discourse” (204;
emphasis added), and, fortunately for theology, King Lear, and poets everywhere,
PRS doesn’t exclude them.

And like Lear, in his chapter on “Mystery” Hallett pronounces his own
undoing. He briefly surveys apophatic theology and concludes, “Such talk of
infinite transcendence poses a problem.” Does it now? “If the dissimilarity
between the divine and created analogues was infinite, the Principle of Relative
Similarity would have no application to theology” (213). What then of the
Fourth Lateran Council (1215) declaring that “between Creator and creature no
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similitude can be expressed without implying a greater dissimilitude” (DS 806;
ND 320)? Whatever else the word “God” means, haven’t theologians always
insisted that the concept of infinity being employed is neither mathematical nor
physical, but rather a reference to a reality that stands outside of language
because it transcends created being itself? When theologians use the word
“mystery,” they are not obfuscating, they are saying that neither humanity nor
the reality upon which it debouches can be circumscribed. Should the theologian,
aware that God’s transcendence stretches the boundaries of sense, suffer Hallett’s
rebuke and yet, like Cordelia, faced with Lear’s intransigent demand, still insist,
“Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave / My heart into my mouth” (1.1.91-92)? Isn’t
there a mystery to human life that eludes language? Don’t theologians have to
wrestle with words the way Jacob did his angel? Are we simply to “love and be
silent” (1.1.62)?

Early on, Hallett acknowledges that “my greatest debt has been to
Wittgenstein (specifically, Wittgenstein the philosopher of language, not
Wittgenstein the less impressive philosopher of religion)” (ix). In closing let me
suggest that the theologian should attend to both. Wittgenstein famously
concluded his Tractatus, “What we cannot speak about, we must pass over in
silence” (n. 7). He wrote those words when he still considered the primary work
of language to be correspondence to reality. Wittgenstein was sure that “God
does not reveal himself iz the world” (6.432). Therefore, because God transcends
the world, God necessarily also transcends language. And yet Wittgenstein
himself was to grow more sanguine: “Theology . . . so to speak, fumbles around
with words, because it wants to say something and doesn’t know how to express
it” (Remarks on Colour, para. 317). Hallett is certainly right in insisting that
words matter, yet wrong in demanding that theologians limit them to the
mundane or be quiet. We must, so to speak, heave our hearts into our mouths,
because “if these were silent, the stones would shout out” (Luke 19: 40).

TERRANCE W. KLEIN

St. Bonaventure University
Olean, New York

The Problem of Negligent Omissions: Medieval Action Theories to the Rescue. By
MICHAEL BARNWELL. Boston: Brill, 2010. Pp. 289. $131.00 (cloth). ISBN:
978-90-04-18135-9.

When I sat down to read Michael Barnwell’s book on negligent omissions, I
spent a few moments reflecting on my experiences of forgetting (negligently) to
fulfill some obligation. I recalled an important meeting that once slipped my
mind, and a student last semester who waited in vain for me to keep an
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appointment. Then I tried to think of more recent examples. Suddenly I
wondered, “Am I committing a negligent omission right now?” Perhaps I am. But
how can one sin (or fail in a blameworthy way) without being aware of it at the
time one is sinning? This is the question Barnwell wants to answer—this, for him,
is the “problem of negligent omission.” How, he asks, can an agent do wrong
when he neither intends the wrong at the time he commits it, nor intended the
forgetfulness that led to his downfall? Barnwell assumes, ex hypothesi, that
negligent omissions such as failing to keep a promise out of forgetfulness are truly
blameworthy. His book is an attempt to find what he calls “a locus of culpability”
in the causal history of such an omission.

Barnwell’s method of approach to this problem is to look for resources from
medieval writers and their sources: the authors he treats are Aristotle, Anselm,
Aquinas, Scotus, and Suarez. In his introduction, he carefully explains that his
goal is not to act as an exegete of the medievals but rather to draw on their
resources in solving the problem of negligent omissions as he himself conceives
and states it. It is important to note two further things about the way Barnwell
addresses this project. First, he abstracts from all considerations of the character
of the agent, including the presence or absence of any virtues. His is an “act-
based” investigation; he wants to look only at the voluntariness of particular acts
of negligent omission. A second pointis equally relevant: Barnwell assumes, from
the beginning, that he is in search of what he calls “sophisticated philosophical
machinery.” There can be, he believes, no simple answer to this problem. He
turns to distinctions, concepts, and terminology from the medieval period
precisely because he believes that they can provide the complex descriptions of
the interaction between intellect and will required to prove an agent culpable for
his neglect.

