
1 Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (New York: Barnes
& Noble, 2004), 134. A few pages earlier he raises the issue of eugenics: “With savages, the
weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive commonly exhibit a
vigorous state of health. We civilized men, on the other hand, do our utmost to check the
process of elimination; we build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we
institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of every one
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I. THOMIST ACUITY VS. EXPLANATORY SPRAWL

A
T FIRST GLANCE, Thomist philosophers would seem to be
singularly “ill-adapted,” so to speak, to appreciate either
biological evolution in general or the Darwinian concept of

natural selection in particular. Leaving aside for a moment the
purely scientific issues in evolutionary biology, Thomists can
certainly find a ripe target in the totalizing philosophic claims
made for biological evolution. In that regard, one rarely finds
great acuity among some of Charles Darwin’s more vocal
apologists, especially when they begin to take the concept of
natural selection out of biology and venture to apply it to ethics or
to epistemology.

Ethical claims based on evolution, such as the school of thought
known as social Darwinism, are now widely recognized as
disastrous, beginning with Darwin’s own last book, The Descent
of Man, where we read this chilling sentence: “At some future
period, not very distant as measured by centuries, the civilized
races of man will almost certainly exterminate and replace
throughout the world the savage races.”1 Although his remarks on
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to the last moment.  Thus the weak members of civilized societies propagate their kind. No
one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly
injurious to the race of man. . . . [Except] in the case of man himself, hardly any one is so
ignorant as to allow his worst animals to breed” (ibid., 113).

2 Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo: How to Become What You Are, trans. Anthony M.
Ludovici (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover, 2004), 73. The irony of Nietzsche affiliating himself with
what he calls the “party of life” becomes especially evident in the section called “Morality for
Doctors” in Twilight of the Idols, where he peremptorily commands: “The sick person is a
parasite on society . . . [and] doctors should be the ones to convey this contempt. . . . [I]n all
cases in which the highest interest of life, of ascending life, demands that degenerate life be
shoved under and shoved aside with no mercy whatever—for example, as regards the right
to reproduce, the right to be born, the right to life” (Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols,
trans. Richard Polt [Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997], 70-71).

3 Even T. H. Huxley, known in his day as “Darwin’s bulldog,” realized late in his life the
disaster that was looming for humanity if it adopted an evolutionary ethic: “What may have
moved Huxley to reconsider the matter was . . . his discovery that the religion of humanity
and ethics of evolution were more immediate threats to the moral welfare of society than even
the religion and ethics of the Church” (Gertrude Himmelfarb, Darwin and the Darwinian
Revolution [New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1962], 404). Not that his objections did
much to deflect the influence of social Darwinism on eugenics or collectivist ideologies like
Nazism and Communism, as the twentieth century would prove: “I would assert that without
Darwinism, materialism would still have increased . . . but it would have been far less
persuasive and thus would have gained fewer adherents than it actually did. . . . Darwinism
made philosophical materialism, and positivism, more respectable by providing a non-theistic
explanation for the origin of ethics” (Richard Weikart, From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary
Ethics, Eugenics, and Racism in Germany [New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004], 14, 15).

Darwin were mostly denunciatory, Friedrich Nietzsche drew on
the same social-Darwinian logic throughout his life, very much
including his last book, Ecce Homo: 

Let us look a century ahead and assume that my assassination of two millennia
of opposition to nature and of desecrating humanity succeeds, [then] that new
party of life . . . will undertake the greatest of all tasks—the higher breeding of
humanity, including the unsparing destruction of all degenerates and parasites.2

For a while, these views were discredited because of their adoption
by the ideology of National Socialism; but they are increasingly
resurgent in the calls for euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide,
not to mention the common resort to “therapeutic” abortions. The
metaphysical presuppositions behind social Darwinism live on.3

As for what may be called “epistemological Darwinism” (the
attempt to ground truth claims in evolutionary terms), philo-
sophical overreaching is the order of the day here too, as becomes
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4 Technically, GUT refers to the history of the universe working back to the first 10-43

second and follows the so-called Standard Model, which excludes quantum gravity. Since
there is no theory for quantum gravity yet (and might be unattainable), the time before that
moment is known as “Plank time,” where TOE would apply: “The success of the unification
of the electromagnetic and weak nuclear forces led to a number of attempts to combine these
two forces with the strong nuclear force into what is called a grand unified theory (or GUT).
This title is rather an exaggeration: the resultant theories are not all that grand, nor are they
fully unified, as they do not include gravity” (Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time:
From the Big Bang to Black Holes [New York: Bantam, 1988], 74; in the tenth-anniversary
edition this passage occurs on 76).

5 Ibid., 12; all subsequent editions repeat this passage verbatim; in the tenth-anniversary
edition this passage can be found at 12-13.

especially glaring in Stephen Hawking’s hugely successful
bestseller A Brief History of Time. The author avows in the first
chapter that the intention of his book will be to explain to the
general reader how cosmologists are now searching for what he
calls the Grand Unified Theory (GUT), which has now segued into
what is known as the Theory of Everything (also known by its
own inevitably anatomical acronym, TOE), the attempt (so far
unsuccessful) to unify Albert Einstein’s theory of general relativity
with the deliverances of quantum mechanics.4 A large ambition, to
be sure, and one that Hawking sees as leading to this weird
conundrum:

The ideas about scientific theories outlined above assume that we are rational
beings who are free to observe the universe as we want and to draw logical
deductions from what we see. In such a scheme it is reasonable to suppose that
we might progress ever closer toward the laws that govern our universe. Yet if
there really were a complete unified theory, it would also presumably determine
our actions—as the theory itself would determine the outcome of our search for
it! And why should it determine that we come to the right conclusion from the
evidence? Might it not equally well determine that we draw the wrong
conclusion? Or no conclusion at all?5

Good questions all, and they have been raised time and again in
the philosophical literature against both naturalism and
determinism: If we really are so hard-wired by physical events that
what we say is merely the inevitable product of prior physical
causes, then how can we claim any truth-value to the sentences
asserting (or denying) determinism? How can determinism deter-
mine the truth-value of sentences, when all sentences are equally
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6 Ibid., 12-13; emphasis added.
7 The irony seems to have escaped Hawking that Newton was a lifelong celibate. Darwin

actually realized that this example (and others one could name: Mozart, Beethoven, etc.)
poses a challenge to his theory: “It has often been objected to views like the foregoing, that
the most eminent men who ever lived have left no offspring to inherit their great intellect”
(Darwin, Descent of Man, 116).

8 The renowned philosopher of biology Ernst Mayr stresses the total irrelevance of natural
selection to human achievements such as Shakespeare’s plays, Bach’s music, or, for that
matter, Darwin’s theory of natural selection itself: “There is much to indicate that physically
the human brain reached its present capacity nearly 100,000 years ago, at a time when our

determined? To which Hawking blithely answers with that great
pis aller of inestimable value to the epistemologically lazy: why,
natural selection guarantees the truth of our theories, of course:

The only answer that we can give to this problem is based on Darwin’s principle
of natural selection. The idea is that in any population of self-reproducing
organisms, there will be variations in the genetic material and upbringing that
different individuals have. These differences will mean that some individuals are
better able than others to draw the right conclusions about the world around
them and to act accordingly. These individuals will be more likely to survive and
reproduce, so their pattern of behavior and thought will come to dominate. It has
certainly been true in the past that what we call intelligence and scientific
discovery have conveyed a survival advantage. It is not so clear that this is still the
case: our scientific discoveries may well destroy us all, and even if they don’t, a
complete unified theory may not make much difference to our chances of
survival. However, provided the universe has evolved in a regular way, we might
expect that the reasoning abilities that natural selection has given us would also
be valid in our search for a complete unified theory and so would not lead us to
the wrong conclusions.6

There are so many non sequiturs in this passage that the author
could sell them at discount and still make a profit. First, civili-
zations that valorize the scientific method, Hawking claims,
reproduce more than societies innocent of science, crowding out
myth-based societies, even though non-Western societies never
stopped reproducing after the publication of Isaac Newton’s
Principia Mathematica; and they certainly haven’t died out,
especially not today, considering Europe’s rapid population
decline.7 Then Hawking immediately concedes that science and
technology now threaten the entire planet: some survival benefit!
And anyway, as the author rightly notes, GUT promises no
survival advantage one way or the other.8 Still, though, and in
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ancestors were culturally still at a very primitive level. . . . The brain of 100,000 years ago is
the same brain that is now able to design computers. . . . All the achievements of the human
intellect were reached with brains not specifically selected for these tasks by the Darwinian
process” (Ernst Mayr, This Is Biology: The Science of the Living World [Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1997], 74-75).

9 The many fallacies in Hawking’s reasoning all come from his suppression of the personal
element in scientific knowledge, an element that Michael Polanyi showed cannot be gainsaid
under any circumstances: “The purpose of this book is to show that complete objectivity as
usually attributed to the exact sciences is a delusion and is in fact a false ideal. But I shall not
try to repudiate strict objectivity as an ideal without offering a substitute, which I believe to
be more worthy of intelligent allegiance; this I have called ‘personal knowledge.’ . . .
Accordingly, it is as meaningless to represent life in terms of physics and chemistry as it would
be to interpret a grandfather clock or a Shakespeare sonnet in terms of physics and chemistry;
and it is likewise meaningless to represent mind in terms of a machine or of a neural model.
Lower levels do not lack a bearing on higher levels; they define the conditions of their success
and account for their failures, but they cannot account for their success, for they cannot even

define it” (Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Toward a Post-Critical Philosophy [Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1962], 18, 382). Although Polanyi—whose expertise was in
physical chemistry before he moved to philosophy—never seems to have engaged Thomist
philosophy of science in any thorough way (and thus will not be treated further here), there
are nonetheless certain elective affinities between Thomist and Polanyian personalism that
bear noting, at least in passing; on which see: Albert Bagood, O.P., “The Complexity of a
Passionate Scientific Researcher: The Holistic Approach of St. Thomas and M. Polanyi,”
Angelicum 81 (2004): 593-614.

10 On the many logical sleights-of-hand in this latest trend, see Alas, Poor Darwin:
Arguments against Evolutionary Psychology, ed. Hilary Rose and Steven Rose (London:
Vintage, 2001).

flagrant reliance on what can be called the Argument from the
Subjunctive Mood, Hawking sheepishly hopes that we “might”
expect that natural selection would prevent the cosmologist from
being led to the wrong conclusions. At least this passage gives the
world a whole new range of meanings to the term “faith-based
science.”9

Similar resorts to the concept of natural selection as a magic
wand could be cited at length (especially among evolutionary
psychologists),10 but Hawking’s example alone suffices to show
that those who treasure philosophical rigor are bound to have
little patience with such lazy reasoning. Such impatience can be
found even among avowed atheists. Thomas Nagel, for example,
finds the whole project of accounting for mind using Darwinian
principles massively implausible:



EDWARD T. OAKES, S.J.338

11 Thomas Nagel, Mind and Cosmos: Why the Materialist Neo-Darwinian Conception of

Nature Is Almost Certainly False (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 74, 76.
Although he never mentions Hawking, Nagel clearly spots the commonly accepted fallacies
found so often in popular works of this kind: “I find it puzzling that this view of things should
be taken as more or less self-evident, as I believe it commonly is. Everyone acknowledges that
there are vast amounts we do not know, and that enormous opportunities for progress in
understanding lie before us. But scientific naturalists claim to know what the form of that
progress will be, and to know that mentalistic, teleological, or evaluative intelligibility in
particular have been left behind for good as fundamental forms of understanding. It is
assumed not only that the natural order is intelligible but that its intelligibility has a certain
form, being found in the simplest and most unified physical laws, governing the simplest and
fewest elements, from which all else follows. That is what scientific optimists mean by the
theory of everything. So long as the basic laws are not themselves necessary truths, the
question remains why those laws hold. But perhaps part of the appeal of this conception is
that if the laws are simple enough, we can come to rest with them and be content to say that
this is just how things are. After all, what is the alternative?” (ibid., 20). That alternative will
be explored in the rest of this article.

12 In today’s climate, courage is also necessary: “I realize such doubts will strike many
people as outrageous, but that is because almost everyone in our secular culture has been
browbeaten into regarding the reductive research program as sacrosanct, on the ground that
anything else would not be science” (ibid., 7).

Is it credible that selection for fitness in the prehistoric past should have fixed
capacities that are effective in theoretical pursuits that were unimaginable at the
time? . . . The goal would be to explain how innate mental capacities that were
selected for their immediate adaptive value are also capable of generating,
through extended cultural evolutionary history, true theories about a law-
governed natural order that there was no adaptive need to understand earlier.11

Nagel certainly shows that one does not need to be a Thomist to
value philosophical acuity.12 But that value stands in especially
high regard among Thomists, which would seem to undercut at
the outset any appreciation of Darwinism: if secular atheists like
Nagel are abandoning the Darwinian cause, then a fortiori any
favorable reception of Darwinian theory among Thomists would
seem unlikely in the extreme.

II. HERACLITUS VS. PARMENIDES

There is, however, a much more serious problem at work when
evolutionary doctrine is set over against commonly held Thomistic
principles, one that would seem to put any concept of biological
evolution in radical conflict with Thomist philosophy: the issue of
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13 On which point Pope John Paul II agreed: “It is indeed remarkable that this theory [of
evolution] has been progressively accepted by researchers following a series of discoveries in
various fields of knowledge. The convergence, neither sought nor fabricated, of the results of
work that was conducted independently is in itself a significant argument in favor of this
theory” (Pope John Paul II, “Message to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences on Evolution,”
delivered on 22 October 1996, published in Origins 26, no. 22 [14 November 1996]: 349-52,
at 351).

14 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., Reality: A Synthesis of Thomistic Thought, trans.
Patrick Cummins, O.S.B. (St Louis: B. Herder, 1950), 373. This book, first published in 1946,
and even more his Le réalisme du principe de finalité (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1922) had
Henri Bergson’s “creative evolution” in mind, as Helen James John explains: “The principle
of non-contradiction, indeed, appears to Garrigou-Lagrange as the key to the whole structure
of Thomistic realism, for in the confrontation of the notion of being with the experience of
multiplicity and change, this principle serves as [the] basis for the capital assertion that being
is necessarily prior to becoming. The problem of change brought forward by Bergsonism is
regarded by Garrigou-Lagrange as a simple revival of the ancient opposition of empiricism
and radical idealism. . . . For if being is really being, [then] there is more in what is than in
what has not yet come to be, more in the oak than in the sprouting acorn. Becoming cannot
be the most fundamental reality, for that which is coming to be is not identically that which
is” (Helen James John, S.N.D., The Thomist Spectrum [New York: Fordham University Press,
1966], 7).

being’s priority over becoming. Leaving aside generic meanings of
evolution (as when a civilization is said to have evolved from an
agrarian to an industrial economy), evolution in biology, when
defined sensu stricto, means common descent with modification,
a point not in dispute by any biologist and confirmed by massive
amounts of evidence, most especially including genetics.13 But how
can such a concession be harmonized with important Thomist
axioms?

Perhaps the most concise formulation of the fundamental
axiom of Thomist philosophy comes from one of its most famous
and influential practitioners, the Dominican theologian Reginald
Garrigou-Lagrange, who wrote: “Any true philosopher, it has been
said, has at bottom one sole thought, a root thought whence all his
ideas branch forth. The root thought of traditional philosophy is
the principle of identity and contradiction, of the primacy of being
over becoming.”14 And in his famous article, “La nouvelle
théologie, ou va-t-elle?”, which threw down the gauntlet against
any and all forms of evolutionism in both philosophy and
theology, Garrigou-Lagrange wrote: “[H]ow can ‘an unchanging
truth’ maintain itself if the two notions that are united by the verb
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15 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., “Where is the New Theology Leading Us?”, trans.
Suzanne M. Rini, Josephinum Journal of Theology 18 (2011): 63-78, at 64.

16 The classical statement of this principle in the Thomist corpus runs as follows: “[T]he
order of effects follows the order of causes. But the first among all effects is the act of being,
since all other things are certain determinations of it. Therefore, being is the proper effect of
the primary agent, and all other things produce being because they act through the power of
the primary agent” (ScG III, c. 66). Related to this Parmenidean problem is the Aristotelian
one, not so much his doctrine of the fixity of species but his hylomorphism: “Thomistic and
other Scholastic philosophies of nature are committed to hylomorphism, and thus to a
thoroughgoing essentialism. . . . The standard Scholastic view maintains that this essentialist
picture obtains universally in nature; from fundamental physics right up through biology, all
substances are partly constituted by substantial forms. However, this view has become more
difficult to uphold in the biological realm. The large majority of contemporary philosophers
of biology are decidedly antiessentialist when it comes to biological taxa, with the
predominant view being that conditions of taxa are wholly relational” (Travis Dumsday, “Is
There Still Hope for a Scholastic Ontology of Biological Species?”, The Thomist 76 [2012]:
371-95, at 371). Dumsday concludes by saying that “an essentialist picture can allow for both
short-term and gradual species evolution” (ibid., 389). I agree; but the gravamen of this article
will focus not on hylomorphism but on teleology, a different and far more controversial issue,
touching as it does on ethics and purpose in life.

to be are essentially variable or changeable? An unchangeable
relationship can only be conceived of as such if there is something
unchangeable in the two terms that it unites. Otherwise, for all
intents and purposes, it’s like saying that the waves of the sea can
be stapled together.”15

But does not evolution—under whatever rubric—imply the
opposite, that becoming has priority over being? In the millennia-
long debate between Heraclitus and Parmenides, which runs like
a Leitmotif through the entire history of Western philosophy, have
not Thomists always stood for the Parmenidean doctrine of the
stability of being over against the Heraclitean insistence that the
world is always in flux, always moving from one unstable state to
another?16

Given the principle of being’s priority over becoming, which
animates nearly all schools of Thomist philosophy, and given, too,
the abuse of the concept of natural selection where it obviously
does not apply and where flagrant question-begging is allowed to
flourish, it often comes as a surprise to learn both how appre-
ciative many Thomists are of the achievements of Darwin and how
much attention some of them have devoted to the question of
biological evolution. To be sure, some of these appreciative
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17 For example, the Dominican A. D. Sertillanges asks rhetorically: “As a scientist, do you
realize all that you owe to Archimedes, Euclid, Aristotle, Galileo, Kepler, Lavoisier, Darwin
. . . ?” (A. D. Sertillanges, O.P., The Intellectual Life: Its Spirit, Conditions, Methods, trans.
Mary Ryan [Westminster, Md.: The Newman Bookshop, 1947], 115). In a similar vein, the
Dominican philosopher of science William Wallace, in the context of lauding the taxonomic
brilliance of Charles Linnaeus, praises Darwin even more for transforming Linnaean
taxonomy into a coherent system that finally makes biology a true science: “with the advent
of Darwin and successive modifications of his evolutionary theory, a deeper significance is
becoming manifest in classificatory systems” (William A. Wallace, O.P., The Modeling of

Nature: Philosophy of Science and Philosophy of Nature in Synthesis [Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 1996], 78).

18 Raymond J. Nogar, O.P., The Wisdom of Evolution (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
1963); and Étienne Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin and Back Again: A Journey in Final
Causality, Species, and Evolution, trans. John Lyon (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2009). It
bears noting that Nogar’s book comes with a Foreword by Theodosius Dobzhansky, a key
architect in the neo-Darwinian synthesis, which fused the findings of modern genetics to
Darwinian explanations of evolution; according to Michael Ruse, Dobzhansky’s book
Genetics and the Origin of Species “has fair claim to being the most influential book on
evolution since Darwin’s great work” (Michael Ruse, Monad to Man: The Concept of Progress

in Evolutionary Biology [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996], 386). The
second edition of Gilson’s book from Ignatius Press has a Foreword from the Dominican
archbishop of Vienna, Christoph Cardinal Schönborn.

19 For example: “Darwin is infinitely attractive; none can gainsay this. He is incontestably
a scientist by blood, and quite deserving of respect” (Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 184).
Nogar is even more forthright: “He [Darwin] so thoroughly substantiated this theory about
how evolution of plants and animals took place that the world of science had to take notice
of his key idea. It was a great idea, with tremendous consequences for science and philosophy
of life. It was an idea that could easily, if well substantiated, organize the whole of the life
sciences into a splendid, coherent, well-knit whole. And Darwin did provide the scientific
details necessary to make the evolutionary hypothesis come alive to the scientific and popular

remarks are made only in passing, but they come from well-
reputed Thomists.17 Far more significant are the books and articles
by noted Thomists specifically devoted to the question of
evolution and to the philosophical issues raised by Darwinian and
neo-Darwinian explanations for that evolution.

While this essay will take note, as the occasion warrants, of
certain journal articles by Dominicans and other Thomists
touching on this theme, it will concentrate above all on two
epochal books that directly address the question of evolution in
modern biological thought: Raymond Nogar’s The Wisdom of
Evolution and Étienne Gilson’s From Aristotle to Darwin and Back
Again.18 Both books approach the issue serenely and neither
indulges in any untoward Darwin-bashing.19 More crucially, they
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mind. . . . The Origin of Species is a great book. Instead of this short summary of his theory,
the reader ought to go to that masterful collection of natural history if only to sense the force
of his copious documentation of what shall be attempted here by way of summary. Darwin’s
argument for natural selection is a good combination of induction and deduction, by which
he argues that natural selection must necessarily take place” (Nogar, Wisdom, 28, 76).

20 Nogar, Wisdom, 45, citing St. Thomas: “If there were no intermediary causes carrying
out divine providence, there would not be an order of causes in reality but only an order of
effects. Therefore, the perfection of divine providence demands that there be intermediary
causes as its executors” (ScG III, c. 77); and “[T]here are certain intermediaries of God’s
providence; for He governs things inferior by superior, not on account of any defect in His
power, but by reason of the abundance of His goodness, so that the dignity of causality is
imparted even to creatures” (STh I q. 22, a. 3); cited by Nogar at Wisdom, 49 n. 11.

both show just how and where the concept of natural selection
serves as a useful heuristic tool in biology and where, when it
strays, it leads to serious confusion, error, and damage.

III. RAYMOND NOGAR, O.P. (1916-67)

Several principles animate Nogar’s treatment of biological
evolution, perhaps the most important of which is that both
scientist and theologian should always prefer natural explanations
over supernatural ones. Scientists of course seek natural explana-
tions as an inherent part of their method; but for Nogar theo-
logians too should seek natural explanations unless driven by the
data of revelation (not science!) to admit the miraculous: 

It must be stated here, too, that when we seek an answer to the question of the
origins of natural bodies and their kinds, we are looking for a natural explanation
if one is to be had. . . . Indeed, the theologian abides by the same principle of
scientific economy when he sets down as axiomatic the statement: God ordinarily
orders all things wisely through secondary causes, that is, not by miraculous
intervention but through His natural laws.20

One gathers from this passage that Nogar would have had little
patience with the Intelligent Design movement that arose several
decades after his book was published, which insists that the
structure of the cell, for example, is so “irreducibly complex” that
there had to have been an “abiotic infusion” of information
(presumably brought about by a supernatural intervention of some
kind) that preceded the formation of the first self-reproducing cell,



DOMINICAN DARWINISM 343

21 Nogar, Wisdom, 70; also: “Secondly, a philosophy of evolution must be natural.
Organic and cosmic transformations are natural phenomena, and the subject of this
philosophical treatment must ever remain in the order of natural history and natural science”
(ibid., 281). According to the Bible (and Catholic tradition), miracles are meant to evoke faith,
not to resolve scientific puzzles. Miracles take place within the context of at least incipient
faith (“Lord, I do believe, help thou my unbelief”); but to invoke the direct intervention of
God to explain, say, the formation of a flagellum on the wall of a bacterium short-circuits
scientific method: “It would be a grave misunderstanding of this argument for the existence
of God (one which unhappily is still found in the writings of a few eminent evolutionists as
well as in the minds of some non-scientists) to consider the enduring action of God and His
governance to be an intrusion upon the laws of nature and into the science of those laws. The
activity of God, by which He keeps all nature in being, working according to natural laws
which He gave them, sustaining them by His guidance and design, is not an intervention but
a concurrence. That is to say, the First Cause concurs (not intervenes or intrudes) with the
natural actions of the secondary cause by giving continued existence to the very beings He
created and which He endowed with natural laws and orderly history. The working of the law
of nature is the working of the design and will of God” (ibid., 393-94).

22 Ibid., 188. Earlier the same point is emphasized: “Therefore, [the student of evolution]
must rely upon, and respect thoroughly, the authority of the specialist, for the judgment of the
expert is a valid, independent argument in its own right (ibid., 33). There is, to be sure, a

which otherwise could not have formed under the laws of natural
molecular evolution. Nogar would clearly demur if he were alive
today, as we may gather from this passage: “To invoke the
extraordinary, the miraculous, in explaining the course of natural
events is not good theology, nor is it good biology or cosmology.
The theologian, as well as the scientist, is bound by an important
axiom: God works in an orderly fashion through natural causes.”21

Nogar’s second principle, one that is perhaps even more
controversial for some readers than the first, is that, when it comes
to the deliverances of science, the nonscientist (which of course
would normally include the theologian) must yield his judgment
to qualified experts:

It is important to repeat that when it comes to evaluating the status of
evolutionary theory, quantum theory, or any other scientific theory, it is the
consensus of the unbiased experts which must be used as the norm. No matter
how widely read the non-specialist may be, the arguments of the experts who
have long and intimate experience with the facts available are to be considered
above all private opinion. Even in the delicate question of the origin of man,
which has so many ethical and religious overtones, theologians admit that the
scientific questions involved must be settled by [the] biologist and
anthropologist.22
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“tyranny of experts,” especially in economics, the social sciences, and (most notoriously) in
nutritional studies. Even granting that point, however, philosophers and theologians must be
careful not to burden professional biologists (especially believing ones) with amateur kibitzing.
See the Catholic biologist Kenneth B. Miller, Finding Darwin’s God: A Scientist’s Search for
Common Ground between God and Evolution (New York: HarperCollins, 1999). Although
Nogar does not mention the point, St. Thomas agrees that the philosopher must rely on what
we call the expert. As Oliva Blanchette rightly points out: “[Thomas] surely was not an
innovator in what we now call scientific theory. He did, however, underwrite Aristotle’s
willingness to rely on the better qualified and the more competent than himself to pass
judgment on such things. ‘We must allow ourselves to be persuaded by the more certain, that
is, follow the opinion of those who have arrived at truth with greater certainty’ (In XII
Metaph., lec. 9, n. 2566), because, as it is said later on, the Philosopher himself ‘leaves what
is necessary in this regard to those who are stronger and more powerful in discovering this
(fortiores et potentiores ad hoc inveniendum) than he would be himself’ (ibid., lec. 10, n.
2586)” (Oliva Blanchette, The Perfection of the Universe according to Aquinas: A Teleological
Cosmology [University Park, Penn.: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992], 11).

23 Aquinas, In De Caelo II, lect. 17: “Illorum tamen suppositiones quas adinvenerunt, non
est necessarium esse veras: licet enim, talibus suppositionibus factis, apparentia salvarentur,
non tamen opportet dicere has suppositiones esse veras; quia forte secundum aliquem alium
modum, nondum ab hominibus comprehensum, apparentia circa stellas salvantur” (Thomas
Aquinas, In Aristotelis Libros De Caelo et Mundo, De Generatione et Corruptione,

Meteorologicorum Expositio, ed. Raymund Spiazzi, O.P. [Turin and Rome: Marietti, 1952],
226). Thomas says roughly the same thing in his second Summa: “Reason is employed in
another way, not as furnishing a sufficient proof of a principle, but as confirming an already
established principle, . . . because thereby the sensible appearances of the heavenly movements
can be explained; not, however, as if this proof were sufficient, for some other theory might
explain them [better]” (STh I, q. 32, a. 1, ad 2).

Although he does not mention the connection, Nogar’s
insistence that philosophers and theologians yield to the findings
of experts—however controversial such a concession might
seem—actually dovetails with Thomas’s views too. As he says in
his commentary on Aristotle’s treatise On the Heavens: “The
suppositions that these [Ptolemaic astronomers] have invented
need not necessarily be true: for perhaps while they save the
appearances under these suppositions, they might not be true. For
maybe the phenomena of the stars can be explained by some other
schema not yet discovered by men.”23

This obeisance before experts is largely, though not entirely,
due to what seems to be the main reason Nogar wrote his book:
to convince skeptical Catholics (and Christians generally) of the
factual basis of evolution. To be sure, he concedes that neo-
Darwinism is “only” a theory, in that it represents a hypothesis to
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24 This thesis, called the theory of “punctuated equilibria,” was first mooted in Stephen J.
Gould and Niles Eldredge, “Punctuated Equilibria: The Tempo and Mode of Evolution
Reconsidered,” Paleobiology 3 (1977): 115-51; see also idem, “Punctuated Equilibrium
Prevails,” Nature 332 (1988): 211-12. As Eldredge later went on to say: “Punctuated
equilibria itself is a remarkably simple idea. It is a melding, in essence, of the pattern of stasis
with the recognition that most evolutionary change seems bound up with the origin of new
species [and not, that is, with gradual change within species]” (Niles Eldredge, Reinventing
Darwin: The Great Debate at the High Table of Evolutionary Theory [New York: John Wiley
& Sons, 1995], 94; emphasis added). It is a sign of how thoroughly Nogar had read the
relevant literature that he could anticipate this later variant to classical Darwinism. As Nogar
notes, the prominent philosopher of biology Ernst Mayr was already making that same point
as early as 1959: “Paleontologists have described many lines that remained unchanged,
completely stabilized, for 120,000,000 to 140,000,000 years, and then suddenly broke out
during a new evolutionary outburst. Just what can cause such loosening-up of tightly knit
systems is something I think we should work out if we can” (Ernst Mayr, “The Evolution of
Life,” Evolution after Darwin, vol. 3: Issues in Evolution, ed. Sol Tax and Charles Callender
[Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960], 141; cited in Nogar, Wisdom, 345).

25 Nogar, Wisdom, 118.

account for an accumulation of converging evidence. But the same
hypothesizing must apply, after all, to Isaac Newton’s “theory” of
the “law” of gravity, which in retrospect had to be amended, even
superseded, by Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity to account
for the bending of light around the perimeter of the sun and for
certain discrepancies in the orbit of Mercury around the sun. So
too the theory of evolution must now be amended (although here
not necessary superseded) by the realization that, generally
speaking, species do not in fact change gradually but nearly always
stay stable across vast tracts of time and then “suddenly” (in
geologic terms) emerge as new species.24

But the advent of new evidence, which in turn compels ad-
justments to theory, will not of course mean for Nogar any
opening for so-called creationism as that term is usually under-
stood in our journalistic times: “The general argument for the fact
of evolution is assuming strength and attainting clarity. Its alter-
native, creationism, on the other hand, has little support in the
evidence brought forward by science.”25 The theory of natural
selection at least is elegant, whereas creationism is, in Nogar’s
telling word, cluttered: “At best, creationistic theories seem to
involve a clutter of special interventions by God or abandonment
to the realm of the mysterious the loose ends of biological
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26 Ibid., 105.
27 Ibid., 121 n. 13. It is really the accumulation of evidence that is crucial for Nogar: “The

argument from genetics cannot stand by itself. The argument from natural selection cannot
stand by itself. But taken together and added to the argument from paleontology, the
arguments buttress each other effectively and give support to the fact of organic evolution.
The case stands more strongly than ever before” (ibid., 92-93).

28 “This book is about the nature of history and the overwhelming improbability of human
evolution under themes of contingency and the metaphor of replaying life’s tape: . . . any
replay of the tape would lead evolution down a pathway radically different from the road
actually taken. . . . Each step proceeds for cause, but no finale can be specified at the start, and
none would ever occur a second time in the same way, because any pathway proceeds through
thousands of improbable states. Alter any early event, ever so slightly and without importance
at the time, and evolution cascades into a radically different channel” (Stephen Jay Gould,
Wonderful Life: The Burgess Shale and the Nature of History [New York: W.W. Norton,
1989], 51).

29 Daniel C. Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life (New
York: Simon & Schuster, 1995), 307.

paradoxes.”26 Just as in a courtroom, so too in science, a
convergence of evidence must be allowed to trump unreasonable
doubts: “In the matter of scientific origins, absolute certainty
cannot be had. Science seeks only the best possible explanation.
This is forgotten by writers who are unduly critical of evolutionary
inferences and fail to see the full force of the evidence at hand.”27

Given the consistency with which Nogar applies these
principles and the rigor with which they are stated, the title of his
book The Wisdom of Evolution might seem puzzling, since the
word wisdom in the title seems to imply a purpose and
directionality to evolution, a point hotly disputed by many
evolutionists. Stephen Jay Gould, for instance, insists that so
random is the outcome of evolution that if one “rewound the
tape” of evolution, the chances of it resulting in man would be
vanishingly small.28

But Gould by no means represents the consensus. As Daniel
Dennett dryly notes, if Gould were right, then the program called
the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) would make as
much sense as the search for extraterrestrial kangaroos.29 Of
course, perhaps SETI is a meaningless project for other reasons.
But quite independent of that issue, other patterns in evolutionary
history suggest that evolution is nowhere near as random as Gould
posits. What most undermines his thesis that Homo sapiens is an
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30 “In Gould’s ‘replay from the Cambrian’ experiment, I would predict that many animals
would evolve eyes, because eyes have in fact evolved many times, in many kinds of animal.
I would bet that some would evolve powered flight, because flight has evolved four times, in
two different phyla” (John Maynard Smith, “Taking a Chance on Evolution,” New York
Review of Books [14 May 1992]: 34-36, at 34).

31 See Simon Conway Morris, Life’s Solution: Inevitable Humans in a Lonely Universe
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) for an account of which organ developed
when along which phylum. Eyes and wings are of course not the only organs that could be
mentioned: Although for obvious reasons brains do not leave behind fossil evidence, the
record of their increased complexification is nonetheless clear.

32 Nogar, Wisdom, 346. On the same page he says: “After enumerating more than sixty
different rules restricting the primary undirectedness of evolution Rensch infers that by these
[same] rules ‘the primary undirectedness is changed into a forced evolution’” (quoting
Bernard Rensch, “The Laws of Evolution,” Evolution after Darwin: The University of Chicago
Centennial, ed. Sol Tax [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960], I: 95-106). As Stephen
Barr points out: “The word ‘random’ as used in science does not mean uncaused, unplanned,
or inexplicable; it means uncorrelated. My children like to observe the license plates of the
cars that pass us on the highway, to see which states they are from. The sequence of states
exhibits a degree of randomness. . . . Knowing where one car comes from tells us nothing
about where the next one comes from. And yet, each car comes to that place at that time for
a reason . . . [even] though the [stories] of these drivers’ lives are not usually correlated with
the other drivers’ lives” (Stephen M. Barr, “The Design of Evolution,” First Things 56
[October 2005]: 9-12, at 10). Nor, according to Thomas, does randomness exclude divine

utter fluke comes from the widely recognized pattern of
convergence in evolutionary history, a term that refers to the fact
that certain features of many organisms, such as the eye and wings,
developed independently on the basis of the ubiquity of light and
a dense atmosphere, which makes eyes and wings valuable assets
across the board and thus are not due (necessarily) to one lucky
break that then gets replicated down the line.30 In other words, all
the winged creatures in the world—insects, birds, some dinosaurs,
etc.—need not have the same common ancestor who bequeathed
its genes for wing-formation thenceforth.31

Although the record of evolutionary convergence did not
become widely discussed until Gould made public his rewind-the-
tape thesis in Wonderful Life, Nogar had already seen, by
anticipation, that evolution is nowhere near as random as Gould
presupposed: “evolution is not predictable, but neither is it a
random process. The nineteenth-century adage that evolution by
natural selection was purely random and the result of pure chance
is no longer sustained.”32 Accordingly, for Nogar, evolution “is the
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causality: “Divine providence does not therefore impose necessity on things to the exclusion
of contingency. . . . Whatever divine providence decrees shall happen inevitably and through
necessity, happens inevitably and through necessity. Whatever it intends to happen
contingently, happens contingently” (STh I q. 22, a. 4, sc and ad 1).

33 Nogar, Wisdom, 347. Although he is not specifically speaking here of convergence
(meaning the evolution of eyes, wings, and so forth, independently across many phyla), Nogar
is still able to make the same point as Dennett, Maynard Smith, and Conway Morris: “The
direction of evolutionary prehistory is definitely from the simpler forms to the building up of
the more intricate forms. Instead of moving in the direction of the more common and random
or inertial forms, evolution of living things has always moved in the direction of the more
specialized, more complicated forms. In other words, so far as we know, evolutionary
prehistory manifests two major discordant and contrary sweeping developments of nature,
one in the direction of randomness and the other in the direction of intricate specialization”
(ibid., 391). Gilson agrees and does so concisely enough that it can be noted here without
requiring further mention in the next section (devoted specifically to him): “Where there is
no order, there can be no muddle. . . . [F]or chance is nothing but the absence of explanation.
The absence of reality and intelligibility is not a fact; it is nothing” (Gilson, From Aristotle to
Darwin, 227 nn. 20, 17).

34 Nogar, Wisdom, 320.

biological adaptation of the species to the environment, by which
living organisms ensure their overall stability.”33

Evolution’s record of convergence and stability does not of
course directly address the central metaphysical question that
makes evolutionary biology so neuralgic to Thomist presuppo-
sitions: whether being can maintain its priority over becoming in
any evolutionary scheme of whatever stripe. Nogar freely
concedes this point: “When the evolutionary scientist states that
the universe of nature occasionally tends toward a modification of
species, the Thomist (and other representatives of the school of
moderate realism) asks the question: how can the higher species
come (causally) from the lower? How can the vertebrates arise
from the invertebrates; the body of man from the lower
Primates?”34 His answer, in part, is to insist on a countervailing
principle in Thomist metaphysics: that only God is pure act,
whereas the world of creation is always marked by potentiality, so
that becoming is always striving for the perfection of being:
“Many philosophers, in commenting on Aristotle’s Physics,
attempted to make the term nature a nomen absolutum, an
absolute concept. Thomas . . . corrected this interpretation of
Aristotle’s notion by pointing out that nature is composed of both
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35 Ibid., 318.
36 Ibid., 388.
37 Ibid., 389. As will become clear later, one must distinguish the Platonic from the

Aristotelian version of this guiding and governing intelligence: “Aristotle’s natural world
admittedly is not one in which intelligent purpose dominates, as it does in Plato’s.
nevertheless, he considers natural purpose to be omnipresent in that world’s structure all the
way down” (David Sedley, Creationism and Its Critics in Antiquity [Berkeley, Calif.:
University of California Press, 2007], 185).

matter and form and nature is as much the potential as the actual
attributes of a natural body.”35

Nogar’s second point, in addressing what might be called the
Parmenidean Problem, is the insistence that natural selection must
of course have something to select, which means that for selection
to occur there must be a prior environment of order, an order
obtaining both before the advent of life and during its evolution
toward ever more complex forms; and for Nogar, in perhaps the
most lapidary line of the entire book, “Order is an infallible sign
of wisdom.”36 He is of course not alone in his insistence that the
concept of randomness makes no sense except as a contrasting
term with order:

Aristotle described Anaxagoras as “a sober man in contrast with the random talk
of his predecessors” because he claimed that before the order and arrangement
of nature could come about, intelligence must be present [Metaphysics A III
984b15]. The point is not that there is no waste, no trial and error, no chance in
nature, but that these discordant systems are manifestly co-ordinated into a larger
system which is beautifully designed. It is not erroneous to say that the order of
nature comes from the disorder of chance, in the sense that chance systems are
involved in the processes out of which order emerges. It is unthinkable, however,
that arrangements and design could be the product of chance systems without the
guidance and governance of an intelligence. Those who gratuitously assert this
to be the case fail to give a sufficient reason for scientific experience. What is
gratuitously asserted may be gratuitously denied.37

Notice that Nogar here, despite his terminology, is studiously
avoiding any resort to arguments from design in the manner of the
Intelligent Design movement, but is speaking strictly about the
order that preceded and accompanies the evolution of life. True,
he speaks of the whole system being “beautifully designed,” but
from what he has said elsewhere, he is clearly not speaking of any
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38 In this he seems to be following—however unbeknownst to himself—the argument of
Msgr. Ronald Knox, who also insisted that Thomas’s Fifth Way (often misleadingly called the
“teleological” argument from design) argues from order, not design: “[Thomas’s Fifth Way]
is really an argument from the existence of order or law in nature generally; it is not simply
the popular argument from design. . . . I don’t believe that St. Thomas meant to use the
argument from design when he gave his fifth proof. I don’t think what impressed St. Thomas
was the fact that everything conspires together for a beneficent purpose; what impressed him
was the fact that things conspire together at all.  . . . Order is the cipher by which Mind speaks
to mind in the midst of chaos; that’s what we mean by the fifth proof” (Ronald A. Knox, In
Soft Garments: A Collection of Oxford Conferences [New York: Sheed & Ward, 1912], 1, 3-4,
4-5).

39 Nogar, Wisdom, 249.
40 Ibid., 246.
41 He rightly praises Ernst Mayr for pointing out that it is “nonsense to speak of change

if you have no notion of type” (ibid., 255).
42 Ibid., 253.

supernatural “abiotic infusion” of information imported into, say,
the cell. Nogar’s argument is from order, not “design” as it is
meant among advocates of Intelligent Design.38

Besides anticipating and implicitly refuting the arguments of
advocates of Intelligent Design, Nogar also could see looming the
arguments of the New Atheists when he averred (with his usual
italics): “Evolution has begun to take on an ideological
character.”39 This ideologization arises from the temptation to
apply evolutionary categories where they do not apply. So the real
question becomes (Nogar again cannot resist italicizing): “What is
the power and [what are] the limits of the use of the concept of
evolution outside the domain of science?”40

The “power” of the concept of evolution Nogar has already
stressed throughout his book: it accounts for biological data better
than any alternative; its “limits” come from an ideological refusal
to see stability in the midst of flux.41 This Heraclitean insistence
that no identity perdures over time leads to the totalizing ideology
of evolutionism, or what Nogar in other contexts calls historicism:

For the historicist, man does not have a nature with a history, man is his history.
The first principle of historicism is the universal law of flux, which applies to the
human mind as well as it does to the cosmos. There are no natures, no essences
which are fixed and permanent. Permanence and stability are not valid principles
in this ideology of history.42
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43 Ibid., 255. Besides the phenomenon of punctuated equilibrium mentioned above in note
24, there is also the phenomenon of what Darwin called “living fossils,” such as stromatolites
(cells without organized nuclei in Shark Bay, Australia) on which see Richard Fortey,
Horseshoe Crabs and Velvet Worms: The Story of the Animals and Plants That Time Left

Behind (New York: Knopf, 2012).
44 Nogar, Wisdom, 393. The last chapter of his book is called “Evolution and God,” but

it scarcely does more than continue to insist on the operations of secondary causality in
evolution. Nothing is mentioned of Thomas’s elaborate natural theology of God, of God’s
exemplary ideas, of how God operates providentially through causes operating contingently,
as set forth in the Prima Pars or in book I of the Summa contra Gentiles.

