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WO OF THE most difficult concepts in natural philoso-
phy are those of matter and motion. It is difficult to 
think about matter because the reality to which it refers 

is not any actual thing, but our concepts naturally focus on 
actual things. Matter is the principle of potentiality, the prin-
ciple by which an actual thing might be something other than it 
is. What we know, however, comes from what is actual; the 
potential is an extension of the actual into an otherness that is 
not known. Immediate potentialities are fairly easy to recognize 
(this cold water could be hot), but their underlying principle—
the pure potentiality of matter—is very hard to conceptualize. 
Matter, however, as it is understood in the Aristotelian trade-
tion, 1  is precisely this pure potentiality that is opposed to 
actuality. It is potentiality for change and motion, and nothing 
more than that. It is a real principle of material things, but is 
not itself a thing. Matter is fundamental to everything that we 
experience, but it is not itself something that we experience. It 
is only when we think of it in relation to form that we can 
conceptualize it at all, but form, the principle of actuality, is the 
very opposite of matter. Albert says that we have no proper 

 

 1 This is already a problematic claim; some scholars do not find a doctrine of matter 

as pure potentiality in Aristotle. See Christopher Byrne, “Matter and Aristotle’s Material 

Cause,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 31 (2001): 85-112; William Charlton, “ ‘Prime 

Matter’: A Rejoinder,” Phronesis 28 (1983): 197-211; Hugh R. King, “Aristotle without 

Prime Matter,” Journal of the History of Ideas 17 (1956): 370-89. 
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concept (proprius intellectus) of matter; it is understood in 
relation to form, and only insofar as we can remove from it any 
ideas of form.2  
 Motion is equally hard to conceptualize, but for a different 
reason. Our concepts are static: they focus on this and not that; 
they define, limit, put boundaries around, freeze our experi-
ence. But the world we experience is one of constant motion, 
change, and alteration: it is never only this and not that, but 
always this becoming that. Our mental world, too, is one of 
change, even though its concepts and propositions are static. 
We may say that our understanding changes or develops, but we 
say so not because concepts change or develop but because we 
replace one concept with another. We define something more 
accurately by adding or subtracting conceptual notes to the defi-
nition, but the conceptual notes themselves do not change. The 
fundamentals of the mental world are atomistic, but the world 
of our experience, both inner and outer, is a world of real 
change and motion.  
 Albertus Magnus (1200-1280) was the first Scholastic phil-
osopher to have taken Aristotle’s philosophy as a whole into the 
service of theology. It is for reason of this service that Albert 
commented extensively on the whole of Aristotle’s work. In the 
reception of Aristotle, along with Avicenna, Averroës, Mai-
monides, and many other commentators, the thirteenth century 
underwent a scientific revolution. A new scientific way of 
under-standing the universe was given to the Christian West, 
and it was Albert’s genius to have been among the first to 
recognize the full value of this new learning. He welcomed 
Aristotle and the Aristotelian entourage eagerly, recognizing 
that this new science would enrich the understanding of the 
faith, but his welcome was not uncritical, for he knew that 
Aristotle had to be corrected and supplemented on numerous 
points. Fundamental to this project of bringing Aristotelian 

 

 2 References to the works of Albert are to one of two editions: Opera Omnia, ed. E. 

Borgnet, 38 vols. (Paris: Vives, 1890-99); Alberti magni Opera Omnia, ed Institutum 

Alberti Magni Coloniense (Münster: Aschendorff, 1951-). The latter, critical edition is 

known as the “Cologne” edition. Albert, Summa de creaturis, p. 1, tr. 1, q. 2, a. 2 

(Borgnet, ed., 34:323a-b). 
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science into Christian theology was the understanding of natural 
philosophy, and especially the principles of matter and motion. 
Because these difficult concepts pervade Aristotelian thought, 
Albert devoted considerable effort to a rigorous elucidation of 
them. 
 In Albert’s thought, matter cannot be understood without 
motion, but neither can motion be understood without matter. 
Although there have been some excellent scholarly studies on 
Albert’s doctrine of matter3 and others on motion,4 no one has 

 

 3 Anna Rodolfi, Il concetto di materia nell’opera di Alberti Magno (Florence: Edizioni 

del Galluzzo, 2004); Paul Hossfeld, “‘Erste Materie’ oder Materie in Allgemeinen in den 

Werken des Albertus Magnus,” in Albertus Magnus: Doctor Universalis, ed. Gerbert 

Meyer and Albert Zimmermann (Mainz: Mathias-Grüewald, 1980), 205-34; Steven 

Snyder, “Albert the Great, Inchoatio Formae, and the Pure Potentiality of Prime 

Matter,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 70 (1996): 63-82; Bruno Nardi, 

“La dottrina d’Alberto Magno sull’ ‘inchoatio formae’,” in idem, Studi de filosofia 

medievale (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1960), 69-101. Special mention 

should be made of Anna Rodolfi’s excellent book, which is a thorough and authoritative 

treatment of the topic. 

 4 Steven Baldner, “Albertus Magnus and the Categorization of Motion,” The Thomist 

70 (2006): 203-35; Jon McGinnis, “The Medieval Arabic Analysis of Motion at an 

Instant: The Avicennian Sources to the forma fluens/fluxus formae Debate,” British 

Journal for the History of Science 39 (2006): 189-205; Claus Wagner, “Alberts 

Naturphilosophie im Licht der neueren Forschung (1979-1983),” Freiburger Zeitschrift 

für Philosophie und Theologie 32 (1985): 64-104; James Weisheipl, “The Interpretation 

of Aristotle’s Physics and the Science of Motion,” in The Cambridge History of Later 

Medieval Philosophy, ed. N. Kretzmann, A. Kenny, and J. Pinborg (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1982), 521-36; Gerbert Meyer, “Das Grundproblem der 

Bewegung bei Albert dem Grossen und Thomas von Aquin” in Meyer and 

Zimmermann, eds., Albertus Magnus: Doctor Universalis, 247-77; E. J. McCullough, 

“St. Albert on Motion as Forma fluens and Fluxus formae,” in Albertus Magnus and the 

Sciences: Commemorative Essays 1980, ed. James A. Weisheipl (Toronto: Pontifical 

Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1980), 129-53. On the problem of motion, the debate in 

the scholarly literature concerning forma fluens and fluxus formae took its origin from 

three studies by Anneliese Maier: “Die Wesensbestimmung der Bewegung,” in A. Maier, 

Die Vorläufer Galileis im 14. Jahrhundert, 2d ed. (Rome: Edizioni de storia et 

letteratura, 1966), 9-25; “Motus est actus entis in potentia . . .,” in A. Maier, Zwischen 

Philosophie und Mechanik (Rome: Edizioni de storia et letteratura, 1958), 3-57; “Forma 

fluens oder fluxus formae?” in Maier, Zwischen Philosophie und Mechanik, 61-143. The 

first article has been translated into English by Steven Sargeant in On the Threshold of 

Exact Science: Selected Writings of Anneliese Maier on Late Medieval Natural Philosophy 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982), 3-39. 
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yet seen the crucial importance of the connection between the 
two.5 Furthermore, Albert’s understanding of matter also ex-
plains how we are to understand the incorruptibility of the 
heavens.6 Albert’s understanding of matter is necessarily con-
nected to motion and to the heavenly bodies. In each case, the 
fundamental thing to recognize is the way in which matter, just 
in itself and apart from form, is in some way a composite entity. 
 

I. MATTER: POTENCY AND COMPOSITION 
 
 Aristotle, and Albert following him, understood matter as 
one of the three principles of all change and motion.7 Motion 
always requires three principles: matter, as that which underlies 
motion; form, as that which is realized in motion; and 
privation, as the lack of that which is realized in motion. The 
two per se principles of motion, matter and form, are also the 
per se and intrinsic principles of all material things. That is, they 
explain not only how motion is possible but also how material 
things are. They are essential on both accounts, and they are 
real, but real as principles and not as things. Neither one is an 
object of experience as such. Privation, the third principle, is 
also real but is an accidental rather than a per se principle of 
motion. That which moves must really lack that toward which it 
is moving, but this lack is not a constituent principle of the 
thing, as are form and matter. Whereas a thing is really made up 

 

 5 In an earlier study, I suggested the connection that I develop fully here: Steven 

Baldner, “Albert’s Physics. The Principles of Nature: Physica 1-3,” in A Companion to 

Albert the Great: Theology, Philosophy, and the Sciences, ed. Irven M. Resnick (Leiden: 

Brill, 2013), 173-88, esp. 188. 

 6  Paul Hossfeld, “Die naturwissenshaftlich/naturphilosophische Himmelslehre 

Alberts des Grossen,” Philosophia Naturalis 11 (1969): 318-59; Steven Baldner, 

“Thomas Aquinas on Celestial Matter,” The Thomist 68 (2004): 431-67. 

 7 I shall use the terms “change” and “motion” interchangeably. There are four kinds 

of change or motion: substantial change, alteration, increase/decrease, and local motion. 

Normal English usage requires “change” for the first three and “motion” for the last. I 

am not making distinctions (except occasionally) in this paper among the kinds of 

motions, and the Latin motus is typically used by Scholastic authors generically; 

translators and scholars have often followed their lead by using the English “motion” 

generically.  
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of form and matter, it is not really composed of matter and 
privation. It is important to bear in mind that Albert, like any 
Aristotelian, is always working with these three interrelated 
principles when he talks about motion.  
 An early and important text on matter can be found in 
Albert’s Summa de creaturis, part 1, tractatus 1, question 2.8 
The first four of the eight articles are relevant. In the first 
article, on the problem of whether matter exists, Albert tries to 
show that it is needed as an explanatory principle; that is, we 
cannot explain everything in terms of form alone or in terms of 
being alone. One objection and reply are noteworthy. The 
objection is that, because form gives being, whatever lacks form 
necessarily lacks being. If we say that prime matter lacks all 
form, then we must say that it lacks all being and hence is 
nothing.9 Albert’s response is to grant that form does give being, 
but nevertheless to insist that matter in itself has its own being 
insofar as it is a subject and a potency. This being is a relative or 
dependent being; it is not absolute being.10 As Anna Rodolfi 
points out, when Albert says that form gives being, he means 
that form makes individual things to exist.11 He does not mean 
that form is needed to account for matter, since matter does not 
really “exist” as an independent thing. God creates matter and 
form coevally and co-dependently. Matter, therefore, has its 
nature as a quasi-independent co-principle, just as form does. 
 We recognize the reality of matter because of its two roles 
that can in no way be ascribed to form: matter is the subject of 
motion or of change, and it is the potency for such change. It 
underlies change and it has some aptitude for change. Albert 
further develops these two fundamental roles in the next article. 
 In article 2, Albert answers the question, “What is matter?” 
He makes the points, already noted, that a proper concept of 
matter is impossible, that matter can only be understood by 

 

 8 Borgnet, ed., 34:319-37. 

 9 Albert, Summa de creaturis, p. 1, tr. 1, q. 2, a. 1 (Borgnet, ed., 34:320a). 

 10 “Forma dat esse: materia autem habet esse subjecti et potentiae: et hoc habet a 

seipsa, et hoc non est esse simpliciter, sed secundum quid” (Albert, Summa de creaturis, 

p. 1, tr. 1, q. 2, a. 1, ad 1m [Borgnet, ed., 34:320b-321a]). 

 11 Rodolfi, Il concetto di materia, 91. 
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removing any ideas of form from it, and that, nevertheless, 
matter will always be thought of in relation to form. He gives 
four definitions of matter but draws out of them just the same 
two roles for matter that we have seen: matter is the subject of 
change and the potency for change. As subject, prime matter is 
numerically one before and after a substantial change. 12  As 
potency, matter accounts for both substantial change and acci-
dental change. Ultimately, matter understood as prime matter is 
in potency to all forms.13 But matter can also be taken in a more 
determinate sense in that it has a potency to become this or that 
determinate thing.14Albert here makes two important distinc-
tions. He distinguishes between prime matter and matter in 
some secondary, more determinate sense; he also distinguishes 
between matter as subject and matter as potency. 
 In article 3, Albert argues that matter is created. The fact that 
matter is real at all is attributable to God’s creating it. There is, 
however, an important objection to this claim. The objection is 
that God cannot create matter, because God can only create 
that of which an idea can be formed, but no idea can be formed 
of prime matter, because prime matter, by definition, lacks all 
form. There can be no idea of what is absolutely formless.15 
 Albert makes two important points in response to this ob-
jection. First, he points out that matter, if it does not have a 
form or a proper idea, can still be said to have a ratio—some 
kind of intelligible meaning. In fact, matter has two rationes, the 
two roles that we have already seen: it is a subject and a 
potency.16 One can, therefore, attach some kind of intelligible 
meaning to matter, by thinking of it as functioning in these two 
roles. Albert’s second point is that matter contains privation, 

 

 12 Albert, Summa de creaturis, p. 1, tr.1. q. 2, a. 2 (Borgnet, ed., 34:325b-326a). 

 13 Ibid. (Borgnet, ed., 34:324a). 

 14 Ibid. (Borgnet, ed., 34:324b-325a). 

 15 “Nullum non ideatum habet ideam: sed omne informe est non ideatum: ergo 

nullum informe habet ideam: sed materia prima est informe . . . ergo materia prima non 

habet ideam” (Albert, Summa de creaturis, p. 1, tr. 1, q. 2, a. 3 [Borgnet, ed., 34:326b]). 

 16 Prime matter has both the ratio potentiae and the ratio subjecti; these two together 

provide the ratio of matter (Albert, Summa de creaturis, p. 1, tr. 1, q. 2, a. 3, ad 3m 

[Borgnet, ed., 34:327b]). 
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and privation is something both really distinct from matter and 
knowable in itself. 
 