Barnwell begins by looking to Aristotle. Every voluntary action requires
knowledge of what is being done, and this seems to be what the negligent omitter
does not have; however, Aristotle is helpful in suggesting, through his treatment
of akrasia, that knowledge can be present in one way yet not present in another.
For Barnwell, however, Aristotle’s suggestion only “foreshadows” a solution—it
does not provide one. In the next chapter, on Anselm’s account of the devil’s first
sin, Barnwell argues that, given Anselm’s varied claims about the will, the only
way the first sin could have happened is if the devil “forgot to think about
justice.” Anselm seems to be describing the problem of negligent omission; his
thought is also relevant to a solution because it introduces the idea of the will’s
two “affections”—an idea that is important for Duns Scotus.

The chapter on Anselm is followed by a short one on Thomas Aquinas.
Barnwell is glad to see that Thomas identifies negligent omission as a specific,
voluntary kind of wrong-doing and argues that, for Aquinas, “the root of every
sin of negligent omission is a sin of non-negligent omission that causes the
ignorance of one’s obligation.” In the next three chapters (two based on Scotus
and one on Suarez) Barnwell takes this claim as a premise. His goal now is to
explain, not how one is to blame for the omitted action, but how one is to blame
for the ignorance that led to its omission. If, for example, someone has promised
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to pick up a friend at the airport, how might he voluntarily neglect his knowledge
of his promise? As I have mentioned, Barnwell is in search of sophisticated
philosophical machinery, and he goes to the right place when he turns to Scotus
and Suarez. From Scotus, he borrows the idea of “indistinct” knowledge,
somewhat akin to items seen with peripheral vision. Such knowledge, present
although it is not being directly thought about, must be reinforced by acts of
complacere—the will must act “pleased” with such knowledge so as keep it
available to the eye of the mind. From Suarez, he borrows the idea of “virtual”
knowledge. This knowledge is neither fully actualized nor merely habitual; it is,
however, sufficient for ensuring that the agent who acts on such knowledge acts
voluntarily. Virtual knowledge is, roughly, an awareness that one could, and
should, have actual, active knowledge.

The description of a negligent omission that Barnwell ultimately offers, then,
includes three types of knowledge. When an agent undertakes an obligation, he
has an initial, ordinary piece of knowledge: “I am obligated to do x.” Necessarily
involved in this piece of knowledge is an additional, virtual piece of knowledge:
“I can and should consider this obligation further.” If the agent acts on this
virtual knowledge, he can, by use of the will, reinforce the knowledge of his
obligation so as to keep it in mind. If the agent must keep his obligation in mind
for a significant amount of time, however, a third kind of knowledge comes into
play. The agent creates an indistinct, general knowledge that “I have an
obligation.” This knowledge, likewise, contains the virtual knowledge that “I
should consider my obligation further.” It acts as a “warning” which the agent
can heed or fail to heed.

How can we blame a man for forgetting, then? His obligation contained the
seeds of remembering in itself: he “virtually knew” that he should consider his
obligation in some further way. Perhaps he merely needs to keep it in mind for
a short time by repeatedly willing it; perhaps, in more complex cases, he needs
to set up a further way in which he will be mentally warned to fulfill the
obligation, and heed that warning when it is received. But whether he neglected
the warning or neglected to set up such a warning, the obligation itself contained
what was needed in order for him to know that he was neglecting it—and thus,
the agent who neglects an obligation acts voluntarily, “with knowledge” of what
he is doing.