45 Nogar touches only lightly (and Gilson not at all) on specifically theological issues like
monogenism and original sin, mentioning these issues only here: “The evolutionary scientist,
then, cannot determine the answer absolutely one way or the other, but if given the option
in the light of present evolutionary theory, he would consider the evolution of a population
more likely than evolution from two individuals. . . . Strictly speaking, evolutionary science
does not concern itself with individuals. Strictly speaking, theologians are only concerned with
the preservation of the moral and religious doctrine of original sin and the inferences
necessary to that preservation” (Nogar, Wisdom, 383, 384).

46 “I do not see how science and religion could be unified, or even synthesized, under any
common scheme of explanation or analysis; but I also do not understand why the two
enterprises should experience any conflict. Science tries to document the factual character of

But the empirical sciences cannot deliver such a sweeping claim,
which in fact rests on a prior metaphysical commitment:
“Empirical science has not validly generalized a universal principle
of evolution, and any reference to universal flux pertains not to
science but to the pattern of thought called evolutionism.”43

Nogar is certainly making valid points here; but as the book
comes to its conclusions, the air becomes thinner and the
arguments get wispier; and at times the author comes close to
making only raw assertions unsupported by any argument at all,
such as here: “If the existence of God was necessary to the old
conception of the rather static order of nature, how much more is
the existence of God necessary to the evolutionary order of
natural development!”44 Without a robust philosophical account
of God’s primary causality (never provided in the book), the
reader is left hanging.45

The Wisdom of Evolution was published in 1963, when the
climate of opinion—on the part of both scientists and
theologians—was more hospitable to a rapprochement between
these two “non-overlapping magisteria” (to borrow Gould’s
term).46 Unfortunately, this détente—which in retrospect proved
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the natural world, and to develop theories that coordinate and explain these facts. Religion,
on the other hand, operates in the equally important, but utterly different, realm of human
purposes, meanings, and values—subjects that the factual domain of science might illuminate,
but can never resolve. Similarly, while scientists must operate with ethical principles, some
specific to their practice, the validity of these principles can never be inferred from the factual
discoveries of science. I propose that we encapsulate this central principle of respectful
noninterference . . . by enunciating the Principle of NOMA, or Non-Overlapping Magisteria”
(Steven Jay Gould, Rocks of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life [New York:
Ballantine, 1999], 4-5).

47 Nogar, Wisdom, 211 n. 8.
48 Ibid., 214 n. 15. Rejected by “all,” he says? This claim is rather belied a bit later on

when Nogar says (rightly, in my opinion) that “the ideological interpretations of Bergson . .
. and Fr. Teilhard de Chardin, for example, rest entirely upon intuitions generated by some
limited phase of the problem of evolution” (ibid., 281).

49 Although Dobzhansky can hardly be said to have endorsed the book: “While accepting
the theory of biological evolution, Dr. Nogar views with misgivings its extension to cultural
and to cosmic evolution, and he rejects what he calls ‘evolutionism’ where ‘the concept of
evolution now becomes a scientific ideology.’ Here I, for one, have difficulty in following
him; evolutionist ‘ideology’ does not seem to me incompatible with his philosophical
principles” (Dobzhansky, “Foreword,” in Nogar, Wisdom, 12).

50 The reference to Hamlet is no joke. The noted linguist Steven Pinker, who famously
broke with his mentor Noam Chomsky (a noted skeptic of Darwinian explanations for the
origin of human language), actually thinks there is an evolutionary explanation for Hamlet’s
fame: “The intrigues of people in conflict can multiply out in so many ways that no one could
possibly play out the consequences of all courses of action in the mind’s eye. Fictional

to be but a temporary truce—prompted Nogar to voice some
wishful thinking, such as his assertion that “[purely] scientific
questions have been disengaged from the materialistic, monistic
and atheistic interpretations placed upon them by individual
thinkers.”47 He further claimed that “Darwin’s reduction of
human freedom, altruistic love, conscious purposes, reason, and
moral sense to primate instinct of a quantitatively higher degree is
rejected by all as oversimplification today.”48 

No doubt the willingness of Theodosius Dobzhansky—the
premier representative of the neo-Darwinian synthesis in the
twentieth century—to write a Foreword to the book contributed
to the rapprochement Nogar found to be such a hopeful sign of his
times.49 But that moment of mutual respect (insofar as it was real)
hardly obtains today, when the New Atheists are hogging the
bestseller lists and evolutionary psychologists are advancing
Darwinian explanations for everything from dating rituals to the
popularity of Hamlet.50
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narratives supply us with a mental catalogue of the fatal conundrums we might face someday
and the outcomes of strategies we could deploy in them. What are the options if I were to
suspect that my uncle killed my father, took his position, and married my mother?” (Steven
Pinker, How the Mind Works [New York: W. W. Norton, 1997], 543). Chomsky, for one,
remains unimpressed by Pinker’s apostasy and continues to insist that natural selection cannot
account for the infinite creativity of human language. Any attempt to explain the emergence
of language in evolutionary terms is for him merely a reversion to B. F. Skinner’s long-
exploded verbal behaviorism: “Skinner’s observation is correct that the logic of behaviorism
and the logic of evolution are very similar—that observation is correct. But I think his
conclusion—and the conclusion of others—is wrong. Namely, that that shows that they’re
both correct. Rather, it shows that they’re both incorrect, because the logic of behaviorism
doesn’t work for growth and development, and for the same reason, the notion of natural
selection is only going to work in a limited way for evolution” (Noam Chomsky, The Science
of Language: Interviews with James McGilvray [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012], 76).

51 P. B. Medawar and J. S. Medawar, Aristotle to Zoos: A Philosophical Dictionary of
Biology (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), 29. There are no doubt some
old-wives-tales in Aristotle’s biology, but for the Medawars these whimsies pretty much
constitute the whole: “[W]e learn from the Historia animalium that fish and birds severally
are of many different kinds; that some animals live in the sea and others on land; some are
mobile, others motionless; birds and bees have wings, other animals feet. . . . Some animals

The real problem, though, is Nogar’s near-complete avoidance
of the central issue that makes evolution so neuralgic in
philosophy (and theology): the question of purpose, ends—in
short, of teleology, which constitutes the central contribution of
Gilson to this debate.

IV. ETIENNE GILSON (1884-1978)

Although Gilson’s book From Aristotle to Darwin and Back
Again has not found the resonance it deserves, its central
thesis—captured so well in its title—increasingly finds itself in
good company. The standard narrative in the historiography of
science claims that only when the sciences of cosmology, physics,
and biology had freed themselves from the authority of Aristotle
did progress become possible. This received wisdom comes to a
perfect pitch in this abrupt dismissal of the Stagirite by Peter B.
and Jean S. Medawar, one of whom (Peter) was a Nobel laureate:
“We do not believe that anyone who decides not to read the
works of Aristotle the biologist will risk spiritual
impoverishment.”51
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make noises and others are mute. There is nothing much to take exception to here, but
elsewhere rumors and gossip take over: some birds are peculiarly ‘salacious,’ [such] as the
partridge, the barn-door cock, and their congeners; others are inclined to chastity, as the
whole tribe of crows; for birds of this kind ‘indulge but rarely in sexual intercourse.’ . . . The
biological works of Aristotle are a strange and generally speaking rather tiresome farrago of
hearsay, imperfect observation, wishful thinking, and credulity amounting to downright
gullibility. . . .  It is hard not to sympathize with those new scientists of the seventeenth
century who resented and repudiated the doctrinal authority of such statements” (ibid., 27-
28).

52 Ernst Mayr, The Growth of Biological Thought: The Foundations of Modern Biology

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), 89.
53 Mayr, This Is Biology, 154: “Only in our time was it realized that Aristotle’s eidos, the

seemingly metaphysical agent, is nothing else but what we now refer to as the genetic
program.”

54 “Development [for Aristotle] is governed by a principle which bears the end in itself and
shapes structureless matter, striving for a species-specific form” (Werner A. Müller, “From
the Aristotelian Soul to Genetic and Epigenetic Information: The Evolution of the Modern
Concepts in Developmental Biology at the Turn of the Century,” International Journal of
Developmental Biology 40 [1996]: 21-26, at 23).

55 John A. Moore, Science as a Way of Knowing: The Foundations of Modern Biology

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), 33: “Alfred North Whitehead said that
all of Western philosophy is a footnote to Plato. It is not hyperbole for us to say that all of
biology is a footnote to Aristotle.” The Nobel laureate (in physics) Max Delbrück even claims
that Aristotle should have been posthumously awarded a Nobel Prize “for the discovery of the
principle implied in DNA [!]” and whose achievements have been obscured by “our having
been blinded for 300 years by the Newtonian view of the world” (Max Delbrück, “Aristotle-
totle-totle,” in Of Microbes and Life, ed. Jacques Monod and Ernest Borek [New York:
Columbia University Press, 1971], 54-55).

In the face of the Medawars’ airy dismissal and withering scorn,
it comes as a surprise to read the claim of Ernst Mayr—the twen-
tieth century’s premier philosopher of biology—that biologists
“are beginning to be more tolerant of Aristotle.”52 Even more
startling is his later claim that if we exchange Aristotle’s term eidos
with “genetic program,” then the Stagirite’s biology dovetails
nicely with modern genetics.53 Werner Müller made roughly the
same point, only substituting “genetic information” for Aristotle’s
entelecheia.54 To top off these encomia, John Moore, in obvious
reliance on and paraphrase of A. N. Whitehead’s famous line that
all philosophy in the West is but one long footnote to Plato, says:
“all of biology is a footnote to Aristotle.”55

Such wild swings of opinion are largely due to a debate among
evolutionary theorists that has yet to be resolved: does the
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56 This presupposition in the German reception of Darwin has been thoroughly set out in
Weikart’s From Darwin to Hitler, cited above. Perhaps the earliest advocate of a
nonteleological understanding of Darwinism in Germany was one Bartholomäus von Carneri,
who “thought that Darwinism made its most important contribution to ethical thought by
demolishing the idea of free will. By undermining supernaturalism, dualism, and purpose in
the cosmos, Darwinism places all human phenomena, including ethics, under the sway of the
laws of nature” (Weikart, From Darwin to Hitler, 26).

57 T. H. Huxley, “Criticisms on The Origin of Species,” in idem, Darwiniana (London:
Macmillan, 1893), 86; this article was first published in 1864.

58 Michael Ruse, Darwin and Design: Does Evolution Have a Purpose? (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2003), 123; the quotations from Wallace come from Francis
Darwin, ed., More Letters of Charles Darwin (London: John Murray, 1903), 1:267-68; the
quotation from Darwin comes from Charles Darwin, The Variation of Animals and Plants

operative concept of natural selection undermine or give a new
grounding for teleology? In other words, does evolution have an
ultimate purpose, or is life itself—not to mention the emergence
of the human species—just a random outcome, making life—and
us—a pointless fluke of nature?

Speaking very generally, thinkers in Germany usually worked
under the presupposition that Darwinian evolution removed
teleology from any understanding of human nature.56 English
Darwinians, on the other hand, were not so sure. Huxley, in fact,
saw evolution as finally grounding a true understanding of
teleology, saying that “there is a wider Teleology, that is not
touched by the doctrine of Evolution, but is actually based upon
the fundamental proposition of Evolution.”57 This ambivalence in
fact goes back to Darwin himself:

[Alfred Russel] Wallace, for instance, wrote to Darwin about the term “natural
selection,” worrying that it was too anthropomorphic. It led, he said, to Darwin’s
“frequently personifying nature as ‘selecting,’ as ‘preferring,’ as ‘seeking only the
good of the species.’” . . . He urged Darwin to accept Herbert Spencer’s
alternative term “survival of the fittest” because it had fewer teleological
connotations and was less likely to be “so much misrepresented and
misunderstood.” Darwin did in fact introduce this term into later editions of the
Origin. . . . But really these adjustments were just cosmetic. In his heart, Darwin
seems never to have wavered, and he responded to those who criticized the term
“selection” by pointing out that it was a metaphor, and who can do science
without being metaphorical? “No one objects to chemists speaking of ‘elective
affinity;’ and certainly an acid has no more choice in combining with a base, than
the conditions of life have in determining whether or not a new form be selected
or preserved.”58
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under Domestication (London: John Murray, 1868), 1:6. Darwin is presumably drawing on
Goethe’s novel Elective Affinities for his terminology, but the real conceptual affinity here is
with Aristotle’s coinage entelechy, referring to the innate tendency of a process to head
toward completion, defined in the standard reference work this way: “entelecheia: state of
completion or perfection, actuality. Although Aristotle normally uses entelecheia, which is
probably his own coinage, as a synonym for energeia, there is a passage (Meta. 1050a) that at
least suggests that the two terms, though closely connected, are not perfectly identical. . . .
Thus the state of functioning (energeia) ‘tends toward’ the state of completion (en-telecheia),
especially since Aristotle has already pointed out (Meta. 1048b) that energeia differs from
kinesis in that the latter is incomplete (ateles), while the former is not” (F. E. Peters, Greek
Philosophical Terms: A Historical Lexicon [New York: New York University Press, 1967], 57).

59 Ruse, Darwin and Design, 126. In a letter Darwin praised Aristotle, for whom he
professed “unbounded admiration,” lauding him as “one of the greatest, if not the greatest,
observers that ever lived” (Charles Darwin, letter to I. A. Crawley, 12 February 1879; cited
in Gertrude Himmelfarb, Darwin and the Darwinian Revolution [New York: W. W. Norton,
1962], 169). There is no reason to assume a deep and thorough acquaintance with Aristotle’s
philosophy on Darwin’s part; but he surely would have greeted this line from the Stagirite
with enthusiasm: “Some birds are long-legged, which is because they live the life of a marsh-
dweller; and nature makes the organ for the function, not the function for the organ”
(Aristotle, De partibus animalium 4.12.694b12-15). Of course, Aristotle’s alleged doctrine
of the fixity of species proved to be of immense hindrance for over two thousand years; but

This frank avowal of the need for explicitly teleological
metaphors and analogues to explain evolution (“selection,” after
all, being a term that denotes purpose) still leaves several questions
hanging in the air, begging like mendicants: does teleology imply
design? and if so, does design require a designer? In other words,
is the “purpose” found in organs (such as the eye, which is
obviously “meant” for seeing) and organisms (which are “meant”
for surviving) externally imposed, or does it arise from some
internal dynamic located within nature alone? At least in Ruse’s
judgment, Darwin answered these questions by relying on
Aristotle, who, again in Ruse’s judgment, held for the latter
option:

Inasmuch as he was obsessed with the argument to complexity, Darwin painted
a thoroughly teleological world picture. He took up well-worn themes and
problems, but his solution was fresh and innovative. The many diverse reactions
to this theory are hardly a surprise, for he blended old and new into creative,
unexpected patterns. He faced a Platonic question and offered an Aristotelian
answer. That is, he showed how to get purpose without directly invoking a
designer—natural selection gets things done according to blind law without
making direct mention of mind. The teleology is internal.59
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recent research has shown that his doctrine was rather more nuanced than the Stagirite
reception-history has held it to be; see James G. Lennox, “Are Aristotelian Species Eternal?”
Aristotle’s Philosophy of Biology: Studies in the Origin of Life Science (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), 131-59.

60 “For the handling of final causes, mixed with the rest in physical inquiries, hath
intercepted the severe and diligent inquiry of all real and physical causes, and given men the
occasion to stay upon these satisfactory and specious causes, to the great arrest and prejudice
of farther discovery” (Francis Bacon, On the Proficience and Advancement of Learning, Divine
and Moral in The Works of Lord Bacon [London: Bohn, 1871; originally published in 1605],
1:37).

61 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 1.

This question—teleology as externally imposed or internally
generated—is precisely the one Gilson addresses throughout From
Aristotle to Darwin. Because teleology often implies, at least in the
popular mind, the first option, scientists since the early
seventeenth-century, starting with the first great English empiricist
Francis Bacon, have been wont to deny it (as early as 1605 Bacon
had called final causes a “lamprey” stuck like a barnacle on the
ship of science that inhibited its progress on the seas of
discovery).60 But for Gilson, what is not accessible to the empirical
scientist is not necessarily inaccessible to the philosopher; which
prompts him to this programmatic statement in the opening
paragraph of his book:

The object of the present essay is not to make of final causality a scientific notion,
which it is not, but to show that it is a philosophical inevitability and,
consequently, a constant of biophilosophy, or philosophy of life. It is not, then,
a question of theology. If there is teleology in nature, the theologian has the right
to rely on this fact in order to draw from it the consequences which, in his eyes,
proceed from it concerning the experience of God. But the existence of teleology
in the universe is the object of a properly philosophical reflection, which has no
other goal than to confirm or invalidate the reality of it. The present work will
be concerned with nothing else: reason interpreting sensible experience—does it
or does it not conclude to the existence of teleology in nature?61

In other words, while science might have good reason to exclude
teleology from its methods, philosophy does not. Science balks at
teleology for one central reason: it presupposes a mind—or at
least raises the question of where and how a prior ordering cause
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62 Ibid., 10-11; emphasis added.

is operating to bring about what seems obviously purposive. Since
houses are obviously meant to provide shelter, and since houses
cannot have come to be without a designing builder, how can the
same not be true of the far more complex eye, which is equally
obviously “meant” for seeing? But that transition—which the
Anglican archdeacon William Paley made so easily in the late
eighteenth century and whose views so heavily influenced Darwin
in his undergraduate days at the University of Cambridge when he
was studying divinity in preparation for a career in
ministry—raises an irresolvable antinomy, which Gilson describes
as follows:

However, as soon as one thinks about it, the notion of the end becomes obscure.
One asks oneself how it could be that something which does not yet exist could
direct and determine that which already is, though it be only to conduct its
operations or direct its growth. In the case of man, whether it is a question of the
order of production or that of action, the problem allows of a solution. Because
he is endowed with consciousness, man can conceive the not-yet-existent end in
view of which, in order that it might be attained, certain antecedent conditions
must be fulfilled. . . . Such is not the case with natural teleology. If nature
operates in view of ends, neither the philosopher of nature nor the scientist can
say in what mind these ends are first conceived. All takes place for them as if no
ends of this kind intervened in the production of natural beings and of their
structures. They feel as if bound by a sort of intellectual obligation, not only not
to allow the end to intervene in their explanations but even to deny its existence,
which they do as if their assumption were self-evident. But sometimes they
proceed with an aggressive violence which can hardly be explained if purely
speculative interests [of methodological purity] are the cause of the denial.62

So, while a bracketing of the role of final causes can be legitimate
in science for purely methodological reasons, any explicit denial
of final causality overreaches the range of that method and ends
up suppressing crucial features presented by the phenomena of
life. In other words, as Gilson says:

Natural science neither destroys final causality nor establishes it. . . . If the
scientist refuses to include final causality in his interpretation of nature, all is in
order; his interpretation of nature will be incomplete, not false. On the contrary,
if he denies that there is final causality in nature, he is being arbitrary. To hold
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63 Ibid., 20, 31.
64 As is well known, Darwin opened the Origin with a discussion of artificial selection of

various breeds of dogs, pigeons, and the like (which he called “variation under
domestication”) as his premier analogue to natural selection: “The key is man’s power of
accumulative selection: nature gives successive variations; man adds them up in certain
directions useful to him. In this sense he may be said to make for himself useful breeds”
(Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation

of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life [London: John Murray, 1859], 30).

final causality to be beyond science is one thing; to put it beyond nature is
something completely different.63

Even so, and try as evolutionary biologists might to keep their
methods pure, metaphors and analogues drawn from the world of
purposeful activity are inevitable, as the example of Darwin
himself proves: as a farmer selects certain breeds of dogs for
certain purposes, so too nature “selects” for various “purposes.”64

But for Gilson, as for Aristotle, the crucial point is that the
analogue goes in both directions, meaning that man first gets his
designing ideas from nature and only later applies his own
designing activity as an analogue to the world of organic forms:

Aristotle conceives the artist as a particular case of nature. This is why, in his
natural philosophy, art imitates nature, rather than nature imitating art. The
contrary is imagined because—every man being more or less an artist, an artisan,
and a technician—we know, more or less confusedly, yet with certitude, the
manner in which art operates. But insofar as we are natural beings, we are the
products of innumerable biological activities of which we know practically
nothing, or very little. The manner in which nature operates escapes us. Her
finality is spontaneous, not learned. . . . In nature the end, the telos, works as
every artist would wish to be able to work; in fact, as the greatest among them
do work, or even as the others work in moments of grace when, suddenly masters
of their media, they work with the rapidity and infallible sureness of nature. Such
is Mozart, composing a quartet in his head while writing down its predecessor.
Such is Delacroix, painting in twenty minutes the headpiece and mantle of Jacob
on the wall of Saint-Sulpice. A technician, an artist, who worked with the
sureness of a spider weaving its web or a bird making its nest would be a more
perfect artist than any of those that anyone has ever seen. Such is not the case.
The most powerful and the most productive artists only summon from afar the
ever-ready forces of nature which fashion the tree and, through the tree, the fruit.
That is why Aristotle says that there is more purposefulness (to hou heneka),
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65 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 12-13; emphasis added. This passage paraphrases
Aristotle’s De partibus animalium: “Furthermore, the causes concerned in natural generation
are, as we see, more than one. There is [first] the cause for the sake of which . . . [and] this
is the account of the thing, and the account forms the starting point, alike in works of art and
in works of nature. . . . Now in the works of nature the good and that for-the-sake-of-which
is still more dominant than in works of art” (Aristotle, Parts of Animals 1.1.639b10-20 [The
Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1984), 1:995]). A contemporary way of getting across the same point would be to note that
airplanes were invented on the analogy of flight in birds.

66 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 114, 118. According to Gilson the same also holds
for Darwin: “One deceives oneself completely when one reproaches Darwin with imagining
natural selection as a choice brought about by nature. He desires, contrarily, a nature wherein
all comes about as if there had been choice, even though no one and nothing were there to
choose” (ibid., 98; emphasis added). Sedley shrewdly observes that occasionally the imposed
forms of human craft can come close to nature’s internally generated finality: “The first and
most obvious difference between craft and nature, in Aristotle’s eyes, is that in craft the
moving cause is regularly external to the matter, carpenters are external to their wood, cooks
are external to their ingredients, doctors are external to their patients. It is precisely for this
reason that the crafts teach us more clearly than nature can, that the moving cause acting
upon matter really is a distinct factor in the process. Yet even in craft the moving cause is not
essentially external. Aristotle points out, and here the gap between craft and nature can be
narrowed: if a doctor treats himself, the change in his own body from illness to health results
from an internal moving cause. That is very much like a natural process. Admittedly in this
special case of the self-curing doctor the moving cause is not essentially internal, as it would
be in nature. . . . Still, as Aristotle illuminatingly says, when a doctor cures himself this is just
about as near to nature as craft can come” (Sedley, Creationism, 176-77).

more good (to eu), and more beauty (to kalon), in the works of nature than in
those of art.65

This “more” in nature over the works of the human artisan
does not of course imply, either for Aristotle or Gilson, that nature
somehow consciously imposes order; in fact for both of them it
means the opposite: “What strikes Aristotle in comparing art and
nature is precisely that, unlike art, nature does not calculate,
reflect, or choose. . . . The difference is that in the case of art the
principle is exterior to the work instead of being interior to it, as
it is in the work of nature.”66 So the causes of that order—located
for Aristotle in nature and not above it—remains mysterious,
however obvious its effects:

The analogy with art, then, assists us to recognize the presence in nature of a
cause analogous to that which is intelligence in the operations of man, but we do
not know what this cause is. The notion of a teleology without consciousness and
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67 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 13-14. In his commentaries on Aristotle Thomas of
course also recognizes the same distinction: “For the good, inasmuch as it is the goal of
something, is twofold. For there is the end extrinsic to that which is for the goal, as when we
say that place is the end of what is being moved toward a place. There is also the end inside,
as the form is the end of generation and alteration; and once the form is attained, it is a
certain intrinsic good of that whose form it is” (XII Metaphys., lect. 12 [2627]; translation in
Blanchette, Perfection, 14).

68 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 17.

immanent in nature remains mysterious to us. Aristotle does not think that this
should be a reason to deny its existence. Mysterious or not, the fact is there. It
is not incomprehensible because of its complexity, which we can only hope
science will one day clarify, but because of its very nature, which does not allow
it to be expressed in a formula.67

The enigma of final causality—which is so enigmatic that it
eludes being caught in a formula—arises from Aristotle’s rejection
of Plato’s “likely story” in the Timaeus of a divine Artificer (demi-
ourgos) who took preexisting matter and imposed ideal forms
upon it. For Gilson this view lived on in a strange afterlife in
Henri Bergson’s vitalism, which posited an extra “something”
(which he called élan vital) over and above the metabolic processes
of the living organism. Rejections of final causality often include
a rejection of vitalism, since both seem to posit an unverifiable
entity (mind or élan vital), but for Gilson they are radically
distinct: “Another cause of confusion in discussions about
teleology has to do with the introduction of the notion of ‘life.’
This is not an Aristotelian notion but a Platonic one. ‘Life’ exists
for Plato; Aristotle only knows living beings. One should not then
imagine that the cause of teleology should be tied to that of
‘vitalism.’”68

But for Gilson, the real villain in the piece is not Bergson but
Paley, who managed to fuse Plato’s Demiurge, Aristotle’s
teleology, and Newtonian mechanism into an entire natural
theology through his analogy of the watch discovered on an island,
which the explorer takes as an infallible sign of the presence
(somewhere) of a watchmaker. Nearly everything about this
picture is wrong, not least that it became a stalking horse for
atheism, as history would later prove:
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69 Ibid., 143. Aristotle of course never made such a blunder: “Now mistakes occur even
in the operations of art: the literate man makes a mistake in writing and the doctor pours out
the wrong dose. Hence clearly mistakes are possible in the operations of nature also”
(Aristotle, Physics 2.8.199a34-199b1 [Barnes, ed., Complete Works, 1:340]).

70 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 218 n. 4.
71 Ibid., 145. In the wake of Descartes and Newton, Paley’s “mechanistic Platonism” might

have seemed plausible, but it has no bearing on Thomas’s Fifth Way, which, as Edward Feser
rightly points out, “is commonly taken to be a version of the ‘teleological argument’ (from the
Greek telos meaning ‘end’ or ‘goal’). Etymologically speaking, this is an apt name for the

The mixture of theology and philosophy of nature has exercised a disturbing
influence on the history of teleology. Supposing that, as we think, the living
world gives witness to the presence of final causality in all the beings which
constitute it, and at the same time the theologian, speaking in the name of first
philosophy or metaphysics, affirms the existence of a God who is the creator and
ordainer of nature: it still remains most often impossible to infer the intentions
of the Creator from the inspection of creatures alone. . . . It is necessary
furthermore to grant to the biologist that, side by side with marvelous results,
nature abounds with disconcerting failures and flawed workmanship: sickness,
the destructive ferocity of beings who live only by the death of others, the
colossal mess in the reproduction of plants and animals in which seeds perish in
their billions without this prodigality corresponding to any intelligible necessity.
If one thinks on the other hand of what ought to be the infinite wisdom of an all-
powerful God and compares the detail of his work to his attributes, it is hard to
defend him against the feeling that a simple human engineer would easily find
many ways to ameliorate the details of his work.69

Paley bequeathed to us all of these difficulties, and his category
mistakes live on even (and especially) in his critics. Atheist
biologists are hostile to religion because their hostility to natural
theology comes from Paley, but natural teleology concerns the
philosophy of nature not natural theology; and this same as-
sumption eventually led to Darwin’s agnosticism: “Darwin, who
had used Paley at the time when he himself was studying for holy
orders, retained the impression that the notion of final cause was
theological rather than scientific.”70 Paley not only conflated
Plato’s imposition of form from the outside, he did so using a
mechanical analogy, which in the wake of Descartes might have
seemed plausible at the time but in the end proved catastrophic for
natural theology. As Gilson says with his usual droll wit: “We say
that primitives take a watch for an animal, but only the genius of
Descartes has been able to take animals for watches.”71
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proof, but it is also potentially misleading, given that when most contemporary philosophers
hear the expression ‘teleological argument’ they naturally think of the famous ‘design
argument’ associated historically with William Paley (1743-1805), and defended today by
‘Intelligent Design’ theorists critical of Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection.
Indeed, many writers (such as Richard Dawkins) assume that the Fifth Way is just a variation
on the ‘design argument’ but in fact Aquinas’s argument is radically different from Paley’s, and
the standard objections directed against the latter have no force against the former” (Edward
Feser, Aquinas: A Beginner’s Guide [Oxford: Oneworld, 2009], 110). Of course, Paley’s
shortcomings do not mean that organisms cannot be usefully analogized to machines, since
Leonardo da Vinci first got the idea of a flying machine from watching birds in flight. As an
anonymous reviewer of this article noted: “Certainly there are definitions of ‘machine’
according to which a living thing is not just a machine, or not even a machine at all. And
‘mechanistic philosophy’ is one of the grossest errors which Thomists work so hard to correct,
especially among biologists. But one is not a ‘mechanist’ simply for thinking that there are
striking and illuminating likenesses between living things and machines.” See above, n. 65, for
Gilson’s agreement with this basic point.

72 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin, 159. Dominican Antonio Moreno comments: “In the
last analysis, however, the existence of finality cannot be demonstrated in the strict sense”
(Antonio Moreno, O.P., “Finality and Intelligibility in Biological Evolution,” The Thomist 54
[1990]: 1-31, at 4). The temptation to claim otherwise must be resolutely resisted. Just
because Thomas, based on his neo-Platonic exitus-reditus schema, holds that the universe is
headed toward a goal, we are not thereby justified in claiming more specific design (especially
in biology) than the facts warrant. Again, the philosopher and theologian must yield to the
expertise of the scientist when the issue is itself purely scientific: “Nor was the possibility of
empirical scientific advance denied by the Scholastic thinkers, as if they thought the science
of their time infallible” (Feser, Aquinas, 39). As we saw above, Thomas explicitly concedes
that point (see n. 23).

But in reaction to Paley, not only was natural theology put on
the defensive, but the operation of final causality in the emergence
of organic forms became a complete muddle. Yet the enigma
remains. As Gilson says in the last paragraph of the book, “the
important thing is to know whether or not [final causality]
expresses a fact given in nature; for if we object to final causality
as an explanation, it remains as a fact to be explained.”72

CONCLUSION

The place of evolution in natural theology remains ambiguous
because the finality to which it testifies is itself ambiguous.
Organisms clearly grow to a complete state toward which they
“strive” (acorn to oak, tadpole to frog, etc.), a completion the
Latins called perfectum. But the English cognate perfect now
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73 Blanchette, Perfection, 1.
74 ScG I c. 28 (Summa contra Gentiles, trans. Anton C. Pegis [Notre Dame, Ind.:

University of Notre Dame Press, 1955], 137). Thomas makes the same point, perhaps even
more strongly: “For that which is not made is improperly called perfect. Nevertheless, because
in things that come to be, something is then said to be perfect when from potentiality they are
brought into actuality, this word perfect signifies whatever is not wanting in act, whether this
be by way of making (factionis) or not” (STh I, q. 4, a. 1, ad 1). Blanchette usefully
summarizes these passages: “It is not becoming alone that gives us the idea of per-fection but

carries a quite different connotation, at least in most contexts:
meaning something like unblemished, without flaw. As Oliva
Blanchette rightly notes:

The idea of the universe and its perfection is not one we think of readily.
Moreover, if we do think of the universe as a whole, we are not inclined to think
of it as perfect. Our idea of perfection is no less vague and vacillating than our
idea of the universe. . . . Thus the thought of the perfection of the universe
perplexes us. Is it an inference that the world is “best possible” in some closed
fashion, as Leibnitz and perhaps Plato thought about it, or is it a suggestion that
the world is in process toward some kind of completion? Is it something that
physics alone can deal with, or is it something that requires some philosophical
thought, if not some theology as well?73

In a way, the Latin Scholastics were responsible for this shift of
meaning when they began to speak of the “perfections” of God,
even though the word itself implies a process leading toward the
completion of something made or manufactured: per-factum, that
is, made through to the end. Thomas of course was quite aware of
this etymological dilemma and addressed it, saying:

It should be noted that perfection cannot fittingly be attributed to God if we
attend to the meaning of the word in relation to its origin: for it does not seem
that what has not been made (factum) can be called perfect (perfectum). But
everything that comes to be (quod fit) is brought forth from potency to act and
from non-being to being when it has been made (factum est). Only then is it
rightly said to be perfect (perfectum), as being completely made (totaliter
factum): at that moment when potency has been wholly reduced to act, so that
it retains nothing of non-being but has complete being. By a certain extension of
the name, consequently, perfect is said not only of that which, by way of
becoming, reaches a completed act, but also of what which, without any making
whatever, is in complete act. It is thus that, following the words of Matthew
5:48, we say that God is perfect: “Be ye perfect as also your heavenly Father is
perfect.”74
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a becoming that has reached a certain completion, where nothing of the process remains to
be done. Perfection implies a certain being-done-with relative to a process of becoming. This
does not mean that every perfection has to be thought of as absolute. When Aquinas says that
what is perfect retains nothing of non-being he does not mean that all perfection has to be
thought of as unlimited. A thing can be perfect when it retains nothing of the non-being of
what pertains to its being, when its coming-to-be is completed” (Blanchette, Perfection, 42).

75 St. Thomas Aquinas, The Disputed Questions on Truth, trans. James V. McGlynn, S.J.
(Chicago: Regnery, 1953), 2:255.

76 Because the focus of this article is resolutely philosophical, concentrating above all on
the enigma of teleological causation in biological forms, the issue of evil, sin and theodicy had
to be set aside, relevant as it is to the issue of the perfection of the universe. For an
illuminating discussion of the specifically theological topic see John Hickey Wright, S.J., The
Order of the Universe in the Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, Analecta Gregoriana, vol. 89
(Rome: Apud Aedes Universitatis Gregorianae, 1957), 158-86.

The difference between divine “perfections” and the strived-for
per-fections of natural forms can best be seen by concentrating on
the reality of process, which Thomas brings out with admirable
clarity in a passage in the disputed questions De Veritate (q. 14, a.
10):

For a thing is brought from imperfection to perfection only through the activity
of something perfect. Nor does the imperfect thing at once, in the beginning,
fully receive the action of that which is perfect; at first it receives it imperfectly,
and later more perfectly. And it continues in this way until it reaches perfection.
This is evident in all physical things, which acquire a perfection gradually.75

This crucial distinction between temporal striving for perfection
and the divine perfection has largely been lost, starting with
Gottfried Leibniz, moving through William Paley, and terminating
with recent advocates of Intelligent Design.76 In order to recover
both the distinction and then their ultimate harmony in a robust
theology of divine providence, perhaps the best place to begin is
with this lapidary line: “Everything that strives after its own
perfection tends toward likeness to God” (ScG III, c. 21).



1 For contrasting views of existential Thomism in the twentieth century, see John Knasas’s
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170-88. For a contemporary Spanish view of Bañez’s metaphysics, see José Angel García
Cuadrado, La luz del intelecto agente: Estudio desde la metafísica de Báñez (Pamplona :
EUNSA, 1998), 47-78. For an introduction to Bañez’s life and works, see idem, Domingo
Báñez (1528-1604): Introducción a su obra filosófica y teológica (Pamplona : EUNSA, 1999).

367

The Thomist 77 (2013): 367-94

CONTINUITY AND INNOVATION IN DOMINIC BAÑEZ’S
UNDERSTANDING OF ESSE: 

BAÑEZ’S RELATIONSHIP TO JOHN CAPREOLUS, PAUL
SONCINAS, AND THOMAS DE VIO CAJETAN

THOMAS M. OSBORNE, JR.

Center for Thomistic Studies

Houston, Texas

T
WENTIETH-CENTURY SCHOLARS were divided over the
issue of whether the metaphysical thought of Dominic
Bañez (1528-1604), perhaps the greatest Spanish Thomist,

departs from the earlier Thomistic tradition. Such a departure was
seen as laudable, since these scholars, often existential Thomists
themselves, generally thought that the authentic Thomist notion
of esse was forgotten by almost every Thomist until its rediscovery
in their time.1 Etienne Gilson and Benjamin Llamzon thought that
Bañez was an exception to the Thomist tradition in that his
interpretation of Thomas on esse was generally accurate.2 They did
not write much on his historical context. In contrast, Cornelio
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Domenicane Italiane, 1974), 2:254-58; idem, “Peter of Ledesma and the Distinction between
Essence and Existence,” The Modern Schoolman 46 (1968): 25-38, at 37-38. For the different
assessments of Bañez by Gilson and Fabro, see Géry Prouvost, Thomas d’Aquin et les
thomismes: Essai sur l’histoire des thomisme (Paris: Cerf, 1996), 101-2.

4 Fabro, “L’école thomiste,” 445-46; Kennedy, “University of Salamanca,” 257; idem,
“Peter of Ledesma,” 32-33; Prouvost, Les thomismes, 97-99. But see García, La luz del
intelecto agente, 55-59. For more sweeping criticisms of the use of this vocabulary by late
medieval Scholastics, see Norman Wells, “Capreolus on Essence and Existence,” The Modern
Schoolman 38 (1960): 1-24; idem, “Suarez, Historian and Critic of the Modal Distinction
Between Essential Being and Existential Being,” The New Scholasticism 36 (1962): 419-44.

5 For instance, Wells, “Capreolus on Essence and Existence,”19-24, states that Capreolus
adopts Henry’s view that essences are uncreated. Capreolus approves of Henry’s expression
“esse essentiae.” Nevertheless, he straightforwardly asserts that essences are created and draws
our attention to Thomas’s assertion of this point in the Quaestiones disputatae De Potentia
q. 3, a. 5, ad 2 (Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones disputatae, 2 vols, 9th ed, ed. P. Bazzi et al.
[Turin: Marietti, 1953], 2:49). John Capreolus, Defensiones II, d. 1, q. 2, a. 3, ad tertium

Fabro and Leonard Kennedy focused to some extent on Bañez’s
sources, who in their view completely misled him.3

It seems to me that both sides were more concerned with a kind
of twentieth-century Thomistic orthodoxy than with historical
accuracy. In this paper I shall highlight how Bañez sees his own
understanding of essence and esse as continuous with the earlier
tradition even though he rejects some widely held theses of this
earlier tradition. This study should show that the study of late-
medieval and early-modern members of a tradition such as
Thomism or Scotism can be philosophically interesting for its own
sake, and not merely as an attempt to gauge the members’ loyalty
to a particular interpretation of the tradition’s founder. 

I should make a remark about the terminology. Twentieth-
century Thomists often criticized late Scholastic Thomists, in-
cluding Bañez, for adopting the language of a distinction between
esse essentiae and esse existentiae, which was introduced by Henry
of Ghent (d. 1293) to describe the distinct relations of creatures
to God as an exemplar cause and an efficient cause.4 The medieval
and late Scholastic Thomists who use this terminology do not by
this fact adopt Henry’s view that essences are not efficiently
caused by God.5 Instead, they apply a threefold division to
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Aureoli contra quartam conclusionem (Iohannes Capreolus, Defensiones Theologiae Divi
Thomae Aquinatis, 7 vols., ed. C. Paban and T Pègues [Turin: Cattier, 1900-1908; repr.
Frankfurt am Main: Minerva, 1967], 3:76). See John Lawrence Dewan, “The Doctrine of
Being of John Capreolus: A Contribution to the History of the Notion of Esse,” 2 vols. (Ph.D.
diss., University of Toronto, 1967), 1:416-25. I am indebted to Fr. Dewan for correspondence
and discussion concerning this issue.

6 Thomas Aquinas, I Sent., d. 33, q. 1, a.1, ad 1 (Scriptum super libros sententiarum, ed.
Pierre Mandonnet and M. F. Moos, 4 vols. [Paris: Lethielleux, 1929-47], 1:766); idem, III
Sent., d. 6, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4 (Mandonnet and Moos, eds., 3:240); idem, De Potentia, q. 7, a.
2, ad 1 (Marietti ed., 2:191-92). Cf. Capreolus, Defensiones I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 1, concl. 5 (Paban
and Pègues, eds., 1:314-15).

7 The classic study is still Armand Maurer, “Form and Essence in the Philosophy of St.
Thomas,” Mediaeval Studies 13 (1951): 165-76; repr. in idem, Being and Knowing: Studies
in Thomas Aquinas and Later Medieval Philosophers (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies, 1990), 3-18. 

8 Serge-Thomas Bonino, “Le thomisme ‘moderne’ de Dominique Bañez,” in Cruz
González-Ayesta, ed., El alma humana: Esencia y destino: IV Centenario de Domingo Báñez
(Pamplona: EUNSA, 2006), 15-35. For the immediate background to Bañez’s thought on

Thomas’s distinction between the three meanings of esse, namely,
(1) an essence, (2) the act of existing, and (3) the truth of the
proposition.6 For Thomists, in opposition to Averroës, the essence
of a material thing contains both form and undesignated matter,
that is, a matter considered apart from any individual char-
acteristics.7 When “essence” is contrasted with “esse,” then esse is
used in the second way, which is related to essence as act to
potency. The difference between essence and the act of existing is
also expressed by the difference between “esse essentiae” and “esse
existentiae.” The genitives are used here to distinguish between the
first two meanings of “esse.” In addition, “existentia” and “actus
essendi” are also used for the second meaning of “esse.” Late-
medieval and early-modern Thomists often, even in the same
discussion, alternate between “esse,” “esse existentiae,” “actus
essendi,” and “existentia.”

Thanks to a less polemical approach to the history of Thomism,
it is now easier to give an account of Bañez’s relationship to his
predecessors. Serge-Thomas Bonino has argued that Bañez’s
thought is distinctive not for the rejection of earlier Thomism but
on account of a more thorough integration of the thought of the
French Dominican John Capreolus (d. 1444) and earlier Italian
Thomists, including Thomas de Vio Cajetan (1469-1534) into the
Spanish Thomistic tradition.8 It seems to me that Bonino’s claim
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essence and existence, see Leonard Kennedy, “La doctrina de la existencia en la Universidad
de Salamanca durante el siglo XVI,” Archivo teológico granadino 35 (1972): 5-71. For the
connection between Bañez, Spanish Thomism, and Scotism, see Piero di Vona, Studi sulla
scolastica della controriforma: L’esistenza e la sua distinzione metafisica dall’essenza,
Pubblicazioni della Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia Dell’Università di Milano, 48 (Florence: La
Nuova Italia, 1968), 20-24. Material on most of the Thomists discussed in this paper can be
found in Romanus Cessario, A Short History of Thomism (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 2005).