Privation is not an independent thing, but it is a relation to a thing that has a 
form. In fact, this mental relation is a kind of form [forma secundum quid]. 
For this reason, the Philosopher says that the principles are two in nature but 
three mentally [ratione]. Matter is always numerically one thing, but insofar as 
it is joined to privation and potency, it is really two [duo secundum esse]. This 
mental relation, which does not diminish the real simplicity of matter, 
provides the basis for an idea. Matter, thus, has a kind of idea and can be 
conceptualized in a relative way.17 

 
Here is one of the passages of Albert that is typically difficult to 
interpret. On the one hand, he insists that matter is simple; on 
the other hand, he claims that the conjunction of matter and 
potency are “really two” (duo secundum esse). He says that 
privation is a kind of mental relation (ratio ordinis), and yet this 
mental relation is a kind of form (forma secundum quid). The 
crucial question is whether Albert regards prime matter as a 
simple potency or whether he regards it as really composed in 
some way. 
 Article 4, then, ought to provide some clarity, because it 
answers the question of whether matter is simple or composed. 
In the solutio of this article, Albert initially declares that matter 
must be absolutely simple, but he then qualifies that declaration 
by arguing that privation must in some way be in matter but be 
really different from matter. 
 
We say that matter, which is the subject and principle of generation and 
corruption, is simple, not having any composition, as the authority of 
Augustine and supporting arguments have shown, except for the composition 
involved in the relation between matter and form. This relation differs from 
matter, just as potency differs from that which is in potency. This relation 
implies an imperfection and a dependence on form; hence, it indicates not an 
absolute but only relative being [non dicit ens simpliciter, sed secundum quid], 

 

 17 “[P]rivatio non est absolute res, sed ordo ad rem quae est forma: haec autem ratio 

ordinis est forma secundum quid: et hoc est quod dicit Philosophus, quod principia 

secundum naturam sunt duo, ratione autem tria: materia enim semper est una numero, 

sed conjuncta privationi et potentiae est duo secundum esse. Et haec forma rationis non 

diminuens simplicitatem materiae secundum rem sufficit ideae: unde habet ideam 

quodammodo, et est ideata secundum quid” (ibid. [Borgnet, ed., 34:327b]).  
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such being that could not be combined with something else to exist 
independently. This relation, from which arises the proto-form of a real thing, 
is not itself a real thing, but it is a real relation to form, and this relation is 
something in between being and non-being [medium est inter ens et non ens].18 

 
Albert has already told us that matter has two roles: it is the en-
during subject of change, and it is the potency for change. Here 
he is telling us that the distinction between these two roles 
indicates that there is some real distinction in matter itself. The 
distinction is not between two different, independent beings, 
but it is a difference in some kind of being—a kind of being that 
is weak but still ontologically real. Albert is trying to express 
this in different ways, but says finally that the difference be-
tween matter as subject and matter as potency is the difference 
between two things that are not quite beings and not quite 
nonbeings. It would be wrong to think of this distinction as a 
distinction between two substantial parts (like matter and form), 
but it would also be wrong to think of it as merely a mental 
distinction. There is some real composition in prime matter 
itself. 
 Albert also mentions here the idea that the potency of matter 
is a kind of protoform: an inchoatio formae. This inchoatio 
formae, which I shall discuss later, is another expression for the 
potency of matter or for privation. 
 Albert expresses the idea of the composition in prime matter 
elsewhere in his writings. In his Summa theologiae, written in 
the 1270s, he compares the simplicity of matter and form to the 
simplicity of God. God, he tells us, is simple in every way: there 
is no trace of composition in God, because God has no relations 

 

 18  “Dicimus, quod materia quae est subjectum generationis et corruptionis, et 

principium hoc modo quo subjectum potest esse principium, simplex est, non habens 

compositionem penitus, sicut dicunt auctoritates Augustini, et pobant rationes inductae, 

nisi tantum ordinis ad formam cum substantia materiae: et hic ordo differt ab ipsa, sicut 

potentia ab eo quod est in potentia, et est imperfectio ipsius et dependentia ad formam: 

et ideo non dicit ens simpliciter, sed secundum quid, ita scilicet quod non habet 

compositionem in aliquo quod sit res simpliciter: quia non est absolute res a qua scilicet 

secunda est inchoatio rei quae est forma, et est secundum veritatem ordo ad formam, 

qui ordo medium est inter ens et non ens” (Albert, Summa de creaturis, p. 1, tr. 1, q. 2, 

a. 4 [Borgnet, ed., 34:329b-330a]). 
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of dependence on anything outside of himself. No creature is 
simple in this way, because all creatures are composed of two 
principles: a formal principle (form or quo est) and a material 
principle (matter or quod est).19 To be a creature is to have 
some receptive disposition, the material principle, which is dif-
ferent from the formal principle, the principle of actuality. But 
one can also look at these composing principles themselves. 
Here, too, Albert finds that they are not completely simple as 
God is simple. Matter is simple in the sense that it is not 
composed of parts, but it is still not completely simple: it is not 
in fine simplicitatis.20 It is not completely simple because it has a 
number of relations (habitudines) to other things, upon which it 
is really dependent. Matter is composed of many relations 
(concreta habitudinibus multis), according to the ways in which 
it might be dependent on something other than itself. These 
relations of dependency are, Albert tells us, essentially different 
from the matter, although they are inseparable from it. In some-
what different terms, thus, in this later text Albert again ex-
plains that in prime matter itself there is some real composition. 
 In summation, matter in its most fundamental sense is 
recognized because of the two roles that it performs: it is the 
substrate for substantial change, and it is a potency for such 
change and for other motions. Matter as substrate can be 
considered as a simple being with no form mixed in; matter as 
potency, however, is something composed of quasi- or proto-
form that is not fully form but is yet something formal. This 
form is really in matter and really distinct from it. 
 Albert’s most authoritative philosophical discussions of 
matter occur in his Aristotelian paraphrases. We shall turn our 
attention to his paraphrase of the Physics, where he takes the 
composition we have just seen in matter and connects it to 
motion. 
 
 
 

 

 19 Albert, Summa theologiae, p. 2, tr. 1, q. 3, a. 2 (Borgnet, ed., 32:33a-b.) 

 20 Albert, Summa theologiae, p. 2, tr. 1, q. 3, M. 3, a. 2 (Borgnet, ed., 32:35a-b). 
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II. MATTER AND MOTION 
 
 In book 1 of the Physics, Albert wants to establish the three 
Aristotelian principles of change: matter, privation, and form. 
Here we focus our attention on matter and privation. 
 First, Albert declares that the opinion of Aristotle and of the 
Peripatetics is that whatever comes to be is potentially in that 
from which it comes to be before it exists actually.21 But, says 
Albert, this potential existence is already something formal (non 
nihil est formae), because the potential state contains the essence 
of the form existing as an imperfect protoform (formae in-
choatio). Albert explains that any change must preexist as 
something formal in the matter from which the change comes. 
This preexistent protoform is what Albert calls the inchoatio 
formae.22  
 In a later chapter called a “Digression,”23  devoted to the 
relation of the contraries (privation and form) to matter, Albert 
explains that the relationship between matter and the contraries 
is analogous to the relationship between a genus and its specific 
differences. A genus contains many specific differences poten-
tially. These differences are all contained, not in actual being, 
but in a kind of collection of potential forms. A more remote 
genus has a larger collection of these forms, and a more 

 

 21 “Sententia autem Aristotelis et Peripateticorum est, quod omne quod fit, est in eo 

ex quo fit, in potentia, quae non nihil est formae, quia potentia est habitualis, quae est 

essentia formae imperfecta et quasi formae inchoatio, et fit, quando producitur ad 

actum per generationem” (Albert, Physica, lib. 1, tr. 2, c. 12 [Cologne ed., 4.1:34, ll. 

14-19]). 

 22 See the references to Anna Rodolfi, Steven Snyder, and Bruno Nardi in note 3 

above. Nardi was first to recognize the problem; for him, the doctrine of inchoatio 

formae indicates a kind of composition in matter that is philosophically problematic. 

Snyder agrees that a composition in prime matter would be philosophically problematic, 

but he denies that Albert’s doctrine of inchoatio formae applies to prime matter. Rather, 

he argues that Albert, when using this term, is referring to secondary matter not prime 

matter. Finally, Rodolfi agrees with Nardi that there is a real composition in prime 

matter, but she thinks that Albert’s doctrine is philosophically coherent and is a kind of 

middle position between a Thomistic doctrine of the pure potentiality of prime matter 

and a Bonaventurean position of universal hylomorphism. I agree with Nardi. 

 23 The “Digressions” are the chapters in which Albert supplies doctrine that he finds 

to be missing in the corpus of Aristotelian writings. 
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proximate genus has a smaller collection. There are many more 
potential forms in the genus of “animal,” for example, than 
there are in the genus of “mammal.” If one asks whether the 
potential form is the same as the actual form, Albert’s answer is 
yes and no. 24 The actual and potential forms are clearly differ-
ent in being, because one is actual and the other is not, but they 
are essentially the same. They are essentially the same, not as 
two complete, actual things that share the same nature, but as 
that which is imperfect is the same as that which is perfect in 
the same nature. Also the potential existence of forms in the 
genus indicates that the genus is a composed thing, because the 
nature of the genus is other than the collection (habitualis 
potestas) of all the specific differences in the genus.25 The genus 
“animal” is something different from the specific difference of 
“horseness.” 
 What is true of the genus in relation to its specific differences 
is also true of matter in relation to its potentially held forms.26 
Like the genus, matter “hides within itself” (claudit in se) more 
or fewer forms, depending on whether the matter in question is 
more remote or more proximate. And, again like the genus, 
matter is distinct from the potential forms. These forms are the 
contraries (privation and form) that provide the two termini of 
change. 
 Albert then uses this distinction between matter and its 
potential forms to explain motion. 27  Motion, says Albert, is 

 

 24 “Et si quaeratur, utrum ille confusus habitus et forma in genere sit eadem cum 

forma speciei, dicemus, quod est idem and non idem; est enim non idem secundum esse, 

et est idem quodammodo secundum id quod est essentia quaedam. Dico autem 

‘quodammodo’ et non ‘simpliciter’, quia est una essentia, quae est in duobus, scilicet 

determinato et distincto et in non-determinato et indistincto sive perfecto et imperfecto; 

sed est ut deficiens in his quae ad esse exiguuntur, quando est indeterminata, et ut 

habens necessaria ad esse, quando est determinata” (Albert, Physica, lib. 1, tr. 3, c.3 

[Cologne ed., 4.1:42, ll.21-31]). 

 25 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 4.1:42, ll. 34-43). 

 26 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 4.1:42, ll. 52-71). 

 27 “Sumamus autem hic, quod in Tertio Libro huius scientiae probabimus, scilicet 

quod motus physicus non sit nisi aliqua forma fluens secundum suum esse et non 

secundum suam essentiam, sicut patet in eo qui albatur. Albatio enim non est nisi albedo 

fluens secundum esse, quod habit in materia, et exiens continue de esse in esse. Constat 
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nothing other than flowing form (forma fluens). That is, when 
something moves, it moves to achieve some form. Once it 
begins to move, the form to be achieved is already present, but 
in an imperfect way. The form to be achieved is the form that 
flows; as the motion progresses, it becomes ever more perfectly 
realized. But motion must flow from a privation—a lack—of 
that form, and hence the privation must also be present as that 
from which the motion proceeds. Thus, both of the termini—
the two contraries, the privation and the form—must be present 
imperfectly in the matter. Albert gives an example: if something 
becomes white, the process in question is called “whitening” 
(albatio). The process of whitening is defined as the flowing of 
the form of whiteness. At first this form is mixed greatly with 
the form of blackness. Gradually, in the process of whitening, 
the form becomes whiter and less black. Eventually the form of 
whiteness is completely realized. Throughout the process both 
forms are present, white becoming ever more perfect, and black 
becoming ever more imperfect. 
 Albert talks of the forms as existing in a potential state but as 
having a series of relationships among themselves. “We should 
note that each of the forms existing potentially in matter is the 
contrary and privation of other forms existing in it.”28 If we 
consider these forms when they actually exist, it will be clear to 
us that they are contraries. So also, “if we consider these forms 
as they are united in the confused collection in matter that 
contains forms potentially, each of them will have a relation to 
the others, although they do not actually exist; in this way one 
contrary implies its privation.”29 The important thing to note is 

                                                        

autem, quod sic fluens non flueret, nisi a permixtione nigredinis exiret; ergo fluit a 

contrario sibi permixto” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 4.1:42, ll. 72-80]). 

 28  “Et est adhuc advertendum in hac consideratione, quod quaelibet formarum 

potestate habituali existentium in eadem materia contraria est alteri et privatio ad 

ipsam” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 4.1:43, ll. 12-15]). 

 29 “Si autem considerentur illae formae per hoc, quod uniuntur in habitu confuso 

materiae ambientis formas potestate, unaquaque earum habebit aptitudinem ad alteram, 

sed deficit ab actuali eius esse, et sic contrarium necessario supponit privationem” (ibid. 