Barnwell’s writing style is marvelously direct and clear; even in the midst of
complex Scotistic debates he does not fall into obscurity or leave his reader
behind. Thisis an achievement well worth celebrating. Moreover, he is constantly
alert to possible objections and takes pains to answer dozens of these, and thus
he continually clarifies and strengthens his position. The book is very
scrupulously researched, and it should appeal to a relatively broad audience. It
is interesting not only for those who care about negligent omission, but also for
those who are interested in theories of what makes action “voluntary” at all.
Those who are curious about the theories of Scotus and Suarez, especially, will
find fascinating and detailed accounts.
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Barnwell succeeds in the task he has set out for himself: he has found the
complex model for explaining the voluntariness of negligent omissions that he
set out to find. As I read his work, however, I grew increasingly concerned about
whether the parameters he set up were too narrow. Barnwell wishes to explain
only the culpability of negligent omissions; he is not, per se, trying to explain the
phenomena of such omissions. Still, his account seems divorced from those
phenomena to a very high degree. He does not treat at all of the mysterious
power of memory, nor the act of recollection that has fascinated so many
philosophers. Can the question “How can I be blamed for forgetting?” really be
separated from the question “What does it mean to forget?” Can the question,
“Was his failure to remember voluntary?” really be separated from “What does
it mean to remember?” Barnwell apparently believes that this is the case, but Tam
not so sure.

One aspect, especially, seems lacking. Memory and forgetfulness are psycho-
physical phenomena. Matter is intrinsically involved in these human activities.
Barnwell makes a few glancing references to this, occasionally referring to
“psychic fatigue” or the medieval “phantasms.” Yet he never seems to notice that
a material nature must be involved in the actions he describes. He blithely
assumes that an angel could fail to keep in mind an obligation in the same way
that a human can, yet I find it impossible to understand what the forgetting of a
purely spiritual mind would mean. I am sure Barnwell would not be troubled by
the absence of any bodily considerations: he wants to explain the voluntariness
of action, and he assumes that the physical world has nothing to do with the
voluntary. Yet there is still something missing from his treatment insofar as it is
an account of human behavior; for us, the voluntary is always embodied in the
physical.

Moreover, when Barnwell begins to discuss the presence of an obligation in
the mind, he runs into an unfortunate side effect of his decision to ignore the
physical realm. He frequently uses terms such as “a sort of cognitive dissonance,”
“a constant, nagging suspicion,” a “cognitive annoyance or unsettledness” to
describe the effects of knowledge upon the obligated agent. An agent in the
presence of the virtual knowledge of an obligation will be “unsettled” until he
considers his obligation further and fulfills it. But these descriptions cannot
possibly fit purely mental phenomena. There is no such thing as “cognitive
annoyance”: annoyance is a feeling, a feeling that people need bodies to have.
That niggling worry in the back of my mind is no purely mental activity such as
an angel might also experience. To talk rationally about this phenomenon
requires not only the realm of matter but the realm of emotion—and thus, also,
it requires a discussion of virtue and character, because there must be habits that
are involved with the degree to which this feeling is felt, the response to it, and
the activities that cause it.

Perhaps I can most clearly explain my concerns about the narrow parameters
of this work by saying that Barnwell’s goal is to explain voluntariness from the
outside: he wants to be able to analyze a given case and say, “That man could
have remembered. His will and intellect were capable of interacting in a complex,
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sophisticated way so as to make him fully competent to do right, and fully to
blame for doing wrong.” The reasoning in his work provides justification for
making these claims. But he can say nothing, it seems, about our experience of
voluntariness from the inside. In the unhappy moment when we are reminded of
a neglected obligation and admit our culpability for forgetting, what we say to
ourselves is more like this: “I did it. I was the one who forgot. My tired brain, my
habit of poor planning, my ridiculous passion for reading mystery novels, my
grumpiness about this particular student: these things were involved in my
forgetting. They are why I forgot, and because they are mine, the forgetting is
also mine.” Barnwell does not want to talk about this experience: with admirable
clarity and forthrightness, he admits that he is not looking for an account that
includes character, emotion, or physical factors such as distraction, hunger, or
physical fatigue. These things should have no effect on whether the action was
voluntary. But how far can Barnwell progress without them? It sometimes seemed
to me, as I was reading, that Barnwell had explained how negligent omissions
could be voluntary without actually explaining their true character as voluntary
human actions.