9 “Nos tam sententiam D. Thomae, ut intelligit Capreolus et Cajetanus sequimur” (Bañez,
In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 2 [Scholastica commentaria in primam partem angelici doctoris D.
Thomae usque ad sexagesimamquartam quaestionem, ed. Luis Urbano (Valencia, 1934; repr.
Dubuque, 1964), 147]). Even though the translations from Bañez are my own, I have always
consulted when possible Dominc Bañez, The Primacy of Existence in Thomas Aquinas: A
Commentary in Thomistic Metaphysics, trans. Benjamin S. Llamzon (Chicago: Regnery,
1966), which is a translation of Bañez’s commentary on Thomas Aquinas, STh I, q. 3, a. 4.
This particular text is on page 51. 

10 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 2 (Urbano, ed., 146; Llamzon, trans., 47).

is borne out by Bañez’s metaphysics, and in particular his
understanding of the real distinction between esse essentiae and
esse existentiae. For instance, after Bañez rejects the position that
there is merely a modal distinction between essence and existence,
which was held by some of his Spanish predecessors such as
Dominic Soto (1494-1560), he states, “We however follow the
position of Thomas, as Capreolus and Cajetan understood it.”9

They both held the mainstream Thomistic view that the distinction
between essence and esse is one of potency and act, and therefore
a real distinction. Moreover, Bañez also cites in this context the
Italians Paul Soncinas (d. 1494), Francis Silvester of Ferrara (ca.
1474-1525), and Chrysostom Javellus (fl. 1538).10 

 Nevertheless, I shall argue that Bañez departed from these
other predecessors on three important points. Llamzon stressed
Bañez’s originality on two of these differences, namely, (1)
whether esse existentiae can be traced back or reduced to the
categories, and (2) whether esse existentiae is best described as the
“last act.” Although Llamzon contributed greatly to our under-
standing of Bañez’s texts, he did not take into account the texts of
Cajetan and Capreolus, or show the historical context of Bañez’s
approach. I will argue that a historical approach better situates
Bañez’s metaphysical thought in the context of the wider
Thomistic tradition. 
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11 “Alterum est, quomodo sit intelligendum quod Capreolus et Cajetanus ait, esse sive
existentiam, prout actuat substantiam, ad substantiam reducit . . . Alterum est, quod ipsum
esse vel existentiam, ajunt esse ultimam actualitatem rei” (Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 1, ad 3,
in fine [Urbano, ed., 145; Llamzon, trans., 51]). 

12 Bañez’s text (In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 1 [Urbano, ed., 142; Llamzon, trans., 32]), attributes
it to Gerardus de Carmelo’s third argument against Capreolus’s first conclusion, but it is really
Henry’s argument and not that of Gerardus. See Capreolus, Defensiones, I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad
tertium Henrici contra primam conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:321).

In addition to the two differences between Bañez and some
earlier Thomists mentioned above, Llamzon and other scholars
largely neglected an important third difference, which is Bañez’s
statement that esse existentiae is more perfect than essence. Both
Paul Soncinas and Francis Silvester had argued that essence is
more perfect than esse. Bañez explicitly mentions both figures,
although he focuses more on Soncinas’s arguments, which were
developed at greater length. Although Bañez rejects the view that
essence is more perfect strictly speaking, he admits that there is a
sense in which essence is more perfect. Insofar as Fabro and
Kennedy address this issue, they criticize Bañez for conceding that
essence is more perfect in even only a qualified way. I shall argue
that if we correctly understand Bañez’s response to Soncinas, we
can see how his apparent concession of essence’s relative
superiority in fact draws attention to the absolute superiority of
esse. Moreover, his understanding of the greater perfection of esse
is related to his emphasis on esse as the first act.

I. THE REDUCTION OF ESSE TO THE CATEGORIES

In his published commentary on question 4, article 3 of the first
part of the Summa (dub. 1), Bañez mentions two points for which
he criticizes Capreolus and Cajetan: 

One is, in what way it is to be understood what Capreolus and Cajetan say, that
esse or existence, insofar as it actuates substance, reduces to substance. . . . The
other is, that they call esse itself or existence the last actuality of a thing.11

What texts does Bañez have in mind? Earlier in this dubium, he
mentions how Capreolus uses the reduction of esse to the
categories to respond to an argument from Henry of Ghent.12 One
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13 Quodl. II, q. 2, a. 1 [3] (Thomas Aquinas, Opera Omnia, [Rome: Leonine Commission,
1884-], vol. 25/2:215).

14 In addition to the text cited in note 12, see Capreolus, Defensiones II, d. 18, q. 1, a. 3,
ad primum Aureoli contra primam conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 4:150).

15 STh I, q. 3, a. 5.
16 STh I-II, q. 72, a. 6, corp. and ad 3; II Sent., d. 35, a. 3, ad 1 (Mandonnet and Moos,

eds., 2:906-7).

of Henry’s arguments against a real distinction between esse
existentiae and esse essentiae is that esse existentiae does not
belong to any of Aristotle’s ten categories of being. Capreolus
quotes Thomas Aquinas to the effect that the division into
categories is a division of essence.13 The act of existing does not
belong to any of the categories, although it can be reduced to one
insofar as it is an act of an essence which belongs to a category.14

For instance, the act of a substantial essence can be reduced to
substance, and the act of a qualitative essence can be reduced to
quality.

Capreolus’s statement that esse is reduced to a category might
have earlier medieval roots even if it does not come directly from
Thomas, who does not discuss the reduction of esse to a genus.
Thomas does mention reduction as a way in which something can
belong to a genus without being in it per se through a species.15

For instance, a point is not itself a species or a member of a species
that belongs to the category of quantity. Nevertheless, it can be
reduced to the category of quantity insofar as it is a principle.
Similarly, blindness is not itself an existing thing, and yet it can be
reduced to the same genus that includes sight. Thomas even
mentions that acts of omission and commission can belong to the
same species of sin because omissions are reduced to a species.16

For instance, a greedy man’s taking money is an act which belongs
to the species of avarice. His omission of giving money is not itself
an act but rather an omission; nevertheless, it can be reduced to
the same species of avarice. 

The reduction of esse to a category has its roots in Giles of
Rome (ca. 1243/7-1316) and early Thomism. A near contem-
porary of Thomas, the Dominican Bernard de Trilia (d. 1292),
mentioned it in two contexts. First, insofar as esse is an answer to
the question “an est,” it is reduced to an accident, insofar as
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17 Bernard of Trilia, Quodlibet II, q. 9 (G. S. André, “Les Quodlibeta de Bernard de
Trilia,” Gregorianum 2 [1921]: 253). See Frederick Roensch, Early Thomistic School
(Dubuque, Iowa: Priory Press), 293. This text dates from the 1280s. This question probably
should now be cited as Quodlibet III, q. 9. See Russell L. Friedman, “Dominican Quodlibetal
Literature, ca. 1260-1330,” in Christopher Schabel, Theological Quodlibeta: The Fourteenth
Century, Brill’s Companions to the Christian Tradition 7 (Boston: Brill, 2007), 408-11, 479.

18 Bernard de Trilia, Quodlibet II, q. 9 (III, q. 9) (André, ed., 254).
19 Mark D. Gossiaux, “Thomas of Sutton and the Real Distinction between Essence and

Existence,” The Modern Schoolman 83 (2006): 268; John F. Wippel, “The Relationship
Between Essence and Existence in Late-Thirteenth-Century-Thought: Giles of Rome, Henry
of Ghent, Godfrey of Fontaines, and James of Viterbo,” in Parviz Morewedge, ed.,
Philosophies of Existence: Ancient and Medieval (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982),
140. 

20 Giles of Rome, Quaestiones disputate de esse et essentia, q. 9, resp. and ad 8, in
Quaestiones disputate (Venice, 1503), 20v, 22r.

21 Thomas Sutton, Tractatus de ente et essentia, ca. 5, in W. Senko, “Un traité inconnu ‘De
esse et essentia’,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen-âge 27 (1961): 261-62.
For the authorship and influence, see ibid., 229-43.

created being is divided between substance and accident.17 Second,
Bernard mentions the reduction as a possible response to the
argument for the position that esse is substance.18 This argument
is based on the premises that every being is either a substance or
an accident, and that esse does not belong to any of the
enumerated accidents. Bernard first responds by saying that esse
analogously belongs to all of the categories. He also mentions
another position of the time according to which esse is reduced to
one of the categories in the same way that a point is reduced to the
genus of a line, and presumably the category of quantity. The
example is clearly connected to Thomas’s texts. 

Giles of Rome and Thomas Sutton (ca. 1250-1315) were more
influential than Bernard. Both respond to the same argument of
Henry with which Capreolus was concerned, namely, that esse
does not seem to be distinct because it does not belong to any
category.19 Giles, like Bernard, states that esse is reduced to
substance in the same way that a point is reduced to the category
of quantity.20 He describes the point as a terminus. His thesis that
esse can be reduced to a category was adopted and perhaps
modified by Thomas Sutton. For instance, in his Tractatus de ente
et essentia, which was not well known until the twentieth century,
Sutton states that esse both as a principle and as a terminus can be
reduced to a category.21
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22 Thomas Sutton, Quaestiones ordinariae, q. 26, resp., ad 13, 21-23 (Thomas von Sutton,
Quaestiones ordinariae, ed. Johannes Schneider, Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften,
3 [Münich: Bayerische Akademie, 1977], 732, 735, 740-741.

23 Capreolus, Defensiones I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad primum Gerardi (Paban and Pègues, eds.,
1:322). See Lawrence Dewan, “Capreolus, saint Thomas, et l’être,” in Guy Bedouelle,
Romanus Cessario, and Kevin White, eds., Jean Capreolus en son Temps (1380-1444) (Paris:
Cerf, 1997), 80-81. 

24 Capreolus, Defensiones I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad tertium Aureoli contra primam
conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:328); a. 1, concl. 2 (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:313);
a. 3, ad primum Gerardi contra primam conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:322).

Sutton gives a different description of the reduction of esse to
all of the categories in question 26 of his Quaestiones ordinariae,
which was one of his better-known works.22 In this text, he
mentions that esse is reduced to all the categories as their actuality
and perfection. He also explains this reduction as the participation
of the categories in esse. The reduction of esse to the categories is
not the reduction of something less perfect to something more
perfect. We will see that although Bañez rejects the way in which
Capreolus and Cajetan explain reduction to the categories, he does
not object to the use of the word “reduction” in this wider sense,
namely, as describing the way in which categorical essences
participate in and are perfected by esse. The example of Sutton
shows that there is a long historical background to the Thomistic
thesis that esse is reduced to the categories, although it can be
unclear what this reduction is. Capreolus was probably influenced
by Giles and perhaps in some way by Sutton. It seems unlikely that
Capreolus would have endorsed the view that esse could be
reduced to a category as a principle, because he denies that esse is
an intrinsic principle.23 But he does think that esse is a terminus.

What does it mean for esse to be the last act? In distinction 8 of
book 1 of his Defensiones, which concerns the distinction between
essence and existence in creatures, Capreolus states that essence is
last neither with respect to the quod est, which is the suppositum,
nor the quo est, which is the act of being.24 He gives the example
of a stone. The stone’s form perfects matter and is the last act with
respect to essential being. But the stone’s existence requires
something further, namely, esse, which is a terminus of generation.
Why does Capreolus hold that esse is a terminus of generation,
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25 “forma est terminus quo, in quantum est principium terminandi productionem; sed esse
est terminus quo, tamquam formalis terminatio fluens a forma” (Capreolus, Defensiones I, d.
8, q. 1, a. 2, ad primum Gerardi contra primam conclusionem [Paban and Pègues, eds.,
1:322]).

26 Dewan, “Capreolus,” 79-80.
27 Capreolus, Defensiones II, d. 1, q. 3, a. 3, ad sextam Durandi contra primam

conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 3:102-3.).
28 “in omni autem actione, esse in actu est principaliter intentum et ultimum in

generatione” (ScG III, c. 66 [Leonine ed., 14:188]). See Dewan, “Doctrine of Being,” 1:426.
29 “Esse enim est actus primus in via resolutionis essentialis, sed est actus ultimus in via

compositionis” (Capreolus, Defensiones I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad tertium Aureoli contra primam
conclusionem [Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:328]).

30 Eileen Sweeney, “Three Notions of Resolutio and the Structure of Reasoning in
Aquinas,” The Thomist 1994 (58): 197-243. Jan A. Aersten, “Method and Metaphysics: The
via resolutionis in Thomas Aquinas,” New Scholasticism (63) 1989: 405-18; Edmund Dolan,
“Resolution and Composition in Speculative and Practical Discourse,” Laval théologique et

when Aristotle states that there are three principles of generation,
namely, privation, form, and matter, and form is the terminus quo
of the generation? In another context, Capreolus notes that, “form
is a terminus quo inasmuch as it is a principle of ending
[terminandi] the production; but esse is the terminus quo, as much
as the formal termination flows from the form.”25 Aristotle
discusses form and matter in his discussion of the intrinsic
principles of a substance. Form is the terminus quo insofar as the
terminus quo is an intrinsic principle. Esse is not an intrinsic
principle but an activity which presupposes the substance, and
especially the form.26 In another passage Capreolus states that esse
existentiae is last in generation even though it is first in
perfection.27 He draws our attention to Thomas’s statement in the
Summa contra Gentiles that “in every action esse is principally
intended and last in generation.”28

In the previously discussed text from distinction 8 of book 1,
Capreolus connects esse as the terminus of generation to the way
in which esse is first and last with respect to the different
intellectual acts of composition and resolution. He states, “Esse is
the first act in the way of essential resolution, but is the last act in
the way of composition.”29 The exact nature of this essential
resolution and its connection to Thomas is unclear. Thomas’s own
texts on the via resolutionis are difficult to understand and
coordinate with each other.30 In De Veritate, Thomas connects
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philosophique 6 (1950): 9-62; John Wippel, The Metaphysical Thought of Thomas Aquinas:
From Finite Being to Uncreated Being (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America
Press, 2000), 40-43.

31 De Verit., q. 1, at. 1 (Leonine ed., 22/1:4-5).
32 Super Boet. de Trin., q. 6, a. 4 (Leonine ed., 50:170).
33 Capreolus, Defensiones I, d. 2, q. 1, a. 1 (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:117). 
34 Capreolus, Defensiones I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad primum Aureoli contra primam

conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:327-28). For a discussion of this issue, see Lawrence
Dewan, “St. Thomas, Capreolus, and Entitative Composition,” Divus Thomas 80 (1977): 355-
75.

being (ens) as first known with the fact that the intellect reduces
all concepts into it.31 Similarly, in Super Boetium de Trinitate,
Thomas also states that all scientific demonstrations are able to be
reduced to certain first conceptions, among which is being (ens).32

These passages seem to speak of a reductive method secundum
rationem, whereby something is reduced to intrinsic causes and
ultimately being. In these texts, Thomas is describing a resolution
to being (ens). In the above text from Capreolus, there is an
essential resolution from esse. The two resolutions seem distinct.

Capreolus himself seems to distinguish between the resolution
of a definition to being (ens) and the priority of esse with respect
to essential resolution. Earlier in distinction 2, Capreolus puts
great weight on the passage from De Veritate on the reduction of
concepts to being (ens).33 What kind of being is this? Thomists
such as Capreolus sometimes use being (ens) to signify essence. For
instance, in distinction 8 Capreolus is careful to distinguish
between being (ens) insofar as it signifies an act of being (actus
essendi) and being (ens) insofar as it signifies a predicamental
essence.34 An essence is always formally a being in the second
sense. In the first sense, an essence is a being only when it is in a
subject that has an act of being. Consequently, “being” as essence
is only sometimes a “being” in the first sense, and then only
denominatively. In another discussion in distinction 8, Capreolus
writes:

[The esse of actual existence (esse actualis existentiae)] . . . is not properly a being
[ens], according to the way that “being” [ens] signifies the act of being [actus
essendi], since it is not what exists; nor is it properly a being [ens], according to
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35 “non est proprie ens, secundum quod ens significat actum essendi, cum non sit quod
existit; nec est ens, proprie, secundum quod ens signficat essentiam” (Capreolus, Defensiones
I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad primum Aureoli contra primam conclusionem [Paban and Pègues, eds.,
1:327]).

36 For this kind of resolution, see Sweeney, “Three Notions of Resolutio,” 206-15.
37 Capreolus, Defensiones I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad primum Henrici contra primam

conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:321).

the way that it [ens] signifies essence. It is said however to belong to a being [ens],
or to a thing [res].35

With respect to Capreolus’s text under discussion, the resolution
directly involves the essence rather than existence. The order of
composition seems to involve the movement from the more
universal to the more particular, and resolution from the
particular to the more universal. This might involve that type of
resolution which Thomas describes as a stripping away or division
of a complex whole into its simple elements.36 In distinction 9,
Capreolus mentions that esse is posterior to quiddity or form,
which are connected with and sometimes used for essence.
According to resolution, Socrates is first existing, and then a
rational animal, and then an animal, and then a living thing. The
order seems to be from the particular to the general. In the order
of composition, Socrates is first a living thing, then an animal,
then a rational animal, and only last an existing being. Esse is first
when moving from the individual existing substance to the more
universal, but last when moving from the universal and essential
to the individual existing substance. Resolution in this case seems
to involve a stripping away of properties or predicates.

Capreolus’s sharp distinction between the essential and
existential meanings of “being” (ens) shows why for him esse
belongs to a category only by reduction.37 A stone is in the genus
of substance because its essence belongs to that genus. A stone’s
matter and form also belong to the genus of substance since they
are part of a substance. But the stone’s esse is not part of the
substance, but extrinsic to it. Consequently, its esse belongs to the
genus because it is an act of the substance and its parts.

Perhaps more clearly than Capreolus does, Cajetan connects
the positions that (1) esse is reduced to the categories, (2) esse is
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38 “cum esse sit ultima actualitas rei et ultimum in generatione sit primum in intentione,
esse erit in genere substantiae ut principium formale ultimatum ipsius substantiae; per hoc
enim res reponitur in genere substantiae, quia est capax esse substantialis, etenim differentiae
in omnibus generibus, ut infra declarabitur, sumuntur ab ordinem ad ipsum esse” (Cajetan,
In “De ente”, c. 5, q. 12, n. 101 [Thomas de Vio Cajetan, In “de ente et essentia” Thomae
Aquinatis, ed. M-H. Laurent (Turin: Marietti, 1934), 159]). For translations, I have consulted
Thomas de Vio Cajetan, Commentary on Being and Essence, trans. Lottie H. Kendzierski and
Francis C. Wade (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1964). This passage is on 224-25.
Note that in this text esse is a principle. For Capreolus, esse is caused by intrinsic principles.

39 In addition to the passage cited above, see Cajetan, In I, q. 45, a. 5, n. 6 (Leonine ed.,
4:471). The Leonine edition includes Cajetan’s commentary alongside Thomas’s text. 

40 “Producere autem esse absolute, non inquantum est hoc vel tale, pertinet ad rationem
creationis” (STh I, q. 45, a. 5). See John F. Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas on Creatures as Causes
of Esse,” in Metaphysical Themes in Thomas Aquinas II, Studies in Philosophy and the History
of Philosophy 47 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 172-
93.

the last actuality, and (3) esse is a term of generation. Unlike
Capreolus, Cajetan clearly states that esse is a formal principle:

. . . since esse is the last actuality of a thing, and the last in generation is the first
in intention, esse will be in the genus of substance as the ultimate formal principle
of substance itself. For it is through this that a thing is placed in the genus of
substance, and that it is capable of substantial esse; for the differences in all
genera, as will be set out below, are taken from their order to esse itself.38

For Cajetan, esse is the primary term of creation and not of
generation, since only creation causes something to exist rather
than not exist, whereas generation presupposes only the privation
of the yet ungenerated form.39 Creation and generation share the
same terms, but with a different priority. Form, which is the
primary term of generation, is also a secondary term of creation,
and esse, which is the primary term of creation, is a secondary
term of generation. Once a substance is generated, its esse is
reduced to the genus of substance and it differs from an accident’s
esse, which is reduced to the genus of that accident.

In his commentary on question 45, article 5 of the Prima Pars,
Cajetan mentions his understanding of how esse is caused. In the
text, Thomas states that creation is proper to God alone because
God is the most universal cause, and being is the most universal
effect. Thomas writes, “But to produce esse absolutely, not insofar
as it is this or such, pertains to the nature of creation.”40 Why is
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41 “esse est proprius effectus causae universalissimae, quae est Deus, id est, esse est per se
primo effectus Dei. Hoc enim significat ly proprius: et non significat idem quod solum seu
tantum” (Cajetan, In I, q. 45, a. 5, n. 7 [Leonine ed., 4:471])

42 Cajetan, In I, q. 45, a. 5, n. 16 (Leonine ed., 4:472)
43 Leonard A. Kennedy, “Un nuevo comentario de Domingo Báñez: Codex Ottobani 1055,

ff, 55r-101v,” Archivo teológico granadino 36 (1973): 145-82, at 162, 165, 171, 172, 177.
44 Cajetan, In “De ente”, c. 5, n. 90 (Laurent, ed., 142-43; Kendzierski and Wade, trans.,

204-5).

esse the proper effect of God? Cajetan states that “esse is the
proper effect of the most universal cause which is God, that is, esse
is the per se primo effect of God. For the ‘proper’ (proprius)
signifies this, and it does not signify the same that ‘alone’ or ‘only’
[signifies].”41 An obvious objection to Cajetan’s interpretation is
that Thomas explicitly denies that creatures are instrumental
causes of esse.42 According to Cajetan, Thomas denies the in-
strumental causality of esse by creatures insofar as an instrument
might cause an effect through its own ability or power (virtus). A
creature can cause esse only insofar as it takes part in God’s power
(virtus).

In these texts Cajetan connects his thesis that esse is the last act
with his position that esse is the ultimate term of generation, and
that creatures cause esse. Bañez also has in mind texts in which
Cajetan describes how a substance is composed of matter and
form. We know that Cajetan is the source because of Fr. Leonard
Kennedy’s transcription of a previously unpublished earlier (ante
1581) lecture on the Summa Theologiae’s discussion of essence
and existence.43 In this earlier treatment, Bañez accepts Cajetan’s
description of existence as last actuality and draws his students’
attention to Cajetan’s description of the differences between the
composition of form and matter and that of essence and existence.
Cajetan describes ten differences, but Bañez draws our attention
to the fourth and fifth.44 Cajetan’s fourth difference is that in the
composition of form and matter, the form itself is a cause of a
further act, namely, existence. But nothing else can be added after
existence. The fifth difference is that although the form itself is an
act in respect to matter, it is itself in potency to a further act,
namely, existence, insofar as it is part of the composite of matter
and form. In both of these differences, there is a way in which
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45 “Utrum in Deo sit idem essentia et esse” (STh I, q. 3, a. 4).
46 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4 (Urbano, ed., 141; Llamzon, trans., 26-27).
47 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 1, ad 3 (Urbano, ed., 145; Llamzon, trans., 42-43).
48 “Utrum existentia, sit perfectior quam essentia, cujus est existentia” (Bañez, In I, q. 3,

a. 4, dub. 3 [Urbano, ed., 148; Llamzon, trans., 54]). 
49 “esse est actualitas omnis formae vel naturae: non enim bonitas vel humanitas

significatur in actu, nisi prout signficamus eam esse” (STh I, q. 3, a. 4). For similar texts, see
Cornelio Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, 3d ed. (Turin: Società Editrice
Internazionale, 1963), 199-204. For Bañez, see Llamzon, “Specification of Esse,” 123-29;
García, La luz del intelecto agente, 60-69.

50 Cajetan, In STh I, q. 3, a. 4, n. 3 (Leonine ed., 4:43).

existence is a substantial act posterior to substantial form or
essence. In order to understand Bañez’s argument against the
earlier thesis that esse can be reduced to one of the categories, it
is important to understand his criticism of the position that esse is
the last act.

II. ESSE AS THE LAST ACT

Bañez’s argument against the view that esse existentiae is the
last act occurs primarily in two parts of his commentary on
question 3, article 5 of the Prima Pars, which asks “Whether in
God essence and esse are the same?”45 The first criticism is in the
context of Bañez’s preliminary remarks on Thomas’s text itself.46

The second and more prolonged discussion is in the first of the
five dubia discussed in Bañez’s commentary on this article, which
is, “what is existence [quid sit existentia]?” This second discussion
links Cajetan with Capreolus, and also considers the issue of
whether esse can be reduced to the ten categories.47 Bañez also
criticizes Soncinas on this point. He partially uses the conclusions
of these discussions in his criticism of Soncinas in the fourth
dubium, which is “Whether existence is more perfect than the
essence to which it belongs?”48

The preliminary textual issue is over Thomas’s claim in the
response in article 5 that “esse is the actuality of every form or
nature: for goodness or humanity are not signified in act, except
insofar as we signify them as being [esse].”49 Cajetan interprets this
text as a description of how a nature is signified in its last act.50 He
invokes the late Scholastic distinction between how a term is
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51 Gabriel Nuchelmans, “The Distinction Actus Exercitus/Actus Significatus in Medieval
Semantics,” in Meaning and Inference in Medieval Philosophy, ed. Norman Kretzmann
(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988), 57-90; reprinted in  Gabriel Nuchelmans
Studies on the History of Logic and Semantics, 12th-17th Centuries, ed. E. P. Bos (Aldershot,
Hampshire: Variorum, 1996).

52 See Llamzon, “Specification of Esse,” 129-37.
53 “nulla forma significatur in actu, nisi prout significamus eam esse, id est, per respectum

ad esse, sicut eam intelligimus, sive res illa actu et realiter existat, sive in potentia. Et haec
doctrina fundatur in hoc, quod ens est objectum intellectus” (Bañez, In I, q. 4, a. 3 [Urbano,
ed., 141; Llamzon, trans., 26]).

present in the signified act (in actu signato) and the exercised act
(in actu exercito). In different contexts this distinction is used to
distinguish between the abstract and the concrete, the quoted and
the performed, as well as the potentially existing and the actually
existing.51 The distinction in this context seems to be between the
nature as abstractly signified and the nature signified as a concrete
existing thing. According to Cajetan, Thomas’s text is about the
signification of a nature in actu exercito, that is, as existing. But
with respect to signification in actu signato, any nature could be
signified in isolation from esse. On Cajetan’s interpretation,
Thomas’s claim is merely that forms or natures are signified in
their last act when they are signified as existing.

Bañez rejects this interpretation of Thomas in part because it
seems incorrectly to describe how a nature is signified. Bañez does
not invoke the distinction between the two kinds of signification.
He states that the nature is signified in the same way whether it
exists or not. According to Bañez, Cajetan errs in his inter-
pretation of Thomas because he does not see that esse is the first
act of any nature. The nature or form already has an order to esse
apart from the way in which the nature or form is signified.
Essences can be understood only insofar as they have some
relation to esse.52 Bañez writes that, according to Thomas, “no
form is signified in act unless we signify it to be, that is, in relation
to esse, just as we understand it [form], whether that thing is really
in act and really exists, or is in potency. And this doctrine is
founded on this, that being is the object of the intellect.”53 

We can see from this text that one of Bañez’s arguments for his
thesis that esse is first actuality is based on the way that esse is
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54 Dominic Bañez, In III, q. 3, a. 3, n. 27 (Domingo Bañez, Comentarios inéditos a la
tercera parte de santo Tomás, ed. Vicente Beltrán de Heredia [Madrid: Consejo Superior de
Investigaciones Científicas, 1951], 1:591-92).

55 “ante existentiam, vel secundum rem, vel secundum rationem nihil est, vel nihil
intelligitur: siquidem ens est objectum intellectus” (Bañez, In I, q. 4, a. 3, dub. 1, ad 2
[Urbano, ed., 145; Llamzon, trans., 40]).

56 “nihil intelligatur nisi ut habet esse, vel cum intrinseco ordine ad esse” (Bañez, In I, q.
4, a. 3, dub. 1, ad 3, in fine [Urbano, ed., 145; Llamzon, trans., 42]). 

known, which in turn is part of his explanation of how being is
what is known first by the intellect. In his commentary on the
Tertia Pars of the Summa Theologiae, he states that being as the
object of the intellect includes not only actual existence, but also
beings which are capable of existence.54 These nonexisting beings
must be understood at least as possibly existing. In the previously
discussed commentary on the article concerning essence and
existence, Bañez states that any being, including substance, can
only be understood as a being insofar as it has or is capable of
having esse. At one point he even states that it must be understood
as existing either in reality or in accordance with reason, since
“before existence, nothing exists either according to reality or
according to reason, or nothing is understood, since being is the
intellect’s object.”55

Bañez uses this argument from the way that being is known in
his rejection of Cajetan’s argument from the statement that esse is
last in the intention of the one who generates to the conclusion
that esse is the last actuality of the thing. According to Bañez, the
premise concerning the generator’s intention is incorrect. Nothing
at all can be understood “unless it has esse2 or with an intrinsic
order to esse.”56 For instance, according to his biology, an embryo
is generated before a full human being is. Nevertheless, the
embryo itself is said to have esse. The form of the embryo does not
exist prior to the embryo’s own existence; they exist simul-
taneously. He admits that Cajetan is following Thomas’s own
usage, but Bañez notes that this usage is rare and should be
understood differently. In a response to an objection (ad 2) in
question 6 of his disputed question De Anima, Thomas states that
“esse itself is the last act which can be participated by everything;
it itself does not participate.” According to Bañez, this statement
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57 “Prima quidem ordine compositionis intellectualis, ultima vero ordine resolutionis
intellectualis. Ut sit, v.g., intellectus ex cognitione entis, quod est proprium obiectum,
descendat usque ad hominem, primo intelligit esse per se, quod competit substantiae, deinde
esse corporeum, esse vivens, esse rationale. In quibus omnibus ipsum esse consideratur ut
actus primus. Et rursus, si resolutorie velit ascendere ad id quod simplicius est, perveniet
usque ad ipsum esse, et ultra non ascendet” (Bañez, In I, q. 4, a. 3, dub. 1, ad 3, in fine
[Urbano, ed., 145; Llamzon, trans., 43]). 

58 Capreolus, Defensiones, I, d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad septimum Gerardi contra primam
conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:324.) For the early Thomistic roots of this
distinction, see Mark D. Gossiaux, “Thomas of Sutton and the Real Distinction between

is about participation in esse and has no connection with a
posteriority in generation.

There is one other way in which esse can be described as the
last act. Capreolus seems to have separated the resolution of esse
from the resolution of ens, and suggested that by essential resolu-
tion we start with esse and then strip away essential characteristics.
Bañez connects the two orders. According to him, the essential or
formal more universal elements all presuppose esse. He writes:

[It is the] first in the order of intellectual composition, but last in the order of
intellectual resolution. So that, for instance, if the intellect, from the knowledge
of being, which is the proper object, descends down to man, first it understands
esse per se, which belongs to substance, then corporeal esse, living esse, rational
esse. In all these things esse itself is considered as first act. And in return, if one
wishes to ascend by resolution to that which is simpler, he will arrive at esse
itself, and will not ascend further.57

Whereas Capreolus is concerned with moving from essential
characteristics to esse, Bañez considers them together. For Bañez,
there is no movement in the order of composition from form to
esse, since form itself presupposes esse or at least an intrinsic order
to it. Form is prior to esse neither according to generation nor
according to thought. Consequently, Bañez’s criticism of Cajetan’s
description of esse as the last act is also a criticism of Capreolus,
since both Cajetan and Capreolus think of esse as something
posterior to a form or essence.

This point about the connection between essence and esse is
related to the way in which “being” (ens) signifies. Following an
earlier Thomistic tradition, Capreolus distinguishes between the
way in which “being” signifies either as a participle or as a name.58
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Essence and Existence,” The Modern Schoolman 83 (2006): 265-66. See Serge-Thomas
Bonino,“Le concept d’étant et la connaissance de Dieu d’après Jean Cabrol (Capreolus),”
Revue Thomiste 95 (1995): 121 n. 59.

59 Capreolus, Defensiones, I, d. 8, q. 2, a. 2, ad quartum Gregorii contra quartam
conclusionem (Paban and Pègues, eds., 1:362). Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones de veritate,
q. 4, a. 1, ad 8 (Leonine ed., 22/1:121-22). For this distinction, see Gyula Klima, “The
Semantic Principles underlying Saint Thomas Aquinas’s Metaphysics of Being,” Medieval
Philosophy and Theology 5 (1996): 111 n. 44; E. J. Ashworth, “Signification and Modes of
Signifying in Thirteenth-Century Logic: A Preface to Aquinas on Analogy,” Medieval
Philosophy and Theology 1 (1991): 47-50. 

60 Bañez, In I, q. 5, a. 2, in fine (Urbano, ed., 181-82). 
61 “essentias rerum cum ordine intrinseco ad ipsum esse, sive actu sunt, sive in potentia

existant” (Bañez, In I, q. 5, a. 2., in fine [Urbano, ed., 182]). Cf. Bañez, In I, q. 4, a. 3, dub.
4, ad 2 (Urbano, ed., 157; Llamzon, trans., 90).

As a name, “being” principally signifies essence; as a participle,
“being” principally signifies esse and only secondarily signifies
essence. As a name, can “being” signify essence alone and apart
from esse? Capreolus explains the connection by appealing to the
traditional distinction between that from which the imposition of
a name is taken and that which a name signifies.59 For example,
Thomas thinks that the imposition of “lapis,” which is the Latin
name for “stone,” is taken from the quality of hurting the foot
(laedere pedem). But the name “lapis” signifies a stone’s essence.
“Hurting the foot” is only indirectly signified. Similarly, Capreolus
argues that, as a name, the imposition of “being” (ens) is taken
from esse, since we first come across actually existing beings. But
“ens” signifies essence first and directly. For Capreolus, the
connection between the signification of “ens,” taken as a name,
and esse is primarily one of how we name. 

According to Bañez, this connection involves an intrinsic order
of essence to esse, which is present both according to the
signification of “being” and in the way that essence is a potency.60

As a participle, there is no important difference between “being”
(ens) and “existing” (existens). “Being” in this way signifies the
actus essendi. In its second meaning, as a name, “being” signifies
“the essences of things with an intrinsic order to esse itself,
whether they are in act, or exist in potency.”61 In neither case can
the name “being” be severed from the esse existentiae. Bañez
departs from Capreolus primarily in his understanding of the way
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62 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 2, ad 4 (Urbano, ed., 148; Llamzon, trans., 52-53).
63 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 4, concl. 7 (Urbano, ed., 154-56; Llamzon, trans., 78-87).

Cf. ibid., dub. 4, ad 4 (Urbano, ed., 157; Llamzon, trans., 92); ibid., q. 8, a. 1, dub. un., ad
6 (Urbano, ed., 208). Cf. Bañez, In I, q. 44, a. 2, dub. 1 (Salamanca: St. Stephen, 1585), 2:16-
17; ibid., q. 45, a. 5, passim (Salamanca ed., 2:41-53). I have accessed the 1585 edition via
the Bizkaiko Foru Librutegia (Regional Library of Bizkaia) site. I am grateful to R. J. Matava
for providing me with an electronic copy of the 1614 Douai edition, which is substantially the
same for these questions. For Thomas, see especially STh I, q. 45, a. 5, ad 1. 

in which “esse” as a name signifies this intrinsic order to esse.
Similarly, Bañez emphasizes that essences are either actually exis-
ting or potentially existing, since esse is their first and last
actuality.62 

Bañez invokes this order of essence to esse against those, such
as Cajetan and some other Thomists, who argue that existence is
not solely the effect of God but is efficiently caused in some way
by substantial forms.63 Bañez argues that it is contradictory to
claim both that existence is an effect of substantial form and that
it is the first actuality. The activity of every form, including
substantial form, is based on its esse. Created substances merely
dispose the matter for esse. For instance, a fire does not cause the
esse of another fire, but it prepares the way for a fire whose esse
comes from God. Similarly, and more clearly because individual
human souls are created directly by God, if John generates Peter,
John’s soul does not give its esse to Peter. Both John and Peter
have substantial forms whose activity depends on their causally, if
not temporally, prior reception of esse. Consequently, created esse
must come only from the first esse. Other views on the causation
of esse would seem to entail that the created substantial form has
its own efficient causal activity which is somehow prior to created
esse.

It is only after considering Bañez’s account of signification and
the priority of esse that it is possible to understand his criticism of
the view that esse can be reduced to a category. The signification
of “being” (ens) taken as a name is directly relevant to the
distinction between the ten categories. In this context, Bañez uses
“being” (ens) as a name that signifies that being which is divided
into the categories and ordered to esse. In this way, esse does not
participate in anything else, but it is participated in by essence,
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64 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 1, concl. 6 (Urbano, ed., 144; Llamzon, trans., 37-38).
65 Bañez, In I, q. 5, a. 1 (Urbano, ed., 179). See Jean-Luc Solère, “Une passion de l'être:

Les discussions sur le bien transcendantal dans les commentaires de la Somme théologique I,
q. 5, a. 1 à la Renaissance," in B. Pinchard, ed., Fine Follie ou la catastrophe humaniste: Etude
sur les transcendantaux à la Renaissance (Paris, 1995), 33-52.

66 “modum intrinsecum substantiae, quae est esse per se, hoc est, quo substantia per se
primo habet esse” (Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 1, concl. 6 [Urbano, ed., 144; Llamzon, trans.,
37).

67 Fabro, “L’école thomiste,” 457. 

which must belong to one of the ten categories.64 “Reduction” in
its strict sense does not apply to this relation of being participated
in, although “reduction” can be used more loosely to describe the
limitation of esse.

Bañez also connects esse existentiae with the intrinsic modes of
being insofar as it completes being in the different categories. The
intrinsic modes add to being even though they do not come from
the outside.65 For instance, the transcendentals are intrinsic modes
of being, since they are convertible with being. These intrinsic
modes cut across the categories. In contrast, other intrinsic modes
belong to one or only some of the categories. For example, the
intrinsic mode “being (ens) per se” belongs only to substance. Esse
existentiae as first actuality completes this “intrinsic mode of
substance, which is esse per se, that is, by which a substance per se
primo has esse.”66

Fabro criticizes Bañez’s discussion of participation in this
context because Bañez refers only to one text of Thomas (viz., Q.
D. De Anima, q. 6, ad 2).67 But Bañez does not use this one text as
the primary support or textual basis for his understanding of
participation. In his discussion of Cajetan’s view, Bañez regularly
returns to this text because it is one of the few in which Thomas
describes esse as the “last act,” and Bañez differs from Cajetan
over what these words mean. He has already made the point that
this text is not about esse added to an already existing form, but
rather the participation of essence in an esse which in turn does
not participate in anything else. He notes that Thomas often
discusses participation in esse. Bañez refers to this particular text
only because he is criticizing Cajetan’s view that esse is an ultimate
act that can be reduced to the category of the essence which it
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68 Capreolus describes esse existentiae as a more perfect effect than esse essentiae in
Defensiones II, d. 1, q. 3, a. 3, ad primam Scoti contra primam conclusionem (Paban and
Pègues, eds., 3:103). See for discussion Dewan, “Doctrine of Being,” 1:431-32. 

69 “Si sint aliqua duo in genere substantiae; illud est nobilius quod per se est in genere
substantiae quam illud quod est in eo tantum reductiue: quia quod per se est in genere
substantiae participat nobilissimum genus perfectiori modo . . . essentia est per se in genere.
. . esse autem est in genere tantum reductiue . . . ergo essentia est nobilior quam existentia”
(Paul Soncinas, Quaestiones Metaphysicales, lib. 4, q. 13, arg. 5 [Lyons: Pesnot, 1579], 21b).
I will cite the Pesnot edition, which does not differ significantly from Venice: Haeredes
Hieronymi Scoti, 1576. This particular argument is on p. 23 of the 1576 edition, and the
whole question is on pp. 22-23. My access to both editions is through Google Books. 

actualizes. He shows that although in this text Thomas does refer
to esse as “last act,” the text does not support Cajetan’s inter-
pretation of esse as last or ultimate act.

III. THE RELATIVE PERFECTION OF ESSE AND ESSENCE

The scholarly literature has not sufficiently emphasized the
intimate connection between the thesis that esse can be reduced to
the categories and the thesis that essence is more perfect than esse.
Moreover, neither Cajetan nor Capreolus seem to connect the two
issues, and Capreolus himself asserts that esse existentiae is a more
perfect effect than esse essentiae.68 Nevertheless, the relationship
between the two theses can be seen in Soncinas’s use of the thesis
about the reduction of esse to the categories in order to argue for
the position that essence is more perfect than esse. Soncinas
writes:

If there are some two things in the genus of substance, that which is per se in the
genus of substance is nobler that that which is in it only reductively, since that
which per se is in the genus of substance participates in the most noble genus in
a more perfect way . . . essence however is per se in a genus . . . esse however is
in a genus only reductively . . . therefore essence is more noble than existence.69

For Soncinas, the term “man” signifies a complete nature, which
is the essence. The “esse” of a man shares the perfection of human
nature only insofar as it can be traced back or reduced to it. The
esse of a human being is imperfect when compared to the essence
which it actuates. Similarly, Soncinas thinks that esse is not the
first actuality simply speaking but only in the order of existing
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70 Francis Silvester’s position on the perfection of esse is complex and not entirely relevant
to the issues at stake between Bañez and Soncinas. But there are some interesting similarities
with Bañez’s understanding of the qualified way in which essence is more perfect. See
Franciscus Sylvester Ferrariensis, Commentaria in libros quatuor Contra gentiles, I, c. 28, nn.
1-3 (Leonine ed., 13:87-89). His commentary is reprinted alongside Thomas’s Leonine text.

71 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 3, obj. 5 (Urbano, ed., 148; Llamzon, trans., 55).
72 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 3, ad 5 (Urbano, ed., 150; Llamzon, trans., 62).
73 “Illud est perfectius, quod minus est dependens, cum dependentia dicat imperfectionem.

Sed essentia est minus dependens quam esse. Ergo essentia est perfectior quam esse”
(Soncinas, Quaestiones Metaphysicales, lib. 4, q. 13, arg. 2 [Pesnot ed., 21a]). 

things. The essence is also actuality. If there were no humans,
humanity would still be an essential actuality even though it would
have no actuality as an existing thing.

When Bañez begins his discussion and criticism of the position
that esse is more perfect than essence, he summarizes some
arguments for this position. Although he briefly mentions Francis
Silvester, Soncinas is his target.70 Soncinas’s argument for the
greater perfection of esse based on its reduction to the categories
can be found in Bañez’s fifth argument for the position that esse
is superior.71 In his reply to this argument, Bañez states that
essence itself has no perfection except insofar as it is ordered to
esse as potency is ordered to act.72 He refers in this place to
conclusion 6 of the first dubium, where he had shown that esse is
reduced to the categories not as something imperfect is reduced to
something perfect, but rather as an actuality is reduced to a
potency.