[Cologne ed., 4.1:43, ll. 19-24]). 
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that these forms in matter are forms in some way and they have 
a myriad of relationships with one another. 
 Later in this same third treatise of book 1, Albert further 
clarifies the ontological status of privation. In chapters 9 and 
10, he explains that form and matter are the principles of being; 
they are real and they explain the real existence of material 
things, which are necessarily composed of form and matter. In 
this sense, form and matter are real, and privation is not real. 
Privation, however, is not a complete nothing, for as a principle 
of motion it is real and absolutely necessary. Privation is a real 
“aptitude” that is in the subject, thanks to which motion is 
possible.30 Matter does not require privation in order to be a 
principle of being, but it does require privation in order to be a 
principle of motion.31 
 Privation, Albert explains, must be real precisely because of 
the nature of motion. Motion, as he has told us, is a kind of 
formal being that flows to a terminus (quoddam ens formale 
fluens ad terminum). Since this is so, the real subject of motion 
is this formal reality and not matter. Matter remains but does 
not flow or move. That which moves is the flowing formal 
reality, and it must be real in some way in order for motion to 
be real.32 The being of a thing, Albert tells us, is dependent on 
matter and form; the being of motion, however, is dependent 
upon matter, form, and privation—and these must be real in 
some way.33 
 Albert adopts from Avicenna a way of describing the role of 
privation, both in terms of its being something negative and in 
terms of its being something positive. As negative (pro ea parte 
qua nihil ponit), privation is a principle insofar as it indicates a 

 

 30  “Sciendum enim, quod, sicut in antehabitis diximus, privatio secundum quod 

privatio nihil ponit et tamen non est reducibilis in omnino nihil, eo quod relinquit 

aptitudinem in subiecto, gratia cuius efficitur principium motus” (Albert, Physica, lib. 1, 

tr. 3, c. 9 [Cologne ed., 4.1:54, ll. 39-45]). 

 31 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 4.1:54, ll. 59-73). 

 32 “Omnis autem mutatio et motus est quoddam ens formale fluens ad terminum, qui 

est perfectio mobilis, inquantum movetur ad ipsum. Essentia enim materiae non fluit, 

sed permanet” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 4.1:54, ll. 50-54]). 

 33 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 4.1:54, ll. 81-91). 
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temporal order: now a thing has received a form; before it did 
not have it.34 Privation as purely negative implies a temporal or-
der: all change is from a before that lacks some form to an after 
in which the form is present. As positive, however, privation is 
an aptitude for form or a beginning of form (aptitudo quae est 
inchoatio formae).35 This aptitude or protoform “leaves” some-
thing that is not numerically distinct but is really distinct in 
being. It is an aptitude that is continually perfected in the 
process of change, and it is a formal reality that persists in the 
change and has a share in actuality (complementum accipit in 
actu).36 
 The picture of Albert’s position on matter and motion is 
becoming clear. Motion is only possible if the three principles 
of motion—form, matter, and privation—are real in some way. 
Motion necessarily implies two termini; it comes from 
something and goes to something else. That from which it 
comes and that toward which it goes must be simultaneously 
real or actual, for otherwise the motion is from nothing or to 
nothing. Albert accepts the ancient dictum: de nihilo nihil fit. If 
we make privation into what is literally nothing, we are forced 
to deny the reality of motion. Privation must be something real, 
and therefore somewhat actual, in order that motion be real. 
And what is true of privation is still truer of form. Motion is 
defined as a formal reality, a flowing form. The form that flows 
is the form that is the terminus of motion; it must be real since 
it is the very essence of motion. Matter is the medium of 
motion; it is that in which the two termini are found. The two 
termini are real but imperfect. Neither can exist independently 
and neither is a principle of being, so long as the motion is in 
process. 
 Albert, therefore, requires that matter be really composed 
and really composed of various quasiformal realities in order to 

 

 34 Albert, Physica, lib. 1, tr. 3, c. 10 (Cologne ed., 4.1:56, ll. 45-50). Cf. Avicenna, 

Sufficientia, lib. 1, c. 2. 

 35 Albert, Physica, lib. 1, tr. 3, c. 10 (Cologne ed., 4.1:56, ll. 40-45). 

 36 “Si autem privatio sumatur pro aptitudine, quam relinquit in subiecto, sic iterum 

est principium unum numero cum materia, diversum in esse” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 

4.1:56, ll. 58-61]). 
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account for motion. His doctrine of privation and inchoatio 
formae, which are really the same thing, is required given his 
doctrine of motion as a flowing form (forma fluens).37 
 

III. TERRESTRIAL AND CELESTIAL MATTER 
 
 Aristotle recognized that the principles of physics apply in 
two very different parts of the universe. The principles of 
nature are the same everywhere, but physical objects below the 
Moon on Earth are very different from those in the heavens. On 
Earth, physical things can be generated and destroyed, increased 
and decreased, changed in their qualities, and moved in place. 
The heavenly bodies, by contrast, (the Moon, the Sun, the 
planets, the stars) move only locally and do so according to 
patterns that are reducible to perfectly regular, circular motions. 
Other than their perfectly regular local motion, the celestial 
bodies do not change in any way—they are eternal and 
incorruptible. 
 This major difference between the heavens and the Earth is 
typically explained by the claim that the matter of the heavenly 
bodies is of a different sort than the matter down here. This 
different matter is called “ether,” and it is an element that is not 
found on Earth, where our objects are all compounds of the 
four elements (fire, air, water, and earth), which have contrary 
properties. Being composed of elements with contrary proper-
ties (hot/cold; wet/dry), earthly things tend eventually to self-
destruct, while the heavenly bodies are impervious to such 
destruction. 
 It was obvious to all Aristotelians that the ether is very 
different from the four elements, and that the ether stays in its 
realm as the four elements stay in theirs. But what about the 

 

 37 Albert explains the same doctrine of motion as flowing form in book 2 of the 

Physics. He says that form has being (habet esse) in three ways: one, as privation, which 

is an imperfect, indeterminate state of the form; two, as something in motion, which is a 

mixture of the forms of privation and of actuality; and three, as the terminus of motion, 

which is the perfect being of the form. In all cases, the form is essentially the same, 

although different in being. See Albert, Physica, lib. 2, tr. 2, c. 2 (Cologne ed., 4.1:99, ll. 

8-22). 
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matter out of which the four elements are made and out of 
which the ether is made? Is matter at the primary level, prime 
matter, different on Earth from that in the heavens? The answer 
to this question is yes, according to Albert, for reasons that have 
to do with the composition to be found in matter. 
 In his paraphrase of the De caelo et mundo, Albert argues 
that the heavens are one, not many, and in doing so he provides 
a useful Digressio in which he brings together in summary form 
his claims and arguments about matter and form. I shall bring 
out some of the main points here.38 
 To start with, Albert recognizes that prime matter is a 
substance in potency (substantia in potentia) having no form in 
actuality.39 This, however, does not mean that prime matter is 
completely simple. If it were a perfectly simple substance, Albert 
says that it would be a form.40 But a form cannot be united to 
another form, and hence prime matter cannot be completely 
simple. It must, therefore, be conjoined to the only possible 
candidate, privation, which is a via ad formam in prime 
matter.41 This privation, as we have seen, is a potency for form 
that is not itself a substantial form, because no one substance 
can have more than one substantial form.42  
 Albert next focuses on prime matter. Because matter just in 
itself is not divisible and has no quantity, it must have a 
susceptibility for dimensions in order to receive the substantial 

 

 38 For a fuller discussion of Albert’s doctrine of the matter of the heavenly bodies, 

see Paul Hossfeld, “Die naturwissenshaftlich / naturphilosophische Himmelslehre 

Alberts des Grossen,” Philosophia naturalis 11 (1969): 318-59; Steven Baldner, 

“Thomas Aquinas on Celestial Matter,” The Thomist 68 (2004): 431-67, esp. 433-45. 

 39 Albert, De caelo, lib. 1, tr. 3, c. 4 (Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 15-19). 

 40 This is an odd claim. Albert seems to mean that of the two principles of physical 

things, form and matter, only form by nature could be simple and not composed. If you 

suppose, therefore, that one of these principles is simple, you must be talking about 

form and not matter. “Quod si esset simplex substantia in actu existens, esset ipsa 

forma, et cum forma non sit receptibilis formae, non posset materia prima recipere 

formam aliquam” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 19-22]). 

 41 “Per privationem autem, quae est in ipsa, subicitur mutationi, quae est via ad 

formam, et efficitur potentia recipiens formam” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 22-24]). 

 42 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 24-31). 
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form of a body. 43  This susceptibility is called the “form of 
corporeity” (forma corporeitatis) or just “corporeity” (corporei-
tas). Corporeity is the property of prime matter of having 
dimensions but indeterminately so. Prime matter does not have 
determinate dimensions, because determinate dimensions are a 
result of substantial form, but it must have a divisibility and 
susceptibility of dimensions. This Albert calls corporeity: a 
common form in matter (forma communis in materia) that is 
always present in matter, survives substantial change, and makes 
substantial change possible. Corporeity is something that is 
always in matter; it is the “first form” (prima forma) that is the 
basis for receiving all other bodily forms. By virtue of this first 
form, prime matter, which is otherwise completely formless, 
becomes divisible, limited, and liable to generation and de-
struction. 44  Albert makes it clear that corporeity is prior to 
substantial form, just as the determinate quantity and qualities 
are posterior to substantial form.45 Corporeity allows matter to 
receive a corporeal substantial form, which gives specific deter-
mination to the matter. 
 In order that prime matter be able to receive the substantial 
form of a corporeal, corruptible substance, that is, in order that 
substantial change be possible, matter has to be made ready for 
corporeity. This readiness, which allows one substance to be 
changed into another substance, is provided by something other 
than prime matter itself; it is provided by the form of 
corporeity. On the other hand, some corporeal substances—the 

 

 43 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 59-74, 80-82–63, l. 2). 

 44 “Quia igitur haec corporeitas prima forma est, per quam suscipit omnem formam 

substantialem corporis, sequitur necessario, quod omnis forma substantialis corporis et 

divisibilis sit et virtus eius limitata sit ad corporis dimensiones; et quia divisibilis est, 

oportet necessario esse generabilem et corruptibilem, eo quod per motum dividitur, quia 

una potentia est multiplicabilis et per mutationem multiplicatur secundum actum” (ibid. 

[Cologne ed., 5.1:63, ll. 7-15]). 

 45 “Sicque fit, ut substantialis forma corporis secundum ordinem naturae consequens 

sit corporeitatem indeterminatarum dimensionum, et tamen corporeitas propria, quae 

est determinatarum dimensionum, sit post formam substantialem, et ideo quodlibet 

corpus physicum propriae est quantitatis et propriae figurae” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 

5.1:63, ll. 23-29]). 
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heavenly bodies—are not liable to generation and destruction. 
The explanation for this also is also found in matter. 
 
There is matter just in itself, a potency to all things, that is receptive of 
corporeity but is completely without it. As such it remains indivisible, since 
every form received in matter after corporeity is necessarily divisible in some 
way.46 

 
Such matter without the form of corporeity is not divisible, and 
if it is not divisible then it is not liable to destruction. Hence it 
can never be generated or destroyed. In this case, the case of the 
heavenly bodies, matter without corporeity receives its “sub-
stantial form,” which is really a separate intellect, and the result 
of the union is a material substance that is indivisible and hence 
indestructible.47 
 Albert thinks that this is the opinion of Aristotle, but he 
grants that Aristotle never explicitly declared this. As far as 
Albert can tell, Aristotle’s position is “that an intelligence is the 
form of the heavenly body and that the matter of the heavens is 
susceptible of this sort of form without corporeity.”48 This gives 
us the reason, says Albert, why Aristotle said that there are two 
types of matter, the matter of the heavens and the matter of the 

 

 46 “Est igitur materia secundum se, secundum quod ipsa est etiam potentia omnia, 

ante omnem corporeitatem receptibilis huius. Et ideo remanet etiam indivisibilis, cum 

omnis forma, quae post corporeitatem in materia recipitur, necessario per accidents 

divisibilis sit” (ibid. [Cologne ed., 5.1:63, ll. 53-60]). 

 47 This “union” of matter and form in the heavenly bodies is not a substantial union 

of form and matter (ibid. [Cologne ed., 5.1:63, ll. 70-91]). Rather, the Intelligence that 

serves as form of the heavenly body is united to the body as a mover only and is not 

united as substantial form of the body. Only the heavenly bodies move; the Intelligences 

are not moved and are not divisible. The “forms” of the heavenly bodies are not forms 

belonging to material subjects, because they do not come into being from the potency of 

matter. They are separate forms. Similarly, the matter of the heavens is simply given its 

dimensions and being by the Intelligence, but the Intelligence is not its form. In the 

Metaphysics, Albert points out that the intellect that moves the heavenly body is not the 

entelechia of the body, as the human soul is of the human body (Metaphysica, lib. 11, tr. 

2, c. 13 [Cologne ed., 16.2:500, l. 84–501, l. 4]). 

 48 “[Opinio Aristoteles est] . . . quod intelligentia sit forma caeli et quod caeli materia 

sit susceptibilis huiusmodi formae ante corporeitatem” (Albert, De caelo, lib. 1, tr. 3, c. 