JAMIE ANNE SPIERING

Benedictine College
Atchison, Kansas

Personal Identity and Resurrection: How Do We Survive Our Death? Edited by
GEORG GASSER. Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2010. Pp. xv
+ 277. $99.95 (cloth). ISBN 978-1-4094-0493-4.

This collection of fourteen articles is the fruit of a conference on the topic
described by the book’s title, held at Innsbruck and Obergurgl, Austria, in 2008.
The foreword by Ted Peters indicates the tome’s overall goal: not “to prove that
the resurrection will occur” but to show that conceptual models of resurrection
can “demonstrate coherence” (xiii). Gasser’s helpful introduction indicates that
all the authors “are sympathetic toward the possibility of resurrection”; yet their
starting points range from “materialist to dualist conceptions of the human
person,” while their methods include “classical theological approaches, recent
analytic metaphysics, and various ideas from continental philosophy” (2). The
introduction also includes a summary of each contribution (14-17). A
bibliography (259-72) lists all works cited in the articles; a combined name and
subject index (273-77) is most welcome.

Of the fourteen contributors, twelve are professors of philosophy, while two
(Nikolaus Wandinger and Robert John Russell) are theology professors. Six hold
positions in the United States, four in Germany, three in Austria, and one in
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England. The scholars assembled often cite the work of the other contributors,
even citing other articles in the book itself, comparing the others’ conclusions
with their own. These comparisons help to unify the volume, making it easier for
readers to judge for themselves the relative merits of the proposals offered.

Most of the articles lay more emphasis on synchronic analysis and speculation
than on the diachronic or the historical genesis of ideas. Assumptions for the sake
of argument are often made, requiring the reader to consider various thought-
experiments that are necessarily of interest only for understanding the author’s
intent. As may be expected when new conceptual territory is being explored,
terminology is sometimes adopted and defined on the fly. Thankfully (for this
reviewer, at least), there are no mazes of symbolic logic to negotiate. There is
some attention paid to historical positions and to secondary literature on those
positions, although this is sometimes more cursory than one would prefer. Recent
work is more often referenced; in particular, a 1978 article by Peter van Inwagen
(“The Possibility of Resurrection,” International Journal for Philosophy of
Religion) is a point of reference for many of the articles.

In addressing the question in the book’s title (“How do we survive our
death?”), nearly all of the contributions accept the widespread view that the
answer given by the traditional soul/body anthropology (where the individual
soul survives death and is reunited with the body at the resurrection) is no longer
tenable. They offer new proposals for explaining how humans can be said to exist
through the gap between death and resurrection (or across that gap, or despite
it, or without such a gap). These proposals vary considerably; we will recount
them very briefly. Self-professed dualist Stephen T. Davis holds that too little
attention has been paid to God’s role not only as creator but also as sustainer of
all reality, saying it is reasonable to suppose that God sustains humans from this
life into the next, just as God assures our continuance now. Dean Zimmerman
assumes that the identity of an entity from one moment to the next is assured
only if the entity “immanently causes” its existence at the later moment. He thus
proposes that the human body’s particles are given a “budding power” such that
they may make the dying individual appear in the next life (updating his own
1999 “Falling Elevator” model). Eric T. Olson also holds immanent causation to
be a necessary condition of individual identity; he suggests combining a four-
dimensional model of existence (in which one’s life-span and afterlife are
considered as a single cross-temporal whole) and the “divine command” model,
in which God’s will assures identity across temporal gaps. Godehard Briintrup,
S.J., drawing on process theology, rejects both Constitutionalism and four-
dimensional models that inherently deny the common-sense belief that the
present exists while the past and future do not; he holds what he somewhat
playfully calls a “3.5-dimensional” view, in which the unity of the person is
established by the immanent causation of the events of one’s life (whose ontology
is always primary in process thought), along with the subjective mental act of
integrating one’s experiences as the experiences of one person; “subjectivity
replaces the old notion of substance” (84), while the resurrected body need not
be numerically identical with the one we now possess. Hud Hudson proposes
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that the same entity (such as a single human person) may logically be present in
multiple locations in time-space (with no more than one existing at any given
time). As he sees it, a person could be present in just two space-time locations:
in a present place with the current body, and in a future place, always as a bodily
entity. The latter could be considered to be the person as resurrected, despite the
“gap” between existence in the present life and risen life in the world to come.
Thomas Schirtl considers such “gappy” existence to be “a metaphysical riddle
and an atrocity” (105). Drawing on ideas from theologians (notably Gisbert
Greshake), he defends instead a notion that one’s structure may continue after
death as a bodily entity, while the corpse is left behind. For Lynne Rudder Baker,
the human person is constituted by his or her body, but is not identical with that
body; human persons must have bodies, but not necessarily the bodies they in
fact have. Thus, in this “Constitution View,” the person is distinguished from the
body, although a person never exists without some kind of body; having the same
“first-person perspective” is the marker of identity through changes in the body,
despite death. Wandinger draws insights from the “Dramatic Theologians” of
Innsbruck, seeing the afterlife commence as a kind of process of judgment, in
which embodiment is the precondition for the interpersonal interaction that will
be an essential part of the final purification and reconciliation that a final
judgment must entail. Thus, a variety of specific constructive proposals for the
coherence of resurrection are on offer.