Bañez’s point that esse is first actuality is used to respond to
another of Soncinas’s arguments for the superior perfection of
esse, which is based on the truth of the proposition that man is a
rational animal. Soncinas writes, “That which is more perfect is
less dependent, since dependence implies imperfection. But
essence is less dependent than esse. Therefore essence is more
perfect than esse.”73 What makes essence less dependent?
Statements about essence are true for all possible cases, whereas
statements about existence are in some possible cases not true. For
instance, the statement “man is a rational animal” is always true.
But the statement “Socrates exists” is true only when enunciated
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74 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 3, obj. 1 (Urbano, ed., 148; Llamzon, trans., 54).
75 Bañez, In I, q. 3, a. 4, dub. 3, ad 1 (Urbano, ed., 149; Llamzon, trans., 59-60).
76 Soncinas, Quaestiones Metaphysicales lib. 4, q. 13, ad 3 (Pesnot ed. , 21a); Bañez, In I,

q. 3, a. 4, dub. 3, ad 1 (Urbano, ed., 149; Llamzon, 59-60). See Llamzon, “Specification of
Esse,” 137-42. For the views of Bañez and Soncinas concerning eternal truths and essence in
context, see Jeffrey Coombs, “The Ontological Source of Logical Possibility in Catholic
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at a particular time. Its truth depends on what may or may not be
actual.

Bañez reformulates this argument as based on the claim that a
man’s being a rational animal is more important than his merely
existing.74 This claim is supported by the fact that it is necessary
for a man to be a rational animal, whereas it is contingent that a
man exists. In this reformulation, the contrast between the more
and the less dependent becomes a contrast between the contingent
and the necessary. In his response to this objection, Bañez invokes
against Soncinas the same understanding of the order of essence
to esse which he previously used against Capreolus and Cajetan.75

The same basic point can be invoked against each of the three
overall theses that Bañez criticizes. With respect to this third thesis
on the perfection of essence, he notes that the perfection of a
rational animal can only be understood insofar as the quod est is
ordered to esse. Since act is more perfect than potency, simply
speaking, existence perfects the rational animal and is itself not
perfected through its essence. 

Bañez denies Soncinas’s claim that human essence itself had a
kind of actuality before God created a man.76 According to Bañez,
before the creation of humans, the human essence had actuality
only in God insofar as God is the exemplar and efficient cause of
humans. This aspect of Bañez’s thought has not always been clear
to scholars. For instance, Kennedy writes that although Bañez
explicitly makes the point in his texts, he also “says in so many
words that essences are not produced by God.”77 Kennedy’s
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remark is puzzling. Here and in many other texts Bañez explicitly
states that essences are efficiently caused by God.78

Both Kennedy and Fabro seem to ignore at least the sense of
Bañez’s texts when they argue that the previous Thomistic
tradition blinded him to the real meaning of esse. For example,
they criticize him for holding that there is a respect in which
essence is more perfect than esse, but they mention neither Bañez’s
explanation of his position or his reasoning. According to Fabro,
Bañez’s position is the opposite of the Thomist one according to
which esse is more perfect when it is alone and separated than
when it is received in a potency.79 He thinks that Bañez should
have argued that participated esse is less perfect than what is
essentially esse, whereas in fact Bañez held that participated esse
(actus essendi) is more imperfect than the essence that receives it.

Fabro does not adequately explain Bañez’s own description of
esse as more perfect simpliciter than essence even though essence
can be said to be more perfect secundum quid. It is important to
understand what Bañez means by “secundum quid.” He does not
mean that in some cases essence is superior to esse, but that it is
always the case that created essence is superior only in a certain
respect or in some way. He seems to think that this would hold for
every essence except perhaps for the most imperfect essence. But
absolutely speaking, it is always the case that the participated
created esse is superior. He thinks that this position follows from
the way that essence limits esse. Esse considered apart from
essence is unlimited and most formal.

Along with the previous tradition, Bañez compares the
composition of form and matter with that of essence and exis-
tence.80 Both compositions involve reception and determination
or limitation. In the composition of form and matter, the form is
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received by matter and it determines or limits the matter to a
particular kind. No one would argue that matter perfects form.
Bañez argues that the issue of perfection is primarily connected to
what is received. Just as matter is perfected by its reception of
form, so form and matter are perfected by their reception of esse.
Although in the composition of form and matter the determining
part is more perfect, in the composition of essence and esse the
determining part, namely, essence, does not simply speaking
perfect the determined part, namely, esse. Indeed, esse is more
perfect insofar as it is less determined and limited.

According to Fabro, Bañez in this text does not think of esse as
act, but as an entity and as a thing.81 As such, it can be compared
to essence. It is understandable that Fabro might find it odd that
a Thomist could think that essence even in a qualified sense is
more perfect than esse. The words seem strange to twentieth-
century existential Thomists. But if we think about what Bañez
means by saying that essence is secundum quid more perfect, then
Fabro’s objections are less clear. Bañez is merely claiming that
more perfect essences restrict esse less than the less perfect
essences do. When an essence is less perfect, the esse is limited
more.

In what sense does essence perfect esse? Bañez gives an example
which Soncinas had used to show the perfection of essence, which
is that if one essence is more perfect than another, then its esse is
more perfect than the esse of the other.82 Bañez writes:

having posited that esse must be limitable and capable of being received, in some
way it is perfected by the fact that it is received in a more perfect essence rather
than a less perfect [essence]. What we should more properly say, is that it is less
restricted, and, if I may say, made less imperfect by the fact that it is received in
a living thing, than in a non-living thing, and in an angel, than in a human
being.83
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Bañez’s point is that essence limits esse, and that some essences
limit esse more than others do. Insofar as esse is limited by essence,
esse is less perfect than essence. Even in these examples, essence is
the source of imperfection, although essence causes less perfection
precisely insofar as the essence itself is more perfect. Essence limits
esse to a grade in the hierarchy of being.84 The greater perfection
of one esse over another is due in some way to the greater
perfection of the essence that it actualizes over the lesser
perfection of that essence which is actualized by the less perfect
esse. The more perfect essence in a way perfects its own esse,
although it does so only by limiting its esse less. Bañez gives no
hint that esse is an entity, a thing, or anything other than act.
Fabro’s criticism passes over Bañez’s main points, which are (1)
that essence is more perfect than esse only in a very qualified
sense, and (2) that this sense involves the way in which more
perfect essences limit esse less. 

The issue of the relative perfection of essence is connected with
Fabro’s more general and primary criticism of Bañez, which is that
he follows a previous tradition of thinking about esse as a state
rather than as an act.85 Additionally, Fabro thinks that Bañez
neglects Thomas’s understanding of esse intensivum, which seems
to be that esse is unlimited in God and more or less limited and
imperfect according to the degree in which it is participated. In
this context Fabro criticizes Bañez’s use of the quotation from the
Quaestiones Disputatae De Anima which connects participation in
esse with esse as the ultimate act. Even if one concedes Fabro’s
point that the tradition previous to Bañez obscures Thomas’s
account of esse, which I would not entirely wish to do, it remains
clear that Fabro inaccurately censures Bañez.

As we have seen, Bañez discusses this passage to correct the
opinion that esse existentiae is solely last act and can be reduced
to the categories. His own point is that esse is the first actuality of
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every form. The position is explained in the context of a dis-
cussion of how being is known and predicated, and through
considering the way in which essence as potency is intrinsically
ordered to being. This understanding of esse existentiae as first
actuality shows that it is participated in and limited by the
categories, but that it is not reduced to them. The relationship of
limitation and participation also explains how Bañez argues that
esse existentiae is more perfect than essence simply speaking. It is
hard to see how Fabro’s criticism could fairly be applied to Bañez’s
understanding of these issues.

Bañez’s commentary on question 3, article 3 of the Prima Pars
is justly well-known for the criticism of earlier Thomists and for
its metaphysical acuity. But Bañez’s skill is best seen when we read
not only his commentary but the other texts which he himself was
reading, such as the works of Capreolus, Soncinas, and Cajetan. In
particular, he connects three issues that at first glance might seem
unrelated, namely, the views that esse is the ultimate act, that it is
reduced to the categories, and that it is less perfect than essence.
The view that esse is the ultimate act implies that it can be reduced
to the category of what is prior to it as the imperfect to the per-
fect. The position that essence on its own is prior and belongs to
a category can lead to the view that essence is more perfect than
esse.

Since this article concerns the way in which Bañez criticizes
earlier Thomists, it focuses more on his originality than on his
continuity with the earlier Thomistic tradition. But in order to
understand his originality or development, he must be situated in
the context of earlier discussions and debates. Bañez sees himself
as a member of a dialogue within a tradition that cuts across
centuries and academic institutions. We have seen how he
frequently invokes many earlier Thomists in support of his views
that there is a real distinction between essence and existence and
that an accident has its own existence which is distinct from that
of a substance. His own discussions also show that there is much
disagreement between Thomists on basic metaphysical issues. If we
would understand the history of a school such as Thomism, it is
important to look at the details of such discussions and to avoid
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temptations either to force a member of the school into a
preconceived schema, such as the fall/recovery schema of much
twentieth-century Thomism, or study his thought in isolation from
earlier members of the tradition.86
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T
HE WRITINGS OF John Capreolus (ca. 1380-1444), the

Prince of Thomists, have come down to us exclusively

through his great work, the Defense of the Theology of
Thomas Aquinas (abbreviated in this article as the Defensiones),
completed about the year 1442.1 A massive work taking up 190

“questions” and 755 “conclusions,”2 the Defensiones follows the
model of Thomas Aquinas’s Commentary on the Sentences. In the
prologue, Capreolus tells his reader that he intends to “introduce

nothing of my own, but only to recite opinions that seem to me to

have been from the mind of St. Thomas.”3 To this end, he

regularly argues by means of quotations from Thomas’s writings

along with references to parallel texts, accompanied by only brief

comments of his own. His citations show that he is well-versed in

Thomas’s writings, ranging from the philosophical opuscula like
De Ente through all of the major theological works. He also refes
to Thomas’s Aristotelian commentaries.

The issue of analogy between God and creatures comes up

several times in Defensiones, book 1. In this article, I will show
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Capreolus’s philosophical and textual reasons for judging question

2, article 11 of the disputed questions De Veritate to be Thomas’s
principal text on names said analogously of God and creatures,

and, accordingly, why he makes the controversial claim that names

are not said analogously of God and creatures in the way that

“healthy” is said analogously of medicine and an animal.

Anticipating the objection that Thomas Aquinas himself wrote

the contrary in the Summa contra Gentiles (I, c. 34) and the Prima
Pars (q. 13, a. 5), Capreolus tells his reader that these passages say
the same thing as De Veritate. There Thomas denies that names
are said of God and creatures in the way that “healthy” is said

analogously of urine and an animal, positing instead that names

are said of God and creatures by a kind of analogy he calls

“proportionality,” as for example, the way “seeing” is said of both

the body and the mind because of the proportional similarity

between the body’s vision and the intellect’s understanding.4 Some

twentieth-century Thomists, such as Bernard Montagnes, take this

De Veritate passage to reflect an aberrant position found only in
Thomas’s early works.5 Capreolus, however, presents it as

Thomas’s definitive judgement through which his later writings

are to be understood, despite the prima facie differences between
the texts.6

This article builds upon and departs from the scholarly tribute

paid to Capreolus’s doctrine of analogy by Bernard Montagnes, S.

Bonino, E. J. Ashworth, F. Riva, and Lawrence Dewan. Each of

these authors notices that Capreolus influences later Thomist

writings on analogy by distinguishing between the formal concept
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(the concept in the intellect) and the objective concept (the reality

the formal concept signifies; this is explained further below).

Bonino especially is sensitive to how Capreolus’s use of this

distinction allows him to depart from the position common to

earlier Thomists, including Thomas Sutton and Hervaeus Natalis,

that the human intellect cannot conceive God and creatures

through one and the same concept.7 None of these contemporary

Thomists, however, attends to the role Capreolus assigns to

proportionality. In fact, two of them, Montagnes and Bonino,

suggest (if not assert) that it is absent from Capreolus’s account of

names said of God and creatures.8

I. CONTEXT: ANALOGY, DEMONSTRATION, 

AND THE FALLACY OF EQUIVOCATION

In question 13, article 5 of the Prima Pars, Thomas Aquinas
tells his readers that names are said of God and creatures though

an analogy of “one to another,” exemplified by the way medicine

is called “healthy” by reference to the health of an animal.

Capreolus rejects the use of this kind of analogy for divine names

in Defensiones 1, distinction 2 when defending his ninth con-
clusion (a conclusion treated in detail by both Dewan and

Bonino),9 which is, “the wayfarer can conceive God by the same

concept he conceives a creature, although the name signifying that

concept is not said univocally of God and creature.”10 Capreolus

engages several objections to this conclusion, including one from

John Duns Scotus to the effect that that such names must be said

univocally because otherwise a demonstration proceeding from
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perfections known in creatures to perfections in God would fall

into equivocal reasoning and the fallacy of equivocation.

Capreolus’s fourteenth-century Thomist and even non-Thomist

predecessors entertained this objection routinely, and with good

reason. Besides the objections from Scotus and the Scotists to

demonstration through analogous terms, the standard Dominican

logic textbook of the era, Peter of Spain’s Tractatus, had cast
doubt on the status of the analogy of “one to another” as a mean

between pure equivocation and univocity that could mediate a

valid syllogism. Instead of being the key securing valid argument

from creatures to God, as it seems to be in the Prima Pars (q. 13,
a. 5), in Tractatus 6 the “one-to-another” analogous use of
“healthy” illustrates the fallacy of equivocation in the example,

“Every healthy thing is an animal, urine is healthy; therefore, urine

is an animal.”11 The very same treatment of the fallacy of equi-

vocation appears in De Fallaciis, a work attributed to Thomas
Aquinas in Capreolus’s time.12 Demonstration through analogous

terms was under attack from forces both within and outside the

Dominican order.

Scotus mentions two characteristics of univocal names that are

of interest in the early Thomist response to his doctrine that

demonstration can proceed only through univocal terms. The first

is that when a name is said univocally of many things it is said

according to a single distinct concept or ratio. The second is that
where a name is said univocally, it would be a contradiction to

affirm and deny it of the same thing.13 In effect, terms are used
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univocally in different propositions when the term signifies

through the same concept in both propositions and when it would

be a contradiction to say that something both has and does not

have what is expressed by the name (or term).

Capreolus’s Thomist predecessors rejected Scotus’s requirement

that a term must be said by one ratio or concept for it to be used
in a demonstration. Hervaeus Natalis argued that it is enough for

demonstration that the diverse rationes of analogates are related
and that the knower is aware of the relation.14 Thomas Sutton

argued that in the case of analogy of proportionality the analo-

gates are close enough to univocity for demonstration to proceed

through an analogous term, but that this is not the case for other

kinds of analogy.15 Both of these early Thomists steadfastly
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maintain the same distinctions between univocity, equivocation,

and analogy that one finds in Thomas Aquinas’s De Principiis
Naturae.16 A name is said univocally when it is said of many by
one ratio. It is said equivocally when it is said of many by diverse
rationes, and analogously if these diverse rationes are partly the
same and partly different.17 

II. CAPREOLUS’S ARGUMENT: NAMES ARE SAID OF GOD AND

CREATURES BY THE SAME CONCEPT, BUT NOT UNIVOCALLY

Capreolus takes up the issue of names said analogously of God

and creatures several times in the Defensiones, including
distinctions 2, 22, and 35 of book 1. The most relevant passages

for our purposes come from the ninth conclusion of book 1,

distinction 2, question 1, where, as mentioned above, he argues

that “the wayfarer can conceive God by the same concept he

conceives a creature, although the name signifying that concept is

not said univocally of God and creature.”18 Here Capreolus quotes

question 7, article 5 of De Potentia, where Thomas writes that the
conceptions our intellect takes from creatures are certain like-

nesses of God, and, therefore, our intellect understands God in

them. The concept of a creature is only an imperfect likeness of

God and does not signify God perfectly because the creature, from

which the intellect’s concept is formed, is only imperfectly or

deficiently like God.19 

According to Capreolus, Thomas is saying that when names

such as “ens,” “bonum,” and “justum” are said commonly of God
and creature, they do not express two concepts—one of God and

one of creature—but the same concept. Nevertheless, this concept
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et creaturis secundum rationem majoris et minoris perfectionis”  (Thomas Aquinas, I Sent.,

d. 19, q. 5, a. 2, ad 1 [Mandonnet, ed., 1:492]). On Thomas’s use of “ratio” and “intentio”

as synonyms in this passage, see Lawrence Dewan, “Does Being Have a Nature? (Or:

Metaphysics as a Science of the Real),” in Approaches to Metaphysics, ed. William Sweet

(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2004), 54 n. 32.
22 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 1 (Frankfurt ed., 1:125a): “Ex quibus patet quod

intentiones importatae per haec nomina communiter dicta de Deo et creaturis sunt in Deo et

in creaturis eo modo quo intentio dicitur esse in re, non scilicet subjective, sed sicut in

fundamento veritatis suae.” 
23 Ibid.: “licet illae intentiones perfectius fundamentum habeant in Deo quam in creaturis;

cum hoc tamen stat quod imperfectius repraesentant Deum quam creaturas: quia scilicet sunt

immediate sumptae a creaturis et non a Deo.”

is an imperfect ratio of God and a perfect one of the creature.20

Capreolus also quotes Thomas in distinction 19 of book 1 of the

Sentences commentary saying that bonitas, veritas, and other
names said analogously of God and creatures are in God and

creatures “according to their esse” by a ratio of greater and lesser
perfection.21 About this passage he says,

From which it is clear that the intentions carried through their names said

commonly of God and creature are in God and in creatures in the way in which

an intention is said to be in a thing, namely, not subjectively, but as in the

foundation of its truth.22

He adds that even though the intentions have a more perfect

foundation in God than in creatures, the intentions represent God

more imperfectly than creatures because they are taken im-

mediately from creatures and not from God.23

Neither of these texts from Thomas say exactly what Capreolus

draws out of them, namely, that the human intellect conceives

God and creatures in one and the same concept. However, they do

permit him to say that Thomas holds these divine perfections to

be imperfectly represented by the concepts taken from creatures
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24 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 2 (Frankfurt ed., 1:141a): “Unde, ad omnes ejus

probationes, dicitur generaliter, quod utique bene probant quod ens habeat unum conceptum

communem Deo et creaturis et decem praedicamentis, sumendo conceptum pro conceptione

quam intellectus format dum concipit ens. Si autem loquamur de conceptu objectali, qui non

est aliud quam intelligibile quod objicitur intellectui formanti dictam conceptionem, sicut

natura humana diceretur conceptus objectalis illius intellectionis qua intelligitur homo

inquantum hujusmodi, tunc distinguendum est de unitate.”

insofar as the creaturely perfections are likenesses of divine

perfection. The challenge for Capreolus is to show how conceiving

God and creature in the same concept is compatible with

predicating these names analogously of God and creatures. After

all, as his objectors and even his Thomist predecessors hold, if a

name is said of many through the same ratio or concept, it is said
univocally. 

I find three essential points in Capreolus’s responses to these

objections. First, he distinguishes between the unity of the formal

concept and the unity of the objective concept in names said

analogously of God and creatures. Second, he adopts a qualified

understanding of the conditions for univocity. Third, he

distinguishes between the characteristics of three different kinds

or modes of analogy.

III. THE UNITY OF THE FORMAL CONCEPT AND THE UNITY OF

THE OBJECTIVE CONCEPT

Capreolus begins his response to the arguments against the

ninth conclusion by granting that the objectors’ arguments prove

that “ens” has one concept common to God and to creatures and
to the ten categories, so long as “concept” is taken to refer to “the

conception which the intellect forms while it conceives ens”
(which Capreolus will call the “formal concept.”) However, if one

is speaking of the objective concept, “which is not other than the

intelligible thing which is objectified for the intellect of the one

forming the conception,” then a distinction must be made

concerning the concept’s unity.24

The difference between the “formal concept” and “objective

concept” merits some explanation. Capreolus says human nature
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25 Ibid. See quotation in note 24 above.
26 Ashworth, “Suarez on the Analogy of Being: Some Historical Background,” Vivarium:

An International Journal for the Philosophy and Intellectual Life of the Middle Ages and

Renaissance 33 (1995), 70. See also Dewan, “Does Being Have a Nature,” 33; and Bonino,

“Le concept d’étant,” 117. The distinction between the ‘formal concept’ as the conception of

the intellect and the ‘objective concept’ as what it is that the intellect conceives of corresponds

to the distinction Thomas Aquinas makes between “ratio” as it refers to the conception of the

intellect and “ratio” as it stands for that in the thing known which is signified by the intellect’s

conception (I Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 3).

is an objective concept insofar as it is the foundation for the

intellect’s formal concept of “homo.”25 Ashworth puts it briefly
but accurately by saying: “the formal concept is the conception

that the intellect forms when it conceives something, and . . . the

objective concept is the intelligible thing which serves as object for

the intellect forming such a conception.”26 An objective concept is

neither a concept in the typical sense of something existing in the

understanding, nor is it simply an individual substance or accident.

Although there are many individuals who have human nature,

there is only one objective concept which exists in each one of

these individuals insofar as they have human nature. The same

goes for sensitive nature as the objective concept founding the

truth of the intellect’s formal concept of “animal.” Like a name

said univocally, a name said analogously of God and creatures is

said through one formal concept. An analogous name, according

to Capreolus, differs from a univocal one in the unity of its

objective concept.

Capreolus distinguishes two kinds of unity for objective

concepts. The greater kind or mode of unity occurs where any

form or nature is participated by many, as in a genus or species

such as humanity. The lesser kind of unity is a unity of

“attribution or imitation.” This occurs where “many things having

attribution to one are called one attributively.” The objective

concept of being is not one and the same in God and creatures

through the unity of any form in which they participate, but one

through “attribution” since creatures are called beings from

“imitation and attribution to God.” Therefore the objective
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27 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 2 (Frankfurt ed., 1:141a-b): “Quia, vel potest

intelligi de unitate attributionis, eo modo quo multa, habentia attributionem ad unum,

dicuntur unum attributive, vel potest dici de unitate, quae attenditur penes aliquam formam

vel naturam quae participatur a multis, qualis est unitas generis vel speciei. Humanitas enim,

in omnibus est una forma; non quidem actu, nec potentia, extra intellectum, sed aptitudine.

. . . Si loquamur de primo modo unitatis, sic conceditur quod ens habet unum conceptum

communem Deo et creaturis objectalem: unum quidem, non per indivisionem alicujus formae

in eis participatae, sed unum per attributionem: quia creaturae dicuntur entia, ex imitatione

et attributione ad Deum; et ulterius accidens, ex imitatione substantiae, et attributione ad

illam. Et ideo ille conceptus objectalis non est unus tanta unitate quanta conceptus objectalis

generis dicitur unus, vel conceptus speciei, sed multo minori.”
28 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 1 (Frankfurt ed., 1:123b). 

concept of ens is one “by a much lesser unity” than the objective
concept of a genus or species.27

Capreolus has granted to Scotus that one concept of “being,”

specifically the “formal concept,” represents the being of God and

the being of creatures. His position supposes that one formal

concept of “being” can represent (however imperfectly) the

objective concept of being both as it is found in God and as it is

found in creatures. Because of the difference between God’s being

and creatures’ being, this objective concept is not one in the same

way as an objective concept is one for all members of a genus or

species, such as “humanity” or “animality.” Rather, the unity of

the objective concept for analogous ens depends on the creature’s
imitation of the Creator. There is one objective concept of being

for God and creatures in the qualified sense that the objective

concept of being found in the creature imitates the objective

concept of being found in God.

Capreolus illustrates this very point earlier in the same question

with an example of imperfect knowledge mediated by an

imitation. Someone who has never seen Hercules sees him

imperfectly in a stone statue of Hercules.28 One image in the

imagination represents two related objects, the stone image and

Hercules. In terms of the kinds of unity discussed above, these two

are one object “attributively.” Returning to “being” said of God

and creatures, one formal concept in the intellect represents the

objective concept of being in God and creatures, which is one

objective concept attributively through the creature’s imitation of

divine being.
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29 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 2 (Frankfurt ed., 1:143a): “Ad tertium dicitur

quod non oportet omne quod est medium in syllogismo habere conceptum objectalem unum,

plusquam unitate attributionis. Illa enim sufficit, dum tamen conceptus ex parte intellectu sit

vere unus.”

Capreolus applies his distinction between the unity of the

formal concept and the unity of the objective concept to defend

demonstration through analogous terms. In a reply to an

objection, he writes that unity of attribution suffices for the

objective concept in a demonstrative syllogism, as long as the

formal concept is truly one.29 In other words, a term can be validly

used in a syllogism so long as the intellect is using only one formal

concept, even if there is only an imperfect unity for the objective

concept signified by the name. Capreolus does not elaborate, but

he is pointing to the fact that it is the unity of the formal concept

which guarantees that a name is being used of the analogates to

represent each of them insofar as there is an analogous likeness

between them, rather than being used purely equivocally. This is,

in part, a concession to Scotus’s insistence that only a term used by

one concept can mediate a syllogism. Properly understood, it is a

reasonable concession because it means that when the analogous

name is used in a syllogism it is used to signify, not simply two

different foundations for the name (two different objective

concepts), but the foundations insofar as they are analogously one

foundation (one objective concept by the lesser and qualified kind

of unity).

The point that there can be only one formal concept for each

term used in a valid demonstration can be understood clearly by

considering a demonstration through univocal terms. Take the

syllogism, “All animals are mortal, and all men are animals;

therefore, all men are mortal.” If each of the terms is used

according to one formal concept, then they signify the same

foundation in the things, and the conclusion follows validly. But

these same propositions could be used in the same order in a

syllogism where the fallacy of equivocation occurs. For example,

the intellect could use the term “animal” according to the formal

concept which signifies the objective concept “living body” in the

major, and in the minor it could use the term “animal” according
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to another formal concept which signifies the objective concept

“brutal and selfish.” In that case, there would be more than three

terms in the major and the minor, and the conclusion would not

follow from the premisses. There would also be the fallacy of

equivocation if the term “mortal” were used according to the

formal concept representing “subject to bodily corruption” in the

major, and according to the formal concept representing “deadly”

in the conclusion. This time, a fourth term would have been

introduced to the syllogism in the conclusion. When we judge a

syllogism valid, even one using terms which can be used univocally

in a syllogism, we are assuming that each of the terms is used

according to one formal concept.

The unity of the formal concept for each term also guarantees

that what is in the conclusion is already contained in the premisses

in the case of demonstration from the attributes of creatures to the

divine attributes. Take the demonstration through analogous

terms, “All simple perfections are in God, and wisdom is a simple

perfection; therefore, wisdom is in God.” If there is one formal

concept used for the analogous term “wisdom” in the conclusion

and in the minor, then the term represents the pure perfection of

wisdom insofar as there is a unity of attribution or imitation

between its foundation in creatures (where it is first known) and

its foundation in God. If there is a different formal concept for

“wisdom” in the minor and in the conclusion, then the conclusion

introduces a term not found in the premisses, and the conclusion

does not follow from the premisses. In other words, if the intellect

represents the wisdom proper to God in himself apart from its

analogous likeness to the wisdom in creatures in the conclusion,

while representing in the minor the wisdom known from the

experience of wise creatures, then the wisdom named in the

conclusion is not contained in the minor premiss.

IV. THE CONDITIONS FOR UNIVOCITY

Capreolus’s argument that names can be said of God and

creatures analogously by one concept relies on his modified

understanding of the conditions for univocity. He leaves this point
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30 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 22, q. 1 (Frankfurt ed., 2:175b). 
31 On the topic of Capreolus’s use of Auriol’s writings with respect to his doctrine of the

concept of being and knowledge of God, see Bonino, “Le concept d'étant,” 111-12.
32 For these points, see Petrus Aureoli, Scriptum in I Sententiarum, d. 2, aa. 1-4 (Rome:

Vaticana, 1596), 118b-121b; as well as Peter Auriol, Reportatio in I Sententiarum, d. 2, p. 1,

qq. 1-2 (ed. Stephen Brown, in Traditio 50 [1995], especially 212-16 and 228). See also Petrus

Aureoli, Scriptum in I Sententiarum, d. 22, a. 2 (Rome ed., 517). For a brief exposition of

Auriol’s position, see Stephen Brown, “Scotus’s Univocity in the Fourteenth Century,” in De

doctrina Ioannis Duns Scoti: Acta Congressus Scotistici Internationalis (Rome: Scotist

Commission, 1968), 35-41. For a more thorough account, see Stephen Brown, “The Unity

of the Concept of Being in Peter Aureoli's Scriptum and Commentarium (with a critical

edition of the Commentarium text)” (PhD diss., University of Louvain, 1964). See also W.

Goris, “Implicit Knowledge - Being as First Known in Peter of Oriel,” Recherches de theologie

et philosophie medievales 69 (2002): 33-65. 

unexplained in Defensiones 1, distinction 2 of but takes it up in
distinction 22, question 1. There he states that he does not

consider sameness of concept (i.e., “formal concept”) to be the

condition for univocity. To those who say that it is, he replies that

“what I call analogy, you call univocity.” Although there is only

one concept abstracted for names such as “wisdom” said of God

and creatures, the name is said analogously not univocally because

it represents the wisdom of wise creatures perfectly and distinctly

while it represents divine wisdom only imperfectly and less

distinctly. In effect, a name is said univocally of many only when

it expresses a concept which represents the same thing equally and

distinctly in the things named.30

The influence of the early fourteenth-century Franciscan Peter

Auriol is at work in Capreolus’s departure from the earlier

Thomist response to Scotus on this point.31 Auriol granted to

Scotus that there is one concept of being, but denied that this one

concept can be a distinct concept. Instead, Auriol argued that the

concept of being is an indistinct or indeterminate concept. This

indistinct concept of being is not said univocally of God and

creatures; rather, it is said analogously in the way that names such

as “principle” and “cause” are said analogously. According to

Auriol, then, it is not enough for a name to be said by one concept

for it to be said univocally: it must be said by one distinct

concept.32 Although he adds his own qualifications, Capreolus

does not oppose Auriol’s claim that names are said of God and
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creatures by one and the same ratio or concept, or Auriol’s
understanding that univocity requires determinate rationes.
Rather, Capreolus adopts Auriol’s position that a name is only

univocal if it is said of many through a concept which represents

each of the things named equally and distinctly. This enables

Capreolus to say that one formal concept can represent an

imperfectly one objective concept belonging to God and creatures

without saying that the name signifying this concept is univocal.

At the same time, the distinction between the formal and objective

concepts allows Capreolus to retain the position that there is a

multiplicity of rationes or concepts in names said of God and
creatures insofar as there is only a qualified unity for the objective

concept. Put briefly, Capreolus restricts univocity to those cases

where the formal concept equally and distinctly represents the

objective concept found in the many things which receive the

common name. If one formal concept perfectly represents an

objective concept which is one only by the unity of imitation or

attribution, then there is not univocity but some sort of analogy.

V. THE THREE KINDS OF ANALOGY AND DEMONSTRATION

With this second point made, we can understand Capreolus’s

account of the three kinds or modes of analogy in Defensiones 1,
distinction 2 and his argument there that only one of the three is

suitable for naming God and creatures. The analogates in only one

kind of analogy have the unity at the level of the objective concept

necessary for there to be a single formal concept representing

them, and, therefore, only one kind of analogy meets the

conditions for demonstration.

Capreolus’s three modes of analogy reflect Thomas’s threefold

division (I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 2, ad 1): 

There is a threefold mode of analogy according to what was said in the proof of

the ninth conclusion. The first occurs when the analogous term expresses one

ratio principally, and besides this expresses a relation or proportion to that ratio
as occurs in the case of “healthy.” Sometimes it expresses the form of health,

sometimes the relation of cause to health. An analogous term of such a kind

expresses diverse rationes actually and explicitly. The second mode of analogy
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33 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 2 (Frankfurt ed., 1:142a): “Ad nonum dicitur

eadem modo. Licet enim ens ponatur in omni propositione, vel aliquid aequivalens, non

tamen ideo quaelibet propositio est multiplex. Triplex est enim modus analogiae, secundum

quod dictum est in probatione nonae conclusionis. Primus est quando analogum dicit unam

rationem principaliter, et praeter hoc dicit habitudinem vel proportionem ad illam rationem;

sicut sanum, quandoque dicit formam sanitatis, quandoque habitudinem causae ad sanitatem;

et sic tale analogum dicit diversas rationes in actu et explicite. Aliud est analogum quod non

dicit nisi unam rationem, quae tamen diversum esse habet in analogatis, et non uniforme, sicut

corpus cum dicitur de caelestibus, et inferioribus. Aliud est analogum quod dicit unam

rationem actu, in qua tamen non parificantur analogata, nec in esse illius, sicut ens dictum de

Deo et creatura, de substantia et accidente. Et solum primus modus analogiae reddit

propositionem multiplicem.”

Bonino writes that the second two members of the division go together insofar as for both

of them the analogical term or concept refers to one unique ratio. The difference between

them is taken from the manner in which this ratio is founded in the analogues, which is to say,

the difference is situated on the level of the objective concept. See Bonino, “Le concept

d’étant,” 119: “Dans la deuxième forme d’analogie, le terme ou concept analogue renvoie à

une ratio unique. La différence se prend de la manière dont cette ratio se trouve fondée dans

les analogués, c’est-à-dire qu’elle se situe au plan du concept objectal.” In effect, the second

two kinds of analogy are alike in that a single formal concept stands over the analogates. They

differ in that, in the case of analogous “body,” the formal concept equally represents the

objective concept in the analogates but the analogates are unequal in their modes of being;

whereas for the third kind of analogy, the formal concept does not equally express the

objective concept in the various analogates. 

On a different but related note, Dewan makes a surprising comment on this text. He

writes, “I do wonder whether Capreolus goes too far (though it is a side-issue) in saying that

only the first mode of analogy makes for ambiguity; it would seem that the second mode

could also do so” (Dewan, “Does Being have a Nature,” 57 n. 53). Given that Capreolus is

clearly drawing on Thomas’s own threefold division of analogy in I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 2, ad

1 wherein Thomas says that this second mode of analogy is “univocal to the logician,” and

given the fact that Dewan does not elaborate his point but mentions it only as a side note, I

do not understand in what way he thinks that this mode of analogy would give rise to the kind

of ambiguity that could cause equivocation in argument. Perhaps an ambiguity would arise

if one were to say: “Bodies are solid. Fire is a body. Ergo, fire is solid.” I do not think that this

would be so much a case of the fallacy of equivocation on the word “body,” however, as an

instance of a false or undistributed major premise, or else an ambiguity of the term “solid.”

I have not seen it suggested anywhere else that this kind of analogy (which is not analogy to

the logician) would cause ambiguity for demonstration.

occurs when the analogous term expresses only one ratio and that ratio has
diverse and not uniform esse in the analogates. For example, “body” when it is
said about heavenly and lower things. Thirdly, there is the analogous term which

expresses one ratio actually in which the analogates are not made equal, and they
are not made equal in their esse either. For example, “being” said of God and a
creature, or of substance and accident. Only the first mode of analogy renders a

proposition equivocal [multiplicem].
33
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The first kind of analogy, which expresses diverse rationes
actually and explicitly, renders a proposition equivocal and cannot

be used to mediate valid arguments because the objective concepts

of the analogates do not relate to each other in a way that allows

any one of their diverse formal concepts to represent each of the

analogates even imperfectly. For example, “healthy” actually and

explicitly expresses “being the subject of health” in the true

proposition “every healthy thing is an animal”; whereas “healthy”

actually and explicitly expresses “being a cause of health in an

animal” in the true proposition “medicine is healthy.” There is no

likeness of imitation or attribution between the healthiness of an

animal and the healthiness of medicine whereby one could say that

the formal concept representing the foundation of calling one

“healthy” imperfectly includes the foundation of calling the other

“healthy.” One could say there is a disjunctive unity, in which case

the name “healthy” would signify “either the health of an animal,

or the health-causing properties of medicine, or the signifying

health in an animal properties of urine, etc.” But that is not the

way that the name “healthy” is used in any of the propositions

where it is attributed to medicine or animals. One of the meanings

is selected explicitly, and the others actually excluded. 

Capreolus concludes that this characteristic of actually and

explicitly expressing something different (even if that difference

is a relation to the prime analogate) makes a name said

analogously in this mode no more able to mediate a syllogism than

a purely equivocal term. A sample syllogism from Peter of Spain’s

Tractatus was mentioned above where using “healthy” analogously
in this way in a syllogism leads to the absurdity “urine is an

animal.” Looking at the example, we can see that the conclusion

is reached because “healthy” is treated as though it expresses the

same thing in the minor as in the major. For the argument to

follow, there would have to be at least some imperfect way in

which the sense of “healthy” in the major included the sense of

“healthy” in the minor. Put in Capreolus’s terms, the formal

concept of “healthy” which designates the healthiness of an animal

also would have to designate, however imperfectly and unequally,

the healthiness of urine. If that were the case, then the fallacy of
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34 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 2 (Frankfurt ed., 1:142a): “sed analogum quod

dicit unam solam rationem explicite, licet illa sit una, sola unitate attributionis, loquendo de

ratione objectali, quod etiam dicit unam intentionem intellectus repraesentantem rationem

objectalem, quamvis non aeque quantum ad omnia contenta sub tali ratione, tale, inquam,

analogum non facit propositionem multiplicem. Hujusmodi autem est ens . . .”. There is a

fluidity between the use of the expressions “objective concept” and “objective ratio” in

Capreolus’s writings. This is explained by the fact that the objective concept is, as explained

by Bonino and Dewan, the ratio as it exists in the thing known.

equivocation would not take place because the conclusion would

follow from the premises, and it would be true to say that “urine

is an animal.” But Capreolus recognizes that urine’s capacity to

signify health in an animal, medicine’s capacity to affect an animal,

and an animal’s good physical disposition are so different that no

formal concept the intellect acquires from one of them includes

another, even very imperfectly. The foundation in the animal is a

certain disposition in the animal. The foundations in the medicine

and in the urine are relations to the animal. These different

foundations are three different objective concepts, and they can

only be represented by three distinct formal concepts. Therefore,

demonstration cannot proceed through a name used analogously

in this way. 

What about the other two kinds of analogy? The first does not

concern Capreolus because, as Thomas says, it is logically

univocal, and it does not apply to the analogy between God and

creatures. Names are said of God and creatures by the third mode

of analogy wherein the analogous term expresses one ratio actually
in which the analogates are not made equal, and they are not

made equal in their esse. In contrast to the name “healthy,”
Capreolus tells us, the analogous name “being” does not make a

proposition equivocal, and therefore make an argument equivocal,

because it has the following characteristics of the third kind of

analogy. First, “being” expresses only one ratio explicitly even
though, taken as the objective concept, this ratio is one only by a
unity of attribution. Second, “being” expresses one intention of

the intellect representing the objective concept and this intention

of the intellect (i.e., the formal concept of “being”), represents the

things contained under it unequally.34 It is then the unity of the

objective concept that makes the third mode of analogy singularly
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35 See Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 2, q. 1, a. 2 (Frankfurt ed., 1:141b).

suitable among the modes of analogy for demonstrative use. The

first mode has too little unity to be represented by one formal

concept, so it leads to the fallacy of equivocation if used in a

demonstration. The second mode has too much unity to be

logically analogous. The third mode alone has neither too much

diversity for demonstative use nor too much unity to be logically

analogous.

In different passages, Capreolus describes the relationship

between the analogates in the kind of analogy at work in names

said of God and creatures in terms of imitation and

proportionality. We have seen that in Defensiones 1, distinction 2,
he refers to the objective concepts having unity of imitation or

attribution. And he gives the example of the being of creatures

imitating the being of God.35 In distinctions 35 and 45, he speaks

of proportionality between creature and Creator, addressing

imitation and concepts. I now turn to these texts to show how

proportionality relates to Capreolus’s understanding of

demonstration from creatures to God without the fallacy of

equivocation.

VI. ANALOGY OF PROPORTIONALITY

As mentioned at the beginning of the paper, Capreolus quotes

the body of question 2, article 11 of De Veritate in Defensiones 1,
distinction 35, question 2, article 2. In this passage, the creature’s

imitation of the Creator is the basis for saying “scientia” or
“knowledge” are in creature and Creator by the kind of analogy

Thomas calls “proportionality.” Thomas distinguishes “propor-

tionality” as a kind of proportion distinct from mathematical and

other proportions involving a determinate distance or relation

between the analogates. His example of a name said analogously

by a determinate relation is “healthy” said of urine in relation to

the health of an animal. Names are said analogously of God and
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36 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 35, q. 2, a. 2 (Frankfurt ed., 2:398b-399a). See also

Defensiones 1, d. 43, q. 1 (Frankfurt ed., 2:533a) where Capreolus repeats the discussion in

De Veritate, q. 2, a. 11 of the proportionality between God and creatures in his own words.
37 Capreolus, Defensiones 1, d. 45, q. 1 (Frankfurt ed., 2:571a-b): “. . . quia intelligit

divinum velle non in se, sed sub conceptu quem format intellectus de actu nostrae voluntatis,

cui est adjuncta illa imperfectio, scilicet quod non subsistit sed elicitur a voluntate nostra. Et

ideo oportet quod proportionaliter intelligat velle divinum.”

creatures by indeterminate proportion or proportionality, just as

“seeing” is said of the mind and the body.36

Distinction 45 connects proportionality to Capreolus’s

discussion of the imperfect conception of God through the

concept of a creature. Responding to an argument from Auriol

regarding the will, Capreolus writes:

. . . because the wayfarer does not understand the divine will in itself, but under

a concept which the intellect forms about the act of our will, to which an

imperfection is adjoined, namely, that the act of the will does not subsist but is

chosen from our will. Therefore, it is necessary that the wayfarer understands the

divine will by proportionality [proportionaliter].37

In effect, he says that it is the formal concept of the human will’s

act that serves as the wayfarer’s formal concept of the divine will.

The formal concept formed from the experience of the human

perfection represents and allows the wayfarer to understand the

divine perfection proportionally. 

On the basis on these texts, I offer the following summary of

Capreolus’s understanding of names said analogously of God and

creatures and the concepts involved in them. The creature imitates

and participates in the perfections belonging to God. This

participation and imitation provides the foundation for an analogy

of proportionality between a creature’s perfection and the divine

perfection. The proportionality between imitating effect and

imitated cause entails that what answers in reality to the intellect’s

conception of a perfection in a creature has a likeness of

proportionality to the divine perfection. Using Capreolus’s

terminology of formal and objective concepts, an objective

concept that is one by imitation is found proportionally in a

creature and in the Creator. Although the divine perfections are

inaccessible in themselves to the human intellect insofar as the
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human intellect has no direct access to God, the human intellect

can acquire an imperfect formal concept of God through what it

finds in creatures. For example, the wisdom of God and the

wisdom of creatures are different insofar as the reality signified by

the name “wisdom” in creatures is only similar by proportionality

to the reality signified by the name “wisdom” in God. But from

the foundation in creatures (that is, the objective concept) from

which the intellect abstracts “wisdom,” the human intellect can in

one formal concept perfectly represent the wisdom of a creature

and imperfectly represent the wisdom of God—to the extent that

the wisdom of the creature imitating divine wisdom is pro-

portionally similar to the wisdom of God. The following charts

represent the two different concepts.