4 [Cologne ed., 5.1:63, ll. 66-68]). 
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earth. 49  In the case of the heavens, prime matter lacks 
corporeity and hence in its union with its form (which is an 
intelligence) it is an indivisible, indestructible, but still material 
substance. In the case of earthly substances, prime matter 
inherently possesses a form of corporeity, which makes genera-
tion possible. By virtue of this common form of corporeity, all 
earthly material substances are rendered divisible and hence 
liable to destruction. Given this understanding of matter, it is, 
of course, impossible that imperishable intelligences or human 
souls should come into existence out of the potency of matter, 
because any forms that are so produced are subject to the 
division and hence destruction that is a function of corporeity.50 
The intelligences of the heavens and the human intellect must 
be produced, not from the potency of matter, but by an efficient 
cause simply ab extrinsico.  
 As a bibliographical note on this doctrine, Albert tells us that 
this Aristotelian position can also be found in Averroës’ De 
substantia orbis.51 Avicenna and Theophrastus, however, were 
of a different opinion. They thought that each heavenly body 
has two movers, a soul and an intelligence, and they thought 
that the soul of each body was generated out of the potency of 
matter that has the form of corporeity. This opinion, however, 
is impossible, Albert tells us, because whatever is generated after 
corporeity is liable to division and hence destruction. 
 From this summary of his doctrine on prime matter, Albert’s 
position is clear. There are two kinds of matter, earthly and 
heavenly. The earthly kind is not simple since it is prime matter 
composed with a formal reality called corporeity. Because 
earthly prime matter is composed of matter and corporeity, it is 
the source of substantial generation and destruction. The matter 
of the heavens, by contrast, lacks corporeity. It therefore lacks 
the ability to be divided and hence the ability to admit of 
potentially new forms or of destruction. This heavenly and 
simple matter is the basis of the indestructibility of the heavens 

 

 49 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 5.1:63, ll. 68-91). 

 50 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 5.1:63, l. 91–64, l. 7). 

 51 Ibid. (Cologne ed., 5.1:64, l. 81–65, l. 7). See Averroës, De substantia orbis, c. 1. 
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and is different in kind from the prime matter of earthly 
substances. Matter on Earth is really composed; matter in the 
heavens is really simple. 
 

CONCLUSION: CRITICAL COMMENTS 
 
 Albert’s position is consistent insofar as his doctrine of 
matter supports his doctrine of motion and the heavenly bodies. 
Matter, according to Albert, is not a purely simple source of 
potentiality but is, rather, composed of quasi-formal elements in 
two crucial ways. First, its potency for change or motion is 
understood as a privation, potency (potentia), or protoform 
(inchoatio formae). This privatio-potentia-inchoatio formae is 
not a substantial being or even a true substantial part (like form 
or matter), but nevertheless it is something ontologically real 
and it is something formal. Matter thus contains within itself 
some formal element that makes change or motion possible. 
Second, matter contains a primitive form of corporeity that 
makes the reception of dimension, divisibility, contrariety, and 
hence substantial change possible. Prime matter in itself is too 
simple to allow for the divisibility that is at the root of all 
substantial change. It must possess some formal reality that is 
neither accidental nor yet substantial to make it possible that 
matter can be changed substantially. 
 These two sorts of composition in matter serve Albert well. 
Because of the composition of privatio-potentia-inchoatio 
formae with matter, any motion or change is possible, for 
motion is understood by Albert to be a flowing form (forma 
fluens). Motion, or change, is something formal that flows from 
one state in which it exists imperfectly to another state in which 
it exists perfectly. The formal, flowing being in motion is 
essentially the same as the terminus toward which it goes, 
although it is different in being, and must therefore be essen-
tially present both in the starting-point and in the ending-point 
of the motion. Since Albert understands the protoform to exist 
already as privation or potency in the matter from which the 
change begins, his understanding of matter accommodates his 
definition of motion. 
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 Likewise, again because of the composition in matter, Albert 
is able to explain why the matter of the heavens is so different 
from that on Earth. On Earth the composition of prime matter 
and the form of corporeity make matter divisible and hence able 
to receive contrary qualities and, because of them, able to 
receive new substantial forms. The matter in the heavens, 
however, lacks this form of corporeity and hence is not liable to 
division, to destruction, to alteration, or to increase and 
decrease. The composition of earthly matter explains the fact of 
generation and destruction to which we are all subject; the lack 
of such composition explains the imperishability of the heavenly 
bodies. Again, Albert’s doctrine of matter is perfectly consistent 
with his explanation of substantial change on Earth and the lack 
of such change in the heavens. 
 Albert’s doctrine is consistent in these ways, but, as I wish to 
argue in conclusion, it is not consistent with other parts of 
Aristotelian doctrine that Albert also holds. Let me point out 
three problems, one corresponding to each of the first three 
sections in this paper. First, the claim that privatio or the 
inchoatio formae is something formal in matter is problematic 
for anyone like Albert who wishes to hold a hylomorphic 
theory. The reason for insisting in the first place on the 
distinction between form and matter is the recognition of the 
fundamental opposition between act and potency. What is and 
what can be are opposed as contradictories. If one is affirmed, 
the other must be denied; there is no middle ground. Form is 
the principle of actuality, and matter is the principle of 
potentiality. The two principles must be united, but they should 
not be confounded. What is matter is potential and is not form; 
and what is form is act and is not matter. Or, as Albert himself 
puts it, the union of form and matter is precisely the union that 
makes change and motion possible, for change requires both 
potency and act, but the union of form and form is simply 
impossible. 52  The substantial union of form and matter is a 
union of complementary principles, but their complementarity 

 

 52 Albert, De caelo, lib. 1, tr. 3, c. 4 (Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 19-22). See note 40 

above. 
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implies their radical difference. They each account for 
completely different and opposing realities in natural, material 
substances. It is therefore impossible to talk about any com-
position in prime matter, that is, any composition of formal 
elements, if one accepts Aristotelian hylomorphic doctrine. And 
apart from some formal elements, there can be no real 
composition in matter or anywhere else. To talk about forms in 
prime matter is simply not to talk about prime matter. 
 Second, as has been argued elsewhere,53 it is a mistake to 
identify motion with the essential form of the terminus of 
motion. It is crucial for understanding motion to recognize that 
the motion is not the same in essence as that toward which it is 
moving. To take Albert’s example of whitening, in the change 
from black to white the reality at the starting-point before the 
motion has begun is not an imperfect white; it is black and not 
white at all. Similarly, if the motion were to be stopped midway 
in process, the result would not be something white; it would be 
something other than white, grey, no doubt, but not white. In 
order for motion to take place, the not-yet-moved must be 
really other than that toward which it will eventually move. If 
the terminus ad quem already exists in the terminus a quo, then 
motion cannot take place because the end has already been 
realized—it already exists and hence cannot be achieved in 
motion. 
 Another way to look at this problem is to consider the differ-
ence between a motion and an operation. In motion, properly, 
there is some end (a new place, a new shape, a new color, a new 
temperature, or some other new thing) that is not now present. 
Motion is that by which something goes from not having an end 
to having it. Operations, however, do not go anywhere. An 
operation is an activity that is essentially the same at the 
beginning as it is at the end. Talking (or singing or thinking) is 
an example of an operation. From the time a person starts 
talking until the time he stops, he is doing essentially the same 
thing throughout. He may say some new things, and the speech 

 

 53  Steven Baldner, “Albertus Magnus and the Categorization of Motion,” The 

Thomist 70 (2006): 230-35. 
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might have a beginning, a middle, and end, but what is done at 
the beginning and what is done at the end are essentially the 
same in nature.54 Not so in motion. The end of the motion—the 
new place or condition—is essentially different from the motion 
itself and from the beginning state of the motion. Operations 
may be perfect and imperfect, and may be described as 
progressing from the imperfect to the perfect,55 but this sort of 
description does not accurately characterize motion. If we char-
acterize motion as a formal reality, even as a flowing form, 
there is a danger that the reality of motion will be lost. 
 Third, the notion of a forma corporeitatis is problematic. 
Albert himself clearly distinguished between the two kinds of 
form: substantial and accidental.56 Substantial forms, Albert tells 
us, are prior to accidental forms, in that a substance can only 
have accidents if it already has a substantial form. Accidental 
forms inhere in substances, but no substance can exist without a 
substantial form. Further, Albert holds that there can be only 
one substantial form in any substance.57 Given these two claims, 
Albert cannot suppose some sort of form of corporeity in prime 
matter. Such a form would have to exist before substantial form, 
for it makes the acquiring of a new substantial form possible. 
Since it is before substantial form, it could not be an accidental 
form. It could not, however, be a substantial form either, 
because then the substance would have more than one sub-
stantial form, and Albert has already rejected the plurality of 
substantial forms. Albert intends some sort of intermediate 
form, something between substantial and accidental form, but 
no such form is possible. To be a substance is not to inhere in 
another as in a subject; to be an accident is to inhere in another 

 

 54 It is true, of course, that lips must move, and the speaker must breathe and might 

make gestures—all movements of a sort—but however much these movements might be 

essential to speech, speech is not reducible to them. Motions are necessarily involved in 

speaking but speaking is not a motion. 

 55 As, for example, when we compare a child’s speech to an adult’s. 

 56 For example, see Albert, De caelo, lib. 1, tr. 3, c. 4 (Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 34-

41). 

 57 For example, see ibid. (Cologne ed., 5.1:62, ll. 24-31). 
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as in a subject. These two are opposed as contradictories, be-
tween which there is no middle. 
 Albert has shown in a compelling way a consistent con-
nection between matter, on the one hand, and motion and the 
heavens, on the other. This connection helps to explain why he 
regards matter as composed in certain fundamental ways. This 
composition, with an appeal to forms that are in between sub-
stantial and accidental, is also consistent with what he argues 
concerning the presence of elements in compounds.58 This con-
sistency, however, is purchased at the price of a composition in 
matter that cannot be reconciled with hylomorphism and of a 
definition of motion that risks denying the reality of motion.59  

 

 58 Steven Baldner, “St. Albert the Great and St. Thomas Aquinas on the Presence of 
Elements in Compounds,” Sapientia 54 (1999): 41-47. 

 59 I would like to express my appreciation to the University Council for Research of 

St. Francis Xavier University for a grant that made research for this article possible, and 

to the Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, University of Toronto, where excellent 

research facilities were generously provided for me. I am grateful to Rev. Daniel Callam, 

C.S.B., and Mrs. Frances Baldner, who gave helpful criticisms of drafts of this article. 
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HE RELIANCE OF Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s 
(1463-94) metaphysical outlook on the Scholastic tradi-
tion in general and on Thomas Aquinas in particular is a 

well-documented fact.1 Yet, as Michael J. B. Allen has pointed 
out, aspects of Pico’s argumentation concerning the identity be-
tween being and unity as found in De ente et uno “await study 
and documentation.”2 Further study is especially needed with 
respect to Pico’s appropriation of Thomas’s so-called real dis-
tinction between esse and essentia in the course of the 
Renaissance thinker’s efforts to reconcile Neoplatonic and Aris-
totelian metaphysics by means of the notion of participation. In 
De ente et uno—meant to be the prelude to a larger work, the 
Concord of Plato and Aristotle3—Pico, true to his sobriquet 

 

 1 See, e.g., Avery Dulles, Princeps Concordiae: Pico della Mirandola and the 
Scholastic Tradition (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1941). 
 2 Michael J. B. Allen, “The Second Ficino-Pico Controversy: Parmenidean Poetry, 
Eristic, and the One,” in Gian Carlo Garfagnini, ed., Marsilio Ficino e il ritorno di 
Platone, Studi e documenti (Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editore, 1986), 2:417-55, at 425.  
 3 See Pico della Mirandola, De ente et uno, proem. In what follows I make use of the 
Georg Olms 1969 reprint of the 1557 Basel edition of the Opera omnia, vol. 1, with 
reference to page numbers in parentheses. For convenience’s sake I shall, with my own 
emendations when needed, make use of the English translation of De ente et uno 
provided by Paul Miller, Pico della Mirandola, On the Dignity of Man, On Being and 
Unity, Heptaplus (Indianapolis, New York, and Kansas City: The Library of Liberal 
Arts, 1965). For Antonio Cittadini’s objections and Pico’s response I use Stéphane 
Toussaint, L’esprit du quattrocento: Pic de la Mirandole “De l’être et de l’un” et réponse 

T
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(viz., the Princeps Concordiae), offers a two-pronged argument 
meant to establish a metaphysical accord between Plato and 
Aristotle. First, as a way to sidestep the clear Platonic indica-
tions that are counter to such an accord (viz., the indications 
that unity surpasses being), Pico approaches key Platonic 
dialogues with hermeneutic sensitivity to their literary elements 
and argues that they do not intend to make any metaphysical 
claims but are only a series of dialectical exercises.4 Second, in 
order to synthesize the apparently contradictory elements that 
constitute Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysics, Pico adverts to 
a participation scheme in which being (ens) is said to participate 
in existence (esse) in such a way that the Aristotelian identity of 
being and unity can be preserved, all the while making sense of 
and even validating the Neoplatonic claim that something can 
be said to be ‘superior’ to being.5 
 The first stage of Pico’s argument has already received 
significant scholarly attention,6 and so here I focus only on the 
second metaphysical aspect of Pico’s project. I argue that Pico’s 
reconciliation of unity and being7 ultimately has its roots in 
Thomas’s metaphysics of participation8 that is cast in terms of 

                                                           

à Antonio Cittadini (Paris: Honoré Champion Éditeur, 1995) for the first three 
objections and responses and Franco Baccehelli and Raphael Ebgi, Giovanni Pico della 
Mirandola: “Dell’ ente e dell’ uno” con le obiezioni di Antonio Cittadini e le risposte di 

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (Milan: Bompiani, 2010) for Cittadini’s fourth objection. 
 4 De ente et uno, c. 1. 
 5 Ibid., cc. 3 and 4. For Plato see Republic 6.509B. 
 6 See Allen, “Second Ficino-Pico Controversy.” 
 7 Anton C. Pegis points out how the opposition between ‘unity’ and ‘being’ is 
perhaps the most fundamental and irresolvable aporia of Greek thought, an opposition 
that would remain even throughout medieval philosophy. See his “The Dilemma of 
Being and Unity,” in Robert Brennan, ed., Essays in Thomism (New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 1942), 149-83. Also in this regard, see the worthwhile discussion by Hervé 
Pasqua, “L’unité-unicité de l’«esse» thomiste,” Revue Thomiste 91 (1991): 302-8. 
 8 Pico’s De ente et uno strongly reminds the reader, in more than one way, of 
Thomas’s commentary on Boethius’s De hebdomadibus, as will be discussed below. For 
a helpful summation of Thomas’s teaching on participation in general see John Wippel, 
“Thomas Aquinas and Participation,” in Studies in Medieval Philosophy, Studies in 
Philosophy and the History of Philosophy 17 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 1987), 117-58; and idem, The Metaphysical Thought of 
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the diversity between esse and id quod est. There is a caveat to 
this argument. While Pico certainly appropriates a great deal of 
Thomas’s metaphysical strategy within De ente et uno, there re-
mains a significant difference—one might even say dissonance—
between the two. This difference, I suggest, centers upon 
Thomas’s notion of the analogy of being,9 a notion that 
operates at the heart of his metaphysics of participation10 and 
allows him to form a community of being between Creator and 
creature, without attenuating divine transcendence or alteriety. 
Put another way, through analogy, Thomas allows the similar 
dissimilarity or dissimilar similarity between Creator and 
creature to remain in a deliberate and salutary tension that 
preserves a metaphysical equilibrium between the extremes of 
agnosticism and pantheism. Pico’s account, however, slackens 
this tension in favor of difference, such that one who hopes for 
the Aristotelian recovery of being that Pico promises is left 
slightly perturbed. 
 