Some of the articles, rather than proposing explanations for how resurrection
may be soundly conceived, instead either analyze the work of others on this topic
or explore closely related subjects. Kevin Corcoran shows how the “Constitution
View” of the person is also compatible with an interpersonal view of the person,
in that interpersonal relations are necessary to bring about human persons, even
though those relations do not enter into the very concept of human persons.
Johannes Haag, using a Kantian approach, argues that although we can become
conscious of ourselves only if we conceive of ourselves as part of an objectively
existing world, resurrection is not necessarily the sole way in which subjectivity
could continue after death. Bruno Niederbacher, S.]J., gives an interpretation of
Thomas Aquinas on the numerical identity of the risen body. Josef Quitterer
finds similarities between the “Constitution View” and the Aristotelian/Thomist
hylomorphic view, claiming that they encounter the same problems and propose
similar solutions. Christian Tapp offers a fine summary of the relevant ideas of
Josef Ratzinger/Pope Benedict XVI on personal identity and resurrection. Russell
outlines the possible relationship between eschatology and scientific cosmology
(with its predictions of a far-future destruction), as well as proposals (drawing on
Wolfhart Pannenberg’s theology) that show how the divinely promised future
may proleptically come to the present.

Upon review of all the constructive proposals, one may notice that, while the
intention to overcome dualism (particularly, Plato’s soul/body dualism) is present,
there is nevertheless a kind of duality in nearly every proposal (the four-
dimensional view being the exception). This is not to say that the authors, either
singly or collectively, claimed to expunge any and all duality from their thinking.
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Still, the results yield anthropologies that are closer to traditional hylomorphism
than may be initially suspected; just a few examples will demonstrate this.
Zimmerman’s “budding power” thesis requires a recourse to a hidden power
within each atom to produce the next-worldly version of oneself at death, while
also producing the corpse left behind in this world. Here, the duality is not only
in the products of the event of death, but is also present before death: hidden
within human atoms’ realized, earthly manifestation there is a potential for
producing a transformed life through death (the duality being the atoms’ earthly
manifestation vs. their hidden power). For Schirtl, the “embodied person” is not
identical with the “body,” but is a kind of structure that holds the elements
together. For Schirtl’s model, too, a division occurs at death: the embodied
person with its structure bears personal identity, while the corpse is left behind
(giving a duality of embodied person vs. body or corpse). Quitterer’s article
explicitly points out the similarities between the Constitution view and
hylomorphic views; indeed, Rudder Baker’s “Constitution View” involves a
distinction between the identity of a person and the body that constitutes it, with
the person being able to survive (at least, in theory) without the body. This yields
a person/body duality. In all of these “dualities,” then, a similarity to an
Aristotelian/Thomistic framework is not hard to discern, though there remain
profound differences with it.

Certain proposals in this volume have theological implications that apply
beyond the question of the possibility of resurrection. Specifically, Rudder Baker
and Corcoran note that the first-person perspective as a criterion for personal
identity should entail a potential for better understanding the nature of human
intercommunion with the divine persons. Also of interest is Davis’s suggestion
that God’s action of sustaining (rather than only creating) all things be taken
more seriously.