This, then, is Capreolus’s answer, in brief, to the Scotist

objection that analogous terms cannot mediate valid demon-

strations, and his doctrine of the concepts used in names said

analogously of God and creatures. Scotus is correct to say that

there needs to be one single concept for terms that mediate a

demonstration, and so natural theology requires there to be one

concept for names said of God and creatures. Capreolus holds that

this one concept is the formal concept. But this formal concept is

not univocal to God and creatures. It does not represent them

equally because the foundation for the name (the objective

concept) is not equally present in God and creatures. The formal

concept represents the creature perfectly. And it represents God

imperfectly and implicitly insofar as the creature imitates God and

Formal concept in the intellect

Formal concept of wisdom
Formed from (A).
Represents (A) perfectly.
Represents (B) imperfectly 
by representing (A)       
perfectly.

Objective concept in the thing known

(A) = Objective concept of creaturely
wisdom
(B) = Objective concept of divine
wisdom

(A) imitates (B). 
(A) is similar to (B) by proportionality. 
(A) and (B) are one objective concept
by the unity of imitation.
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there is a likeness of proportionality between what imitates and

what is imitated. At the end of an argument from perfections in

creatures to the being or some other perfection in God, one knows

that there is something in God answering proportionally to what

one knows in creatures. 

This article set out to do two things: first, to bring attention to

an aspect of Capreolus’s doctrine of analogy overlooked in the

scholarship, namely, proportionality; second, to show the

philosophical reasons for Capreolus’s decision to regard question

2, article 11 of De Veritate as Thomas’s principal treatment of
names said analogously of God and creatures. These goals have

been accomplished by attending to the requirements for

demonstration through analogous terms. A demonstrative

argument requires that the mediating terms are used with one

formal concept. Such a concept can be arrived at for names said of

God and creatures due to the proportionality between what

imitates and what is imitated. But no such concept can be arrived

at when the things named analogously are related the way that

medicine or urine and an animal are called “healthy.” In as much

as question 2, article 11 of De Veritate is the only one of Thomas’s
texts wherein he explicitly prefers proportionality to the, so to

speak, “healthy model” of analogy, Capreolus finds it the most

philosophically satisfying of Thomas’s accounts and presents it as

Thomas’s principal text on names said analogously of God and

creatures. Whether Capreolus is being true to Thomas’s own

thought is a further question.

VII. IS CAPREOLUS’S DOCTRINE OF ANALOGOUS NAMES ST.

THOMAS’S? 

A number of objections could be raised against Capreolus’s

claim that his account of concepts and analogy and his solution to

the problem of demonstration through analogous terms are

according to the mind of Thomas Aquinas. The essential

components of Capreolus’s position, as we have seen, are the

distinction between the formal and objective concepts, the claim

that there is univocity only when a formal concept equally
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38 Sylvester of Ferrara, Commentarium Ferrariensis in Summa Contra Gentiles 1.34

(Leonine ed., 13:106). 

represents each of the things it is predicated of, and the claim that

the kind of analogy between God and creatures is not the kind of

analogy at work when “healthy” is said of animals and medicine.

Each one of these positions is arguably outside the mind of

Thomas, if not directly contrary to what he wrote.

Thomas writes explicitly in question 13, article 5 of the Prima
Pars that names are said analogously of God and creatures in the
way medicine and animals are called “healthy,” and that this

explains why analogous terms can be used in demonstrative

arguments without causing the fallacy of equivocation. He calls

this an analogy of “one to another” and makes no mention of

proportionality. On the face of it, Thomas’s later work substitutes

“one to another” for “proportionality” and finds the “healthy

model” of analogy suitable for use in a demonstration.

Debate on how to reconcile the Prima Pars passages on analogy
with Capreolus’s preferred text in De Veritate has gone on at least
since Sylvester of Ferrara argued against Capreolus’s position in

the sixteenth century.38 I will not attempt to settle the debate here.

Instead, I offer an initial approach to an argument that Capreolus

gives a reasonable interpretation of the texts, and I suggest that

Capreolus offers a legitimate development of Thomas’s doctrine

on the kind of analogy at work in names said of God and

creatures. 

One alternative to reading this passage from the Prima Pars
(and similar passages from De Potentia and the Summa contra
Gentiles) as teaching that the analogy of “one to another” simply
speaking permits demonstration without the fallacy of equi-

vocation, is to take Thomas as saying that the fallacy is avoided

because of the particular “one-to-another relationship” of effect to

cause, exemplified by the way “healthy” is said of medicine and an

animal. If such is the case, then perhaps this passage is closer to De
Veritate than it otherwise appears. The explanation in question 2,
article 11 of De Veritate of names said of God and creatures also
involves cause and effect. There Thomas treats cause and effect

under the aspect of the creature’s imitation of the Creator, which
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39 De Veritate, q. 2, a. 11 (Leonine ed., 22/1:79). 
40 STh I, q. 13, a. 6 (Leonine ed., 4:150a).
41 See De Veritate, q. 2, a. 11, arg. 6 and ad 6 (Leonine ed., 22/1:77-78, ll. 44-59; 80, ll.

251-59). 
42 Peter of Spain, Tractatus Sextus, in Summulae Logicales (Venice ed., 181). 

serves in turn as the basis for the analogy of proportionality.39 By

focusing on the specifically cause-to-effect “one-to-another”

relationship between medicine and animal, one could read the

Prima Pars as addressing part of the issue of names said of God
and creatures treated in De Veritate, namely, the effect-to-cause
relation of creatures to God, while simply omitting to go on to

discuss a further aspect of the issue, namely, the proportionality.

Various problems could be raised with such a reading. Why

would Thomas omit to mention the proportionality side of the

issue if it is important? And why does he say in question 13, article

6 of the Prima Pars that in every case of analogy one analogate is
the in the definition of the other40—a characteristic which the De
Veritate passage claims cannot hold for names said analogously of
God and creatures because it entails a determinate proportion.41

The advantages for this interpretation of question 13, article 5 of

the Prima Pars, however, are not negligible. It saves Thomas from
contradicting his earlier teachings. Furthermore and more

importantly, even the “one-to-another” relationship of effect to

cause would do nothing to avoid the fallacy of equivocation by

itself apart from further qualifications. Peter of Spain’s Tractatus
includes the one-to-another relationship of effect to cause among

the kinds of naming that give rise to the fallacy of equivocation.42

It makes as little sense to say “Every healthy thing is an animal,

medicine is healthy; therefore, medicine is an animal” as it does to

say “Every healthy thing is an animal, urine is healthy; therefore,

urine is an animal.” Neither “one to another” generally nor the

specific “one to another” of cause to effect taken by themselves

provide any explanatory value for why demonstration can proceed

through analogous terms.

Taking these issues into consideration in addition to

Capreolus’s own account of the number of formal and objective

concepts involved in the analogous use of “healthy,” it is not
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unreasonable to follow Capreolus’s example in judging inadequate

a defense of demonstration through analogous terms which relies

exclusively on the analogy of “one to another,” despite the fact

that question 13, article 5 of the Prima Pars is clearly open to such
an interpretation. In short, while it is not unreasonable to read the

Prima Pars as teaching that the analogy of “one to another” is
sufficient to avoid the fallacy of equivocation and as disagreeing

with De Veritate, there are philosophical and textual reasons to
hold, with Capreolus, that the texts do not disagree and that,

where demonstration is concerned, the fuller account is contained

in De Veritate.

CONCLUSION

Contrary to the opinion of Montagnes, Capreolus is one of

those early Thomists who held that names are said of God and

creatures by analogy of proportionality. Capreolus’s conclusions

go beyond the text of Thomas Aquinas inasmuch as Thomas

nowhere explicitly says that the intellect conceives God and

creature through the same formal concept or that such a concept

depends for its unity on the proportionality between the

foundation for a name in a creature and the foundation for that

name in God. Nonetheless, Capreolus does find passages in

Thomas’s work to support his position. Moreover, Capreolus has

philosophical reasons to prefer Thomas’s De Veritate account of
names said of God and creatures to Thomas’s later treatments of

the subject. The later treatments, by themselves, fail to provide

adequate defense of demonstration through analogous terms.

Whether or not a contemporary Thomist accepts Capreolus’s

distinctions between the kinds of unity, concepts, and modes of

analogy as valid developments of Thomas Aquinas’s thought or as

useful philosophically, the Thomist should still find in Capreolus’s

work sufficient reason to admit only with strict qualifications that

names are said analogously of God and creatures in the same

mode of analogy as “healthy” is said of medicine and an animal.



1 Michael Servetus, De trinitatis erroribus libri septem, 679 (Miguel Servet, Obras
completas II-2: Primeros escritos teológicos, ed. Ángel Alcalá [Zaragoza: Prensas Universitarias
de Zaragoza, 2004]; translated by Earl Morse Wilbur, The Two Treatises of Servetus on the
Trinity: On the Errors of the Trinity, Seven Books. Dialogues on the Trinity, Two Books. On
the Righteousness of Christ’s Kingdom, Four Chapters [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1932]). I have cited Alcalá’s edition by page number, followed by Wilbur’s translation
(with slight modifications). Servetus, 680; Wilbur, 66. On Servetus see Roland H. Bainton,
Hunted Heretic: The Life and Death of Michael Servetus (1511-1553) (Boston: The Beacon
Press, 1953); Jerome Friedman, Michael Servetus: A Case Study in Total Heresy (Geneva:
Droz, 1978); Gordon A. Kinder, Michael Servetus (Verlag: Strasbourg, 1989); Vincent
Schmidt, Michel Servet: De bûcher à la liberté de conscience (Paris: Les Éditions de Paris,
2008).

419

The Thomist 77 (2013): 419-51

JOHN DUNS SCOTUS AND HENRY OF HARCLAY ON THE
NON-NECESSITY OF OPPOSED RELATIONS

 JOHN T. SLOTEMAKER

Fairfield University
Fairfield, Connecticut

T
HE SIXTEENTH-CENTURY Spanish polymath Michael
Servetus predicted in his anti-Trinitarian work De trinitatis
erroribus that with respect to the Scholastic distinctions and

categories of Trinitarian theology, “at present we have grown
accustomed to them, but future generations will judge these things
amazing” (“Nunc sic sumus assuefacti, sed futurae generationes
stupenda haec iudicabunt”).1 This prediction comes at the end of
book 1 of his anti-Trinitarian work and follows Servetus’s critique
of the Trinitarian language of Peter Lombard, John Duns Scotus,
William of Ockham, and Robert Holcot; in particular, Servetus is
harsh in his ridicule of Ockham’s language regarding certain
“notionibus, relationibus, formalitatibus, quiditatibus, et filiationi-
bus of which Paul [the Apostle] knew nothing [de quibus Paulus
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2 Servetus, De trin. error., 679 (Wilbur, trans., 66).
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was corrupted by Greek philosophy. Servetus writes, “And this plague of philosophy was
brought upon us by the Greeks, for they above all other men are most given to philosophy;
and we, hanging upon their lips, have also become philosophers” (‘Et haec philosophica pestis
est nobis a Graecis illata, nam illi prae caeteris sunt philosophiae deditissimi, et nos ab eorum
ore pedentes, facti sumus etiam philosophi”) (Servetus, De trin. error., 680 [Wilbur, trans.,
67]). See Adolf von Harnack, History of Dogma, 7 vols., trans. Neil Buchanan (New York:
Dover Publications, 1961).

4 K. Rahner, The Trinity, trans., Joseph Donceel (New York: The Crossroad Publishing
Company, 2005), 47.

5 Rahner argues, immediately following the quotation above, that “if the critical reader
gets the impression that the following explanation does not seem to come up to the
conceptual subtlety of the classical theology of the Trinity (from Thomas up to, for example,
Ruiz de Montoya), he is invited at least to consider the possibility that such a greater poverty
and ‘lack of precision’ has perhaps been adopted on purpose” (Rahner, The Trinity, 48).

nunquam cogitavit].”2 While it is tempting to dismiss the heretical
theologian—who was condemned to death in Catholic Vienna for
Trinitarian heresy, and eventually burned at the stake in Calvin’s
Geneva (October, 1553)—he was certainly correct that future
generations would find the language of notions, relations,
formalities, quidditites, and filiation to be amazing, fantastic and
decadent.3 As Servetus predicted, the Scholastic distinctions of
Trinitarian discourse were rejected by even some of the most
Scholastically trained twentieth-century Catholic theologians.

Servetus’s prediction regarding the decadence of medieval
Trinitarian theology is evidenced in Karl Rahner’s claim that
“traditional [medieval] discussions as to whether in God a person
is constituted by the ‘relation’ or by the ‘procession’ are quarrels
about subtleties which can in fact no longer be distinguished one
from the other.”4 It would seem that Servetus was correct in his
prediction that the distinction between processions and relations,
or disparate relations and opposed relations, would be viewed by
future generations as stupenda. Further, from the perspective of
Rahner such discussions were focused on inconsequential
subtleties no longer discernable.5

In response to this argument by Rahner, the central question
driving this article is whether or not the quarrel regarding the
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priority of the divine relations or the divine processions—
opposed relations or disparate relations—in distinguishing the
persons of the Trinity is inconsequential for modern Trinitarian
discourse.6 Is there nothing at stake in such subtleties? The present
essay will argue that regarding the distinction between opposed
relations and disparate relations there was, and is, more involved
than inconsequential subtleties. And, given the current renaissance
of Thomas Aquinas’s Trinitarian theology—and its doctrine of
opposed relations—it is worth considering the critique of Aquinas
by two fourteenth-century theologians, John Duns Scotus and
Henry of Harclay.7
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Theology of Thomas Aquinas, ed. Rik van Nieuwenhove and Joseph Wawrykow (Notre Dame,
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005); H. C. Schmidbaur, Personarum Trinitas, Die
trinitarische Gotteslehre des heiligen Thomas von Aquinas (St. Ottilien, 1995); Timothy Smith,
Thomas Aquinas’ Trinitarian Theology: A Study in Theological Method (Washington D.C.: The
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Matthew Levering (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2005), 23-
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8 Harclay, q. 5, para. 9, ll. 47-48: “Est autem intelligendum quod in duobus istis et
omnibus tangentibus materiam istam est una difficultas; unde soluto uno verbo, omnia
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Trinitarian theology is generally concerned with one central
question: how the Father, Son and Holy Spirit can be three
distinct things (tres res), and yet remain one God. Harclay states
in question 5 of his Ordinary Questions that “in every problem
relating to this subject [Trinity], there is only really one problem.”8

This one problem—concerning how to distinguish the persons—is
answered for the medieval Scholastics in Scripture and the writings
of the patristic era, in particular the respective De Trinitate of
Augustine and Boethius,9 as well as Anselm of Canterbury’s De
processione Spiritus Sancti.10 These three writers are in general
agreement that the persons of the Trinity are distinct by relation.
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21.
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13 The immediate source of Aquinas’s position on opposed relations is the work of his
teacher, Albert the Great. See S. A. Hipp, “Person” in Christian Tradition and in the
Conception of Saint Albert the Great: A Systematic Study of Its Concept as Illuminated by the
Mysteries of the Trinity and the Incarnation (Münster: Aschendorff, 2001), 387-88. The
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But Augustine, Boethius, and Anselm were not explicit about the
nature of those relations,11 and in the period after Aquinas two
divergent traditions emerged.12 The first, articulated and defended
by Aquinas, held that the relations in question must be opposed
relations,13 whereas Scotus argued that opposed relations are not
necessary, and that disparate relations could distinguish the
persons.

The distinction between opposed relations and disparate
relations was hotly debated in the late thirteenth and early
fourteenth century. Henry of Ghent, Scotus, Harclay and others
questioned whether it is necessary to claim that the intra-
Trinitarian relations are opposed relations in order for the persons
to be distinct. Their position—predominately Franciscan—was
contrasted to that of Albert the Great, Aquinas, and Godfrey of
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Fontaine (among others) who argued that the persons of the
Trinity are distinct by opposed relations of origin.14 Given the
historical and literary breadth of these authors, the present article
is limited textually by considering the arguments of Aquinas,
Scotus, and Harclay regarding the procession of the Holy Spirit
from the Father and the Son (filioque). The filioque is the focus of
this article for two specific reasons: (1) because it is in articulating
how the Son is distinct from the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit’s
relation to the Father and the Son, that medieval authors develop
their account of the distinctions between the divine persons; and
(2) because in the discussion of the filioque, and its theological
necessity or non-necessity, medieval theologians weighed the
theological implications of the relational and processional models
of the Trinity.

This article will explore how Scotus and Harclay understood
the distinction of persons, given their rejection of Aquinas’s
account of opposed relations. I will argue that neither Scotus nor
Harclay find opposed relations necessary to distinguish the
persons. Structurally the article will consider: (1) the general
background of the filioque, (2) the basic position of Aquinas as
given in the Summa contra Gentiles, (3) the position of Scotus in
the Reportatio I-A, (4) and Harclay’s analysis in quaestio 6 of his
Ordinary Questions. Finally, the conclusion will briefly consider
both the historical and systematic implications of the present
study.
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15 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Growth of Medieval Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978), 21; Henry Chadwick, East and West: From Apostolic Times until the Council
of Florence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Brian Daley, “Revisiting the ‘Filioque’:
Part One: Roots and Branches of an Old Debate,” Pro Ecclesia 10 (2001): 31-62; “Revisiting
the ‘Filioque’: Part Two: Contemporary Catholic Approaches,” Pro Ecclesia 10 (2001): 195-
212. For a historical analysis of Aquinas and the filioque see Jaroslav Pelikan, “The Doctrine
of the Filioque in Thomas Aquinas and Its Patristic Antecedents,” in St. Thomas Aquinas
1274-1974: Commemorative Studies (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies,
1974), 315-36; for a more systematic account see Bruce D. Marshall, “The Filioque as
Theology and Doctrine,” Kerygma und Dogma 50 (2004): 271-88; idem, “Ex Occidente Lux?
Aquinas and Eastern Orthodox Theology,” Modern Theology 20 (2004): 23-50.

16 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Spirit of Eastern Christendom (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1977), 183-98.

I. THE FILIOQUE: THE CONTEXT OF THE DEBATE

The texts of Aquinas, Scotus, and Harclay considered
throughout this article directly address the procession of the Holy
Spirit from the Father and the Son (filioque). Because of the
theological importance of this clause for the relationship between
the Eastern and Western Churches it is necessary to give a basic
overview of the historical development of the filioque clause.

The filioque is a dogmatic formula held by the Latin-speaking
Western Church that explicates the intra-Trinitarian procession of
the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son (instead of from the
Father alone, or from the Father through the Son). This dogmatic
assertion was added by the Western Church to the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed and has been the source of continued
debate since the council of Bari in 1098. The history of the
controversy between the Eastern and Western Churches over the
filioque is historically complex. As Jaroslav Pelikan notes, the
doctrine is stated in Latin liturgical documents and devotional
poetry already in the seventh century.15 The liturgical use of the
doctrine continued throughout the following centuries—being
employed first in the Carolingian Church (ca. 800) and later at
Rome (ca. 1000)—while finding its most adamant critic in Photius,
the patriarch of Constantinople, in the ninth century.16 However,
while the tension surrounding this doctrinal formula was, and
continues to be, a tension between the Eastern and Western
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17 Lombard, Sententiae I, dd. 11-12 (Peter Lombard, Sententiae in IV Libris Distinctae,
Spicilegium Bonaventurianum 4-5 [3d ed.; Grottaferrata: Editiones collegii S. Bonaventurae
ad Claras Aquas, 1971-81], 114-21); see also Giulio Silano’s recent translation, The Sentences,
Book I, The Mystery of the Trinity (Toronto: The Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies,
2007). For a discussion of the Lombard’s Trinitarian theology, see Marcia Colish, Peter
Lombard, 2 volumes (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1993), 1:245-63; Philipp W. Rosemann, Peter
Lombard (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 71-92; and Johannes Schneider, Die Lehre
vom dreieinigen Gott in der Schule des Petrus Lombardus, Münchener theologische Studien
II, Abteilung 22 (Münich: Hueber, 1961). For the reception of the Sentences see, G. R. Evans,
ed., Mediaeval Commentaries on the “Sentences” of Peter Lombard: Current Research (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 2002); Philipp W. Rosemann ed., Mediaeval Commentaries on the “Sentences” of
Peter Lombard, vol. 2 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2010); and Philipp W. Rosemann, The Story of a
Great Medieval Book: Peter Lombard’s Sentences (Ontario: Broadview Press, 2007). The
influence of Peter Lombard’s Sentences on the development of medieval Trinitarian
theology—in particular the structural ordering of the Trinitarian distinctions —deserves more
research than it has received thus far.

18 These particular questions are from Scotus’s Reportatio I-A, but see also the Lectura and
Ordinatio.

Churches, it was also seriously debated within Western theology
during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

These Scholastic debates, largely between Franciscan and
Dominican theologians, were not about whether the filioque was
true; during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries all Western
theologians held that it was an articulus fidei. Distinction 11 of the
Lombard’s Sentences was dedicated to the filioque,17 and through-
out the Sentences commentaries of the late thirteenth and early
fourteenth centuries this distinction tended to be divided into two
distinct questions: whether the Holy Spirit proceeded from the
Father and the Son (e.g., Scotus, Utrum Spiritus Sanctus procedat
a Patre et Filio); and, if the Holy Spirit did not proceed from the
Son, could he be really distinguished from him? (Utrum Spiritus
Sanctus, si non procederet a Filio, posset realiter distingui ab eo).18

The first of these questions did not generate much debate between
the Franciscans and Dominicans, inasmuch as they all agreed on
the double procession of the Holy Spirit. Thus, this quaestio was
devoted to the relationship between the East and West and the
general truth of the filioque clause. For example, in treating this
question in his Lectura, Ordinatio, and Reportatio I-A Scotus cites
Robert Grosseteste’s notes on the Trisagion of John of Damascus
regarding the two traditions—unus graecus et alter latinus—
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19 Scotus, I Ord., d. 11. q. 1., nn. 9-14 (Ioannis Duns Scoti Opera Omnia, ed. C. Baliƒ et
al. [Vatican City, 1950-], 5:3). For the entire passage cited at length see footnotes 80 and 81
below.

20 I am using distinction 11 and 12 of the commentaries on Peter Lombard’s Sentences to
frame the question, though I will consider other texts as well. Further, it should be noted that
all of the authors under consideration did write a commentary on the Sentences, including
these distinctions, and were intimately familiar with the questions as stated. 

21 Despite the fact that Aquinas’s Trinitarian theology has recently been the subject of
concentrated study, some have argued that the body of literature has not been sufficiently
critical. On this point see the review essay by Jeffrey M. McCurry, “Trinitarian Theology after
and with—but not against—Aquinas?,” Modern Theology 23 (2005): 497-509. The point of
the present essay is not to offer a critique of Aquinas, but simply to explicate one of the
historical critiques that was brought against him by later Scholastic theologians. One notable
exception to the general trend noted by McCurry is John Lamont, “Aquinas on Subsistent
Relations,” Recherches de théologie de philosophie médiévales 71 (2004): 260-79.

22 As Gilles Emery notes, “Thomas generally uses the expressions ‘relative opposition’ and
‘opposition of relation’. He also speaks of ‘opposed relations’, of ‘mutually opposed relations’,
or of ‘relations which have a mutual opposition’. In all of their uses, the formulas refer to the
kind of opposition which takes place through relation, or they home in, precisely, on a pair
of relations. In contemporary theology textbooks, one often comes across the phrase ‘relation
of opposition’, but this formula—which Thomas never uses—is inapt” (Emery, Trinitarian
Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, 99). Emery is correct in that for Aquinas the relations of
origin include the concept of opposition, thus I will follow Emery in avoiding the phrase
“relation of opposition.”

questioning how anyone could claim that Basil the Great, Gregory
the Theologian, Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril, Jerome, Augustine, or
Hilary of Poitier are heretics.19 The second question of distinction
11 generated the most intra-Western dispute regarding the
filioque, although, in a strict sense, this latter question was not
about the filioque at all, but pointed to the differences in how
Western theologians claimed the Son and the Holy Spirit are
distinct from each other.20

II. THOMAS AQUINAS: 
THE NECESSITY OF OPPOSED RELATIONS IN SCG IV, C. 2421

Aquinas argues throughout his corpus that opposed relations of
origin distinguish the persons of the Trinity,22 but it is his
argument in book 4, chapter 24 of the Summa contra gentiles that
attracted Harclay’s attention. Given Harclay’s analysis of this
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23 Throughout Aquinas’s corpus there is little development on this central claim. In his
Scriptum super libros Sententiarum, Summa contra Gentiles, and Summa Theologiae Aquinas
argues that the persons of the Trinity are distinct by opposed relations. For standard print
editions see Scriptum super libros Sententiarum, ed. P. Mandonnet and M. F. Moos (Paris:
Lethielleux, 1929-47); Summa contra Gentiles, Opera omnia iussu Leonis XIII P.M. edita 13-
15 (Rome, 1934); Summa Theologiae, Opera omnia iussu Leonis XIII P.M. edita 4-12 (Rome,
1918-30). See also the English translation by Charles J. O’Neil (Summa Contra Gentiles. Book
IV: Salvation, trans. C. J. O’Neil [Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975]).
For the Latin text of Summa contra Gentiles, I have cited the edition, accessed 4 February
2014, at http://www.corpusthomisticum.org/iopera.html.

24 ScG IV, c. 24, para. 8. “In rebus enim, remota materiali distinctione, quae in divinis
personis locum habere non potest, non inveniuntur aliqua distingui nisi per aliquam
oppositionem.” On Aquinas’s theory of individuation, see John F. Wippel, The Metaphysical
Thought of Thomas Aquinas: From Finite Being to Uncreated Being (Washington D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 2000), 351-76.

particular text, the present essay will consider Aquinas’s account
in the Summa contra Gentiles as representative of his position.23

Aquinas considers the procession of the Holy Spirit from the
Son (a filio), arguing on scriptural, authoritative, and rational
grounds that the Holy Spirit proceeds from both the Father and
the Son. He first considers the scriptural arguments (ScG IV, c. 24,
para. 1-4) and the arguments from authority (ScG IV, c. 24, para.
5-6), before turning to arguments that can be demonstrated by
clear reasoning (rationibus apparet). Here we will consider the
arguments demonstrated by clear reasoning.

Material things (res), according to Aquinas, are individuated by
matter, whereas nonmaterial things are distinct through
opposition.24 Further, he argues that there are four categories of
opposition that can apply to nonmaterial things: (1) opposition of
affirmation and negation, (2) opposition of privation and habit,
(3) opposition of contrariety, and (4) opposition of relation. The
first three categories of opposition are rejected by Aquinas as
applying to the divine persons because the first refers to a
distinction of being from nonbeing, the second refers to a
distinction of the perfect from the imperfect, and the third refers
to a distinction of form. For obvious reasons none of these
distinctions are appropriate to the divine persons, as one cannot
talk of being/nonbeing, imperfection/perfection, or difference of
form as distinguishing the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Thus,
Aquinas concludes that the persons are distinguished (and can only
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25 ScG IV, c. 24, para. 8. “Oportet igitur huiusmodi distinctionem per aliquam
oppositionem fieri. Non autem oppositione affirmationis et negationis: quia sic distinguuntur
entia a non entibus. Nec etiam oppositione privationis et habitus: quia sic distinguuntur
perfecta ab imperfectis. Neque etiam oppositione contrarietatis. Quia sic distinguuntur quae
sunt secundum formam diversa: nam contrarietas, ut philosophi docent, est differentia
secundum formam. Quae quidem differentia divinis personis non convenit, cum earum sit una
forma, sicut una essentia: secundum illud apostoli, Philipp. 2-6, de filio dicentis, qui cum in
forma Dei esset, scilicet patris. Relinquitur igitur unam personam divinam ab alia non
distingui nisi oppositione relationis: sic enim filius a patre distinguitur secundum
oppositionem relativam patris et filii.”

26 Ibid.: “Divinae igitur personae distingui non possunt relationibus fundatis super
diversitatem quantitatis: quia sic tolleretur trium personarum aequalitas. Neque iterum
relationibus quae fundantur super unum: quia huiusmodi relationes distinctionem non
causant, immo magis ad convenientiam pertinere inveniuntur, etsi forte aliqua eorum
distinctionem praesupponunt.”

27 Ibid.: “In relationibus vero omnibus super actionem vel passionem fundatis, semper
alterum est ut subiectum, et inaequale secundum virtutem, nisi solum in relationibus originis,
in quibus nulla minoratio designatur, eo quod invenitur aliquid producere sibi simile et
aequale secundum naturam et virtutem.”

be distinguished) by the opposition of relations (oppositione
relationis).25

Aquinas understands the opposed relations between the divine
persons to be grounded in the origin of one person from another,
as there can be no relative opposition in the divine persons except
by origin. This follows from the fact that the various ways in
which things can be founded on a relation—such as either through
unity or diversity—cannot apply to the divine persons: “the divine
persons, therefore, cannot be distinguished by relations which are
founded on diversity or quantity . . . nor, again, by relations which
are founded on unity,” because the first would violate the divine
unity, the second the divine plurality.26 Further, relations of action
or passion that introduce an inequality of power must be rejected,
as such relations support a disparity among the things related that
is not proper to the divine persons.27 Aquinas deduces that the
divine persons can only be distinguished by relative opposition of
origin (oppositione relativa secundum originem).

Aquinas expands on the relative opposition of the divine
persons through explicitly theological language by arguing that
there are four relations in God: paternity (paternitas), spiration
(spiratio activa), filiation (filiatio), and procession (spiratio
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28 ScG IV, c. 24, para. 9: “Paternitas igitur et spiratio non constituunt duas personas, sed
ad unam personam patris pertinent: quia non habent oppositionem ad invicem. Neque igitur
filiatio et processio duas personas constituerent, sed ad unam pertinerent, nisi haberent
oppositionem ad invicem.”

29 ScG IV, c. 24, para. 10: “Quaecumque conveniunt in aliquo communi, si distinguantur
ad invicem, oportet quod distinguantur secundum aliquas differentias per se, et non per
accidens, pertinentes ad illud commune.”

30 ScG IV, c. 24, para. 10: “Si igitur spiritus sanctus distinguatur a filio, oportet quod hoc
sit per differentias quae per se dividant hoc quod est ens ab alio.”

passiva). These divine relations are the personal properties of the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and bring about the nonessential (but
real) distinction between the three persons. The Father is (actively)
related to the Son by paternity (paternitas) and the Son is
(passively) related to the Father by filiation (filiatio). Similarly, the
Father and Son are (actively) related to the Holy Spirit by active
spiration (spiratio activa) and the Holy Spirit is (passively) related
to the Father and Son by passive spiration (spiratio passiva). The
result is that there are two relations—one active in the originator,
the other passive in the originated—that determine the generation
of the Son from the Father (paternity/filiation); and two more that
determine the spiration of the Spirit from the Father and Son
(spiration/procession). But, since paternity and spiration are not in
opposition, as neither are filiation and procession, they can both
pertain to one person, the Father and Son respectively.28 The
result is that the Son and Holy Spirit are distinct only if active and
passive spiration are in opposition.

Another property that the opposed relations must share is that
they must distinguish the persons by differences that belong per se
and not accidentally to the common thing (divine essence).29 The
example Aquinas gives is that of a horse and a man: they cannot
be distinguished by the properties white and black, but by the
properties rational and irrational which belong to each per se.
Similarly, in the divine persons, if the Son is to be distinct from
the Holy Spirit there must be differences which belong to each per
se, and “divide this being from another.”30 Finally, Aquinas
concludes that such differences per se “can only be differences of
the same genus—namely, pertaining to origin—so that one of
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31 Ibid.: “Quae quidem non possunt esse nisi differentiae eiusdem generis scilicet ad
originem pertinentes, ut unus eorum sit ab alio. Relinquitur igitur quod ad hoc quod spiritus
sanctus distinguatur a filio, necesse est quod sit a filio.”

32 ScG IV, c. 24, para. 11: “Si enim spiritus sanctus est alius a filio, oportet quod alia sit
origo vel processio utriusque. Duae autem origines non possunt distingui nisi per terminum,
vel principium, vel subiectum.”

33 Ibid.: “Sicut origo equi differt ab origine bovis ex parte termini: secundum quod hae
duae origines terminantur ad naturas specie diversas. Ex parte autem principii: ut si
supponamus in eadem specie animalis quaedam generari ex virtute activa solis tantum;
quaedam autem, simul cum hac, ex virtute activa seminis. Ex parte vero subiecti, differt
generatio huius equi et illius secundum quod natura speciei in diversa materia recipitur.”

them is from another.”31 The conclusion is that for the Holy Spirit
to be distinct from the Son, he must be from the Son.

Aquinas thus far argues in chapter 24 for his own position; in
the remaining sections of the chapter he turns to other positions
which he argues cannot distinguish the persons. It is not necessary
to consider all of the arguments he gives at this point, but simply
to note the arguments that anticipate the claims made a generation
later by Scotus and Harclay. 

Aquinas begins by noting that two origins cannot be distinct
except by term, principle, or subject.32 So, if one considers the
diverse origin of cows and horses, one observes that: (1) they are
distinct in term because the two origins have their “terms in
natures diverse in species”; (2) they are distinct in principle in that
one can suppose within one species different animals being
generated by different sources (e.g., two Holstein cows can have
two distinct sources of generation: sun vs. sun + seeds); and (3)
they are distinct by subject if one considers that “the generation of
this horse differs from that as the nature of species is received in
diverse matters.”33 Aquinas notes that on this view the divine
persons could not be distinct by term or subject as such a
distinction would be inappropriate to the divine nature. Thus, he
argues that if one were to support this argument the distinction
would have to arise from principle.

Aquinas is aware that the distinction of origin by principle
could be developed a bit further into the position that the Holy
Spirit is distinct from the Son because he proceeds from the will
of the Father, whereas the Son proceeds from the intellect of the
Father. A distinction could be made in the principle—that is, in
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34 ScG IV, c. 24, para 12: “Si quis vero iterum dicat quod differunt processiones secundum
principium inquantum pater producit filium per modum intellectus ut verbum, spiritum autem
sanctum per modum voluntatis quasi amorem:- secundum hoc oportebit dici quod secundum
differentiam voluntatis et intellectus in Deo patre distinguantur duae processiones et duo
procedentes.”

35 Ibid.: “Sed voluntas et intellectus in Deo patre non distinguuntur secundum rem, sed
solum secundum rationem: ut in primo libro ostensum est. Sequitur igitur quod duae
processiones et duo procedentes differant solum ratione. Ea vero quae solum ratione
differunt, de se invicem praedicantur: verum enim dicetur quod divina voluntas est intellectus
eius, et e converso. Verum ergo, erit dicere quod spiritus sanctus est filius et e converso: quod
est Sabellianae impietatis.”

36 Aquinas’s rejection of the distinction of the divine persons by mode of origin alone is
examined by Emery in Trinity in Aquinas, and it is instructive to consider his analysis. Emery
offers an explication of Aquinas’s argument in the Summa contra Gentiles and notes that:
“The intellect and the will (or nature and the will), by which these modes of procession take
place, are essential attributes in God. But such divine attributes, although possessing their own
ratio which must indeed be accepted, are not distinguishable except secundum rationem, that
is through a conceptual rather than a real distinction. Therefore, if the mode of origin were
the only criterion, there would be no real distinction between the divine persons” (Emery,
Trinity in Aquinas, 256).

the Father—between the Father’s intellect and will, such that
origin by principle would be sufficient to distinguish the Son from
the Holy Spirit.34 Aquinas responds to this argument by claiming
that the “will and intellect in God the Father are not distinguished
really, but only rationally” (“sed voluntas et intellectus in Deo
patre non distinguuntur secundum rem, sed solum secundum
rationem”). It follows, he argues, that on this model the two
processions and the two proceeding things (i.e., the Son and Holy
Spirit) differ only rationally. However, things distinct only
rationally may be predicated of each other. The result, for the
processional model Aquinas is explicating, is that “it will be true
to say that the Holy Spirit is the Son, and conversely”—but this,
he argues, is Sabellianism.35 He concludes that a rational
distinction between the Father’s intellect and will is not sufficient
to distinguish the Son and Holy Spirit, and therefore the Holy
Spirit must proceed from the Father and the Son.36

Before turning to the works of Scotus and Harclay, it is
necessary to consider the theological implications of Aquinas’s
doctrine of opposed relations for the procession of the Holy Spirit
a Filio (i.e., the filioque). For Aquinas, the filioque is not only true
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37 Gilles Emery, “The Procession of the Holy Spirit a Filio according to St. Thomas
Aquinas,” in idem, Trinity in Aquinas, 209-69, esp. 250. This essay by Emery is both an
explication of Aquinas’s doctrine of the procession of the Spirit a Filio and a theological
analysis of the implications of this doctrine. Emery is fully aware of the repercussions of this
doctrine for ecumenical dialogue with the Eastern Orthodox Church, and offers the best (as
I understand it) defense of Aquinas’s position. Further, he considers the alternative accounts,
such as that of Scotus, and finds them insufficient from Aquinas’s perspective. See ibid., 263-
69. See also idem, Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 269-97.

because of Church tradition and authority (including the creeds,
as he understood them, and the witness of the Fathers of the
Church) but because of metaphysical and theological necessity. As
was demonstrated above, for Aquinas the Spirit must proceed
from the Father and the Son in order for the Spirit to be distinct
from the Son. That is, there can be no real distinction between the
Spirit and the Son unless there is a relative opposition between the
two persons (as between all the persons of the Trinity): the Son,
with the Father, commonly spirates the Holy Spirit, and the Holy
Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son (filioque). This,
according to Aquinas, must be true because according to Aristotle
there can be no distinction among nonmaterial things other than
through opposition, and the only form of opposition appropriate
to the divine persons is relative opposition.

The best exposition of Aquinas’s position of the filioque—the
procession of the Spirit a Filio—is found in the works of Gilles
Emery. Emery summarizes the basic position, “following this line
of reasoning [regarding relative opposition], it is therefore
necessary to pose the procession of the Spirit a Filio in order to
safeguard the personal distinction of the Spirit from the Son.”37

The upshot is that for Aquinas the filioque is necessarily true; it is
a theological doctrine that must be held in order to maintain the
coherence of Trinitarian theology. The question that will be
explored in the rest of this article is whether or not the Trinitarian
theology of Scotus or Harclay requires the same theological
necessity: must the Spirit proceed a Filio in order for there to be
a distinction between the Spirit and the Son?
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38 I use the edition of the Reportatio edited by Allan B. Wolter and Oleg V. Bychkov, The
Examined Report of the Paris Lecture: Reportatio I-A, 2 vols. (Saint Bonaventure, N.Y.: Saint
Bonaventure University, 2004 and 2008). Scotus’s account of the filioque (dd. 11-12)
presented in the Reportatio I-A is almost identical theologically to his arguments in both the
Lectura and Ordinatio. For distinction 11 and 12 of book 1 of the Lectura, see Scotus, Lectura
I, dd. 11-12 (Vatican ed., 17:127-63); for distinction 11 and 12 of book 1 of the Ordinatio,
see Scotus, Ord. 1, dd. 11-12 (Vatican ed., 5:1-64).

39 Scotus, Ord. I, d. 26 (Vatican ed., 6:1-61). 
40 See Friedrich Wetter, Die Trinitätslehre des Johannes Duns Scotus (Münster, 1967);

Russell L. Friedman, “Relations, Emanations, and Henry of Ghent’s Use of the ‘Verbum
Mentis’ in Trinitarian Theology: The Background in Thomas Aquinas and Bontaventure,”
Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 7 (1996): 131-82; Richard Cross, Duns
Scotus on God (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2005).

41 Friedman, Intellectual Traditions, 1:348-56.

III. JOHN DUNS SCOTUS: 
THE NON-NECESSITY OF OPPOSED RELATIONS

John Duns Scotus analyzed the distinction of persons by
relations throughout his theological career, discussing the issue in
his various commentaries on the Sentences of Peter Lombard (i.e.,
the Lectura, Ordinatio, and Reportatio I-A) as well as his
Quodlibetal Questions. The present analysis will consider his
position as developed in the Reportatio I-A, but some justification
of this decision is in order.38

Scotus, in many respects, breaks with the Western tradition in
his analysis of divine relations. Somewhat infamously, he argues
in distinction 26 of book 1 of the Ordinatio that the persons of the
Trinity could be distinguished by absolute properties and not
relations.39 In certain passages of the Ordinatio he does not simply
reject opposed relations (over and against disparate relations), he
rejects the entire discussion of divine relations as traditionally
understood.40 Russell Friedman points out that this position was
defended earlier by Robert Grosseteste and William of Auvergne
(one could perhaps add Peter Abelard),41 but it is also clear that to
argue against the distinction of persons by relation was to go
against the grain of eight hundred years of theological tradition.
Later, as the story goes, Scotus returns to the doctrine of relations
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42 For a discussion of the possibility of a theological censure, see Friedman’s discussion of
the Liber propugnatorius—a text that alleges that Scotus was censured at Oxford for holding
this particular position (Friedman, Intellectual Traditions, 1:477-83).

43 Scotus, Rep. I, d. 11, q. 2 (Wolter and Bychkov, eds., 415): “Haec ergo est duplex
opinion: una quae dicit quod non distingueretur a Filio nisi procederet ab eo. Alii autem
dicunt quod ditinguitur et non procedit ab eo, sicut ponunt Graeci.”

44 Ibid.: “Qui sunt distinguerentur, vel relationes distinguerent Filium et Spiritum Sanctum
secundum quiditatem earum vel secundum esse earum.”

45 Scotus, Rep. I, d. 11, q. 2 (Wolter and Bychkov, eds., 415-416). 

possibly because of the theological critiques that were brought
against him.42

Thus, in the Reportatio I-A Scotus returns to a discussion of the
divine relations, and in distinction 11 engages in the question of
whether the Holy Spirit would be really distinct from the Son, if
the Holy Spirit did not proceed from the Son (“Utrum Spiritus
Sanctus, si non procederet a Filio, posset realiter distingui ab eo”).
Here Scotus argues against the necessity of opposed relations.
Thus, I will consider Scotus’s more mature reflections on the non-
necessity of opposed relations as given in his final commentary on
the Sentences (i.e., the Reportatio I-A).

Scotus introduces the question by considering the standard
authorities regarding such issues (Boethius, Augustine, and
Richard of St Victor), before considering two opinions: (1) “he
[i.e. the Holy Spirit] would not be distinguished from the Son
unless he proceeded from him”; and (2) “he [i.e. the Holy Spirit]
is distinguished and does not proceed from him, as the Greeks
hold.”43 The first of these opinions is the focus of Scotus’s
attention, and he considers in some detail the arguments in favor
of it.