 

                                                           

Thomas Aquinas: From Finite Being to Uncreated Being (Washington, D.C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 2000), chap. 4. 
 9 As some scholars such as Ralph McInerny have pointed out, Thomas never uses the 
phrase ‘analogia entis.’ Indeed, McInerny goes on to argue that, for Thomas, there is no 
analogy of being, but only an analogy of ‘being’, that is to say, analogy is meant to serve 
as merely a logical, as opposed to metaphysical, device. See Ralph McInerny, Aquinas 
and Analogy (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 162. 
While I concede to McInerny that Thomas never deploys the phrase ‘analogia entis,’ it is 
not clear by any means that the Dominican theologian restricts analogy to a merely 
logical use, for, as Thomas himself says (I Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 2; cf. Summa Theologiae I, 
q. 4, a. 2), causes can be univocal, equivocal, and analogical, suggesting that there is a 
deeper metaphysical component at issue. For critical treatments of McInerny’s thesis, 
see Lawrence Dewan, “Is Analogy Logical or Metaphysical?” in R. E. Houser, ed., 
Laudemus viros gloriosus: Essays in Honor of Armand Maurer, C.S.B. (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 132-45. 
 10 In his study on analogy in the thought of Thomas Aquinas, Bernard Montagnes 
rightly notes that “analogy, participation, and causality” always go hand-in-hand. See 
Bernard Montagnes, La doctrine de l’analogie de l’être d’après Saint Thomas d’Aquin 
(Louvain and Paris: Béatrice Nauwelaerts, 1963), 10. 
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I 
 
 According to Pico, at issue in the Neoplatonic elevation of 
unity over being are the following two claims: (1) unity is 
“simpler” (simplicius) than being, and (2) unity is “more com-
mon” (communius) or universal than being.11 While Pico 
himself offers little explanation about what is entailed in his 
first claim—unity’s greater simplicity—his meaning is not 
difficult to discern given the commonplace Neoplatonic 
understanding of being as involving some sort of duality or 
multiplicity. As is well known, for Plotinus being, which he 
identifies with noûs, involves the duality of knower and 
known.12 Prior to Plotinus, Plato himself located plurality 
within being through his introduction of the Form of the 
Other13 or, as Giovanni Reale puts it, the “Infinite Dyad.”14 
Inasmuch as unity transcends being, then, it transcends dif-
ference, plurality, and multiplicity, and retains a primordial 
simplicity. 
 With respect to the second claim, namely, that unity is “more 
common” than being, Pico understands the matter in a fashion 
similar to that of Thomas. In a passage from De Malo (q. 1, a. 
2), Thomas considers the relationship among good, evil, and 
being, and in so doing notes clearly the Platonic elevation of the 
good over being. On Thomas’s reading, the Platonic theory 
boils down to the claim that the good has the greatest extension 

 

 11 De ente et uno, c. 1 (241). 
 12 Aristotle famously attempts to overcome this duality in the case of the separate 
substances by collapsing the knower into the object known with his “thought thinking 
thought” (Metaphys. 12.9.1074b30-34). Still, they only know themselves and no other 
being. This self-preoccupation, as it were, becomes a problem for medieval theologians 
who simultaneously maintain (1) the absolute simplicity of God and (2) God’s cognition 
of things (creatures) other than himself. Solutions to this challenge ranged from 
Thomas’s claim that God knows other things insofar as he is imitable, to Henry of 
Ghent’s doctrine of esse essentiae, to Duns Scotus’s doctrine of esse intelligibile, and so 
forth. 
 13 See Plato, Sophist 257B-263B. See also Pegis, “Dilemma of Being and Unity,” 157. 
 14 Giovanni Reale, Toward a New Interpretation of Plato (Washington, D.C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1997), chap. 7. 
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of all, greater even than being.15 Pico understands the 
relationship between being and unity in the same manner. He 
explains that, for the Neoplatonists, unity extends not only to 
all that being does, but also to God (who is nonbeing in a 
transcending sense) and to prime matter.16 In this regard, 
Plotinus’s Enneads, Proclus’s many Platonic commentaries, and 
Pseudo-Dionysius’s De divinis nominibus are typical in their 
ascription of unity to the first causal principle, and they are 
uniform in their elevation of this principle over being, which, 
often enough, is relegated to the status of the first term of 
emanation or generative production. Plotinus’s One is a sublime 
unity17 that transcends the duality of noûs (i.e., being), and in 
transcending noûs is identified as nonbeing.18 Proclus maintains 
much the same,19 and Pseudo-Dionysius differs from Plotinus 
and Proclus mainly in that he transposes the discussion to a 
Christian framework but retains the practice of placing God 
beyond being.20 Finally, in this same vein and more proximate 
to Pico, Marsilio Ficino, though never mentioned explicitly in 
De ente et uno, looms in the background as one of the main 
counterpoints to Pico’s own project.21 No stranger to dis-
agreement with Pico,22 Ficino, playing on Pico’s Latin surname, 
 

 15 Thomas Aquinas, De Malo, q. 1, a. 2 (ed. Leonine, 23:10, ll. 135-37): “Loquendo 
igitur de bono absolute, bonum habet amplissimam extensionem, etiam ampliorem 
quem entis, ut Platonis placuit.” Cf. Jan Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the 
Transcendentals: The Case of Thomas Aquinas (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 296-97. 
 16 De ente et uno, c. 1 (241). 
 17 See Plotinus, Enneads 5.3.15. 
 18 See ibid. 5.5.6; Plotinus: The Enneads, trans. Stephen MacKenna (Burdet, N.Y.: 
Larson Publications, 1992), 496: “the First must be without form and, if without form, 
then it is no Being . . . it [the One] therefore transcends Being.” 
 19 See, e.g., Proclus, Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides, bk. 6. 
 20 See Pseudo-Dionysius, De divinis nominibus, c. 5 (PG 3:815-26). 
 21 For more on Ficino’s relationship to Pico, see Jill Kraye, “Ficino in the Firing 
Line: A Renaissance Neoplatonist and His Critics,” in Michael J. B. Allen, Valery Rees, 
and Martin Davies, eds., Marsilio Ficino: His Theology, His Philosophy, His Legacy 
(Leiden, Boston, Cologne: E. J. Brill, 2002), 377-97. 
 22 Described as the “first” and “second” “Ficino-Pico controversies,” these squabbles 
have been treated in Unn Irene Aasdalen, “The First Pico-Ficino Controversy,” in 
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“Mirandulus,” takes a jab at the younger Italian in his com-
mentary on the Parmenides. “I wish that that marvelous youth 
[mirandus iuvenis],” exclaims Ficino, would have diligently 
considered the arguments that he (Ficino) presents in his own 
commentary concerning the superiority of unity over being 
prior to Pico’s advancing a position that, as Ficino puts it, runs 
“contrary to the opinion of all the Platonists.”23 
 There can be little doubt that the Neoplatonic elevation of 
unity over being marks a crucial point of divergence with the 
Aristotelian metaphysics in which, contrariwise, a transcen-
dental identity between the two is affirmed. In fact, this identity 
between being and unity (as well as the other transcendentals) 
constitutes, at least according to Jan Aertsen, one of the key 
features of medieval metaphysics, as is particularly evident in 
the role accorded to the transcendentals in the thought of 
Thomas Aquinas,24 Duns Scotus,25 and Francisco Suárez,26 to 
name only a few. What is more, when Scholastic metaphysics 
came under fire in the eighteenth century through Immanuel 
Kant’s so-called Copernican revolution, it would be in terms of 
the transcendental theory that had been further developed in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by Jesuit philosophers 
such as Thomas Compton Carleton (1591-1666), Sylvester 
Mauro (1619-87), Andreas Semery (1630-1717), Maximilian 
Wietrowski (1660-1737), and Luis de Lossada (1681-1748), to 
name only a few.27 As Kant put it, according to the Scholastics, 

                                                           

Stephen Clucas, Peter Forshaw, and Valery Rees, eds., Laus Platonici Philosophi: 
Marsilio Ficino and His Influence (Leiden and Boston: E. J. Brill, 2011), 67-88; and 
Allen, “Second Ficino-Pico Controversy,” 417-55. 
 23 Cf. Marsilio Ficino, In Platonem (Opera omnia, ed. Paul O. Kristeller [Turin: 
Bottega D’Erasmo, 1962], 2:1164). See Allen, “Second Ficino-Pico Controversy,” for 
more on this matter. 
 24 See Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals. 
 25 See Allan Wolter, The Transcendentals and Their Function in the Metaphysics of 
Duns Scotus (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1946). 
 26 See Rolf Darge, Suárez’ transzendentale Seinsauslegung und die 

Metaphysiktradition (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004). 
 27 For a discussion of late Scholastic transcendental theory as the backdrop of Kant’s 
“Copernican revolution,” see John P. Doyle, “From Transcendental to Transcendental,” 
in Victor M. Salas, ed., On the Borders of Being and Knowing: Some Late Scholastic 
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“quodlibet ens est unum, verum, bonum,”28 each transcendental 
serving as an a priori concept for all objects but a concept that 
allowed metaphysicians to form little more than “tautological 
propositions.” These concepts could be rehabilitated only by 
recasting them like ingots in the molds of the transcendental 
categories, turning them into the logical criteria for the 
“cognition of all things in general,” namely, “unity, plurality, 
and totality.”29 
 Be that as it may, to mention Kant here in relation to the 
transcendentals is to skip to the end of the story, the beginning 
of which can be found embryonically in the Eleatic poetry of 
Parmenides and in more developed form in Aristotelian 
metaphysics. Aristotle is clear about the relationship between 
being and unity: they are identical. The locus classicus for this 
claim lies in book 4 of the Metaphysics (4.2). In that text, 
famous for its pros hen account of being, Aristotle maintains 
that being and unity (to on kai to hen) are the same and offers 
the example that “‘one man’ and ‘man’ are the same thing.”30 
This text is a pillar in Pico’s irenic efforts. The chief obstacle to 
Pico’s argument, however, is not the legions of Neoplatonists 
who maintain the contrary but the Platonic texts themselves. 
Plato’s Parmenides and Sophist stand as imposing witnesses 
against Pico’s thesis, according preeminence to unity over being, 
contrary to the latter’s thesis of their identity.31 Undaunted, Pico 
defuses the difficulty with the insistence that these dialogues are 
not meant to convey any metaphysical meaning. Rather, the 
                                                           

Thoughts on Supertranscendental Being (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2012), 185-
214. 
 28 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, B 113 (trans. P. Guyer and A. Wood 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997], 216). 
 29 Ibid., B 113-14. 
 30 Aristotle Metaphysics 4.2.1003b26-28 (trans. Hugh Tredennick, Aristotle: 
Metaphysics, Books I-IX [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996], 151). 
 31 See De ente et uno, c. 2: “De ente & uno, duobus locis inuenio Platonem 
disputantem, in Parmenide scilicet & Sophiste: contendunt Academici utrobique a 
Platone unum supra ens poni” (242). For Plato see, e.g., Parmenides 142b-155e and 
Sophist 237d-e, 243e-244e. 
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Parmenides, for instance, is merely an “exercise in dialectic,”32 
and the Sophist nowhere argues that unity is superior to being. 
If anything, this latter work actually insists upon their equi-
valence. Of course Plato does not explicitly affirm their equi-
valence, concedes Pico, but one can infer the conclusion from 
the relations that Plato establishes among being, unity, nothing, 
and plurality.33 
 Without a doubt, Pico’s interpretation of these Platonic 
dialogues is highly debatable and did not go uncontested. The 
elder Renaissance Italian, Ficino, as noted above, was first 
among his critics. Michael Allen has argued that Ficino’s 
interpretation, which insists upon the metaphysical character of 
the dialogues, recommends itself over Pico since Ficino is much 
more faithful to the totality of the dialogues themselves.34 Be 
that as it may, and as interesting as this aspect of Pico’s 
reconciliation strategy is—however problematic it may or may 
not be in the long run—my concern is with the cogency of 
Pico’s metaphysical argument—especially as advanced in the 
third and fourth chapters of De ente et uno—and not with his 
interpretive success (or lack thereof). For Pico’s argument to be 
cogent he must offer an account of what is meant by being, 
which he does in terms of ens and esse, and show that both 
being and unity range over the same terms, implying thereby a 
real identity even while granting a notional distinction. 
 