Yet if Christian theologians are to make use of these philosophical insights in
their own work, the coherence of these insights must be judged not only for how
well they explain the possibility of resurrection, but also for how they accord
with the entire range of Christian belief, according to the analogia fidei. For
example, with an anthropology taken from the four-dimensional view of the
person, what would be the implications for the theology of the human/divine
relation (so much of which has heretofore been so closely intertwined with
soul/body anthropology)? What would a Christology look like if one were to
accept, say, the “Constitution View” of the human person? These are just a few
of the questions that would need to be addressed within theology in order to deal
with this volume’s results in earnest. There is no reason why such questions could
not enter into the very philosophical enterprise itself. As central as resurrection
is to the Christian faith, it cannot be the sole point of reference for constructing
a complete anthropology. To create a comprehensive philosophy of humanity
based only on a consideration of the resurrection’s coherence was not the book’s
stated aim; yet anthropology is precisely where such a consideration must
eventually lead, for those who would like to carry this work further.
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For scholars interested in some current philosophical speculation on the
metaphysical possibility of resurrection, this volume will be a very helpful and
important resource. It will also be a significant point of reference for those
attempting to rethink anthropology, particularly for those interested in its
relation to theology. The book’s essays are accessible for graduate students and
advanced undergraduates in philosophy; graduate students in systematic or
philosophical theology will also be able to benefit from it. In the ongoing
reflection on how to conceive of resurrection, the current volume is not, and does
not claim to be, the final word; but it is an important collection of notable voices
that enable the conversation to move forward.

BRYAN KROMHOLTZ, O.P.

Dominican School of Philosophy and Theology
Berkeley, California

Did Aquinas Justify the Transition from ‘Is’ To ‘Ought’? By PIOTR LICHACZ, O.P.
Warsaw: Instytut Tomistyczny, 2010. Pp. 332. $17.75 (paper). ISBN 987-
83-905171-0-0.

Despite its rather specific title, Fr. Lichacz’s work offers ample resources for
a more general study of St. Thomas Aquinas’s ethical thought. Its primary
contribution is the broad and detailed foundation from which we may begin such
an investigation. Lichacz enables his readers to arrive at a deeper appreciation of
his subject according to two thematic elements. First, there is the care and
completeness with which he explicates Aquinas’s moral teaching itself. He
presents the Angelic Doctor’s teaching on moral goodness and the nature of
moral science according to a variety of distinctions that provide a comprehensive
overview of the subject. Further, there is the manner in which this explication is
preceded by a variety of introductory topics that equip us to appraise Thomas’s
ethical thought according to a number of different perspectives. Over and above
these elements that control the development of his argument, Lichacz relies on
the contrasting approaches of David Hume and G. E. Moore to introduce and
conclude the entire study. Thus we are able to consider broad historical
objections to Aquinas’s moral teaching that have arisen since the Middle Ages.
Allowing ourselves to consider one of these figures, say Hume, whose thought is
arguably more familiar, we stand to gain a deeper appreciation of Lichacz’s
insights.

After abrief introduction, Lichacz presents a historical review of the problem’s
origin: the viability of passing from a description of how things are to how they
ought to be. Adverting to Hume’s objection that this involves a transition from
matters of fact to relations of ideas, he grants that Hume does not necessarily
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exclude the possibility of critiquing moral actions. He reminds us that Hume
insists that we do so according to our natural sympathy which, when properly
cultivated, will lead us to fitting appraisals (31). We may recall that one motive
of Hume’s project was his suspicion that the rationalist appropriation of modern
science was so overly determined as to obscure the intricacies of human behavior.
That Hume so readily recognizes human sympathy as a moral force, however,
indicates his belief that our appraisal of such matters has some basis, even if it
cannot be determined a priori. The value of Lichacz’s study is that, once given
further consideration, Aquinas’s thought provides a viable account of what Hume
recognizes but is unable to explain: a valid assessment of moral action that is
based on more than vague intuitions.