The first position—that the Holy Spirit would not be
distinguished from the Son unless he proceeded from him—is
supported, Scotus argues, by the following argument. Given that
the Father and Son are distinguished by relations, “either the
relations would distinguish the Son and the Holy Spirit according
to their quiddity or according to their being.”44 But Scotus argues
that the relations cannot distinguish the persons according to their
being (esse), because relations according to their being “pass into
the divine” (quia relationes secundum esse transeunt in divinis).45
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46 Ibid. (Wolter and Bychkov, eds., 416): “ergo distinguerent secundum quiditates; sed de
ratione quiditativa istarum relationum est oppositio, quae non esset nisi una persona, scilicet
Spiritus Sanctus esset ab alia, scilicet a Filio; ergo etc.”

47 Ibid.: “Sed contra istam opinionem arguitur sic: quocumque formaliter constituitur
aliquid in esse aliquo, eo habet unitatem correspondentem illi; sed filiatione formaliter accepta
et praecise constituitur Filius in esse personali, non autem spiratione active; ergo per illam
habet distinctionem personalem in se et esse distinctum a quocumque non habente
filiationem; sed Spiritus Sanctus non habet filiationem; ergo etc.”

48 Ibid.: “Item probatur ista minor, quia illo constituitur persona quo est primo haec et
Filius quo est primo hic; sed non est hic fecunditate spirativa; ergo etc.”

49 Ibid.: “Quia alia proprietas, scilicet spiratio active est quasi adventitia personae
constitutae; sed alia proprietate, scilicet filiatione est persona haec, accipiens esse a Patre; ergo
etc.”

That is, the being (esse) of the divine relations is grounded in the
divine essence, in the one God. Therefore, Scotus argues that
according to this position the opposition arises because of the
quidditative aspects of the relations, quidditative aspects that exist
only if the Holy Spirit is from the Son (a Filio).46

In response to the above argument (contra hanc opinionem) in
favor of opposed relations, Scotus argues that whatever formally
(formaliter) constitutes a being is that which gives it its constitutive
unity. But, as Scotus notes, that which formally constitutes the Son
in his personal being is filiation, not active spiration. Thus he
concludes that it is through filiation that the Son has personal
distinction in himself, and is distinct from whatever does not have
filiation.47 The upshot is that the relative opposition between the
Son and Spirit is not what distinguishes the Son from the Spirit.

Scotus strengthens this position by considering the minor
premise upon which the above argument against opposed relations
is formulated. He argues that “a person is constituted by that by
which it is primarily ‘this’ [hic], and the Son by that by which he
is primarily a ‘this’.”48 But, Scotus notes, the ‘thisness’ of the Son
is not his spirative fecundity (sed non est hic fecunditate spirativa),
or his ability to produce (i.e., spirate) the Holy Spirit. Further, it
is clear that the property of filiation is that by which the Son is
‘this’ person.49 Scotus here is relying on a metaphysical argument
he develops in other writings regarding the principle of
individuation—such that a ‘thisness’, or a haecceity, is that by
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50 Regarding Scotus’s analysis of the principle of individuation see Allan Wolter, “John
Duns Scotus” in Individuation in Scholasticism: The Later Middle Ages and the Reformation,
1150-1650, ed. Jorge Gracia (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1995), 271-
98; Timothy B. Noone, “Universals and Individuation,” in Thomas Williams, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to Duns Scotus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 100-
128; and Richard Cross, “Medieval Theories of Haecceity,” in Edward N. Zalta, ed., The
S t a n f o r d  E n c y c l o p e d i a  o f  P h i l o s o p h y  ( F a l l  2 0 1 0  E d i t i o n ) ,
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/medieval-haecceity.

51 Scotus, Rep. I, d. 11, q. 2 (Wolter and Bychkov, eds., 417).
52 Ibid.

which something is distinct or individuated.50 A fuller account of
this metaphysical principle cannot be given here, but suffice it to
say that Scotus defends this minor premise by relying on the
individuation of substances by a ‘thisness’.

At this point in his argument Scotus returns to the position of
opposed relations (i.e., that of Aquinas) and attempts to strengthen
the case for it one last time. This “response of others” (responsio
aliorum) is a simple argument which claims that properties must
be opposed in order to distinguish one thing from another. The
example Scotus gives is that a human being is not distinguished
from a stone (i.e., a nonliving thing) by rationality, a human being
(i.e., an animated being) is distinct from a stone (i.e., a
nonanimated being) by animation.51 The point here is that while
rationality distinguishes a human being from a frog, a more basic
property distinguishes a human being from something that is
nonliving, that is, animation/nonanimation. The emphasis, of
course, is on the opposition that is necessary to distinguish various
things appropriately.52

The above argument in support of opposed relations, or
properties, is used by Scotus as a foil from which he launches into
his fullest treatment of why opposed relations are not necessary to
distinguish the persons of the Trinity. He begins by arguing that
the argument ultimately confirms his own thesis that it is a thisness
(i.e., a hic) or peculiar property that distinguishes the persons. He
argues that in the above example the human being and the stone
are already distinct, in that animation is a property belonging to
a human being’s essence, although animation is not what is
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53 Ibid.: “Homo enim non distingueretur essentialiter a lapide, si animalitas non esset de
essential eius, licet non ultimate constitutivo.”

54 Ibid.: “Quodcumque ens distinguitur a quocumque in quantum tale per se distinguitur
per aliquid quod est de ratione eius.”

55 Ibid.: “Filius ut Filius distinguitur per se a quocumque alio quod non est Filius
formaliter; ergo per aliquid quod est de ratione Filii per se.”

56 Ibid.: “Spiratio autem activa non est de ratione Filii per se, quia consequitur rationem
constitutivam ipsius; ergo non est condicio essentialis Filii; ergo nec per eam per se
distinguitur Filius ab aliquo.” 

57 Ibid. (Wolter and Bychkov, eds., 418): “Ista ratio confirmatur per simile: si enim Filius
spiraret et non Pater, adhuc pater distingueretur a Spiritu Sancto, licet non haberet
spirationem activam, et sic non distingueretur a Spiritu Sancto relatione opposite.”

ultimately constitutive of being human.53 Thus, while it is true that
a human being has animation and a stone does not, it is not
animation that is ultimately constitutive of a human being (i.e.,
animation is an essential feature of a human being, whether it is
constitutive or not, and since it is not an essential feature of a
stone, animation alone would distinguish a person from a stone.).
The proposition Scotus defends here is the claim that “any being
whatsoever is distinguished from everything else inasmuch as it is
distinguished per se through something pertaining to its very
nature” (quod est de ratione eius).54 This basic position is
employed by Scotus to explain the distinction between the
persons, in particular the Son and Holy Spirit. Scotus argues that
“The Son as Son is distinguished per se from whatever else that is
not formally the Son; therefore, [he is distinguished] through
something that pertains to the nature of the Son per se.”55 The
consequence of this position is that active spiration is not
constitutive of the nature (ratio) of the Son per se, and therefore
it is not essential to the Son being the Son. Only essential aspects
of the Son can distinguish him from anything else, therefore the
Son cannot be distinguished from the Spirit by spiration.56

Scotus considers a final counterfactual argument. Given the
assumptions of the relative opposition view, Scotus imagines a case
in which the Son spirated and not the Father. In this situation, he
argues, the Father would still be distinct from the Holy Spirit,
even though active spiration would not belong to the Father—and
hence an opposed relation would not exist between the Father and
Holy Spirit.57
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58 The following information on Harclay is taken from the work of Mark Henninger. See
his article “Henry of Harclay” in The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G.
Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 117-18; idem, “Henry

The theological implications of Scotus’s account of disparate
relations on Trinitarian doctrine, and in particular the filioque, is
beyond the scope of the present article. His Trinitarian theology,
like that of Aquinas, follows the western Latin Church in main-
taining the procession of the Spirit a Filio. Further, like Aquinas,
Scotus develops a Trinitarian theology that is ultimately not
compatible with that of the Greek tradition. But here it is
necessary to note what a rejection of opposed relations amounts
to for Scotus, and why this is important for the ecumenical
potential of the two positions in question: disparate relations and
opposed relations.

The rejection of opposed relations by Scotus is significant
because of the logical necessity, on Aquinas’s position, of the
procession of the Spirit a Filio. This theological doctrine
necessarily excludes the Greek position by maintaining that
without the procession of the Spirit from the Son, there is no
distinction between the Spirit and the Son. In contrast, Scotus’s
account of disparate relations does not entail the same necessity
with respect to the procession of the Spirit a Filio. In short, the
disparate relations account does not necessitate the procession of
the Spirit a Filio in order for the Spirit to be distinct from the Son.
Thus, from a certain perspective the consequences of Aquinas’s
position are problematic in that they necessarily exclude the Greek
position—a theological necessity not held by the competing
account of disparate relations. The student of Scotus, Henry of
Harclay, was aware of these implications and preferred a doctrine
that would not exclude the position of the Greeks at the
metaphysical level.

IV. HENRY OF HARCLAY: IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF SCOTUS

Henry of Harclay (ca. 1270-1317) is a rather minor figure in
Scholastic theology, and some introduction is necessary to locate
his place within the fourteenth century.58 Harclay was born
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of Harclay on the Formal Distinction in the Trinity,” Franciscan Studies 41 (1981): 250-335.
59 In his article “Henry of Harclay on the Formal Distinction in the Trinity,” Mark

Henninger discusses the following manuscripts: Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana,
Vat. lat. 13687, fols. 13r-97v; and Casale Monferrato, Biblioteca del Seminario Vescovile,
cod. B 2, fols. 1r-84r. For a longer discussion of the manuscripts, involving two other
manuscripts of Harclay’s commentary on the Sentences, see Chris Schabel, “Aufredo Gonteri
Brito secundum Henry of Harclay on Divine Foreknowledge and Future Contingents,”
Disputatio 2 (1997): 159-95; and William O. Duba, Chris Schabel, and Russell L. Friedman,
“Henry of Harclay and Aufredo Gonteri Brito,” in Rosemann, ed., Mediaeval Commentaries,
2:263-368.

60 Henninger notes that Harclay’s tenure as chancellor of Oxford was particularly active,
as he passed such statues as a university ban on students carrying weapons (7 July 1313) and
worked to reduce the cost of food at Oxford (Henninger, “Henry of Harclay,” 117).

61 Ibid.
62 Ibid., 117-18.

around 1270 in England, close to the Scottish border, and was
ordained a priest in 1297. He traveled to Paris and commented on
the Sentences around 1300, when Scotus was teaching there. This
early work, as Mark Henninger has argued, displays a considerable
knowledge of, and interaction with, Scotus. In this respect
Henninger is probably correct in his judgment that Harclay was
the first Scotist. His commentary on the Sentences is largely
unedited and extant in several manuscripts.59 From Paris he
returned to England, to become a master at Oxford University and
eventually the chancellor of Oxford in 1312.60 It was at Oxford
that he produced his twenty-nine Quaestiones ordinariae. These
questions are of considerable interest in studying the development
of early fourteenth-century theology at Oxford, as certain
questions of Harclay attracted criticism from his contemporaries
for his alleged atomism (e.g., William Alnwick, Adam Wodeham,
Thomas Wylton, and Walter Chatton).61 Further, Henninger notes
that Ockham quoted verbatim from Harclay’s “anti-Scotist
question on universals and was very likely influenced by Harclay’s
question on relations.”62 Therefore, the place of Harclay, between
Scotus and Ockham, can help shed light on an incredibly active
period of Scholastic theology at both Paris and Oxford. The
present discussion will consider Harclay’s arguments against
opposed relations in quaestio 6.

Harclay’s quaestio 6, similarly to distinction 11 in the Sentences
commentaries, is focused on the filioque and the distinction
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63 Henry of Harclay’s commentary on the Sentences is largely unedited, although Russell
Friedman has transcribed Sent. I, d. 11, in “Trinitarian Theology and Philosophical Issues,”
113-25. Harclay repeats several of the arguments initially developed in the commentary on
the Sentences in his more mature Quaestiones ordinariae, and the reader is invited to consider
the parallels between the two works. The present discussion will focus exclusively on the more
mature Quaestiones. For a discussion of the passage in the Sentences commentary, see
Friedman, Intellectual Traditions, 1:520-27.

64 I am not considering the position of Godfrey, or Harclay’s response to it, because of
space constraints. Godfrey’s position is interesting and relevant to Harclay’s analysis, although
Harclay’s general position can be gleaned by focusing on his treatment of Aquinas.

65 Harclay, q. 6, para. 14, ll. 104-6 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 260-61): “Est igitur
una opinio Thomae, Contra gentiles, libro 4, capitulo 24, quod ista consequentia est bona:
‘Si Spiritus Sanctus non procedat a Filio, igitur non distinguitur ab eo’.”

66 Harclay, q. 6, para. 14, ll. 106-7 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 260-61): “Ad quod
probandum, ponit 5 rationes quarum prima est talis: omnis distinctio inter aliqua est
secundum aliquod genus oppositionis.

67 Harclay, q. 6, para. 14, ll. 107-10 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 260-61): “Quattuor
sunt genera oppositionis, patet in Praedicamenti, scilicet contradictionis, contrarietatis,
relationis, et privationis et habitus, quarum neutra potest assignari inter Filium et Spiritum
Sanctum.”

between the Son and Holy Spirit.63 The question asked is, “can we
prove that the Holy Spirit is not distinct from the Son? [utrum
posit probari quod spiritus sanctus non distinguitur a filio].”
Harclay considers two opinions—those of Aquinas and Godfrey
of Fontaine—and he adopts a Scotistic line of argument in his
reply to these positions. The present analysis will consider first
Harclay’s portrayal of Aquinas, then his arguments against that
position.64

Harclay offers a faithful reading of Aquinas’s position on the
necessity of opposed relations in chapter 24 of book 4 of the
Summa contra Gentiles. He begins by noting that Aquinas finds
the following implication valid: “if the Holy Spirit does not
proceed from the Son, they would not be distinct.”65 Harclay
argues that Aquinas’s initial argument in favor of the above
proposition is that “every distinction between things is based on
some type of opposition.”66 He proceeds to analyze the four types
of opposition given by Aristotle in the Categories—contradiction,
contrariety, relation, and deprivation/possession—and notes that
Aquinas rejects all of the kinds of opposition, as applied to the
divine persons, except relation.67 Further, he notes that for
Aquinas this relation must be based not on quantity, but on action



JOHN T. SLOTEMAKER442

68 Harclay, q. 6, para. 14, ll. 115-16 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 260-61): “Et ultra,
cum omnis relatio in divinis fundetur super quantitatem vel super actionem et passionem.”

69 Harclay, q. 6, para. 21, ll. 159-62 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 264-65): “Contra
opinionem istam, arguo sic: illa proprietas vel relatio quae ex formali ratione sua repugnat
Spiritui Sancto, excluso quocumque alio quod non est de formali ratione eius, distinguit
omnem habentem proprietatem illam a Spiritu Sancto.”

70 Harclay, q. 6, para. 21, ll. 163-64 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 264-65): “Sed
filiatio, secundum formalem rationem filiationis, est incompossibilis Spiritui Sancto et sibi
repugnat.”

and passion. This final point correctly links the discussion of
opposed relations with the mutual relations of origin.68 The divine
relations, for Aquinas, are integrally related to the divine
processions. Harclay’s emphasis on this point represents a
surprisingly charitable read. He will reject relative opposition, as
we shall see, but does not represent that as Aquinas’s only con-
cern. He rightly notes Aquinas’s account of the divine processions,
and the relationship between the procession and relations.

Harclay’s arguments against Aquinas do not directly attack
Aquinas’s position, but offer an alternative proposal that in the
process demonstrates the non-necessity of opposed relations. He
defends the proposition that it is not necessary for there to be
active (or passive) spiration between the Son and the Holy Spirit
in order for them to be distinct. The defense of this proposition
requires two subpoints: (1) that the Son would still exist if the
initial proposition obtains, and (2) the Holy Spirit would still exist
if the initial proposition obtains. In fact, this proposition is strictly
counterfactual, as indeed the Holy Spirit does proceed from the
Father and the Son. But it is necessary to consider the defense of
(1) and (2).

Harclay begins his defense of the first claim (1) by stating: “that
property or relation which by its formal nature (leaving aside
everything else that is not of its formal nature) is incompatible
with the Holy Spirit, distinguishes everything that has it from the
Holy Spirit.”69 This claim, Harclay notes, is true in that the
predicate is included in the subject (subiectum includit
praedicatum). From this it follows that filiation, by its formal
nature, is incompatible with the Holy Spirit.70 Harclay concludes
that since active spiration is not of the formal nature of filiation,
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71 Harclay, q. 6, para. 21, ll. 165-67 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 264-65): “Sed
certum est, quod spiratio-actio non est de formali ratione filiationis; igitur sola filiatio,
excludendo spirationem activam, distinguit Filium a Spiritu Sancto.”

72 Harclay, q. 6, para. 21, ll. 168-70 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 264-65): “Nam
filiatio, per formalem suam rationem, coexigit in eodem supposito spirationem activam et eam
sibi determinat, sicud tu bene concedis.” 

73 Harclay, q. 6, para. 21, ll. 170-171 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 264-65): “Sed
nichil determinat sibi aliquid aliud per rationem illius alterius formaliter, sed per aliquid a
parte sui.”

74 Harclay, q. 6, para. 21, ll. 171-73 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 264-65): “Ergo si
filiatio determinat sibi spirationem tamquam aliquid necessario consequens ad ipsam, hoc erit
per rationem suam formalem, qua distinguitur contra spirationem, sicud ibi est distinctio.”

“filiation alone, then, leaving aside active spiration, distinguishes
the Son from the Holy Spirit.”71 In short, the Son would be the
Son if he did not actively spirate the Holy Spirit.

Harclay furthers the argument by maintaining that there is a
distinction between the formal nature of the Son (filiation) and
active spiration. He claims that filiation, by its formal nature,
contains simultaneously in the same supposit both filiation and
active spiration.72 That is, the supposit in question (Son) contains
both filiation (as the Son proceeds from the Father) and active
spiration (as the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Son [Father and
Son]). But, in this one supposit (i.e., the Son) only filiation
constitutes the Son’s formal nature. Further, Harclay argues that
“nothing determines something else to itself by the other’s nature
formally, but by something belonging to itself.”73 In other words,
Harclay claims that the formal nature of the Son (filiation) is that
by which the Son can determine something else (active spiration)
to itself (formal nature of the Son). The Son’s formal nature
(filiation) is that by which the Son is the Son, and active spiration
is consequent to the Son. Finally, he argues that if filiation
“determines to itself spiration as something necessarily consequent
to it, this must be by its formal nature, by which it is distinguished
over against spiration, as indeed there is a distinction here.”74 The
conclusion here is that the Son is formally distinct from active
spiration, in that active spiration and filiation belong to the same
supposit (Son), but filiation is what makes up the formal nature of
that supposit.
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75 Harclay, q. 6, para. 21, ll. 173-83 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 264-67). “Arguo sic
ulterius: per eandem rationem formalem per quam aliquid determinat sibi unum oppositorum,
repugnat sibi alterum. Probatio: quia opposita vel contradictoria debent referri ad idem
secundum idem. Igitur filiatio, per rationem suam formalem, repugnat Spiritui Sancto.
Confirmatur haec ratio, quia sicud ignis per naturam suam determinat sibi calorem, sic eidem
<scilicet igni> per eandem naturam repugnat primo frigiditas. Unde si esset sine calore,
adhuc repugnaret sibi frigiditas, quia maneret causa repugnantiae, scilicet natura ignis. Si enim
igni non repugnaret frigiditas ex ratione formali ignis, sed solum ratione caliditatis, non magis
repugnaret igni frigiditas quam ligno calido, quia utrobique esset eadem causa repugnantiae,
<scilicet caliditas>, ergo.”

Given his argument above—which distinguishes filiation and
spiration in the Son by arguing that filiation is constitutive of the
formal nature of the Son—Harclay proceeds to strengthen his
general argument by noting that a single formal nature must only
contain one of a pair of opposites. That is, opposites or
contradictories should not be referred to the same formal nature.
Thus, the Son is distinct from the Holy Spirit by his formal nature,
because the formal nature of the Son is incompatible with the
formal nature of the Holy Spirit. Harclay proposes the following
analogy. Fire determines heat to itself, although heat is not the
formal nature of fire. Moreover, fire is said to be contradictory
with cold by its formal nature, not simply because it contains heat.
Therefore, Harclay concludes that even if fire did not have heat,
it would still be incompatible with cold because of its formal
nature. The ultimate point of this analogy is that fire is
incompatible with cold not because it contains heat, but because
of its formal nature. Similarly, the Son is distinct from the Holy
Spirit not because he spirates the Holy Spirit, but because the
formal nature of the Son (filiation) is distinct from the formal
nature of the Spirit.75

Having considered Harclay’s argument in support of (1), it is
necessary to consider his argument for (2)—that is, that the Holy
Spirit would still exist if the initial proposition obtains. Harclay
maintains that if the “Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone,
the Holy Spirit still arises from the Father by spiration. In this
way, the Spirit is still distinguished from the Son, for [passive]
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76 Harclay, q. 6, para. 22, ll. 184-86 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 266-67): “Praeterea,
si Spiritus Sanctus procedat a solo Patre, secundum Graecos, adhuc Spiritus Sanctus spiratur
a Patre. Igitur adhuc distinguitur a Filio, quia Filio repugnat spirari.”

77 Harclay, q. 6, para. 22, ll. 186-89 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 266-670:
“Respondetur quod prima propositio est falsa, nam si procederet a solo Patre, non esset
spiratus. Nam spirare formaliter significat actionem egredientem a duobus, ita quod
contradictio est quod sit spiratus et non a duobus.”

78 Harclay, q. 6, para. 23, ll. 190-94 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 266-67): “Contra:
ista responsio videtur michi frivola. Nam ista propositio, quod spirare significet actum
egredientem a duobus, accipitur ut per se nota et nullo modo probatur. . . . Igitur proposito
assumpta nichil est contra eos, sed est plana petitio principii et per consequens responsio
nulla.”

79 Harclay, q. 6, para. 24, ll. 208-16 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 266-69): “Arguo
igitur sic de actu spirandi: ille actus, qui secundum rationem suam formalem determinat sibi
esse a duobus, impossibile est communicari alicui formaliter nisi a duobus. . . . Sed actus
spirandi communicatur Filio a Patre formaliter, quia Pater habet illum in se formaliter. Igitur
actus spirandi communicaretur Filio a duobus communicantibus; consequens falsum, ergo.”

spiration is incompatible with the Son.”76 In response to this claim,
Harclay notes that some theologians would object because the
term “to spirate” (spirare) indicates an action issuing from two
agents.77 But, as he properly argues, such a response begs the
question (petitio principii): it simply states the opposite of the
conclusion being put forth.78 That said, he does examine in detail
the basic proposition—“the act of spiration formally arises from
two agents”—and it is worth considering his argument briefly.

First, he notes that the proposition is clearly false, given that
formally the act of spiration does not mean being from two agents.
The argument he develops is as follows:

Major: Spiration, which according to its formal nature
determines to itself “being from two agents,” cannot be
communicated formally to anything except by means of two
agents.

Minor: The act of spiration is communicated to the Son from
the Father formally.

Thus: The act of spiration would be communicated to the Son
by two communicating agents, which is false. 

Thus: The antecedent is false (i.e., the major premise)79

Regarding the major premise, Harclay argues that for something
to be communicated by any agent is for that agent to have what is
to be communicated in the agent’s communicative or active
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80 Harclay, q. 6, para. 25, ll. 217-20 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 268-69): “Probatio
maioris: impossibile est aliquid communicari per aliquid nisi per illud, quod habet in potestate
communicativa vel activa sua illud quod communicatur. Igitur si, per se, actus spirandi non
est in potestate activa nisi duorum agentium, impossibilie est quod communicetur alicui nisi
a duobus agentibus.”

81 Harclay, q. 6, para. 25, ll. 221 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 268-69): “Minor est
omnibus certa, et Augustinus dicit illud in multis locis.”

82 Harclay, q. 6, para. 23, ll. 236-39 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 268-69): “Et tunc
dico quod actus spirandi praecedit in Patre tantum origine antequam sit Filius et Spiritus
Sanctus, et prius origine est in Filio quam sit Spiritus Sanctus; et sic non valet.”

83 Harclay, q. 6, para. 26-30, ll. 240-300 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 269-73).

power. It follows that if active spiration is in the active power of
two agents (i.e., the Father and Son) it must be communicated to
any other thing by both.80 Regarding the minor premise, Harclay
correctly notes that this is universally accepted by everyone
following Augustine.81 Thus, Harclay concludes that the
conclusion (i.e., spiration communicated by two agents) is false
and that the claim that active spiration is communicated by two
agents is also false. According to him, “active spiration in the
Father precedes only by origin, before [referring to logical
priority, not temporality] there is the Son and Holy Spirit; and in
the Son it precedes by origin, before there is the Holy Spirit.”82

Finally, he concludes his argument by referencing numerous
passages in Anselm’s De processione Spiritus Sancti that support
his argument.83

Harclay presents a sophisticated set of arguments for the claim
that the divine persons are distinct by their formal natures, but
emphasizes Scotus’s position that opposed relations are not
necessary to individuate the persons of the Trinity. For both
Harclay and Scotus there is something about the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit—inherent to them as persons, as characterized by their
‘thisness’ or formal nature—that makes them distinct. The result
of this position is that opposed relations, over and against
disparate relations, are not necessary to distinguish the persons.
Perhaps Harclay’s clearest summary of his position in the end is
that 

generation and spiration are distinguished from each other formally in and of
themselves [seipsis]. Their distinction by relation arises, as from a source, from
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84 Harclay, q. 6, para. 33, ll. 311-14 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 272-73): “Dico
igitur breviter quod formaliter distinguuntur seipsis. Sed originaliter eorum distinctio
relationis oritur a distinctione secundum rationem intellectus et voluntatis. Nec enim est
necesse tantam distinctionem esse in principiis quantam in principiatis.”

85 I am following Mark Henniger here who gives the final section of quaestio 6 the title:
Graeci Excusantur (Harclay, q. 6, para. 47, ll. 432-38 [Edwards and Henninger, trans., 280-
81]).

86 The original notula by Grosseteste is in Notula super epistolam Ioannis Damasceni ‘De
trisagion’ (cod. Oxon. coll. Magdal. 192, f. 215rb). For a discussion of Grosseteste as a
translator and commentator on John Damascene, see Irena Backus, “John of Damascus, De
fide orthodoxa: translations by Burgundio (1153/4), Grosseteste (1235/40) and Lefèvre
d'Etaples (1507),” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 49 (1986): 211-217. For
a lengthy discussion of the notula, see James McEvoy, “Robert Grosseteste and the Reunion
of the Church,” Collectanea Franciscana 45 (1975): 39-84; as well as idem, Robert
Grosseteste (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); and Richard W. Southern, Robert

a distinction between the formal natures of intellect and will. It is not necessary
that there be as great a distinction in the principles as there is in what arises from
those principles.84

In sum, the works of Scotus and Harclay present a sophisticated
and important theological reply to Aquinas’s account of opposed
relations. 

V. CONCLUSION: 
HENRY OF HARCLAY, THE FILIOQUE, AND MODERN THEOLOGY

This article began by contextualizing the debate about disparate
and opposed relations within the disagreement concerning the
procession of the Holy Spirit a Filio. Returning to the discussion
of the filioque, the concluding section will consider the theological
implications of the doctrine of opposed relations: first, as
understood by Henry of Harclay in the fourteenth century; and,
second, as a critique that is relevant to the modern retrieval of
Aquinas’s Trinitarian theology.

Harclay ends quaestio 6 with what Mark Henninger calls a
Graeci Excusantur—an apology for the Greeks85—that also finds
resonance in Scotus’s Lectura, Ordinatio, and Reportatio I-A. I
noted above that in book 1, distinction 11, question 1 of the
Lectura, Ordinatio, and Reportatio I-A Scotus cites at length a
passage from Robert Grosseteste’s notula,86 a short piece
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Grosseteste: The Growth of an English Mind in Medieval Europe (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 231-32.

James McEvoy has translated the notula in full: “The Greeks maintain that the Holy Spirit
is the Spirit of the Son, but that he does not come forth from the Son but only from the
Father, through the Son however. Now this conclusion seems contrary to ours, which holds
that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. It may well be, however, that were
this apparent contradiction to be discussed by two doctors, a Greek and a Latin, each of them
a true lover of the truth and not of his own expression of it for its own sake, it would
eventually be clear to both of them that the difference which opposes them is not so much real
as verbal. The only alternative is that either the Greeks or we, the Latins, are nothing less than
heretics. But who is so foolhardy as to accuse the author of this work, John Damascene,
together with the Blessed Basil, Gregory the Theologian, Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril and other
such Greek Fathers, of heresy? And who on the other hand dares to make a heretic of Blessed
Jerome, Augustine, Hilary and other such Latin Doctors? It is probable, consequently, that
the opposing statements quoted do not correspond to any real conflict between the saints, for
this reason, that what is said is said in a variety of ways. For example in this context: ‘of this
person,’ and similarly ‘from this or that person,’ or again ‘by him.’ Now it may well be that
if this wide range of expression were more subtly understood and analyzed, it would emerge
clearly that the doctrine which finds opposing expression is in fact the same” (McEvoy, Robert
Grosseteste, 135). For the Latin text, see the following footnote.

87 The most substantial citation of the notula found in Scotus’s writings is in Ord. I, d. 11,
q. 1, ll. 1-18 (Vatican ed., 5:3). “Sententia graecorum est quod Spiritus Sanctus est Spiritus
Filii, sed non procedens a Filio sed a solo Patre, per Filium tamen; et videtur haec sententia
contraria nostrae, qua dicimus Spiritum Sanctum a Patre et Filio procedere. Sed forte, si duo
sapientes—unus graecus et alter latinus—uterque verus amator veritatis et non propriae
dictionis, unde propria est, de hac visa contrarietate disquirerent, patet utrique tandem ipsam
contrarietatem non esse veraciter realem, sicut est vocalis; alioquin vel ipsi graeci vel nos latini
vere sumus haeretici. Sed quis audet hunc auctorem, scilicet Ioannem Damascenum, et beatos
Basilium, Gregorium Theologum et Gregorium Nyssenum, Cyrillum, et consimiles Patres
graecos, haereticos arguere? Quis utique arguet haereticum iterum beatos Hieronymum,
Augustinum et Hilarium, et consimiles latinos? Verisimile ergo est quod non subest dictis
verbis contrariis contrariorum sanctorum sententiae: multipliciter enim dicitur (sicut hic
‘huius’, ita hic ‘ex hoc’ vel ‘illo’, vel ‘ab illo’), qua multiplicitate forte subtilius intellecta et
distinct, pateret contrariorum verborum non discors sententia. ” A somewhat shorter
quotation of the passage is found in the Reportatio (breaking off after “consimiles latinos?”);
see Scotus, Rep. I, d. 11, q. 1 (Wolter and Bychkov, eds., 408), while the parallel discussion
in the Lectura retains only a short incipit followed by Scotus’s summary of the text (Scotus,
Lectura I, d. 11, q. 1 [Vatican ed., 17:128]).

Grosseteste appended to his translation of John Damascene’s
Trisagion.87

The notula is historically interesting because, thanks to his
faithful translation of John of Damascus’ work, Grosseteste is
aware of the theological tension—indeed direct contradiction—
between the Eastern and Western Churches over the filioque. In
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88 Harclay, q. 6, para. 47, ll. 432-38 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 280-81): “Ideo
melius dicit Magister, libro primo, distinctione 11, et melius dicit Lincolniensis episcopus, in
fine epistolae ‘De trisagion’. Isti enim excusant Graecos, sicud patet, ostendendo quod non
est nisi vocabularia repugnantia inter Graecos et Latinos. Praeterea, Augustinus, 15 De
Trinitate, capitulo 27, excusat Evangelium quare non dicit quod Spiritus Sanctus procedit de
Filio. Et respondet quod non est ex alia causa nisi quia solet referre quod est Patris ad Patrem.
Et ponit exemplum de hoc, quod dicit: Mea doctrina non est mea <sed eius qui misit me>.”

89 Aquinas, STh I, q. 36, a. 2, ad 3; Harclay, q. 6, para. 45, ll. 415-17 (Edwards and
Henninger, trans., 280-81): “Ad argumentum principale, dicit frater Thomas, parte prima,
quaestione 36, articulo 2, quod illa opinio introducta est a Nestorianis et dampnata in synodo
Ephesiana, et secutor Nestorianorum fuit Damascenus, sicud dicit.” 

an attempt to minimize the disagreement, Grosseteste argues that
perhaps the theological difference is purely verbal and not real.
What is significant is that Scotus and Harclay both found this
passage particularly interesting and worthy of citation in sections
of their theological work in which they argue against the necessity
of opposed relations. 

Harclay follows Scotus in making reference to Grosseteste’s
notula. He writes that:

The Master of the Sentences puts this better <than Thomas and Godfrey do>,
as does the Bishop of Lincoln at the end of his letter On the Trisagion. They both
excuse the Greeks and clearly show that the differences between the Greeks and
the Latins are only verbal. Moreover, Augustine, in chapter twenty-seven of his
fifteenth book On the Trinity, explains why the Gospels do not say that the Holy
Spirit proceeds from the Son. The only reason, he says, is because Scripture is in
the habit of attributing to the Father what is from the Father. He gives as an
example when Scripture says: My teaching is not my own <but is from the one
who sent me>.88

In this short passage by Harclay it is clear that he rejects the
positions of Aquinas and Godfrey of Fontaine in favor of that of
Peter Lombard, Robert Grosseteste and John Duns Scotus. This
short discussion also implies two further points related to
Harclay’s understanding of the filioque.

First, it is clear that within the larger context of quaestio 6
Harclay is defending John Damascene and the integrity of the
Greek position. For example, he argues earlier in quaestio 6 that
Aquinas said in the Summa Theologiae that “John of Damascus
was a follower of Nestorius.”89 He responds to this by saying “I do
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90 Harclay, q. 6, para. 45, ll. 418-19 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 280-81): “ Sed hoc
multum est improbabile. Non enim invenitur aliquis qui tantum fuerit detestatus Nestorium
quam Damascenus, sicud patet libro 3, capitulo 12.”

91 Harclay, q. 6, para. 46, l. 426 (Edwards and Henninger, trans., 280-81): “Praeterea, iste
Johannes Damascenus fuit et est gloriosus sanctus.”

92 See nn. 86 and 87 above.
93 Lombard, Sententiae I, dd. 11-12 (Grottaferrata ed., 116): “Sed cum non sit aliud

Spiritum Sanctum esse Patris vel Filii, quam esse a Patre et Filio, etiam in hoc in eandem
nobiscum fidei sententiam convenire videtur, licet verbis dissentiant..”

not know anyone who had a greater contempt for the Nestorians
than John Damascene, as is clear in his third book, chapter
twelve.”90 Finally, after offering other defenses of John of
Damascus, Harclay simply states that “John Damascene was, and
is, a saint in glory.”91 While modern scholars would take issue with
Harclay’s claim that Aquinas thought John of Damascus was a
heretic, it is clear from the text that Harclay thought that this was
Aquinas’s position and that from Harclay’s point of view John of
Damascus ought to be defended. 

Second, it is interesting to note that Harclay argues that the
disagreement between the Greeks and Latins is only verbal (nisi
vocabularia). He can only have in mind the argument from the
notula where Grosseteste argues that “it is probable, consequently,
that the opposing statements quoted do not correspond to any real
conflict between the saints, for this reason, that what is said is said
in a variety of ways.”92 Further, Harclay cites distinction 11 of
book 1 of the Lombard’s Sentences in defense of the claim that the
distinction in question is merely verbal.93 This position, it must be
noted, is understood by Harclay to be in contradiction to the
position of Aquinas and Godfrey, and it is instructive briefly to
elucidate why this follows. 

Harclay, in his last few sentences, indicates to his readers not
only that he disagrees with Aquinas and Godfrey on opposed
relations, but that he also finds their argument to be problematic
with respect to the Greek position. The tension that Harclay is
sensitive to, which has been the focus of the present paper, is that
between opposed relations and the necessity of the filioque. He
argues that Aquinas’s doctrine of opposed relations necessarily
excludes the Greek position. Further, he is aware that the position
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94 See n. 4.
95 On this complicated topic, see the work of Gilles Emery, in particular, “The Procession

of the Holy Spirit a Filio according to St. Thomas Aquinas.”
I would like to thank Stephen F. Brown, Mark Henninger and Bruce Marshall for reading

and/or discussing earlier drafts of this paper. Further, I thank an anonymous peer reviewer
for the Thomist who offered numerous suggestions and corrections.

he develops in quaestio 6 does not entail the same necessity—that
is, if one holds the position of disparate relations that Harclay
develops in quaestio 6, it is possible to accommodate a Greek
position regarding the procession of the Holy Spirit. 

Turning from the historical debates to the present day, it is
useful to consider the implications of the present study for the
current renaissance of Aquinas’s Trinitarian thought. I noted in the
introduction that according to Karl Rahner the Scholastic
distinctions discussed throughout this paper (i.e., between
disparate and opposed relations) are “subtleties which can in fact
no longer be distinguished one from the other.”94 But, given the
current retrieval of the Angelic Doctor’s Trinitarian theology, such
distinctions are not only relevant, but necessary. The debate
between Thomas Aquinas on the one hand, and John Duns Scotus
and Henry of Harclay on the other, is particularly instructive for
modern Trinitarian theology and the recent appropriation of
medieval Trinitarian thought. Specifically, if there is to be any
modern discussion of the longstanding debate between the Eastern
and Western Churches regarding the filioque, it is essential that
any appropriation of Aquinas’s theology consider seriously the
critiques of Scotus and Harclay. 

Aquinas’s doctrine of the Trinity, and in particular his account
of the filioque, has significant ecumenical implications. Those who
seek to retrieve the profoundly spiritual and theologically rich
account of the triune God presented by Aquinas in his Scriptum,
Summa contra Gentiles, Summa Theologiae, and numerous other
writings must attend to the critiques of Scotus and Harclay
articulated above. The implications of Aquinas’s position are too
important—and the interconnectedness of his theological system
too complete—either to ignore this critique, or to offer a simple
accommodation to his theology.95



1 The following article is from a lecture given by Rev. Romanus Cessario, O.P., as his
inaugural lecture after receiving the degree of sacrae theologiae magister on 10 November
2013. The lecture was delivered at the Pontifical Faculty of the Immaculate Conception at the
Dominican House of Studies in Washington, D.C

2 “On the Religious Significance of Vatican II: Discourse at the Last General Session of
Vatican II” (7 December 1965), Acta Apostolicae Sedis 58 (1966): 51-59, trans. Michael
Woodward and John P. Hittinger in Readdressing the Liberal State. Reading Maritains’s “Man
and the State,” ed. Timothy Fuller and John P. Hittinger (Washington, D.C.: American
Maritain Association, 2001), 248.
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CULTURE AND CONTEMPLATION:
CATHOLICISM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY1

ROMANUS CESSARIO, O.P., S.T.M.

St. John’s Seminary
Brighton, Massachusetts

I. THE COUNCIL IN AMERICA

With the help of this council, by a doctrine of human nature and the world
which is theological and theocentric, as they say, the Church has turned the
minds of men to herself. . . . She embraces what the world at first considers
absurd—the claim that God exists. But we are strongly confident that the age
will later of its own accord acknowledge this belief as humane, wise and
beneficial. For God is: He actually exists; He lives; He is a person; He is
providential, endowed with infinite goodness, and He is not only good in
himself, but especially good in regards to us; He is our creator, our truth, our
happiness; so much so that when a man tries to fix his mind and heart on God
through contemplation he elicits an act of his own spirit which is the most fine
and perfect of all; thus even in the modern world, in all fields of human
endeavor, we can and should aspire to this contemplative act so that all human
activity is raised and perfected in its own order from within.2

Thus did Pope Paul VI address the closing session of the Second
Vatican Council on 7 December 1965. 
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3 See Paul VI, “Religious Significance,” 248.
4 Ibid., 247: “What is the religious importance of our council? By the term ‘religious’ we

mean to signify our relationship to God, which is, after all, why the Church exists, what she
believes, what she hopes for, what she loves; this personal relationship to God defines what
she is and what she does.”

Together with this explicit avowal of the excellence that
persons and culture derive from contemplation, the Holy Father
also proffered an evaluation of mid-twentieth-century moral
outlooks. In December 1965—as members of that year’s pro-
fession class for the Province of Saint Joseph were taking up the
study of philosophy at Dover, Massachusetts, under Dominican
masters such as Raymond Smith († 1990) and William A.
Wallace—Paul VI drew a stark picture of the ethos that domi-
nated his generation. Blessed Pope John XXIII had convoked the
council, so his immediate successor reported, at a time when men
preferred terrestrial kingdoms to heavenly ones, at a time when
men habitually forgot about God, at a time when men displaced
God’s law in order to proclaim their own autonomy, at a time
when il laicismo (rendered in English as “secularism”) trumped
the highest wisdom, at a time when men’s souls experienced the
desolation to which acting outside of reason leads, and, finally, at
a time when all organized religion experienced a general decline.3

The religious significance of the Second Vatican Council, so Paul
VI added confidently, would help Catholics and persons of good
will to address these challenging cultural circumstances.4

I would like to report that the pope’s message rallied the
Dominican students at Dover. To the best of my recollection,
however, the council’s termination did not alter the focus of their
daily regime. The student brothers went about assiduously
studying cosmology and the philosophy of science, metaphysics
and the history of philosophy, while at the same time faithfully
observing the rhythms of conventual life. Of course, there were
the occasional breaks for canoeing or skating on the Charles River
as the seasons allowed or for walking along the paths that
crisscrossed like a giant, disorganized maze the tall pines that
flourished on the priory grounds. In other words, these future
priests went on preparing to fulfill their Dominican vocation:
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5 Adapted from STh II-II, q. 188, a. 6: “Sicut enim majus est illuminare quam lucere solum,
ita majus est contemplata aliis tradere quam solum contemplari.” In STh III, q. 40, a. 1, ad 2,
Aquinas identifies the Dominican life as that form of Christian living that Christ himself chose.

6 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, The Autocrat of the Breakfast-Table (Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin and Company, 1891), 172: “A jaunty-looking person . . . said there was one more wise
man’s saying that he had heard; it was about our place—but he didn’t know who said it . . .
‘Boston State-House is the Hub of the Solar System.’”

7 Discours du Pape Paul VI à l’Organisation des Nations Unies à l’Occasion du 20ème
Anniversaire de l’Organisation, Lundi 4 octobre 1965, Acta Apostolicae Sedis 57 (1965):
877–85. The pope actually quoted the late President Kennedy.

Contemplari et contemplata aliis tradere.5 Those who found this
task too challenging, left.