II 
 
 Pico begins his metaphysical argument by marking a 
distinction between two senses of being (ens): first, as that 
which stands outside nothing (extra nihilum);35 second, as 
something taken in a concrete (as opposed to abstract) fashion, 
in which sense unity can rightly be said to be “superior to being 

 

 32 De ente et uno, c. 2: “nihil aliud est, quam dialectica quaedam exercitatio” (242). 
 33 Ibid. 
 34 See Allen, “Second Ficino-Pico Controversy,” 430-32, 453-55. 
 35 De ente et uno, c. 3: “Dictio haec ens, de qua ambigitur uni ne aequalis sit, 
duplicem accipi in modum potest. Primus est ut cum ens dicimus, omne id intelligamus 
quod est extra nihil” (243). 
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in eminence.”36 With respect to the first sense of being, Pico 
explains that anything not lacking esse is called a being (ens).37 
Aquinas maintains very much the same concerning the rela-
tionship between ens and esse, telling us in his De Veritate and 
again in his commentary on the Metaphysics that the name 
‘being’ (ens) is derived from the ‘act of being’ (actus essendi).38 
 Pico addresses this first sense of ‘being’ in the third chapter 
of De ente et uno, and, with an Aristotelian position largely in 
mind, finds that Parmenides himself argues for the identity of 
being and unity on the basis of the principle of non-
contradiction. What is more, according to Pico, Parmenides 
provides the basis of attributing being to God: “when [Par-
menides] said the one is what is, he judged from that to which 
the appellation of being truly agrees and which truly is, is one 
only, which one is God.”39 Pico even goes so far as to locate 
Pseudo-Dionysius within this same line of thinkers who identify 
God and being. Long numbered among the Neoplatonists who 
elevate unity over being, the Pseudo-Areopagite does acknowl-
edge God’s self-identification as being to Moses in the Exodus 
(3:14) passage that would become thematic for many medieval 

 

 36 Ibid., c. 4: “Restat alterum explicemus, iuxta quem erit manifestum posse 
nihilominus, & uere dici esse aliquid, quod supra entis eminentiam collocetur” (244). 
 37 Ibid., c. 3: “ens accipiunt, ut omne id dicatur ens cui non deest esse, & quod dici 
nihil uere non potest” (243-44). 
 38 IV Metaphys., lect. 2, n. 6: “hoc vero nomen ens, imponitur ab actu essendi”; De 
Verit., q. 1, a. 1 (ed. Leonine, vol. 22/1-1 [Rome, 1975], 5, ll. 132-39). For a different 
approach see Thomas’s De ente et essentia, c. 1, where he argues that the meaning of 
‘essentia’ is correlative to ‘ens’ taken in a categorial sense, for only that kind of being 
which exists in the categories can be said to have an ‘essence’. Thus whereas privations 
and negations such as blindness can be called ‘being’, they cannot be said to have an 
essence. Rudi te Velde explains the difference in approach by arguing that Thomas’s 
youthful treatise is heavily influenced by Avicenna’s “essentialistic” metaphysics. The 
more mature Thomas, however, takes a different approach, one that centers upon the 
primal actuality of esse. See Rudi te Velde, Participation and Substantiality in Thomas 
Aquinas (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1995), 67ff. 
 39 De ente et uno, c. 3: “Quam ipse alibi in suis poëmatis aperte confitetur, sed cum 
dixit unum est quod est, iudicatum ab eo illud cui uere entis appellatio congruit, & 
quod uere est esse unum tantum, quod unum Deus est” (244). 
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theologians and generate what Étienne Gilson has referred to as 
the “metaphysics of Exodus.”40 Pico capitalizes on this point. 
 With this notion of being in mind, as something standing 
outside nothing, Pico reasons that to deny being of God results 
in alarming consequences, chief among which is the denial of 
any reality whatsoever to the divine being. Nothing or not-
being (non ens), Pico says, is opposed to being as many or a 
multitude is opposed to unity. From this it follows that if some 
thing, x, is not being, then x is being’s contrary, which is to say, 
x is nothing. In applying this reasoning to the metaphysical 
situation pertaining to God, Pico argues that to say God is 
nonbeing is simply to say that God is nothing (nihil esse), which, 
according to our Renaissance thinker, “frightens the ears.”41 
Fundamentally at issue here is simply the principle of non-
contradiction or, as Pico puts it, the “first axiom and universal 
premise” in which one plainly recognizes that something either 
is or is not (aut esse aut non esse).42 
 

III 
 
 Offering a different approach on the same subject, the fourth 
chapter of De ente et uno assesses the relation between ‘being’ 
and ‘unity’ from a markedly Neoplatonic perspective, cast in 
terms of participation. As had been the case with the previous 
chapter, Pico offers us yet another distinction, this time between 
concrete and abstract names (nomina). “Hot, shining, white, 

 

 40 See É. Gilson, The Spirit of Mediaeval Philosophy (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1991), 94. Be that as it may, as Aertsen has pointed out in a criticism 
of Gilson (Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 3-10, 17-23), Thomas argues 
for the identity of being and unity not so much because of Exodus but for other 
transcendental reasons. Whether those same transcendental motivations, independent of 
the metaphysical exigencies of Exodus, govern Pico is, I think, open to debate. 
 41 De ente et uno, c. 3: “Concedent necessario illud quod non est ens esse nihil sive 
non ens. Sicut quod non est unum, est multum sive multitudo, quare si eandem seruant 
legem locutionis, fateantur oportet Deum aut nihil esse, quod aures ipsae formidant, aut 
esse ens” (244). 
 42 Ibid.: “Hoc modo ens cum accipitur illum primum axioma, & uniuersale 
proloquium statuimus de re qualibet, necessario dici aut esse eam aut non esse, de nulla 
autem utrumque simul aut dici aut cogitari posse” (244). 
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and man [calidum, lucens, candidum, homo]” are examples of 
concrete names, whereas “heat, light, whiteness, and humanity 
[calor, lux, candor, humanitas],” says Pico, signify abstractly.43 
He then draws a metaphysical inference from the significative 
character that abstract and concrete names possess: abstract 
names signify that which is what it is on account of itself (a se 
tale est) and not from another (non ab alio); concrete names, 
however, signify that which is not of itself but is from or in 
relation to another.44 Put another way, abstract names express 
realities that enjoy some sort of relative ontological inde-
pendence since no explanation beyond themselves is required to 
account for what they are. Such is not the case with concrete 
names, which signify something in a dependent relation to 
another, in virtue of which relation the concrete thing is what it 
is. Pico notes that the concrete name “luminous thing” (lucens) 
signifies an object that shines by means of something other than 
itself, namely, light (lux), which latter is signified abstractly.45 
All luminous objects are not light (lux) itself but participate in 
light in virtue of which the luminous thing shines. 
 At this point, one may well wonder how Pico is justified in 
drawing metaphysical conclusions from a discussion of the 
significative character of various nomina. This concern is all the 
more pressing since, as we shall see, it will also form the basis of 
his metaphysics of participation, which is meant to dissolve the 
tension separating (Neo-)Platonic thought from Aristotelian 
metaphysics. In that participation scheme, a thing signified ab-
stractly cannot participate in anything since it is from itself (a 
se); however, things signified concretely, because they are “from 

 

 43 Ibid., c. 4: “Nominum alia concreta, alia abstracta. Concreta, calidum, lucens, 
candidum, homo. Abstracta, calor, lux, candor, humanitas” (244). 
 44 Ibid.: “Est autem haec uis illorum & diuersitas, ut quod abstractum dicitur; id 
notet quod a se tale est, non ab alio. Concretum ex aduerso id significet quod non a se, 
sed alterius beneficio tale est” (244). 
 45 Ibid. 
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another” (ab alio), can be said to participate.46 At this point, 
Pico’s reliance upon Thomas is key to unlocking and 
substantiating the metaphysical movements Pico makes in De 
ente et uno concerning participation. Indeed, readers familiar 
with Thomas’s commentary on Boethius’s De hebdomadibus 
will have already recognized the same distinction between 
abstract and concrete nomina employed by Thomas. Thomas, 
attempting to illuminate Boethius’s claim that esse and id quod 
est are diverse, notes that esse is signified abstractly and id quod 
est concretely.47 He cautions us, though, that initially the 
Boethian text only points to an intentional diversity and does 
not yet guarantee any real distinction.48 Pico’s treatise has not at 
this point gone beyond Boethius in substantiating his meta-
physical claims, although he certainly presupposes them.49 
Thomas, however, provides the missing link between the se-
mantic considerations Pico raises and the metaphysical con-
clusions he draws by establishing a real distinction between esse 
and essentia and charting their relation to each other in terms of 
participation.50 
 On the way to establishing a real distinction between esse 
and ens, Thomas points out that one reason for their diversity 
(noted above) is that, while esse cannot participate in anything, 
ens can; in fact, according to Thomas, ens participates in esse 
itself. This claim presupposes a theory of participation, which, 
Thomas explains, can be understood in three ways: first, after 
the manner of something particular participating in something 

 

 46 Ibid.: “Quoniam uero nihil seipsum participat, neque eadem conditio eidem rei & 
a se & alterius participatione inesse potest. Sequitur ut quod abstractum dicitur a 
concreto denominari non posit” (244-45). 
 47 Expositio libri Boetii de hebdomadibus, c. 2 (ed. Leonine, vol. 50 [Rome, 1992], 
271, ll. 43-50): “esse significatur in abstracto sicut albedo; set quod est, id est ens . . . 
significatur in concreto uelud album.” 
 48 Ibid. (Leonine ed., 50:270, ll. 36-39): “Dicit ergo primo quod diuersum est esse et 
id quod est, que quidem diuersitas non est hic referenda ad res de quibus adhuc non 
loquitur, set ad ipsas rationes seu intentiones.” 
 49 See n. 74. 
 50 According to Wippel, the demonstration for the real difference between esse and 
essence offered in the De hebdomadibus commentary is an unusual one for Thomas 
(Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas and Participation,” 124-25). 
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more universal (e.g., “human” in “animal” or “Socrates” in 
“human”);51 second, in the way that a subject participates in an 
accident or matter in a form;52 and, third, the way in which an 
effect participates in its cause, especially when the effect is not 
equal to the causal power of its agent.53 
 Thomas sets aside further discussion of the third mode of 
participation and instead argues that in neither the first nor the 
second way can esse be said to participate in anything. It cannot 
participate in anything according to the second mode, that is, 
after the fashion of a subject’s participation in an accident or 
matter in a form, for esse is abstract but a substance or matter is 
concrete. Additionally, since esse is most common and thus 
universal, it cannot participate in anything according to the first 
mode of participation, in the way a particular participates in a 
universal. Rather, ens or, as the Boethian commentary puts it, id 
quod est, serves as the participating subject. “And therefore,” 
writes Thomas, “[id quod est] participates in ipsum esse, not 
through the way the more common is participated in by the less 
common, but it participates in ipsum esse through the way in 
which the concrete participates in the abstract.”54 
 But, again, as was our concern with Pico, Thomas has not 
offered a demonstration of a real or metaphysical distinction 
between the terms involved in the participatory relationship, 

 

 51 De hebdomad., c. 2 (Leonine ed., 50:271, ll. 71-77): “Et ideo quando aliquid 
particulariter recipit id quod ad alterum pertinent uniuersaliter, dicitur participare illud, 
sicut homo dicitur participare animal quia non habet rationem animalis secundum totam 
communitatem; et eadem ratione Sortes participat hominem.” 
 52 Ibid. (ll. 77-80): “Similiter etiam subiectum participat accidens et materia formam, 
quia forma substancialis uel accidentalis, que de sui ratione communis est, determinatur 
ad hoc uel illud subiectum.” 
 53 Ibid.: “Et similiter etiam effectus dicitur participare suam causam, et precipue 
quando non adequate uirtutem sue cause.” 
 54 Ibid.: “et ideo participat ipsum esse, non per modum quo magis commune 
participatur a minus communi, set participat ipsum esse per modum quo concretum 
participat abstractum.” Te Velde takes the position that Thomas has actually introduced 
a distinctly unique mode of participation here, namely, the participation of the concrete 
in the abstract. See Te Velde, Participation and Substantiality, 79-80. 
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although such a distinction is implied. He shows himself to be 
aware of this very point when he mentions that the diversity 
between esse and id quod est is only a matter of intentions and 
does not refer to realities.55 He therefore makes explicit the 
basis for a real distinction and begins with affirming the 
Boethian claim that esse itself is not composed. From this he 
draws the inverse inference that everything composite “is not its 
own esse” but rather participates in esse, resulting in a real 
otherness between itself and its esse.56 Anything that is purely 
esse can only be one, for if it is more than one, then it must be 
differentiated through something other than itself since, as 
Thomas says in several places, unreceived esse is not determined 
to be this or that kind of thing.57 But if esse is received and 
determined to be a certain kind of thing, then it must enter into 
a metaphysical composition with its receiving subject, which 
Thomas understands after the manner of potency receiving and 
determining act.58 To illustrate his point, Thomas tells us that if 
we assume for the sake of argument Plato’s theory concerning 
the subsistence of immaterial forms, it would not be the case 
that those forms are purely simple; in other words, they are not 
pure esse. The subsistent form of horse and that of a human, to 
use Thomas’s examples, are not differentiated from each other 
on the basis of some material individuation but through their 
own intrinsic formally determinative differences or rationes. 
Thus, even such purely immaterial or separate substances would 
not be entirely simple for the reason that their formal character 

 