Lichacz’s first chapter surveys Aquinas’s general approach to cognition,
approving its avoidance of two modern tendencies: “an absolutization of a
mathematical way of thinking” and “a whimsical poeticization” (55). Offering the
means to consider Aquinas’s achievement, he invites us to consider how we might
further specify his argument. Thus, we may note that while it can be helpful to
distinguish between the order of discovery and the order of explanation, it is also
important to note how Aquinas requires us to adjust our manner of appraisal
depending on the exigencies of our approach. Enumerating the seven liberal arts,
this chapter emphasizes that we must respect the integrity of each; none can
legitimately be reduced to another or to a single point of origin: a rationalist
desideratum. On the strength of these two points, we are able to see that while
the Thomistic approach avoids deducing its results from a priori principles, it is
very much alive to the need for careful and rigorous investigation according to
what it investigates and how it proceeds. Avoiding rationalism’s blind reliance on
reason does not mean that we are thrown back on a merely conversational
approach.

Among the variety of topics reviewed in chapter 2, two key elements of
Aquinas’s logic emerge: (1) the three acts by which the human intellect
apprehends and reasons about the world, and (2) the levels of mental content,
that is, first and second intentions. Though this chapter provides an admirable
review of these topics, we might consider for ourselves how they support
Lichacz’s ultimate concern. One point, which concerns our response to Hume,
is that while the principles of logic guide our thoughts, they are not completely
determinative in the manner that Leibniz or Spinoza proposed. Rather, as Lichacz
leads us to consider, Aquinas’s logic is more of an instrument that guides our
investigations, one that fits the manner of our intellection while also respecting
the world’s natural divisions. So not only may we assume a common sympathetic
estimation of various moral actions, as Hume allows, we should, as Aquinas
proposes, acknowledge a common means of apprehending these actions.

The next two chapters concern the specifics of human cognition of the world.
Chapter 3, one of the most wide ranging of the book, covers a number of
different topics. For our purposes, it might help to select those which strengthen
our characterization of Lichacz’s argument. Two particular points are worth
noting: (1) Aquinas’s claim that the immediate significance of words is not their
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intention but their objective reference (120); (2) the different ways words may
be predicated (123-24). The implicit significance is that as we seek to apprehend
the world, we inevitably do so from a variety of perspectives depending on our
particular purposes. Chapter 4 describes the various types of explanation. Here
Lichacz notes that according to the Thomistic approach we usually require
several cognitive encounters before we are able to grasp a thing’s essence (136).
Through these two chapters we appreciate that while human cognition attains the
essences of things, it does so more in a contemplative, rather than a purely
deductive manner. So while our appreciation of the world arises from discursive
exchanges, as Hume allows, this is not merely the exchange of different
perspectives; it presumes a genuine engagement with the world.

Chapter 5 reviews Aquinas’s division of the three theoretical sciences.
Although mathematics is more abstract than natural philosophy, the latter holds
a more worthwhile relation to metaphysics, which necessarily supposes natural
science (196). Weighing this division against Hume’s approach, we may note that
where Aquinas proceeds by empirical observation, he still seeks to articulate the
propriety of these observations according to the intrinsic constitution of the thing
observed. For this reason, metaphysics, while providing some of the ontological
principles to the natural science, does not simply dictate its practical results.
Consequently, any viable ethical study is obligated to consider the real basis of
its subjects, a point which certainly strengthens our possibility of passing from ‘is’
to ‘ought’.

Having identified natural science as the proper theoretical ambit for
anthropology, Lichacz reminds us in chapter 6 that while logic and metaphysics
devote themselves to quiddities and essences, natural science considers natures
as they disclose themselves according to a progressive dynamism (214). More
specifically, it is the business of natural philosophy to explicate entities as they
strive to achieve the ends dictated by their natures. As Lichacz emphasizes,
because this pursuit is not always complete, we must discern rather than deduce
such ends by observing their regularity rather than their necessity. So while our
study is scientific, we must not expect it to attain mathematical precision. The
next step of his argument, which could perhaps be made more explicit, is that the
natures, which are the subject of such empirical study as Hume allows, disclose
themselves in their actions. Thus, not only do such studies try to identify what
things are, they also acknowledge that which things strive to become. Such a
general observation offers a significant correction to Hume’s approach. Morality
is not just a matter of what we observe, it includes what agents strive to attain:
what chapter 6 presents as a possibility now becomes something real.