Saint Stephen’s Priory and College stood a short twenty miles
from Kenmore Square and nearby Fenway Park. Because they
lived close to Boston, the Dominican philosophers of the mid-
1960s were not completely oblivious to the big events happening
within the world and the Church. They, in fact, profited much
from dwelling so close to the “Hub of the Universe”—an
expression that Oliver Wendell Holmes thought apt to describe
nineteenth-century Boston.6 In late 1965, the Dover Dominicans,
even if papal discourses did not distract them, were in fact quite
attuned to the papacy. Earlier the same year, in October, Paul VI
became the first Roman Pontiff to set foot on American soil. 

Strictly speaking, the pope came to visit the United Nations in
order to mark the organization’s twentieth anniversary. His
poignant cry for peace delivered in French before the General
Assembly introduced most Americans, including the philosophers
at Dover, to the second pope of the council: “Never again. Never
again, war,” he declaimed. This papal Jamais plus—pronounced
with such insistence—moved many American Catholics, especially
the young, to hope that the pope’s appearance in our country
would confirm a new era of optimism for the Church, to believe
that the pope had absolved our nation, as it were, of the Kennedy
assassination in November 1963.7 When the pope celebrated Mass
in Yankee Stadium, American Catholics witnessed firsthand the
new program of papal outreach. Prior to the pontificates of the
second half of the twentieth century, a pope sojourning outside of
the papal domains could only be in exile, coerced, or deported. In
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8 The Documents of Vatican II, ed. Walter M. Abbott, S.J. (New York: Herder and Herder,
1966).

9 See John Cooney, The American Pope: The Life and Times of Francis Cardinal Spellman
(New York: Times Books, 1984), 276.

October 1965, the City of New York’s welcome of the bishop of
Rome was a triumphal occasion, one crowned at the Waldorf
Astoria where the pope conferred with President Lyndon Baines
Johnson.

Back in autumnal New England, Fr. Dominic Rover, O.P.,
preached that year the traditional October Fourth homily at the
Franciscan Friary in Rye Beach, New Hampshire. He encouraged
his listeners with an eloquent account of the pope’s “walk in the
world.” Now that the pope had visited the United States, Fr.
Rover assured both Franciscans and Dominicans, nothing would
be the same. As things turned out, he was right. In 1965, however,
this Dominican preacher par excellence, on a crisp, colorful fall
day along the Atlantic coast, envisioned a renewal within the
Church that would proceed in continuity with classical Catholic
doctrine. He announced a forthcoming period when a retrieval of
the Church’s rich spiritual heritage would complement the solid
doctrinal instruction given during the postwar period. Others who
had come of spiritual age during those buoyant years for
American Catholicism received different messages. For instance,
Jesuit Fr. Walter Abbott’s hastily produced and, as later became
evident, seriously defective edition of the council documents
witnessed brisk sales at ten dollars hardbound—a handsome price
in those days.8 It did not take long for popular presentations of
the council to adopt the language of revolution. “Change” became
a new word, indeed a commonplace, in the vocabulary of
American Catholics, even among those who opposed the notion.
For instance, before his departure for the council, the archbishop
of New York, who would have been informed of Roman rumors,
announced that “no change” would get past the Statue of Liberty.9

Despite Cardinal Spellman’s best precautions, however, most
Catholics subsequently came to learn the meaning of the Italian
word aggiornamento before they encountered the French
ressourcement. 
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10 From a Latin antiphon once used at the first nocturne of Matins on the Feast of Saint
Dominic.

11 See Guy Thomas Bedouelle, O.P., “Saint Dominique, ou la grâce de la prédication,”
Sources 8, no. 5 (1982): 193-201. Father Bedouelle delivered this conference at Notre Dame
de Paris on 25 October 1981.

12 There are approximately eight references to “contemplation,” of which half of them
refer to those who practice a contemplative life.

Dominican students of the Province of Saint Joseph, in
retrospect, were fortunate. They were dissuaded from adopting
the hermeneutic of rupture, ante nomen. As I have said, Fr. Rover
interpreted the pope’s “walk in the world”—his phrase—as an
occasion to reinvigorate the Order’s commitment to contem-
plation, not to alter or discard it. The student brothers found
nothing revolutionary in this counsel. Their Dominican mentors
had always set forth the image of St. Dominic, of whom a
liturgical text says, “Documentis artium eruditus satis, transiit ad
studium summae veritatis.”10 Having mastered the arts and
sciences, Dominic Guzman passed over to the study of the
Highest Truth. Who better than Holy Father Dominic—that “être
de feu,” that man on fire—who passed a whole night converting
one Albigensian innkeeper, demonstrates that only the truth has
grace?11 Seven hundred and fifty years later, in leafy Dover,
Massachusetts, his spiritual sons were being prepared to face the
world with faith and recollection, the indispensable spiritual
conditions for advancing toward contemplation. Without fully
realizing that a theory explained their good fortune, the Dover
Dominicans found themselves committed to pursuing an authentic
ressourcement. As the second half of the 1960s unfolded,
however, the world outside the cloister began rapidly to fulfill Fr.
Rover’s prediction, though not as he had intended it. Nothing was
as it had been. Change happened, and not only in the Church.

II. “HERE COMES EVERYBODY”

The word “contemplation” does not appear on many pages of
the conciliar documents.12 Indeed, the council’s emphases, as the
pope in his closing address identified them, centered on the
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13 Paul VI, “Religious Significance,” 249: “Someone might say that the council focused less
on the elaboration of divine truths than on its principal theme—the consideration of the
Church, her nature, her composition, her ecumenical task, and her apostolic and missionary
work.” Also, ibid., 250: “We prefer to notice that our council’s spirituality was chiefly one of
love, on account of which express purpose no one will be able to treat the council as though
it were irreligious or deviating from the holy Gospel.”

14 See Jean Guitton, The Pope Speaks: Dialogues of Paul VI with Jean Guitton (New York:
Meredith Press, 1968); and also, Jacques Maritain, The Peasant of the Garonne: An Old
Layman Questions Himself about the Present Time, trans. Michael Cuddihy and Elizabeth
Hughes (New York: Holl, Rinehart and Winston, 1968), 4. For the text that Maritain
produced at the request of Pope Paul VI, “The Spiritual Mission of the Laity,” see Communio
14 (Summer 1987): 183-202, which includes a section on those laity who can offer “le
témoignage intellectuellement manifesté.”

15 For an introduction to this early figure of the twentieth century, see Rémi Pelon,
Invitation à la contemplation: Vie et choix de textes du père Pierre-Thomas Dehau, dominicain
(Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2006), especially 70-76.

16 For further information about the Maritains’ evangelical outreach at Meudon, see
Romanus Cessario, O.P., “Humanae Vitae, the Maritains, and Maurice Sachs,” Nova et Vetera,
English Edition, 6 (2008): 711-30. For more on Charles Hernion, see René Voillaume,
Charles de Foucauld et ses premiers disciples. Du désert arabe au monde des cités (Paris: Bayard
Éditions, 1998), 78-82.

Church and the virtue of charity.13 The diligent student may
enquire: Why did Paul VI include a paragraph on contemplation
in his short summation of the council’s achievements? To answer
this question, one should recall the Holy Father’s intellectual
preferences. As his communications with Jean Guitton suggest,
Giovanni Battista Montini (1897-1978) trusted French Catholic
intellectuals of the early twentieth century.14 In addition to the
well-known thinkers of that era, there were also many French
spiritual authors who initiated Christian believers into the art of
contemplation.

As practitioners of haute-vulgarisation, as the French say, their
influence was both immediate and widespread. Take for example
the French Dominican Pierre-Thomas Dehau (1870-1956), who
guided, among his other disciples, the Maritains and their broad
circle of friends.15 Notable among these latter were refugees from
the beau monde like Max Jacob, Jean Cocteau, Maurice Sachs,
Erik Satie, and the Claudel convert and, later, De Foucauld
disciple Charles Henrion. The last, while a First World War
prisoner at Fribourg, encountered the anti-Molinist Dominican
scholar Norbert Del Prado (1852-1918).16 To those who sought
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17 Pierre-Thomas Dehau, O.P., The Living Water, trans. Dominic Ross, O.P. (Westminster,
Md.: Newman Press, 1957), 131. Translation slightly altered.

18 Marie-Eugène de l’Enfant-Jésus’s Je veux voir Dieu (2005) was first published in 1949
by Éditions du Carmel, Venasque.

19 “The word by seers or sibyls told, / In groves of oak, or fanes of gold, / Still floats upon
the morning wind, / Still whispers to the willing mind. / One accent of the Holy Ghost / The
heedless world hath never lost” (Ralph Waldo Emerson [1803-82], “The Problem,” Poems
[1847]).

willy-nilly to escape Continental Nihilism, Fr. Dehau and others
offered a path toward the contemplation of the highest truth.

Father Dehau spoke directly from the heart. “Contemplation,”
he wrote, “stands above all things and constitutes the ultimate end
of creation.” To those who struggled to escape spiritual lethargy
and cruder ailments, like opium addictions and disordered lusts,
Fr. Dehau provided a distinctively Dominican instruction about
how to approach contemplation: “For the Father seeks such
[contemplative persons],” this holy priest recalled from John
4:23, which records the encounter with the Samaritan Woman.
He went on to explain, “God, in fact cannot be passive in any of
His acts; when therefore, we are told that He searches for
adorers, this means that He is fashioning them, and He fashions
them by His very searching.” To which our Dominican author
adds innocently, “This is a very mysterious and very lofty truth.”17

Père Dehau illustrates well the twentieth-century Catholic focus
on contemplation, if not on the divine premotion, that, one
assumes, attracted Papa Montini. This Dominican priest—and
others that could be mentioned, especially the Carmelite
Marie-Eugène de l’Enfant-Jésus (1894-1967)—helped Catholics
from all spiritual backgrounds to envisage contemplation as a
perfection of their Christian existence.18 What is more surprising,
Fr. Dehau’s influence, like that of other French spiritual authors,
expanded beyond the francophone world.

French panegyrics for contemplation, as we have seen, did not
appeal only to cloistered nuns and pure saints. The American-born
novelist Julien Green, one of the Maritains’ diverse friends,
considered that Fr. Dehau’s writings contained what Ralph Waldo
Emerson had called the “accent of the Holy Spirit.”19 On 22
November 1951, Green wrote to Maritain, “Has anybody thought
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of translating Father Dehau into English. Who knows whether in
America he may not find an echo in many souls.”20 As it
providentially followed, two Dehau books were published in
English before the end of the decade. One of these books, Eve and
Mary, was translated by the Dominican Nuns of the Perpetual
Rosary at La Crosse, Wisconsin.21 (This monastery is now located
in Linden, Virginia.) The other, The Living Water, was translated
by a member of the Province of Saint Joseph, Fr. Dominic Ross,
who taught French at Providence College.22 One may safely
suppose, then, that, in 1965, far-flung regions of the Catholic
world were prepared to welcome Paul VI’s reminder that con-
templation remains the most noble and most perfect of all human
acts.

Père Dehau offers one example of the allure that
contemplation exercised on Catholic believers before 1962, when
Good Pope John opened the Second Vatican Council. The
dramatic biographies of some converts of this period, such as the
French fashion model, Jean Bourgoint, should not incline us to
think that Catholic contemplation emerges in the early twentieth
century only as cheap palliative care for Eliot’s Hollow Men.23

Spiritual masters, as is well known, have preached the practice of
contemplation from the very beginning of the Christian era. Each
age affords its own witnesses to contemplation: From the patristic
monk, John Cassian († after 430), whose Conferences St. Dominic
so much admired, to the Renaissance scholar Thomas de Vio,
Cardinal Cajetan (1469-1534), whose definition likens contem-
plation to seeing the face of a friend, to the twentieth-century
author, Thomas Merton (1915-68), whose book The Seeds of
Contemplation underwent multiple editions throughout the
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spiritually buoyant 1950s.24 These and many other witnesses
convey the central place contemplation occupies within the
Christian life.

In the 1950s, French authors A. J. Festugière and R.-A.
Gauthier had produced classical studies on contemplation in Plato
and Aristotle respectively that supported Pope Paul’s confidence
that contemplation perfects culture.25 The best of Greek antiquity
acknowledged the exigency of contemplation for the human
creature.26 Shorter essays on philosophical contemplation, like the
one published after the council by the Swiss Dominican Pierre-
Marie Emonet, Dieu contemplé dans le mirroir des choses,
illustrated that the Christian contemplative act does not destroy
our human capacities but, like other divine gifts of grace, perfects
them.27 Père Emonet quotes the French litterateur, poet, and
occasional scoundrel, Charles Baudelaire, “Happy the one who
can vigorously soar toward the shining serene fields,” in order to
stress that contemplation remains an aspiration of the human
heart even among those who do not display public attachment to
religion.28 At the same time, as Fr. Festugière pointed out as early
as 1932, the attainment of the Greek contemplative ideal engaged
only an exclusive elite among the  Hellenic gentry.29
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For a period of his apostolic life, Père Emonet served as
chaplain to Swiss contemplative nuns at Estavayer-le-Lac in the
Canton of Fribourg, where he succeed the well-known Polish
aristocrat, Alex-Ceslas Rzewuski, O.P. (1892-1983). This latter,
even when he had heavy duties in Fribourg, maintained close ties
with the Parisian glitterati. He served as a spiritual guide to Misia
Sert (née Marie Sophie Olga Zénaïde Godebska), Coco Chanel,
and their sparkling entourage of the rich and gifted.30 In 1946,
this Toulouse Dominican also played an influential role in
drawing l’enfant terrible, Jean Bourgoint—sometime intimate of
Jean Cocteau—to the contemplative life of Citeaux.31 Like the call
to holiness, Christian contemplation, as another Dominican has
observed, can overpower even those persons who appear least
disposed to assume the obligations of a contemplative life.32

Count and fashion model, couturier and priest, princess and
apprentice, harlot and nun: God excludes none from the call to
holiness. What is more, those who were habitués of twentieth-
century pastimes like intrigue, drugs, and concubinage required
more than intellectual satisfaction as a motive for seeking
contemplation; they wanted to be loved. Spiritual persons
commonly borrow the words of the Song of Songs, “I belong to
my lover, and my lover belongs to me” (Song 6:3), to describe
their union with Jesus, the heavenly Bridegroom who chooses
them before they seek him. This immediacy of the divine embrace
can overpower lost souls even as it sustains faithful ones.

Father Garrigou-Lagrange has observed that “infused
contemplation . . . remains, through docility to the Holy Spirit,
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the prayer and the cross accessible to everyone.”33 What has
sustained a holy inclusivism among Dominicans? One reply to this
“Here Comes Everybody” question returns us to France.34 Since
1295, the Order has maintained the sanctuary of La Sainte-
Baume, a grotto located in a craggy stretch of mountains in
southern Provence.35 There, according to an ancient tradition,
Mary Magdalene ended her days in contemplation. Though the
Dominican Order enjoys no exclusive patent on mystical the-
ology, its nearly eight-hundred-year record of sustaining Christian
contemplation offers hope for Catholicism in the twenty-first
century. The spes Ordinis face a daunting challenge, however, one
that requires their maintaining a holy exclusivism. The mystical
movement within the Order that begins in the thirteenth-century
Rhineland district and continues into eighteenth-century France,
before the Revolution, suggests that contemplation flourishes
during those times when Dominicans maintain the rhythm of life
that the Order stipulates or blesses.36 The witness of reformers,
like Blessed Constantius of Fabriano (1410-81) and Blessed
Sebastian Maggi (1414-96), further illustrates that when the
ambient culture—the early Italian Renaissance for these fifteenth-
century contemporaries of Jerome Savonarola—lacks stability and
virtue, the pursuit of the contemplative life requires a deadly
seriousness of purpose.

In Fides et Ratio, Blessed Pope John Paul II has encouraged
Catholic intellectuals to practice philosophy in Mary: “philoso-
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phari in Maria.”37 Charles De Koninck, in the 1940s, taught his
students that the philosophical enterprise properly conducted
leads almost serendipitously to the Blessed Virgin Mary. He
invited them to ponder what the Old Testament says about Holy
Wisdom: “For she is an aura of the might of God  / and a pure
effusion of the glory of the Almighty; / therefore nought that is
sullied enters into her. . . . And she, who is one, can do all things,
/ and renews everything while herself perduring; / And passing
into holy souls from age to age, / she produces friends of God and
prophets” (Wis 7:25, 27). As a principle of the sapiential order,
De Koninck pointed out, Mary “is at once an emanation and an
indwelling.”38 When the late Fr. Guy Bedouelle (†2012)—a
Dominican master in many senses—preached a retreat at this
Washington priory, he reminded the community that the
Incarnation of the Son of God makes Christian contemplation
possible. “Fra Angelico,” so Fr. Guy reported, “had a predilection
for depicting the Annunciation, which is the scenario for the Sacra
Conversatio, the holy dialogue between the Angel Gabriel and the
Virgin Mary.”39 In another of John Paul II’s encyclical letters,
Redemptoris Mater, the soon-to-be-canonized pope also
proclaimed Mary the “prototype of contemplation,” a title that
invites imitation.40 Those prepared to receive the Truth and to
abide in the Truth (see John 15:1–10) will discover themselves
rightly disposed both to recognize Mary’s place in salvation and
to imitate her sacra conversatio. Blessed Alan de la Roche
(1428–1475) and his Rosary Confraternity show that this
imitation may begin as easily as saying “Hail, Mary!”
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III. SAINTS SHAPE CULTURE

About a third of those who made first profession in August of
1965 advanced toward holy orders. The Province of Saint
Joseph’s ordination class of 1971 left the Washington studium
without much formal, classroom instruction in ascetical and
mystical theology. This somewhat modern addition to the
theological curriculum had been relegated to the novitiate
program. Father Garrigou-Lagrange says that the specialized
treatises gained prominence in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.41 A revered novice master at Saint Joseph’s Priory near
Somerset, Ohio, Fr. Ferrer Cassidy, made use of The Spiritual
Life, a French treatise by the Sulpician Adolphe Tanquerey (1854-
1932), which had been published in English in 1930.42 Tanquerey
includes a section on fragrant mystical odors, which amused those
Easterners who found it difficult to abide the late-summer
manured fields of Ohio’s Perry County.43 All things considered,
liturgy more than manuals initiated Dominicans into
contemplative prayer.

Paul VI’s endorsement of contemplation was lost in the
confusion that erupted in July 1968, when many theologians
chose to cavil with Humanae Vitae. By the 1970s, the dynamics
of the mystical life had become the subject matter of academic
specialization, and one might have expected to pursue such study
at the Carmelites. Academic specialists, however, began to treat
even the greats of Carmel, Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross,
more as subjects for scientific investigation than as guides for
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contemplative life. Other saints would have found this evolution
surprising. Recall what Saint Catherine de Ricci (1522-
90)—herself favored with mystical experiences—wrote to a
contemporary, St. Philip Neri: “Live in joy, despite the thought of
your last end.”44 This injunction, addressed to a man known for
his cheerfulness, came during a period when men anguished over
predestination in addition to studying about it!

One may recall that the council’s teachings reached the United
States about the same time that the civil rights movement of the
1960s won widespread recognition. As a result, theologians
attached enormous importance to social action. Engagement
became the preferred form of enacting aggiornamento. In 1976,
the erudite Jean-Hervé Nicolas, O.P., did not mince words:
“Never as today,” he wrote, “have Christians contested the
contemplative ideal by appeal to the Gospel, which they conceive
as an ideal of action in the world and for the world.”45 Few U.S.
Catholics at that time knew much about Liberal Protestantism.
Fewer were acquainted with the criticisms that the best Protestant
divines had mounted against it. As H. Richard Niebuhr famously
put it in 1937, “This liberalism was indeed naïvely optimistic. A
God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom
without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without
a cross.”46 The wag adds, “in the neighborhood of Boston.”
Catholics, then, especially young priests and religious, found
themselves affected by ideologies that drew more from a
discarded liberalism than they did from the authentic Catholic
social movements started by people like Dorothy Day.

Good works were accomplished in the turbulent 1970s.
However, many Catholics, both clerics and lay folk, forgot that
the best human endeavors spring up from a contemplative spirit.
In a word, activists overlooked the important New Testament



CULTURE AND CONTEMPLATION 467

47 Bruno Cadoré, O.P., “Mary: Contemplation and Preaching of the Word,” Yearly Jubilee
Theme, February 2013: “This evocation [of Blessed John-Joseph Lataste] clearly illustrates
that contemplation and preaching of the Word together constitute the heart of the life and of
the mission of the Order of Preachers. . . . We also recall the enlightened comment of Master
Eckhart about the Gospel of Martha and Mary.” For “Sermon Nine,” see The Complete
Mystical Works of Meister Eckhart, trans. Maurice O’C. Walshe (New York: The Crossroad
Publishing Co., 2009), 83-90.

48 Charles Journet, Saint Nicholas de Flue (Neuchâtel: Éditions de la Baconnière, 1947),
77.

49 For example, see Maureen A. Flanagan, Seeing with Their Hearts: Chicago Women and
the Vision of the Good City, 1871–1933 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002).

lesson taught by Martha and Mary (see Luke 10:38-42). Recently,
in preparation for the 2016 Dominican Jubilee, the Master of the
Order evoked Meister Eckhart’s interpretation of this gospel text,
which allows the busy Martha a contemplative life.47 Earlier, Swiss
Cardinal Charles Journet appealed to the witness of St. Nicholas
of Flüe who, while remaining in his hermitage, reconciled in 1481
warring Swiss cantons at the Diet of Stans. Bruder Klaus, a
contemplative, ensured the future of the Swiss Confederation, and
he managed to do it by a letter.48 Lessons like these, however,
were neglected among the enthusiasms generated by the allure of
the social gospel. Instead, many religious institutes began those
nettlesome discussions that pitted contemplation against apostolic
mission. In retrospect, even those committed to the works of
justice must admit that some mistakes were made. In any event,
not a few religious found the regular form of life too restrictive
for their social commitments, and they left. Although this pattern
emerged mainly within religious communities, some diocesan
priests also found themselves diverted from exercising their
munera, especially in places like Boston, where major
theoreticians of engagement have lectured since 1936 at the
Harvard Kennedy School, and Chicago, where social activism had
become a standard feature of daily life since the relief efforts
following the Chicago fire of 1871.49

Happily, those ordained at New York’s Saint Vincent Ferrer
Church on 27 May 1971 had received unshakeable support for
living out their Dominican vocations. These young priests were
instructed that no Dominican can sustain his ministry without
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following the example set down by our saintly forbears like St.
Catherine of Siena. Accordingly, they rejoiced the year before
when Paul VI proclaimed her a Doctor of the Church (on 3
October 1970). Throughout the twentieth century, the English-
speaking world enjoyed access to St. Catherine’s seraphic
instruction. In 1905, Vida Dutton Scudder (1861-1954) published
Catherine’s letters in translation.50 In 1907, Algar Thorold (1866-
1936) published “a new and abridged edition” of The Dialogue of
the Seraphic Virgin, Catherine of Siena.51 Later in the 1960s, there
was the made-for-television script “Catherine, My Mother” by the
St. Francis Day preacher, Fr. Dominic Rover. This dramatic pro-
duction appeared on The Catholic Hour, a regular program
produced by NBC-TV, and whose earlier radio run had been
made famous by the voices of Catholic stars like Fulton Sheen.52

The Catholic Hour drama turns on recollections from those
who knew Catherine and whom Catherine helped to love her
Sweet Jesus. One of these witnesses is her confessor and guide,
Raymond of Capua: 

I remember once in the convent of Montepulciano. She was sick with a great
fever and had asked me to come. . . . Then the flood of words about God’s
Blood and the Bridegroom and the need for a holy hatred of self, so strong this
time that it stung me. It was, perhaps, the fear and guilt in my own soul, or else
the devil himself got into my heart, but I began to wonder whether it was truly
the Spirit of God who moved her or only the fever, and whether some mad fever
of the soul had not always possessed her, from the beginning.

Capua continues: 

It struck me that these holy words were all lies, lies of a wretched woman
possessed of demons, or simply mad! Then I looked again at the virgin and
suddenly, it was not Catherine! It was the face . . . the face of a man . . . looking
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up at me, with strong eyes and short fair beard. Majestic—like the Byzantine
Christ in the church of Monreale. It was terror held me there, a great terror, but
I had to speak, “Who art thou? Who?” And the voice answered: “He Who is.”
At that very moment the face vanished and it was Catherine lay there, cooled of
her fever now, sleeping like a babe, or caught up in that prayer which for her was
like a long sleep and the end of pain.53

Today, many people would find it hard to believe that in the
1960s, NBC used such highly charged religious material to attract
television viewers. “Catherine, My Mother,” however, must have
struck a chord in the hearts of American Catholics. Who would
not rejoice to discover the seraphic virgin Catherine and to
practice “that prayer which for her was like a long sleep and the
end of pain”? What is more important, teachers like Fr. Dominic
Rover helped many priests to discover how to make contem-
plation user-friendly amid the uncertainties of the last quarter of
the twentieth century. One starts by preaching—to borrow St.
Catherine’s favorite themes—about “God’s Blood and the
Bridegroom and the need for a holy hatred of self.” Then the
priest moves into the confessional. The nun enters her cloister.
Husbands and wives teach their children how to live in faith and
recollection.

Dominic Rover was acquainted with another Doctor of the
Church, a woman who helped many young Dominicans to
discover the dynamics of spiritual generation. The Little Flower
of Lisieux described a pattern of contemplative life without
extended reference to the stages and distinctions that mystical
theology had accumulated over the centuries: beginners,
proficients, perfects; purgative, illuminative, mystical; the levels
of ascent to Mount Carmel; the mansions of St. Teresa.54 For her
part, Thérèse preferred a little way. She expressed this preference,
moreover, without knowing that, a few decades after her death in
1897, the Jesuit editors of the Dictionnaire de spiritualité,
Ascétique et mystique, Doctrine et histoire would require 551
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columns to explain contemplation.55 In other words, God sent us
Thérèse just in time.

By the 1970s and 1980s, schools of contemplation gave way to
encounter sessions of another kind. The sexual revolution created
its own dark nights. Truth to tell, during this same period, there
were not many places where earnest souls could practice highly
structured programs of prayer and contemplation such as those
that flourished in early modern France. Although the Woodstock
generation probably shared more than they realized with
seventeenth-century Quietism, the flower children from the
1960s, when they reached middle age, were not disposed to pick
up something like The Spiritual Guide, which Dis-intangles the
Soul; And brings it by the Inward Way, to the getting of Perfect
Contemplation, and the Rich Treatise of Internal Peace, as a 1699
English translation renders Guía Espiritual by the Spanish priest
Michael de Molinos (ca. 1628-97).56 Hippies and Quietists apart,
Catholics worldwide rejoiced when the time came for Thérèse
Martin to receive her heavenly doctorate.

Today, Catholics should take comfort from the fact that
postconcilar popes have recognized saints like Catherine of Siena
and Thérèse of Lisieux as Doctors of the Church. These holy
women encourage twenty-first century believers to take up and
remain faithful to the sacra conversatio. Thérèse’s devotion to the
Holy Face produced no miraculous visions. She seduces by the
quotidian character of her holiness. It may strike some as strange
that a young, twenty-something French girl who left behind only
letters, poems, and diaries merits enrollment among the great
Doctors. The Church responds: 

we can rightly recognize in the Saint of Lisieux the charism of a Doctor of the
Church, because of the gift of the Holy Spirit she received for living and
expressing her experience of faith, and because of her particular understanding
of the mystery of Christ. In her are found the gifts of the new law, that is, the
grace of the Holy Spirit, who manifests himself in living faith working through
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charity (cf. St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theol., I-II, q. 106, art. 1; q. 108, art.
1).57

Our blessed Sister Thérèse displays the gifts of the new law. As the
twenty-first century unfolds, so must we. When we do, we
discover a secret about the universe: Only the Truth has grace.
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Thomas Aquinas on God and Evil. By BRIAN DAVIES. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011. Pp. 192. $30.00 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-19-979090-
6.

The usually respectable job in philosophy of defending the goodness of God
in the face of evil has fallen on hard times. Atheist philosophers have dismissed
the very intelligibility of such a project; theist-friendly philosophers such as D.
Z. Phillips, Marilyn McCord Adams, and David Burrell question whether the god
defended is the God in whom anyone believes. Brian Davies’s writings on this
question, such as his book The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil (2006)
would place him in this latter group. Davies, like others, draws on the thought
of Thomas Aquinas in presenting his alternative to the traditional formulation of
the problem of evil. Thomas Aquinas on God and Evil is Davies’s effort to present
a systematic and comprehensive account of Thomas’s understanding of God and
associated doctrines as they pertain to the question of evil.

The body of this book is addressed to readers familiar with the typical
philosophical formulation of the problem of evil, but unfamiliar with the
foundations and details of Thomas’s own thought. Scholars who work in
Thomas’s thought will already be familiar with much of this material, but may be
challenged by the conclusions Davies draws. Those already familiar with Davies’s
reading of Thomas will further benefit from the substantial comment and
dialogue the author incorporates into the endnotes, where he raises important
questions worthy of further exploration. 

Chapter 1 situates the thought of Thomas Aquinas in relation to the
contemporary philosophical discussion of the problem of evil. The fact of evil has
led some (Hume, Mackie, and Rowe) to reject the existence of God as unlikely
or logically impossible; others (Plantinga, Swinburne, and Hick) rise to God’s
defense. Rather than proposing to insert Thomas into this debate, Davies instead
states, “In a serious sense, however, Aquinas has nothing to say on this topic. I
mean that he never offers a stand-alone discussion of what contemporary
philosophers have come to call the problem of evil” (6). Thomas is up to
something else entirely.

Chapter 2 summarizes current understandings of Thomas as a theologian and
as a philosopher. Davies affirms that Thomas is primarily a theologian, but
defends him as a figure of legitimate interest for philosophers on the question of
God in relation to evil. In contrast to contemporary approaches to the “problem
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of evil,” Thomas does not reason through an explanation of how a generically
benevolent and omnipotent God could be imagined as justly causing or
permitting evil. Instead, Thomas employs a coherent metaphysics to explain how
Christians who believe in God through faith can understand evil that is suffered
and done, and how God redeems them from that evil through Christ as God
incarnate. In this respect, Davies shows Thomas’s argument to be philosophically
respectable, but unapologetically theological.

Chapters 3 and 4 introduce the building blocks that Davies will employ to
explain Thomas’s understanding of God and evil. These chapters provide a basic
explanation of Thomas’s thought, but situate his teaching in terms best suited to
a reader familiar with current philosophical thought. Thus chapter 3 illustrates
Thomas’s understanding of essence, substance, accidental form, being, and
causation with rather basic examples, but also engages C. J. F. Williams and
David Hume as interlocutors. Chapter 4 introduces a basic account of Thomas’s
understanding of goodness as perfection and badness as privation, but integrates
Peter Geach’s distinction between logically attributive and logically predicative
adjectives to clarify how Thomas does not regard good, or evil, as a common
property shared by all things so designated.

Upon those basic metaphysical building blocks, chapter 5 carefully constructs
Thomas’s understanding of God as creator. Creation does reveal something about
God as its cause, but of greater significance for addressing the problem of evil is
what Thomas regards as limitations to what humans can understand and say
about God. Davies warns about the distortions introduced when God is imagined
as just another being operating in the universe as all other creatures do. In the
absence of a genuine understanding of divine causality and simplicity, mis-
conceptions of God give rise to the puzzlement behind contemporary charges that
God seems far less good than we would be if we were in the same position.

Chapter 6 employs those same building blocks to explain God’s goodness in
Thomas’s thought. The goodness predicated analogically of God is not utterly
dissimilar to the goodness predicated of created beings; yet one errs greatly if one
imagines God’s goodness on the model of the moral goodness of a well-behaved
person. For Thomas, God’s goodness is the divine being itself, which as complete
act is incapable of undergoing further improvement or meeting some high
standard external to God’s own being. To take two instances of how these
conceptions of human moral goodness do not apply in explanations of God’s
goodness, Davies examines moral obligation and the virtue of justice. Creatures
are good when they act in accordance with a rule of reason that is not identical
with their very being; according to Thomas’s understanding of divine simplicity,
God’s action, and the divine wisdom that is the “rule of reason” to which one
might imagine it would be bound, are in reality one and the same. Likewise,
virtue is necessary to perfect the various powers and capacities at play in the soul
of the rational person; the justice by which God acts towards creation is not a
development of the divine powers, but is identical to divine being itself, and only
analogously called “justice.” The divine goodness exceeds our comprehension,
but whatever it turns out to be, it is most decidedly not reducible to the goodness
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we ascribe to morally well-behaved persons. Imagining God’s goodness along
these lines lies at the heart of the intractability of current theodicies that seek to
somehow make God seem well behaved despite the evidence of evil and
suffering.

Having set out the component parts of Thomas’s thought pertaining to God
and evil, Davies assembles them into an integrated account in chapters 7 to 9.
Chapter 7 introduces the question of God as the cause of the evil in creation with
Thomas’s distinction between “evil suffered” (natural evils) and “evil done”
(moral evils). The explanation of evil suffered is rather straightforward: one good
thing created by God seeks and attains its perfection, but per accidens deprives
some other creature of its own good. In the case of each being involved, Thomas
understands God to be properly the cause of good alone. In the case of the evil
done, God is likewise the cause of whatever good there is in such an act, namely,
the very existence of a creature capable of acting, and the act of the creature itself
as a movement toward some end. What God is not the cause of, for it is not in
any sense a being or perfection, is the privation in that very act, which has its
origin only in the will of the one not choosing what is rightly good and not acting
in accordance with a true judgment of the good to be done. The Free-Will
Defense seeks to exempt God from responsibility for evil by excluding the free
act from the umbrella of divine causality; Davies rightly points out that not only
does Thomas not resort to this approach, but explicitly affirms that God is the
cause of the very act of free choice itself. Yet Thomas does not consider God’s
causality to contradict the freedom or responsibility of the person for his evil act.
One unfamiliar with Thomas’s thought might ask, “How can this be?” Davies
dedicates the rest of the chapter to a careful exposition of Thomas’s account,
with special care to show how his thought differs from what is assumed about
God and evil in current debates about theodicy and the Free-Will Defense.

These chapters might be best summed up in Davies’s phrase from the
beginning of chapter 8: “Aquinas thinks differently” (81). The conclusions to
which theodicy would argue instead function in Thomas’s thought as principles
upon which his approach to making sense of evil is grounded. Thus, on the
matter of Divine Providence, Thomas begins by holding that God is essentially
and completely Good, in a way that exceeds all human understanding, and that
creation is only one possible, but not necessary nor equally perfect, good that
could be caused by God. Thomas does not understand God along the lines of a
person mapping out the best means of attaining some good end that might
otherwise go unfulfilled. The goodness of God makes possible the utter gratuity
of created goodness, and is in no way reducible to or constituted by that
generosity or benevolence to creation. Thomas holds that by definition true
happiness is to be found in God as beatitude; but he does not, as some theodicists
might, argue that the magnitude of this blessedness compensates for the evil
suffered by people in this life. If God is simply good and the cause of all genuine
created good, the responsibility for sin necessarily belongs to sinners alone, and
cannot in any sense be attributed to God. Thomas proposes these accounts of
God’s goodness and justice not as successful resolutions of a logical problem, but



BOOK REVIEWS476

rather as basic principles to which the logical problems resolved by a theodicy are
simply foreign.

Chapter 9 then continues with the other essential but distinctively theological
elements in Thomas’s account of God and evil: the goodness of God as perfectly
manifested in the Trinitarian relations, and God’s redemption of the sinner
through the incarnate Christ. On these counts, Davies shows the great disparity
between, on the one hand, current philosophical accounts of a god who is “good”
and “beneficent” and, on the other hand, Thomas’s account of the perfection of
God’s goodness prior to and apart from any creative act, and his understanding
of the satisfaction for and redemption of evil by means of God’s suffering, death,
and resurrection. In this portrait, Davies vividly shows how Thomas’s account of
God in the face of evil is quite different from the god who is vindicated through
the arguments of an effective theodicy as a rather well-behaved person, all things
considered.

Davies’s concludes in chapter 10 with a seventeen-point summary of his
argument in the prior nine chapters, and three concluding reflections occasioned
by Thomas’s understanding of God and evil. Two are brief: one on Thomas’s
cautions about the manner and extent to which we can truly be said to grasp and
understand God, and another on God’s involvement with evil through suffering.
The more substantial final reflection is on the notion of God as a “person.” In
this last point Davies develops further his ongoing argument that reflections
about God and evil which start by imagining God to be a person much like
ourselves are setting off in the wrong direction entirely; one is then enmeshed in
a logically vigorous vindication of a god in whom nobody would really want to
believe, and who is markedly different from the God in whom people like
Thomas actually do believe.

Davies offers Thomas as an example of a philosophically serious theologian
who understands the gravity of the evil suffered and done in this world, but for
whom the current engagement with the “problem of evil” from within the
philosophy of religion stands as a pseudo-problem that emerges when
philosophers either misunderstand or completely fail to engage the God that
actually is, as this God is actually known. Davies holds that the account of God’s
being and goodness described above, as well as his account of evil as a privation,
serve Thomas’s argument well, and stand in marked contrast to the current
participants in the debates over theodicy and free-will defenses of a god
abstracted from any particular faith. This approach might indeed inspire a
philosopher today to reconsider the legitimacy of the standard formulation of the
problem of evil; at the very least, though, Davies’s book shows that philosophers
cannot uncritically enlist Thomas Aquinas as a foot soldier in this argument about
God and evil, on one side or the other.

ROBERT BARRY     

Providence College
Providence, Rhode Island
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An Introduction to the Trinity. By DECLAN MARMION and Rik Van
NIEUWENHOVE. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011. Pp. 251.
$85.00 (cloth), $27.99 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-521-87952-1 (cloth), 978-0-
521-70522-6 (paper).

This introduction to the Trinity has both historical and constructive concerns.
The historical predominates in chapters 2 through 5. Chapter 2 reviews the
scriptural roots of the eventual doctrine of the Trinity, while chapter 3 examines
the emergence of the doctrine in early Christianity, followed by chapters on
Trinitarian theology from the medieval period through the Reformation (chap.
4), and from Schleiermacher to the end of the twentieth century (chap. 5). There
is a textual focus in each of these chapters, and what significant theologians have
taught about the Trinity is conveyed through the examination of pertinent
primary texts. Included among the theologians thus presented are the
Cappadocians and Augustine; Richard of St. Victor, Bonaventure, Thomas
Aquinas, Jan van Ruusbroec, Martin Luther, and John Calvin; and,
Schleiermacher, Hegel, Barth, Rahner, Moltmann, Balthasar, and Zizioulas. The
reports are balanced and accurate, and distinctive voices come through. There is
considerable credence to the authors’ claim that in this book the diversity and
richness of Trinitarian theologies throughout the centuries are displayed (246).

The authors’ constructive/systematic interests stand to the fore in the first
chapter (which also serves as an overture to the entire book); the final pages of
chapter 5 (193-99); the Epilogue; and throughout the final chapter (chap. 6). As
in the earlier chapters, in chapter 6 the authors turn to particular theologians, as
they consider the tasks, challenges, and opportunities of Trinitarian theology in
a postmodern and pluralistic religious setting. Among the theologians treated in
this final chapter are Moltmann (again), Hart, Milbank, Dupuis, and D’Costa.

The historical and constructive, however, go closely together; and what the
authors advocate in the final chapter is well prepared for by what goes before.
Systematic issues inform their rendering of the diverse Trinitarian theologies in
the earlier chapters. And the characteristics which the authors think should define
a “future theology of Trinity” (197) emerge from the patristic and medieval
theologies of Trinity discussed in the earlier chapters. In recent writings about the
Trinity there has been plenty of talk about “renewal” or “revival;” these authors
specify that fruitful renewal in Trinitarian theology will come through closer
engagement with the early and medieval tradition (27).

In sketching a viable Trinitarian theology, the authors attend to what is
proclaimed and to the way in which the mystery of Trinity is to be approached
and investigated. As they note, Christians agree in proclaiming their God as one
and three (18). The days of open subordinationism, which aimed to maintain
distinction among divine persons at the expense of divine unity and full equality
of persons, or of overt modalism, conversely committed to the oneness of God,
are long past. So too Christians are alert, in principle, to the dangers of tritheism,
where divine unity among the three divine persons is viewed as a kind of
collective, that is, in the way many persons are said to be one people (16-18). In
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any discussion of the Trinity, both sides of the mystery—the unity and the
threeness of the one God—must be upheld and receive like attention, and neither
reality is to be privileged over the other. Throughout the book, the authors
indeed insist on the fact that the Trinity is a mystery. God in his richness and
abundance transcends our ability to know. What we can (and must) say is
dependent on what God reveals of himself through his activities in the world, as
recounted in Scripture. The triune God creates, governs, and saves. The triune
God, who is source and end, is transcendent source and end, not to be reduced
to a “thing of this world,” although he is surely active in the world that is his;
and so statements about this God will be made with the awareness of how far
short our naming falls. The cataphatic is accompanied by the apophatic, in
acknowledgment of the divine transcendence (12-14).

The authors are much concerned with the characteristics of worthy reflection
(and action in light of that reflection) on the triune God who gives rise to and
shapes reality without being assimilated or reduced to the world. These
characteristics can be put positively, while at the same time serving as a warning
to investigation gone awry (197-98, 96). For one thing, faith and reason will be
coupled, not set at odds. The authors reject a view of reason as universal and only
fully itself when “freed” from the supposed constraints of faith. In underscoring
the fiduciary character of reason, and the empowering capacity of faith, the
authors are at once postmodern and medieval. Second, faith and tradition too are
to be united; faith does not stand on its own before reality or before Scripture;
the faithful one reads the world and Scripture as manifesting the triune God, in
the company of those who have gone before him in the faith and who have
likewise been open and subject to the triune God. In contrast, negative
consequences follow, when it comes to the triune God, upon the “de-
traditionalisation” of faith (142); it is here that speculation can run wild. A third
characteristic that the authors highlight has to do with their close linking of
theology and spirituality. Theology and spirituality are not the same, but cannot
be kept apart (3, 125). The practitioner of Trinitarian theology is aware of his
fundamental dependence on the triune God, and of the need to grow in that
relationship, by believing and loving and acting in ways that exhibit the triune
basis and end of human existence. The doctrine of the Trinity is not only
practical, it is eminently practical, concerned with all that matters in human
flourishing, and an authentically Trinitarian theology will be expressive of correct
relationship to the God who is intrinsically relational.

The authors advocate an integral teaching about the Trinity, attendant to the
distinction between the immanent and the economic Trinity. This distinction
serves the purposes of analysis, but, of course, cannot be taken to suggest that
there are two Trinities. The immanent and economic, different slants on the one
God who is triune, are intimately connected. It is through the activities of the
triune God ad extra that we come to know and affirm the Christian God.
Reflection on that activity and what it presupposes leads to further thought about
God in se. That reflection on the inner life of God leads back to the economy,
allowing a fuller, more resonant reading of the activities of the triune God in the
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world. Readers of Thomas Aquinas (aided by Gilles Emery) will recognize the
stages, as it were, in the construction of a Trinitarian teaching, moving from the
economy to the immanent Trinity and back to the economy; but the authors find
this pattern, and the justification for reflection on God in se, not simply ad extra,
throughout the early and medieval tradition. In effect, the authors challenge
moves that have become common in some modern Trinitarian theologies, in
which attention is given only to the activities of God in the world while
professing an agnosticism about the inner life, or in which the immanent Trinity
is simply dissolved into the economic Trinity of salvation history (25).