 55 See n. 48. See also De hebdomad., c. 2 (Leonine ed., 50:272-73, ll. 204-6). 
 56 De hebdomad., c. 2 (Leonine ed., 50:273, ll. 212-15): “res ergo composita non est 
suum esse; et ideo dicit quod in omni composito aliud est esse ens et aliquid ipsum 
compositum quod est participando ipsum esse.” 
 57 See, e.g., STh I, q. 7, a. 1. On the theme of unreceived esse as unlimited see John 
Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas and the Axiom That Unreceived Act Is Unlimited,” in idem, 
Metaphysical Themes in Thomas Aquinas II, Studies in Philosophy and the History of 
Philosophy (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007), chap. 
5; cf. De ente et essentia, c. 4 where Thomas argues in a similar fashion for a real 
otherness between esse and essence by showing that if there were a thing whose essence 
were its esse, it could only be one. But, as our experience is of multiplicity and 
difference, there must be a real distinction between esse and essence in all creatures. 
 58 See, e.g., De Pot., q. 7, a. 2, ad 9. 
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would be “determinative” (determinatiua) of the esse in which 
they participate. It cannot be said, then, that any form is its own 
esse; rather, it “has” esse,59 which is to say that the creature 
participates in its esse. 
 The metaphysical situation Pico describes is not entirely 
dissimilar. While Thomas’s account of participation goes into 
considerably greater detail than Pico’s, the basic outlines of both 
theories overlap. What is more, Thomas’s account of partici-
pation provides Pico with a crucial means of drawing out the 
metaphysical implications of the participatory relationship 
between names that signify concretely and those that signify 
abstractly. “But since nothing participates itself, nor can the 
same determination be in the same thing both by itself and by 
participation in something else,” writes Pico, “it follows that 
what is abstract cannot be named from the concrete.”60 
‘Whiteness,’ for example, cannot be called ‘white’ nor can 
‘humanity’ be called ‘human’ because ‘whiteness’, ‘humanity’, 
and the like are more excellent (excellentior) and more perfect 
(perfectior) than those realities signified by concrete names.61 
Nor, might we add, does Pico mean to imply that ‘white’ can be 
called ‘whiteness’, for the fact is that the white thing has in itself 
(i.e., its ontological constitution) something more (viz., its 
underlying matter or substance) than just whiteness. Here, there 
immediately comes to mind Thomas’s claim that ‘humanity’ 
cannot be predicated of a man since a part (here a formal part) 
can never be predicated of a whole.62 Rather, ‘humanity’, 
 

 59 De hebdomad., c. 2 (Leonine ed., 50:273, ll. 234-36): “Quia tamen quelibet forma 
est determinatiua ipsius esse, nulla earum est ipsum esse, set est habens esse”; cf. STh I, 
q. 4, a. 3, ad 3. 
 60 De ente et uno, c. 4 (244). For text see n. 46. 
 61 See ibid.: “Quaedam ergo negamus rei cuipiam inesse, aut quia ille non habet, ut 
cum dicimus nigrum non esse album, aut quia excellentiori nota, & perfectiori ratione 
habet, quam nos habere eam ex tali locutione significamus, ut cum negamus albedinem 
esse albam, non quia nigra sit, sed quoniam non solum ideo non est nigra quia est alba, 
quod idem est dictum, quia habet albeinem, sed quia ipsa albedo est” (245). 
 62 See De ente et essentia, c. 2 (ed. Leonine, vol. 43 [Rome, 1976], 373, ll. 300-304): 
“hoc nomen humanitas significat eam ut partem, quia non continet in significatione sua 
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Thomas says—and presumably Pico along with him—is that 
whereby a man is human;63 one could also say ‘whiteness’ is that 
whereby the white thing is ‘white’. Similarly, for Pico, being 
(ens) or, what is the same, id quod est, “has the character of a 
concrete name,”64 while esse has the character of an abstract 
name, which means that esse cannot be called being. 
 

IV 
 
 Given the relationship between abstract and concrete names 
noted above, Pico argues (in a fashion reminiscent of Aquinas), 
that being (ens), signifying something concrete, participates in 
esse, and through esse a being is in the same way that through 
light (lux), a shining thing (lucens) shines. Just as the abstract is 
not named from the concrete, so esse is not named from being 
(ens)—which, for Pico, is just to say that esse is non-being—not 
because esse is nothing, but because esse is through itself (a se) 
whereas all else is through its participation in esse.65 But here 
Pico adds his own touch to what would otherwise seem to be a 
faithful re-presentation of a Thomistic metaphysics of partici-
pation. Since esse is not named from being (ens), esse is non-
being (non ens), not because esse lacks some positive perfection 
or reality but because esse is “more excellent” and “more 
perfect” than being (ens). Since God is simply esse itself or the 
total fullness of existence (“Deus . . . est totius esse plenitude”)66 
from himself (a se) and that through whom all things are, Pico 
holds that one can truly say that God is “not being” (non esse 
ens). Again, Pico does not mean that God is nothing but simply 
                                                           

nisi id quod est hominis in quantum est homo, et precidit omnem designationem; unde 
de indiuiduis hominis non predicatur.” 
 63 Ibid. (Leonine ed., 43:373, ll. 258-59): “humanitas enim significat id unde homo 
est homo.” 
 64 De ente et uno, c. 4: “ens concreti nominis faciem habet” (245). 
 65 Ibid.: “Esse, ut ens dicatur quod ipsum esse participat. Sicut lucens dicitur quod 
lucem participat, & uidens cui inest ipsum uidere. Ad hanc ergo exactam entis 
significantiam si respiciamus illud esse, negabimus ens, non solum quod non est, & quod 
est nihil, sed illud quod adeo est ut sit ipsum esse, quod a se & ex se est, & cuius 
participatione omnia sunt” (245); cf. ibid., c. 5 (248). 
 66 Ibid. 
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that God is above or superior to being. Transitively, one can say 
that if God is one, as the Neoplatonists do, and if God is above 
being, inasmuch as He is subsistent esse, then one can rightly say 
that unity is superior to being.67 
 Antonio Cittadini da Faenza (d. 1518), a Renaissance 
Thomist who engaged in an exchange of objections with Pico 
regarding De ente et uno,68 was quick to criticize Pico’s argu-
ment concerning the relationship between ens and esse as it 
relates to God: “But I ask you to say: where in [the works of] 
Thomas does one learn that God does not have an essence, 
since in every [work] Thomas cries out in protest against such a 
claim.”69 Cittadini goes on to cite Thomas’s Summa contra 
Gentiles, De ente et essentia, and the commentaries on Aristotle, 
where the medieval thinker, to Cittadini’s mind, proves that 
“God is an essence” (Deum essentiam esse). Even the Platonists 
themselves, who hold that God is not being (ens non esse), 
allow that God is nothing other than his own essence. In fact, 
Cittadini insists that Thomas nowhere maintains that ‘ens’ only 
signifies ‘essence’ and never ‘esse.’70 
 In response, an irritated Pico complains that it is common 
knowledge that for Thomas and the other Peripatetics “both 
being and essence are often taken in such a way that both may 
be said of God; but to me it suffices that being and essence are 
sometimes used in such a way that they may not be said of God; 
this is what you find objectionable.”71 Pico then rebuffs 

 

 67 See ibid. (245). 
 68 For more on Cittadini’s dispute with Pico see the introduction and opening essays 
of Stéphane Toussaint, L’esprit du quattrocento: Pic de la Mirandole “De l’être et de 
l’un” et responses à Antonio Cittadini (Paris: Honoré Champion Éditeur, 1995). 
 69 Antonio Cittadini, Objectiones tertiae (Toussaint, ed., 282): “Sed dicas rogo, 
ubinam in Thoma didicisti Deum essentiam non esse? cum totus Thomas huic sententiae 
reclamet.” 
 70 See ibid. (Toussaint, ed., 282, 284). 
 71 See Pico, Ad tertias objectiones (Toussaint, ed., 316): “Dixi postrema epistola 
neminem esse qui nesciat, apud Thomam et apud alios Peripateticos ita saepe et ens 
accipi et essentiam ut de Deo utrumque dicatur: sed mihi esse satis, quod aliquando ita 
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Cittadini’s attempt to leverage the Platonists’ thought against 
him and denies that they think esse and essence are both found 
in God. Rather, as Pico explains, the Platonists think that they 
do not differ in God, and that in God esse “takes the place” 
(locum eum habere) that essence has in creatures. Contrary to 
Cittadini in his Thomistically motivated complaint, Pico insists 
that God has “for”72 his essence “nothing other than ipsum 
esse.”73 
 Though Pico’s account of the Platonists’ understanding of 
the relationship between essence and esse may be accurate 
enough in itself, whether or not it is an accurate expression of 
Thomas’s position is a different matter. Pico does make clear 
from his response to Cittadini’s second set of objections that 
there is a distinction within creatures between esse and 
essence,74 but his application of esse and essence to God does 
not seem to be Thomistic. Rather, Pico’s account seems to move 
closer to Avicenna, for whom necesse esse has no essence,75 
than—as Cittadini correctly notes—to Thomas, who, though 
understanding God as ipsum esse subsistens, does so without 
sacrificing the divine essence.76 Thus while Pico, after a nuanced 

                                                           

ens essentiamque usurpant ut de Deo dici non possit, hoc est, quod tibi est 
improbandum.” 
 72 Here I read “pro” in “ut ei pro essentia nihil sit aliud quam ipsum esse” as “instead 
of” or “in place of.” The squabble between Cittadini and Pico over the Platonists’ 
understanding of the relationship between esse and essence in God would seem to 
recommend this reading. 
 73 Pico, Ad tertias objectiones (Toussaint, ed., 316, 318): “Rudis objectio, non enim 
Platonici, cum id dicunt, intelligunt esse in Deo essentiam et esse, sed in eo non differre. 
At esse in Deo locum eum habere, quem in rebus aliis habet essentia, ut ei pro essentia 
nihil sit aliud quam ipsum esse.” 
 74 Pico, Ad objectiones secundas (Toussaint, ed., 266). 
 75 See Avicenna Latinus, Liber de philosophia prima sive scientia divina, ed. S. van 
Reit (Louvain: Peeters; Leiden: Brill, 1980), tr. 8, c. 4: “Igitur necesse esse non habet 
quidditatem” (401); ibid., “Primus [i.e., necesse esse] igitur non habet quidditatem. . . . 
Primus etiam non habet genus. . . . Et ideo non habet differentiam . . . ideo non habet 
definitionem” (402-3).  
 76 Here, one need only consider STh I, q. 3, a. 4, where Thomas argues for the 
identity between esse and essence in God. Needless to say, this argument would be 
entirely otiose were it the case that Thomas held there to be no essence whatsoever in 
God. 
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explanation, concedes the Neoplatonists the claim that God is 
‘nonbeing’ (non ens) on account of his being ipsum esse, 
Thomas, in contrast, finds therein all the reason to predicate 
‘being’ (ens) of God in the truest and most proper sense. 
Thomas argues this claim on the basis of participation. In his 
second quodlibetal question he tells us that something can be 
predicated either essentially or by participation. Precisely on 
account of the fact that God is ipsum esse subsistens—whereas 
all creatures are or exist to the degree that they participate in 
esse—“being [ens],” writes Thomas, “is essentially predicated of 
God alone . . . however, it is predicated of every creature 
whatsoever by participation, since no creature is its own esse, 
but has esse.”77 
 Indeed, as noted above, Thomas’s reason for attributing 
being (ens) to God follows from the fact that ens derives from 
esse.78 Also, while Thomas tells us on several occasions that a 
diversity of esse impedes any univocal community or relation of 
identity,79 a creature’s esse nevertheless serves as that whereby it 
is made like God. Early in the Summa Theologiae Thomas 
writes, “those things that are from God are made like to Him 
[assimilantur ei] inasmuch as they are beings [entia] as [from] 
the first and universal principle of all being [totius esse].”80 At 
play, here, in Thomas’s metaphysical consideration is the 

 

 77 Quodl. II, q. 2, a. 3 (ed. Marietti [Turin and Rome, 1927], 5:23): “ens praedicatur 
de solo Deo essentialiter, eo quod esse divinum est esse subsistens et absolutum; de 
qualibet autem creatura pradicatur per participationem: nulla enim creatura est suum 
esse, sed est habens esse.” Cf. STh I, q. 4, a. 3, ad 3 (ed. Leonine, vol. 4 [Rome, 1888], 
4:54): “Deus est ens per essentiam, et alia per participationem”; see Wippel, “Thomas 
Aquinas and Participation,” 129. 
 78 Cittadini also alludes to Thomas’s derivation of ens from esse in his third set of 
objections (Objectiones tertiae [Toussaint, ed., 284]). 
 79 See De Verit., q. 2, a. 11; De Pot., q. 7, a. 7. 
 80 STh I, q. 4, a. 3 (Leonine ed., 4:54): “illa quae sunt a Deo, assimilantur ei 
inquantum sunt entia, ut primo et universali principio totius esse.” Cf. II Sent., d. 16, q. 
1, a. 2, ad 2 (ed. Mandonnet [Paris: Lethielleux, 1929], 2:400): “procedit creatura a 
Deo in similitudinem eius . . . quia ab ente sunt entia.” See Te Velde, Participation and 
Substantiality, 99. 
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medieval axiom that every agent produces its like: “omne agens 
agit sibi simile.”81 In communicating esse to creation, an esse 
that is a participated act, God, the agent cause, makes creation 
like himself. In other words, in creating esse per partici-
pationem, God is simply creating something that imitates, but 
does not equate to (assequitur),82 ipsum esse subsistens. Con-
cerning this relationship of causal similitude, Thomas writes, “It 
is necessary that between [a cause and its effect] some similitude 
be discovered: for it is of the nature of action that an agent 
produce its like since each agent acts [qua agent] inasmuch as it 
is in act.”83 Thomas then goes on to describe the metaphysical 
community that results from the similarity between cause and 
caused (i.e., creator and creature) in terms of analogy, which, as 
he says, comes about precisely as a function of participation: “it 
must be said that the similarity of a creature to God is not said 
on account of a community in form according to the same ratio 
of a genus or species, but only according to analogy, just as God 
is being [ens] per se and others [are being] through partici-
pation.”84 The consequence of this metaphysical situation, 
Thomas points out, citing Pseudo-Dionysius with approval,85 is 
a relationship of similarity and dissimilarity, of identity and 
difference, held in a metaphysical balance. This dissimilar simil-
arity, or what Thomas calls an analogical community, that 
obtains between creator and creature on account of creation’s 
participation in esse is a metaphysical constant for Thomas that 
appears throughout his works from his early commentary on 