Having relied on Hume to introduce his study, in chapter 7 Lichacz recalls the
famous distinction between matters of fact and relations of ideas (233). Here he
cites Aquinas’s insistence that we must be allowed to recognize the world as real
rather than simply ideal. In itself this seems a bald assertion that fails to address
the force of the objection. Giving a greater nuance to his reply, Lichacz suggests
that we should recognize the source of nature. Though this is certainly a valid
theological claim, one might well object that if we take this as the basis of our
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argument, we could easily dismiss most of the content of the previous six
chapters. An alternative is suggested by Lichacz’s review of the estimative power
of animals, for example, that birds build nests according to their avian nature
(261). Their activities are more purposive than mere responses to sensory stimuli:
they seek to anticipate, or even manage, a future state of affairs rather than
answer present impulses. The relevance of this observation is that not only do we
undertake analogous actions, we also seek to assess such actions in the kinds of
discussions recognized by Hume. From this we may conclude that humans
manifest a natural disposition toward the ‘ought’, not only in our tendency to
evaluate the behavior we observe in others, but also in our own actions.
Ultimately, our interest in the patterns of human conduct is not only to identify
its patterns, we also seek to comport ourselves to the demands of our nature.
Where Hume only leads us to the first half to this insight, Lichacz helps us to
appreciate its significance through his explication of the thought of Aquinas.

Chapter 8 does not exactly support Lichacz’s argument against Hume (or
Moore) so much as show us what follows from it. Claiming to have secured the
transition in question, he then catalogues what Aquinas’s moral analysis allows
us to say. To the extent that we are able to trace the various distinctions of this
chapter to their ontological and natural bases, outlined in the previous chapters,
we are assured that the insights they afford are not merely fortuitous but derive
from the true foundation of our moral condition. One example is the fourfold
manner in which Aquinas (STh I-11, q. 18, a. 4) analyzes human action according
to its genus, species, circumstances, and end (284). By such means we have a
better sense of what to look for when assessing moral actions and agents. Such
a template stands in clear contrast to the ad hoc elements that might emerge from
the approach advocated by Hume. Of course, we should not suppose that these
distinctions allow us to analyze human actions in an a priori manner.
Nevertheless, as Lichacz rightly warns, moral science does not lose its practical
character even in light of its dependency on speculative science (289). The
Thomistic approach, far from eschewing empirical study, seeks to identify the
grounds of subject and object—of those who analyze actions and those who
commit them.

One minor difficulty is that while this chapter presents a wealth of material,
it might perhaps indicate more clearly how these various details fit into the work
as a whole. Taking Aquinas’s fourfold analysis of human action, we might first
ask how these individual terms ought to be appropriated. For example, how does
the genus of an act stand in relation to its end? The difficulty is not that we are
left with no means to answer this question, but that we have too many resources
with which to do so. This fourfold distinction is one of seven or eight delivered
within eight pages. We may well also ask how these four items stand in relation
to other sets of distinctions. Lichacz reminds us several times that we must
analyze human actions by species, mode, and order (284, 296, 307-8). This
naturally leads us to wonder how to reconcile this trio of terms with the four by
which we are to analyze human actions: ought one list to be included in one item
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of the other? Do these lists overlap? etc. Finally, there is the familiar question
about the relation between either list and the content of the preceding chapters.
Despite the minor interpretative concerns we might cite within this work,
Lichacz has certainly presented us with a worthwhile and useful volume. With a
bibliography that is full and up-to-date, it presents numerous themes in a clear
manner that are adaptable for a range of purposes within the field of study. Over
the course of this review I have drawn on Lichacz’s insights to suggest a
comparative study of Aquinas and Hume. Because of its numerous distinctions,
many of which we have not mentioned here, there are undoubtedly a number of
other fruitful readings that this text might support. This being so, this work is
certainly a reliable handbook for the study of Aquinas’s moral philosophy.

BRIAN CHRZASTEK, O.P.

Pontifical Faculty of the Immaculate Conception
Washington, D.C.