An especially appealing feature of this book is the handling of the two models
of the Trinity that emerged in the Western theological tradition, namely, the
social or interpersonal model, and the psychological or intrapersonal model. The
latter is associated with Augustine and was more fully developed by Aquinas; the
former is associated with the twelfth-century theologian Richard of St. Victor and
has many modern adherents. The psychological model has been severely
criticized in modern theology for many reasons, such as that it is inattentive to
the persons of God and makes God too self-enclosed (24-25). The social model
has become predominant, as in the theology of Moltmann, being viewed as more
adequate to proclaiming the God who is love, essentially and personally, and so
is open to the world, in love. The authors think that criticisms of the
psychological model tend to miss the mark; and they argue for the great strengths
of the model, such as in Christian spirituality (i.e., human acts of knowing and
loving God are made possible by the triune God, imitate God in his self-knowing
and loving, and anticipate the direct knowing and loving of God in the beatific
vision [e.g., 123, 198]). They also are aware of the great strengths of the social
model. Portraying the triune God in terms of love, relationality, mutuality,
communion, and equality, and as drawing humans towards himself, is surely apt,
and encourages working towards more just and loving human relationships. For
their part, the authors refuse to see the need for a choice between the two
models, as if this were an either-or situation. Rather, both models should be
employed in Trinitarian discourse, complementing each other in a more adequate
proclamation of the mystery of the Trinity (198). Their proposal has a certain
plausibility, in light of their historical presentations. As they note, there are
“Augustinian” moments in Richard (97-98), and Bonaventure made use of both
models in his presentation of the Trinity, not seeing the need to dismiss the one
in favor of the other (113).

The discussions throughout the book are calm and without rancor; the authors
have many interlocutors, past and present, all of whom are taken seriously. Their
engagement with some can be critical, but the criticism never lapses into polemic
or dismissiveness, and they strive as a rule to see the good in the different
positions they report. Here again there is reason for emulation. The authors also
deftly call into question what sometimes passes for accepted wisdom, putting
Trinitarian reflection on a more solid footing. They dispute a still-common
contrasting of East and West, as if the one played up the persons while the other
focused on the essence and oneness, to the detriment of a truly tri-personed God
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(94); their historical chapters nicely subvert that caricature. And it is already clear
that they do not view the Middle Ages as a time of decline in Trinitarian
discourse, when the Trinity allegedly passed into oblivion, cast to the margins of
Christian life and practice.

The authors offer a different overview of the history of Trinitarian teaching,
one that has the ring of plausibility—at least in the main (144ff). There is the
tradition running through the early and medieval centuries, featuring the
Cappadocians and Augustine, and Richard, Bonaventure, Aquinas, and
Ruusbroec, and continuing into the present. And there is a different approach to
Trinity that is more modern, emerging in the Enlightenment (although with
antecedents in the late Middle Ages and the Reformation), and finding echoes in
the present. This different approach is marked by a disruption of what the
traditional approach holds together: faith is set against reason, and reason is
exalted to universal status; faith and theology become unmoored from the
tradition; the Bible comes increasingly to be read, not theologically and as God’s
self-revelation for the salvation of all, but according to historical-critical norms;
theology and spirituality are viewed as quite distinct endeavors, not as mutually
and necessarily enriching. The teaching of Schleiermacher has little in common
with the traditional, for which he seems to have disdain and of which he seems
rather ignorant. Hegel, and his continuators, would seem to reject important
aspects of the traditional view of God (e.g., eternal perfection and immutability),
instead historicizing God, making history, including the Cross, essential for the
triune God’s self-realization. While the authors’ sympathies lie with the tradition,
even here there is no vilification. Moreover, the authors are not averse to
highlighting a virtue of Hegelian teaching: without making the Cross part of
God’s own life, they too stress it as eminently revelatory of the triune God (197).

The book has a few flaws. The medieval chapter is good, but could be
enhanced. There are only a few sentences about Anselm scattered throughout the
book. It would have been useful to begin the medieval chapter with a whole
section on Anselm. He is sometimes still taken (wrongly, I think) as a pioneer in
overestimating reason, set free from faith and tradition. What should be made of
his talk of “necessary reasons”? How, in detail, should his “faith seeking
understanding” be parsed in a Trinitarian setting? Also, of course, Anselm is an
important conduit of the Augustinian model of Trinity, and later medieval
theologians engaged Anselm in their thinking about God along these lines.
Another section in that chapter might have dealt with medieval spiritual women
writers whose spirituality was profoundly Trinitarian. As it stands, only one
woman appears prominently in this book, Catherine LaCugna (e.g., 24-27, 204);
these medieval women would have offered a Western, medieval counterpart to
the treatment of Gregory of Nazianzus (76), showing that the way in which one
experiences the triune God is crucial to spirituality and talk about that God.
Apart from Ruusbroec, the later medieval theologians are left to the side. When
they are mentioned, in passing, the authors’ comments seem somewhat
inconsistent. On the one hand, we are assured that in Scotus, Auriol, and
Ockham there is some quite creative thinking about the Trinity (124). Yet, on the
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other hand, we are told (without much supporting evidence) that Ockham, for
one, was complicit in driving a wedge between faith and reason, and theology
and philosophy (8, 124). The rise of an alternate approach to the Trinity will
occur only in the Enlightenment, it is asserted, and yet these late medieval
thinkers apparently have prepared the way. In this connection, the occasional
gestures at the Condemnations of 1277 (e.g., 124) can be off-putting. These are
alleged to have contributed to a theological distrust of reason and philosophy, but
how this works with regard precisely to the Trinity is left to the imagination.

On the whole, the depiction of what might be termed the religious-aesthetic
dimension of an authentic Trinitarian theology is quite appealing, and plausible.
It makes sense to say that those who theologize about the Trinity need to be
people of faith and stand in relationship to the triune God who calls them to
communion with himself, and that they need to be people who are mindful of
Scripture and tradition, and of the ecclesial and societal settings of their thought
and practice. The engagement with Scripture is especially important, as the basis
and environment, as it were, of meaningful theology. But does this mean that the
spiritual reading of Scripture—that is, the attending to the spiritual senses of
Scripture by someone disposed to receive those meanings—is indispensable to a
fruitful Trinitarian theology? So the authors seem to be asserting (e.g., 196-97,
97, 245). In this regard, the authors are reacting to a perceived hegemony of
historical-critical study of the Bible, which has contributed to the rise of the
alternate approach that departs from the traditional. They advocate a more
inclusive reading of Scripture, one that will take advantage of the legitimate
results of historical-critical work, but will also use other approaches to Scripture,
including reading Scripture at the spiritual level. Spiritual reading does seem to
be of a piece with what the authors describe as a sacramental view of reality that
adds resonance to an authentic Trinitarian theology—i.e., one will see the Trinity
in the things of this world, which point beyond themselves, in their Trinitarian
structure, to the Trinity itself (96).

But making spiritual reading indispensable seems to go too far, and does not
seem warranted by the analyses offered in the book itself. The Scriptures reported
in the book’s second chapter would seem to be read at the literal level, that is,
according to the plain sense of the words. The proclamation of God as one and
yet triadically distinct does seem to be conveyed at the literal level, providing the
roots of the eventual doctrine. And those who formulated and upheld that
doctrine were dependent on the literal sense, which was publically available to
all who can read (recall in this regard the exegetical arguments, patristic in tone,
offered by Aquinas in ScG IV, c. 2ff., where the scriptural roots of Trinitarian
doctrine are displayed). Aquinas’s comments (STh I, q. 1, a. 10) about the levels
of scriptural meaning seem relevant here. Aquinas affirms the literal and different
spiritual senses, but asserts that the literal level is the doctrinally significant and
sufficient one. All of the truths necessary for salvation—and this surely includes
the Trinity—are found at the literal level; no additional salvific truths are found
at the other levels, although the same saving truths are also expressed spiritually.
In a more inclusive reading of Scripture, what would seem crucial is a theological
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reading, in distinction to the apparent thrust of some historical-critical
practitioners, of the scriptural letter. 

Each author has brought distinct expertise to this project. Marmion has
published on Rahner and spirituality. Van Nieuwenhove is an expert in late
medieval spirituality, including the spiritual theology of Ruusbroec. He is also the
co-editor of a well-received collection of essays on Aquinas’s theology (in the
interest of full disclosure, I am the other editor). Their collaboration on the
Trinity has turned out well, and to the benefit of readers. Their hope is that this
book will stimulate greater interest in the tradition and more fruitful reflection
on the Trinity. To that end, each chapter concludes with a list of suggested
readings, highlighting significant secondary works. This book would have been
even more serviceable if it had a bibliography that listed the primary texts (in the
original and in English translation, where available) and a more comprehensive
guide to the secondary literature. Yet, this is without doubt a first-rate, suggestive
study, one that should find its way into graduate seminars on the Trinity.

JOSEPH WAWRYKOW     

University of Notre Dame
Notre Dame, Indiana

The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity. Edited by PAUL L.
GAVRILYUK and SARAH COAKLEY. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011. Pp. 338. $103.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-521-76920-4.

The editors of this collection of essays are well-known and respected
theologians. In 2002 Sarah Coakley published a very helpful book on issues of
spirituality and gender, Powers and Submission, and in 2004 Paul Gavrilyuk
published an admirably documented book on an aspect of patristic thought, The
Suffering of the Impassible God. It comes as no surprise that their introduction
and respective input (one chapter each) to this volume are excellent. Moreover,
the editors must be commended for their choice of contributors, which include
a good number of established scholars. In fact, as the foreword explains, a series
of informal meetings and consultations began in 2007, which amounted to a
cooperative endeavor that prepared the way for this publication.

Although the input that the editors have received from a good number of
highly competent scholars is manifest in the twenty-page introduction, the editors
themselves must be credited for its synthetic presentation. After a section on the
vocabulary of spiritual perception and another on Rahner’s seminal article of
1932 about Origen’s innovative view on the topic, the editors propose an all-
important distinction between the vocabulary as including “ordinary mental acts
such as imagination, reflection or understanding” (emphasis added) and the
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vocabulary that designates “a special mode of perception,” which refers to the
cases where God becomes the object of a vision, audition, olfaction, touch, or
taste. Thereupon follows a presentation of the biblical loci regarding the spiritual
senses, as interpreted by Philo and patristic authors. The introduction ends with
a detailed overview of the book.

The sixteen studies of the book appear in chronological order, from Origen
to twentieth- and twenty-first-century analytic philosophers of religion. I will
now offer a summary of each chapter, concentrating on the spiritual senses and,
for lack of space, leave aside the other related themes that the authors sometimes
dutifully detail.

In chapter 1, Mark McInroy deals with the initiator of the tradition that this
book explores. Having noted that Origen’s interest in the spiritual senses
emerged at the beginning of his erudite career and that one cannot observe in his
writings a shift from a metaphorical sense to an analogical sense, McInroy
questions John Dillon’s assertion of precisely such a shift. He tells us that Rahner,
in face of the enormous range of sensory terms he found in Origen’s works,
adopted a highly differentiated approach that has the merit of respecting this
range, but the demerit of straying too far from Origen’s literary practice. As
McInroy points out, “Origen moves with remarkable fluidity from sensory
language that could be deemed analogical to a use of such language that is clearly
metaphorical or figurative” (25). He explains the metaphorical use as follows:
“Origen clearly states that when he says ‘seeing’, he means ‘understanding’, and
when he says ‘hearing’, he means ‘discerning deeper meaning’” (28, quoting De
principiis 1.1.9). To expound his own interpretation of a “sensory language that
could be deemed analogical” in Origen, McInroy finds a cue in Augustin
Poulain’s and William Alston’s insistence on the notion of presence as based on
“a close resemblance between the spiritual and corporeal senses” (25; see 33-34)
and consequently as suggesting a perception in both cases.

Chapter 2 presents Sarah Coakley’s correction of Jean Daniélou’s reading of
Gregory of Nyssa, which unfortunately depends on a modern separation between
spirituality and epistemology, with a neglect of the latter. Basing herself on
Gregory’s De anima et resurrectione—she uses the Latin title—she detects
important epistemic considerations that bear on the topic of the spiritual senses
in that dialogue between Gregory and his sister Macrina. She pertinently tracks
the development of his thought on “how ordinary perception and the gross
physical senses are capable of a progressive transformation in this life into
spiritual senses via a purgative process of ‘death’ and regeneration” (42).
Gregory’s steady attentiveness to such a continuum of transformation, only
occasionally stated by Origen, stands in contrast to the latter’s disjunction
between the senses of the body and the senses of the soul.

In chapter 3, Matthew Lootens finds a parallelism, in Augustine’s early works,
between the conjunction of eye and object in corporeal vision, and the
conjunction of the inner eye and God in the act of divine illumination. In his later
writings, the immediate vision of God that can be obtained in this life is
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construed as a direct contact, expressed in the biblical and Origenist vocabulary
of the spiritual senses.

After pointing out that Gregory the Great never conceptualized the spiritual
senses in a philosophical manner, George Demacopoulos divides chapter 4 into
two parts. In the first, he states that Gregory taught that “a limited knowledge of
God can be ascertained (primarily through the Scriptures), so long as the aspirant
is in good moral standing and is willing to share his or her insights with others”
(71). The holy pontiff drew a comparison between the various ordinary senses,
which affect just one body, and the senses of the soul, which are all directed
towards a single epistemic goal. In the second part, Demacopoulos argues that
Gregory’s expressions about the spiritual senses “were almost exclusively
employed in a figurative manner to explain the cognition of spiritual concepts
within the mind or soul” (72). As Demacopoulos helpfully remarks, for Gregory
the spiritual sense of the eye (called the oculus mentis or the oculus cordis)
functions in association with reading Scripture.

In chapter 5, Paul Gavrilyuk informs us that Dionysius drew, from the sphere
of intellection, terms such as “the eyes of the mind,” “noetic vision” and “divine
vision” in order to designate a nonphysical perception that, paradoxically, must
be abandoned at the ultimate stage of “mystical theology.” Accordingly, noetic
vision is the main modality of spiritual perception. Nonetheless, the analogy of
all five senses—not only of sight—is utilized by Dionysius in order to evoke the
worshipper’s immediate relation to God. However, Gavrilyuk adds, “Unlike
Origen, Dionysius does not develop a sustained account of the five spiritual
senses. The fact that the mystical ascent is described as progressive unification
and simplification speaks against the idea of the division of non-physical
perception into the five distinct modalities, analogous to the five physical senses”
(99).

In his study of Maximus the Confessor, in chapter 6, Frederick Aquino
observes that Maximus correlates each of the five senses with one individual
power in a fivefold Platonic-Aristotelian epistemology (sight to the intellective,
hearing to the rational, smell to the incensive, taste to the appetitive, and touch
to the vivifying faculty), in order to show that each of the bodily senses interacts
with a specific faculty of the soul. By emphasizing a continuity between body and
soul, Maximus’s treatment of the whole human functioning is more systematic
and integrative than Origen’s. We thus realize that the highest powers (intellect
and reason) do not function independently of one another; moreover, they take
up, are influenced by, and can modify what they receive from the three lower
faculties. These intersecting operations explain the fact that, for Maximus, the
spiritual and the moral purposes work in tandem, and they assist each other in
a purificatory ascent towards the direct perception of God, which is achieved at
the level of the intellect.

Boyd Taylor Coolman reports on Alexander of Hales in chapter 7. He takes
the time to situate him in the wake of Anselm and his successors. He considers
Alexander’s disputed question 31, De sensu spirituali, “the largest focused
treatment of the topic since Origen of Alexandria” (125). According to the adage
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sentire cum ecclesia (125), Alexander adopted an ecclesial-sacramental view of
the spiritual senses, which Christ possessed and communicated to all Church
members. Instructively, “he links sight and hearing with veritas, and smell, taste
and touch with bonitas” (132); moreover, following Augustine, he asserts that in
relation to God, “the nearest and principal sense is touch” (133). However, in the
later treatment of his Summa theologiae Alexander associates only the sense of
sight with the intellect, while the other four refer to a “post-cognitional affective
experience” (139).

Insofar as Thomas Gallus is concerned, we learn in chapter 8, also authored
by Coolman, that in contrast to the cherubic intellectual or rational knowing
analogous to physical sight or hearing, a loving seraphic sensorium enables the
contemplative to encounter Christ by touching, smelling, and tasting. Gallus
encapsulates his thought on the spiritual senses as follows: “The affectus tastes,
touches and smells spiritually, [but] the intellectus sees and hears” (147).
However, he does include a kind of cognitio within the affective union between
the bride and the bridegroom of the Song of Songs. By quoting such passages to
this effect, Coolman rectifies the one-sided view of commentators who have seen
Gallus as the originator of an anti-intellectual mystical tradition.

Chapter 9 is dedicated to Bonaventure. After noting that “there are only a
dozen or so explicit references to the spiritual senses scattered throughout his
corpus” (159-60), Gregory LaNave adopts the following strategy: not to
encompass all his writings regarding the experience of God in general, but
preferably to confine oneself to his explicit references to the spiritual senses. He
claims that Bonaventure’s doctrine of the spiritual senses is less a doctrine of the
human subject than a doctrine of their divine object (specified, in the majority of
his texts, as Jesus Christ, or the Word). LaNave explains: “God makes himself
present in such a way that he can be spiritually sensed; it is when one is attentive
to that presence that one understands what the spiritual senses are” (160-61).

In chapter 10, Richard Cross points out that Thomas Aquinas refers to
spiritual senses only in about fifteen places throughout his massive oeuvre, and
that these references are marginal as they tackle topics extrinsic to his
epistemology of religious experience. However, there is one exception: in his
Commentary on Psalm 33, as he explains the verse “taste and see that the Lord
is good,” he ascribes the “sweetness” to the sense of tasting, and the “vision” to
the sense of sight, according to a metaphorical manner of speaking. So Cross
undertakes to elucidate why Thomas has no doctrine of the spiritual senses, even
though he does not deny the religious experience itself. His answer is, “Aquinas’s
more fully developed account of human nature and emotion—a more fully
developed theological anthropology—allows him to dispense with spiritual
senses.” That is, we do not need to posit spiritual senses as different from our
natural perceptual equipment in its comprehensive range: “the same emotions
inform our responses to the divine as inform our responses to the created realm,
and the same cognitive powers are responsible for both sorts of cognition” (177).

At the beginning of chapter 11, Bernard McGinn sums up the approach to the
spiritual senses found in Bernard of Clairvaux and William of St. Thierry.
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Thereafter, the bulk of his study bears on three late-medieval vernacular mystics:
the Flemish beguine Hadewijch of Antwerp, the German nun Mechthild of
Magdeburg, and the English anchorite Richard Rolle. What characterizes them
is the continuity—or lack of distinction—between outer and inner sensations in
their bodily-spiritual intimacy with Christ. The first two describe their contact
with the Bridegroom in erotic language; Hadewijch speaks frequently of
“touching” God, while Mechthild insists on “tasting” God. Richard, by contrast,
does not use sexual metaphors; nonetheless, he resembles the other two in having
recourse to sensate expressions—“heat, song and sweetness”—that keep together
the corporal and the spiritual aspects of the senses.

In chapter 12, Garth Green demonstrates that Nicholas of Cusa endeavored
to synthesize two representations of the ordo cognoscendi: first, Aristotle’s
analysis of the relation between the five external senses and the inner, common
sense; and second, Origen’s Platonist model of the spiritual senses. Starting with
Aristotle’s sensus communis, Nicholas transcends its limits in order to affirm the
superiority of Origen’s sensus spiritualis. Next, he reformulates Origen’s account
by subtracting the presumable directness of the spiritual senses. As a result, his
view of the human vision of God on earth is much more apophatic than Origen’s.

Penned by William Wainwright, chapter 13 portrays the views of several
seventeenth-century Puritans. They use the phrase “sense of heart” either as
implying or not implying a direct cognitive contact with God. In the former case,
someone like John Smith deploys a Platonic model, which Wainwright defines
as an “affect-laden intellectual intuition,” whereas someone like Jonathan
Edwards holds for “a direct cognition modelled on sense-perception” (225).

Mark Mealey makes three major points about John Wesley in chapter 14.
First, his understanding of “spiritual sensation” is shaped by a Patristic, Anglican,
and Puritan tradition, and even more by the Bible, in which he comes across and
cites a host of terms that evoke spiritual senses. Second, for Wesley, according to
his own version of Aristotelian—not Lockean—epistemology, “reason can
operate on the basis of natural sensation or spiritual sensation; but the natural
senses and natural reason apart from the spiritual senses cannot grasp the
spiritual realities known by the spiritual senses” (245). Mealey construes this
position as denying “that spiritual sensation can be identified with the activity of
any natural capacity” (246). Third, “although the spiritual senses are a distinct
faculty from natural sensation and reason, Wesley understands the operation of
this faculty by an analogy from his understanding of natural sensation” (246).
Mealey makes clear that, in Wesley’s eyes, there is a nondiscursive and direct
experience of God’s love.

In chapter 15, Mark McInroy revisits the contributions of two modern
pioneers in the study of the spiritual senses: Karl Rahner and Hans Urs von
Balthasar. Prompted by an article written by Stephen Fields, McInroy contends
that we must be attentive to the influence that the theme of the spiritual senses,
whether treated directly or only implicit, exercised in Rahner and Balthasar
throughout their careers. On the one hand, Rahner’s idea of the Vorgriff auf esse
(“preapprehension of being”) may have been inspired by his previous
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investigations into the spiritual senses; on the other hand, “to use Balthasarian
parlance: it is precisely through the spiritual senses that one performs the
epistemologically central task of ‘seeing the form’” (258). So McInroy concludes
that the intellectual aims of these two authors ought not to be overcontrasted,
because “we see that Rahner is much less dictated by his philosophical influences
than is often thought to be the case; and we also observe that Balthasar is more
concerned with theological anthropology than is typically assumed” (258).

In the final chapter, William Abraham introduces the contributions of analytic
philosophers of religion to the epistemological issues involved in the doctrine of
the spiritual senses, even though the analytic philosophers themselves do not
employ the term ‘spiritual senses.’ He reviews the discussions carried out, over
the last fifty years, by John Hick, Basil Mitchell, Richard Swinburne, Caroline
Franks Davis, William Alston, and Alvin Plantinga. Abraham is right in
maintaining that the contemporary philosophy of religion has much to offer to
the understanding of religious perception (as I try to show in Transcendent
Experiences: Phenomenology and Critique [2001]).

To sum up: this is a collection of high-quality essays, in which arguments are
clearly marshalled and well supported by texts. It is rounded out by a select
bibliography, a general index, and an index of select biblical references.
However, it does not offer a conclusion, leaving the readers with the task of
elaborating their own appraisal of the spiritual senses.

LOUIS ROY, O.P.     

Dominican University College
Ottawa, Ontario

The Ethics of Organ Transplantation. Edited by STEVEN J. JENSEN. Washington,
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2011. Pp. xxviii + 340.
$24.95 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-8132-1874-8.

According to the United Network for Organ Sharing (www.unos.org), which
is the private, nonprofit organization that manages the organ procurement and
transplant network under contract with the United States government, at the time
of this writing (June 2012) there are 114,825 Americans waiting for an organ
transplant. Sadly, many of these patients will die before they receive a suitable
donation. Not surprisingly, governments, medical associations, and individuals
have put forward a wide range of proposals to respond to this crisis, proposals
that have raised numerous ethical and moral concerns. To consider and to
evaluate these concerns, the Center for Thomistic Studies at the University of St.
Thomas in Houston, Texas, sponsored an interdisciplinary medical ethics
conference to address the topic of organ transplantation, 27-29 March 2009. The
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proceedings of this conference have been published by The Catholic University
of America Press as The Ethics of Organ Transplantation, a volume adeptly edited
by Steven J. Jensen.

The proceedings are composed of fourteen chapters authored by distinguished
scholars working primarily from within the Catholic moral tradition, divided into
five sections. In this review, I will highlight the chapters that I find particularly
stimulating and thought provoking. 

In part 1, four authors summarize and probe the contemporary debate over
the validity of the neurological criteria—the brain-death criteria—for the
diagnosis of death. 

Two essays are particularly striking. First, pediatric neurologist D. Alan
Shewmon, who in many ways has singularly challenged the brain-death
consensus, presents the clinical evidence that shows that brain-dead patients
retain an organismal integrity that suggests that they are not yet dead (chap. 2).
Most strikingly, Shewmon describes three extraordinary cases of long-term
survival of brain-dead individuals with minimal medical assistance, certainly less
medical assistance than most patients receive in intensive care units throughout
the world. As he notes, the President’s Council of Bioethics, after reviewing the
medical information, had to abandon the classical justification for the brain-death
criterion—that the brain is the integrator of the body that maintains the
organism-unity of the individual—and propose novel criteria for brain death,
which in Shewmon’s view are also flawed.

In response to Shewmon and other critics of the brain death criteria—and I
count myself as one of them—Jason Eberl “defends the concept of integrative
unity as supportive of the whole-brain standard by equating it with the
Aristotelian-Thomistic concept of ‘substantial unity’” (chap. 3; p. 44). However,
his analysis leads to several surprising conclusions. For example, Eberl proposes
that the souls of patients who have suffered a high cervical cord transection,
where the spinal cord is severed right below the brain stem, cease to inform the
bodies of those patients below the point of the transection. In other words,
according to Eberl, the rest of the patient’s body, though still structurally joined
to him, is no longer a part of him! Or to put it another way, in Eberl’s view, the
actor Christopher Reeve who had suffered such a high cervical spinal cord injury
was, at the end of his life, properly speaking, only a living head that was attached
to a body that was not his. Though space limitations in this review prevent me
from addressing what I consider the flaws of this deeply counter-intuitive view,
I suggest here that the error arises from the a priori philosophical presupposition
attributed to St. Thomas Aquinas that an organism requires an integrating part.
As I have explained elsewhere, biological examples among numerous lower
organisms suggest that no integrating part is necessary for the unity and integrity
of a living thing. Thus, in light of the empirical evidence obtained from these less
complex animals, I have argued that there is no a priori need to invoke one for
the human organism. In his chapter, Eberl argues that this conclusion begs the
question. I suggest that it is simply an application of Ockham’s razor: why invoke
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the need for an integrating organ in the human being when one can explain the
integrity of an organism without one?

In part 2, two Catholic bioethicists interrogate current proposals for organ
donation after cardiac death (DCD). Under these proposals, organs are removed
from patients whose hearts have stopped beating and have not restarted
spontaneously within five minutes, two minutes, or just over a minute, depending
on the particular DCD protocol. 

Christopher Kaczor explores the possibility that donation after cardiac death
(DCD) could be morally acceptable (chap. 5). He proposes that a dying patient
may choose to refuse extraordinary means of life-preservation with the further
intention of donating his heart after it ceases beating. However, Kaczor proposes
that the heart can only be removed once it has ceased beating irreversibly, that
is, when no technological interventions can resuscitate it. This could take many
more minutes than envisioned by DCD protocols being discussed today.
Moreover, I wonder: does Kaczor’s proposal suggest that a DCD protocol in
Nigeria would differ from one in the USA because of differences in the available
technology that could be used to resuscitate a stopped heart at these two
locations?

In part 3, three chapters consider the controversial suggestion that the dead
donor rule (DDR)—the rule that vital organs may only be taken from dead
patients—be abandoned to alleviate the shortage of transplantable organs.

Neurologist Thomas I. Cochrane opens his essay by claiming that “from the
perspective of the dying patient who wishes to donate his vital organs, the [dead
donor] rule serves no purpose other than to prevent donation, or to reduce the
number and quality of the organs that are donated” (chap. 7; p. 135). Thus, he
suggests that the DDR should be replaced by the principle of consent. In his view,
since we allow dying individuals to withdraw treatment, bringing about their
deaths, we should allow them, if they choose, to bring about their deaths by
having their vital organs removed. Cochrane defends his conclusions by claiming
that there is no moral difference between killing someone by removing his vital
organs and allowing him to die by withdrawing life-sustaining treatments. 

In response, in the next chapter, Fr. Witold Kania shows that Cochrane’s
proposal is incompatible with Catholic moral tradition and right reason, because
it fails to recognize the legitimate limits to a person’s autonomy, based on the fact
that he and every other human being possesses an intrinsic dignity (chap. 8). A
dying patient cannot give another person permission to kill him, because this is
something that no human being has the freedom or the right to do. Moreover,
in Kania’s view, if consent is all that is needed to allow vital organs to be taken
from a dying patient, then there is no reason why vital organs could not be
harvested from anyone, healthy patients included, as long as they give consent.
Therefore, the principle of consent would not be enough to protect the organ
donation and transplantation network from abuse. This would undermine the
legitimacy of organ transplantation. I would add that Cochrane fundamentally
misunderstands the metaphysical and anthropological framework that grounds
the morally significant distinction between killing and letting die. Therefore, in
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truth, from the perspective of the dying patient who wishes to donate his vital
organs, the dead donor rule serves to protect him from others who may want to
kill him.

In part 4, Fr. Romanus Cessario, O.P., Thomas Hurley, and David Matas
explore the centrality of gifting as a foundational moral principle that is used to
justify organ transplants.

Of these three chapters, the essay by Cessario is particularly controversial
(chap. 10). He begins by describing troubling developments in the moral ecology
of organ transplants that lead to practices that work against the good of the
human person. He then distances Catholic moral tradition not only from these
illicit practices but also from the performances of medical organ transplantation
in general by suggesting that the Church’s magisterium “never officially adopted
this view [that organ donation from living donors constitutes an exercise of
fraternal charity], even though some texts broach the challenge to love our
neighbor in new ways.” Cessario concludes: “What is unfortunate is that many
suffer under the impression that the Church officially endorses organ donation
as an exercise of true charity.” The chapter ends with Cessario’s analysis—
borrowed from St. Thomas—of the order of charity and how it should impact the
moral analysis of organ transplantation. 

My response to Cessario’s essay is to quote two popes, John Paul II and
Benedict XVI: “Every organ transplant has its source in a decision of great ethical
value: ‘the decision to offer without reward a part of one’s own body for the
health and well-being of another person.’ Here precisely lies the nobility of the
gesture, a gesture which is a genuine act of love” (John Paul II, “Address to the
International Congress on Transplants, August 29, 2000,” National Catholic
Bioethics Quarterly 1 [2001]: 89-92, at 90); and “Organ donation is a peculiar
form of witness to charity” (Benedict XVI, “Address of His Holiness Benedict
XVI to Participants at an International Congress Organized by the Pontifical
Academy of Life, November 7, 2008” http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/
b ened ic t_xv i / speeches /2008 /november /document s /h f_ben -xv i _
spe_20081107_acdlife_en.html). Do these not constitute the Church’s officially
endorsing organ donation as an exercise of true charity? As Janet Smith—
accurately in my view—assesses the recent history of the Church’s stance on
organ transplantation: “In recent decades the Holy See has praised LOT [living
organ transplantation] effusively in spite of the fact that Pius XII repeated spoke
against it” (276). We must legitimately criticize the illicit practices associated with
contemporary organ transplantation, but we must not do so by weakening the
Catholic Church’s commitment to and enthusiasm for organ transplantation. 

Finally, the book concludes in part 5 with two essays that deal with gestational
surrogacy as a form of organ donation and with the history of Catholic debate
surrounding the morality of organ transplantation.

Janet Smith’s essay—to which I have already alluded above—is insightful not
only because of the not-well-known details included in her narrative but also
because of her use of the history of the debate to explore how legitimate
disagreement with the Church’s nondefinitive teaching on the morality of organ
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transplantation led to an authentic development in the Church’s theology (chap.
14). Smith reasons that “the contours of the debate about the morality of [living
organ transplantation] suggest how theologians may serve the Church in assessing
various bioethical issues” (304).

Though I have limited myself here to summarizing and responding to a
handful of the essays in this volume, each of the essays was stimulating and
thought provoking. The book raises all the right questions in the field and
provides reasonable responses to them from the wealth of the Catholic moral
tradition. 

NICANOR PIER GIORGIO AUSTRIACO, O.P.     

Providence College
Providence, Rhode Island

The Ultimate Why Question: Why Is There Anything at All Rather Than Nothing
Whatsoever? Edited by JOHN F. WIPPEL. Washington, D.C.: The Catholic
University of America Press, 2011. Pp. 261. $60.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-
8132-1863-2.

In the third book of his Metaphysics, Aristotle explores various difficulties that
frame the science he is pursuing. Despite their relative intractability these aporiai
effectively determine the unfolding of his investigation. They continually require
us to reappraise the insights of one line of inquiry in the light of what we learn
from another. To some extent this pattern itself has come to characterize
significant parts of the Western philosophical canon. Our investigation of
ultimate questions advances, not by the continuous accumulation of results, but
by a series of complementary undertakings.

By its title, The Ultimate Why Question: Why Is There Anything at All Rather
Than Nothing Whatsoever? recommends itself as a contribution to the kind of
study that Aristotle introduced. Though not explicitly investigated by Aristotle,
the ultimate why question has continually garnered attention throughout history.
Msgr. John Wippel, the work’s editor, notes that an investigation of how things
are ought to be supplemented by a consideration of why things are present in
order to receive our attention.

This volume of eleven essays, arising from a meeting of the Metaphysical
Society of America, is not a mere collection of papers; it is an integrated whole
that considers a particular question from complementary perspectives. The first
eight essays explore the answers of key historical figures. In addition to their
chronological sequence, these essays are sufficiently interwoven so as to
introduce a number of themes that develop over the course of the work. Where
the first four are essentially organized around the diffusiveness of God’s
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goodness, the next four appraise this claim from the perspective of subsequent
rationalism and idealism. The last three essays are contemporary assessments of
some of the implications that have been suggested along the way. The benefit of
these essays is that while they invite us to consider the ultimate why question
through the minds of history’s most important thinkers, they further equip us do
so in a more thoughtful manner as we appraise the augmented insights of the
various approaches. Though their brevity might seem an injustice to the question
at hand, the resources they afford in the notes and bibliography certainly equip
us to pursue the question further on our own.

In the first chapter Lloyd Gerson outlines the Platonic tradition. Noting that
Parmenides would find the ultimate why question to be incoherent since he
believes nonbeing to be unintelligible, he proposes Plato’s dissatisfaction with
Aristotle’s account of change, as a means to explain what has being. Gerson next
recalls that while the Idea of the Good “provides being (einai) and ousia to that
which is knowable” (31), it still transcends entities that only participate in ousia.
In Plotinus’s appropriation of the Symposium’s definition of love as the desire to
posses the good eternally, we arrive at a complete First Principle, the One or
Good which loves itself. Thus, Gerson describes how the West came to
understand that there is something rather than nothing because of “the self-
diffusiveness of the Good” (40). Once introduced this principle receives a further
explication in subsequent thinkers.

In chapter 2 May Sim takes up creation ex nihilo as considered in Chinese
philosophy.  In responding to Robert Neville who suggests that this ought to
transcend the limits of determinate beings, Sim cautions that this presumes the
Chinese would understand this admonition in Western terms. She notes that the
Chinese tradition(s) can be said to proceed along a horizontal rather than vertical
axis, that is, as the interplay between yin and yang: two principles which are
indeterminate and yet fundamental. Nevertheless, while the means of answering
the ultimate why question differ, the question is still familiar to different
traditions: it is not necessarily a product only of the West.

Jon McGinnis, in the third essay, notes that as the Muslim world absorbed the
Greek heritage, its answer to the ultimate why question became nearly universal:
“God.” Consequently a second concern was to articulate the relation between
creation and creator. Here we learn that Avicenna’s concern is to avoid basing
our explanation on some physical fact as this inevitably weds our argument for
God’s existence to some conditional necessity. Avicenna’s response is
metaphysical: “if anything exists, then a Necessary Being, namely God, must
exist” (66). McGinnis shows how this leads Avicenna to argue for the world’s
eternity. He concludes that Avicenna’s argument leads us to the claim that “the
mere possible existence of the world entails that God necessarily exists” (83).
Thus, for Avicenna there is something rather than nothing because something is
possible.

Chapter 4 deals with Siger of Brabant who, in Wippel’s analysis, concludes
that if we restrict our inquiry to things that are caused, then our answer to the
ultimate why question is that things are because there is some immutable first
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cause for every caused being. But if we expect an answer regarding the totality
of beings we are unable to supply a causal principle because this would suggest
that God is the efficient cause of his own existence, a possibility that Siger rejects.
Wippel notes that Siger’s answer partially draws from Avicenna’s conviction that
because no science can establish the existence of its own subject, God cannot be
the subject of metaphysics. Granting that no causal explanation can be given for
God’s existence, Aquinas replies that knowledge of God belongs to metaphysics
insofar as it seeks knowledge of being as being. So while Aquinas did not answer
the ultimate why question, he provides a fuller consideration of its significance
than Siger offers. Wippel cites three conclusions of Aquinas that deepen our
appreciation of the Platonic answer: besides being its cause, Divine Goodness is
also creation’s end; God’s Goodness is the reason, not the cause, of his willing
creation; though we cannot give a causal explanation for God’s existence, we
may offer a reason for it, “namely, that God’s essence is identical with his actus
essendi” (106).

Tad Schmaltz, in the fifth chapter, describes Descartes’s answer to our
question in terms of a number of elements that seem to exceed the capacity of
human reason. Beginning with the axiom that there is a cause for the existence
of everything, Descartes concludes that because God has a nature, he is a causa
sui. Granting that God is not actually the efficient cause of his own existence,
Descartes is said to assert that we are yet obliged to think of him in such terms
because of the “imperfections of the human intellect” (114). Schmaltz suggests
that what Descartes understands as eternal truths stand as the efficient and total
causes of creation. Schmaltz then warns that for Descartes it is God’s
incomprehensible power that provides the reason for the existence of God and
the created order. This suggests that despite Descartes’s characteristic rationalism,
he ultimately admits our inability to answer the ultimate why question.

Chapter 6 explores such limits as we may find them in the rationalist
movement from a more recent vantage. Daniel Dahlstrom approaches Leibniz’s
answer to our question through the assessment of Heidegger. Granting the
differences that separate these thinkers, Dahlstrom recalls that Leibniz bases his
answer on the principle of sufficient reason, which “is not inconsistent with
divine freedom and the contingency of the world” (131). Faulting Heidegger for
failing to meet Leibniz squarely, Dahlstrom still approves of his insight that being
is not reducible to an explanation that undergirds a “technological-scientific
construction of the world.” Thus, relying on a twentieth-century thinker to
critique a seventeenth century-counterpart we are invited to see that a strictly
ontological approach to the ultimate why question might well be supplemented,
though not displaced by, additional considerations, which are themselves
forthcoming.

Holger Zaborowski’s discussion of Schelling offers a sophisticated synthesis
that moves toward a broader appreciation of the theme of this study. Schelling
begins his system by developing the insights of his predecessors: where Spinoza
bases his philosophy on ‘God’, Schelling emphasizes God’s freedom; where Kant
grounds his approach in the subject, Schelling begins with the absolute Ego;
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where Fichte restricts himself to subjective idealism, Schelling is careful to include
those aspects of experience that are articulated by natural science. Thus, he
approaches the ultimate why question by unifying transcendental idealism with
nature philosophy “in a way that transcends the distinction of the subjective and
the objective altogether and would thus be able to find a point of ultimate unity”
(161). From such beginnings he concludes that while the world may be
understood in terms of its own rationality, its existence “cannot be understood
through a mere necessity of thinking” (165). Though reminiscent of Descartes’s
difficulties, Schelling’s strictures derive from God (explicitly referring to Exodus
3:14) who has freely determined the rules of the physical order which itself is to
be understood as an organism and as a moral order. Through such insights we
gain a more developed conceptualization by which to pursue the question of this
study.

Chapter 8, by Edward Halper, describes what he views as the traditional
approach, which includes Plotinus, Aquinas, and Leibniz. It essentially traces
some particular aspect of experience back to its ultimate cause. This results in a
dilemma: on one hand, if the ultimate cause is unlike its effects, we cannot know
it; on the other hand, if we can know it, it must not be ultimate. By contrast,
Hegel’s philosophy begins with the wholly indeterminate category, being, from
which Hegel develops a complete system of logical categories that allow us to
apprehend all that is. Halper rightly notes this approach must yet: (1) explain
how these logical categories apply to the details of the actual universe of our
experience, and (2) justify that the supposition that there is nothing is outside of
thought. Despite these debits Hegel’s result may be taken as a specification of the
elements Schelling’s system.

The first of the contemporary studies, by Robert Cummings Neville, observes
that some contemporary conceptions of God, such as Whitehead’s process
theology, view him as a determinate entity. Neville warns that “because God is
conceived never to finish and hence never to be definitely actual, there is no way
in which finite actual entities can prehend God” (194). A second alternative,
represented by Neoplatonism and Thomism, identifies God as the “fullness-of-
being.” The difficulty here is properly to appreciate such a ground of the world’s
multiplicity: inevitably we must limit the fullness-of-being to our particular
engagements and thus negate our initial conception. Neville concludes that both
options point us toward an ex nihilo conception which underscores God’s
otherness contrasted with creation, while preserving his status as its creator.

Brian Martine, in chapter 10, cautions that the meaning of any philosophical
account may be seriously lacking if it is construed in an absolute sense. For
meaning to obtain, we must provide a proper context to our study. On the one
hand, the meaning of Socrates’ sitting in jail cannot be sufficiently articulated in
terms of his sinews and bones. On the other hand, meaning cannot be obtained
if our context is too broad. It does not suffice to say Socrates is in jail because of
the requirements of justice. Ultimately our answer must be that while this is what
justice requires, it does so according to Socrates’ particular responsibilities.
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Similarly, the value of our answer to the ultimate why question must somehow
pertain to the immediacy of our experience.

In the last chapter Nicholas Rescher proposes that reality’s intelligibility may
be secured, not necessarily in relation to a creator, as Leibniz claims, but through
an “axiogentric optimality principle,” which says that “whenever there is a
plurality of alternative possibilities competing for realization in point of truth or
of existence, the (or an) optimal possibility wins out” (218). In Rescher’s
estimation, this approach avoids an unlimited result with respect to any entity as
there is inevitably a range of criteria that require some balance. As Rescher notes,
because his approach allows us to appreciate the ultimate why question in
nontheological terms it helps us to recall that because it is a philosophical
question, it requires a philosophical answer.

Despite the variety of approaches undertaken in this work, all its contributors
accept the fundamental demands of the question at hand. They agree this is a
philosophical question, one that cannot be reduced to purely physical terms. This
insight is not universally appreciated, as evinced by the recent publication of a
work by Lawrence Krauss bearing a very similar title. Such a contrast, more
common than one might wish, further recommends the present volume.
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