 

 81 For more on the role that this notion plays throughout antique and medieval 
thought see Philipp W. Rosemann, Omne agens agit sibi simile: A “Repetition” of 
Scholastic Metaphysics (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1996). 
 82 See I Sent., d. 35, q. 1, a. 4 (ed. Mandonnet, [Paris: Lethielleux, 1929], 1:820). 
 83 ScG I, c. 29 (ed. Leonine [Rome, 1918], 13:89): “necesse est tamen aliquam inter 
ea similitudinem inveniri: de natura enim actionis est ut agens sibi simile agat cum 
unumquodque agat secundum quod actu est.” 
 84 STh I, q. 4, a. 3, ad 3 (Leonine ed., 4:54): “dicendum quod non dicitur esse 
similitudo creaturae ad Deum propter communicantiam in forma secundum eandem 
rationem generis et specie: sed secundum analogiam tantum; prout scilicet Deus est ens 
per essentiam, et alia per participationem.” 
 85 ScG I, c. 29. 
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the Sentences86 to his mature Summa Theologiae87 and 
everywhere in between.88 One might say that, for Thomas, God 
is not named being (ens) because he has created being (or 
beings), but rather God is subsistent Being itself (ipsum esse 
subsistens) on account of which he can create beings.89 
 This relationship among participation, analogy, and causal 
similitude seems entirely lost on Pico. Pico does have occasion 
to address the related themes of analogy and similitude in one 
of his responses to Cittadini’s objections but fails to take the 
opportunity. Cittadini points out that, according to Pico, the 
Platonists call God ‘one’ (unum) “because he is similar to unity” 
(quia unitati est similis). But Cittadini expresses his surprise at 
this practice since, as not only Thomas but also Cicero main-
tains,90 while all creation is similar to God, God is in no way 
similar to creation; “for the exemplar of the world is not similar 
to the world,” Cittadini writes, “nor is a man [similar to his] 
picture.” Cittadini’s identification of similitude with analogy is 
undeniable: “that name which is changed by another on account 
of likeness or analogy [ob similitudinem sive analogiam] is wont 
to be called by that proper name.” Accordingly, if one is to 
name God on account of some similitude to unity, one must not 
name him ‘one’ but more preferably ‘unity’ (unitas).91 
 Cittadini’s objection provides a perfect opportunity for Pico 
to address the interrelated themes of similitude and analogy, yet 
it is an opportunity missed. Pico, once again bristling with 
short-tempered annoyance, replies with the quip that, after 
having already discussed the matter a hundred times, Cittadini 
still fails to grasp the subtlety of the point and simply 

 

 86 I Sent., prol., q. 1, a. 2, ad 2; d. 35, q. 1, a. 4. 
 87 STh I, q. 4, a. 3; q. 13, a. 5. 
 88 E.g., ScG I, c. 32; De Pot., q. 7, a. 7; Comp. Theol. I, c. 27. 
 89 Cf. STh I, q. 13, a. 2, where Thomas makes the same point except with respect to 
‘goodness’. 
 90 See, e.g., STh I, q. 4, a. 3, ad 4. 
 91 Cf. Cittadini, Objectiones tertiae (Toussaint, ed., 290, 292). 
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embarrasses himself.92 Indeed, all we are told on the matter is 
that this way of speaking (genus locutionis)—namely, the 
procedure for naming God employed by the Platonists to which 
Cittadini had objected—has often been used by illustrious 
authors and saints alike in their use of the “image of 
Melchizedek.”93 In referring here to the “similitudinem 
Melchisedech,” Pico makes clear that his take on ‘analogy’—he 
himself does not use the term as does Cittadini—pertains not so 
much to the metaphysical relation between an image and its 
exemplar but is instead a matter of biblical hermeneutics, more 
specifically, what Thomas calls ‘allegory’.94 According to 
Thomas, ‘allegory’ is that spiritual sense of Scripture in which 
an Old Testament figure stands as a tupos or prefigurement of 
some New Testament truth.95 In the Middle Ages and before, 
many thinkers, such as John Chrysostom (347-407),96 Lanfranc 
(ca. 1005-89),97 James of Viterbo (1255-1308),98 and Thomas 
himself99 regarded Melchizedek, himself a king and priest, as a 
(Pauline) typological figure for Christ, who is himself the king 
of kings and high priest.100 
 Cittadini, however, was evidently none too impressed with 
Pico’s rather cavalier treatment of analogy and insists in an 

 

 92 Pico, Ad objectiones tertias (Toussaint, ed., 320, 322): “Adeo subtilis ut jam 
centies repetitam adhuc intelligere non possis, ut mox patebit, ex quo nobis negotium 
exhibes.” 
 93 Ibid. (Toussaint, ed., 322): “At scias hoc genus locutionis a praeclaris authoribus 
etiam sacris saepe usurpatum, quale illud secundum similitudinem Melchisedech.” 
 94 See I Sent., prol., q. 1, a. 5; STh I, q. 1, a. 10. 
 95 See, e.g., Quodl. VII, q. 6, a. 2 (ed. Leonine, vol. 25 [Rome, 1996], 30, ll. 75-83). 
See also STh I, q. 1, a. 10. 
 96 Joannes Chrysostomos, Epistula ad Hebraeos, c. 7, Homilia 13, in Opera Omnia 
(Paris, 1842), 12:186. 
 97 Ann Collins, Teacher in Faith and Virtue: Lanfranc of Bec’s Commentary on St. 
Paul (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2007), 185-86. 
 98 James of Viterbo, De regimine Christiano, p. 2, c. 1 (ed. R. W. Dyson [Leiden: E. 
J. Brill, 2009], 106). 
 99 III Sent., d. 3, q. 5, a. 3, expositio secundae partis textus (ed. M.-F. Moos [Paris: 
Lethielleux, 1933], 151). 
 100 Heb 7:15. 
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unanswered101 fourth set of objections that his (Cittadini’s) own 
account of divine denomination—based on the similitude that 
obtains between creature and creator—still obtains.102 Put 
simply, it seems as though Pico entirely missed the point about 
analogy that Cittadini had raised. Thomas’s constant teaching 
that esse generates a metaphysical community of integrated 
(analogical) relations not only of dissimilarity but also of 
similarity receives scant consideration in Pico’s De ente et uno. 
Instead the Renaissance philosopher introduces nonentity (non 
ens) into the creator-creature community, upsetting the balance 
between identity and difference in favor of dissimilarity or 
radical alterity. The issue here is not that Pico simply associates 
esse with difference; analogy for Thomas also involves dif-
ference insofar as he holds that no two things can be univocal 
with respect to their esse.103 With Pico, however, difference or 
dissimilarity is such that it fundamentally remains foreign to any 
balancing sense of similarity. The dissimilarity Pico introduces 
through esse, unbridled by any correlative similarity, is such that 
it ultimately produces an abiding apophaticism that threatens to 
undermine any robust positive theology which would have its 
basis in analogy—again, understood as the interplay of 
dissimilarity and similarity. 
 Discussing the various stages of the intellect’s assent to God 
in the fifth chapter of De ente et uno, Pico begins by denying of 
God any attributes that would seem too crass to affirm of him, 
for example, that God would be a body, the form of a body, or 
even the soul of the heavens.104 He goes further and denies that 

 

 101 Pico died—(at the age of 31) obviously prematurely—before a response could be 
drafted to this last set of objections. 
 102 Cf. Cittadini, Objectiones quartae, in Franco Bacchelli and Raphael Ebgi, eds., 
Giovanni Pico Della Mirandola, Dell’ente e dell’uno (Milan: Bompiani, 2010), 406, 
408). 
 103 See n. 79. 
 104 De ente et uno, c. 5: “uidebimusque in primo nos gradu discere Deum non esse 
corpus, ut Epicurei, neque formam corporis, ut illi uolunt, qui Deum afferent animam 
esse coeli uel uniuersi” (249).  
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God is “life, intellect, or intelligible,”105 and, following a sort of 
Augustinian abstractive process that had also been used by 
Henry of Ghent,106 urges the reader to “take away” or negate 
the imperfections or limitations contained in this or that per-
fection so as to arrive at a consideration of the perfection as it 
can be known in God, that is, good itself, one itself, being itself, 
etc.107 Yet, after affirming God as being itself (ipsum ens), the 
one itself, the good itself, and the like, Pico claims that each of 
these must be surpassed, which is to say, further negated so as 
to say that God is above being (supra ens), above truth, and 
above one.108 He concludes that “for the first time we know him 
in some way when we are altogether ignorant of him.”109 
 In negating these perfections of God on the basis of their 
limited and particular status in creation one is left without any 
proper understanding of the metaphysical relationship between 
the divine and created perfections, on account of which certain 
perfections are affirmed of the divine being in the first place. 
On what basis can any of these perfections be attributed to God 
if their ultimate destiny is absolute negation? Put another way, 
how does Pico avoid introducing not only difference or 
dissimilarity into the creator-creature relationship but sheer 
equivocity? This was precisely the complaint Duns Scotus 
leveled against Henry of Ghent, who attempted a procedure 
similar to Pico.110 To be fair to Pico, citing Scotus here, who 
 

 105 Ibid.: “Deum scilicet, nec esse uitam, nec intellectum, neque intelligibile, sed 
melius aliquid atque praestantius omnibus his” (249). 
 106 Summa quaestionum ordinariarum, a. 21, q. 2. For a treatment of Augustinian 
abstraction see Roland Teske, “Augustinian Abstraction and Henry of Ghent,” in Victor 
M. Salas, ed., Hircocervi and Other Metaphysical Wonders: Essays in Honor of John P. 
Doyle (Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette University Press, 2013), 309-28. 
 107 See De ente et uno, c. 5 (250). 
 108 Ibid. 
 109 Ibid.: “Tunc primum ipsum aliquo modo scientes, cum eum omnino 
nesciebamus” (250; Miller, trans., 53). 
 110 See Ordinatio I, d. 3, pars 1-2, n. 30. Henry, however, because he considered a 
relation of similarity as obtaining between the divine and created perfection, attempted 
to make the abstraction the basis of his doctrine of analogy. For a different account that 
challenges the received interpretation of Henry’s doctrine of analogy see Jos Decorte, 
“Henry of Ghent on Analogy: Critical Reflexion on Jean Paulus’ Interpretation,” in W. 
Vanhamel, ed., Henry of Ghent: Proceedings of the International Colloquium on the 



 PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA ON BEING AND UNITY 375 
 

   

 

famously expressed his dislike for negations in favor of a more 
affirmative theology based on univocal concepts,111 is perhaps 
moving too far to the opposite end of the theological dialectic. 
Nevertheless, the Subtle Doctor makes a valid point when he 
argues that all negations must be made on the basis of some 
prior affirmation.112  
 Thomas himself makes a similar claim when arguing against 
Moses Maimonides in the thirteenth question of the Summa 
Theologiae (Prima pars). In addressing the question whether any 
name can be predicated of God substantially (substantialiter), 
Thomas notes that “a certain person,” whom he later identifies 
as Maimonides, held that even names that seem to predicate 
some positive perfection of God, such as goodness, wisdom, and 
so on, are really predicated by means of negation. These names 
do not imply any positive perfection that exists in God, so the 
argument goes, but a relation between creator and creature such 
that to say “God is good,” for instance, does not mean that 
goodness is a positive perfection intrinsic to God but that God 
is the cause of good things and is named ‘good’ on the basis of 
that extrinsic relation.113 Against this claim, Thomas protests 
that on such an account one is in no position to be able to 
determine which names are more appropriately said of God 
than others. For example, one who is content to affirm 
goodness of God will recoil at predicating ‘body’ of Him, 
although God is surely the cause of bodies as well.114 As Thomas 
explains elsewhere, this Maimonidean position, in granting only 
a nominal agreement between divine and created perfection, 

                                                           

Occasion of the 700th Anniversary of His Death (1293) (Leuven: Leuven University 
Press, 1996), 71-105. 
 111 Ordinatio I, d. 3, pars 1-2, n. 10 (ed. Vatican [Vatican City: Typis polyglottis 
vaticanis, 1954], 3:5, l. 1): “Negationes etiam non summe amamus.” 
 112 Ibid. (Vatican ed., 3:4, ll. 13-15): “Patet enim quod nullas negationas 
cognoscimus de Deo nisi per affirmations, per quas removemus alia incompossibilia ab 
illis affirmationibus.” 
 113 STh I, q. 13, a. 2. 
 114 Ibid. 
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admits a kind of equivocation between divine and creaturely 
nomina.115 Though Pico nowhere makes the claim that God and 
the creature stand in an equivocal relationship, he is silent about 
any relation of similitude existing between the two on the basis 
of which equivocation could be avoided. To speak of equi-
vocation here is perhaps to shift the frame of discussion, but it 
does point to the fact that Pico’s solution to the problem of the 
relationship between being and unity allows dissimilarity to 
have the final word. Pico preserves divine transcendence, but at 
the price of divine immanence. According to Thomas, in 
contrast, while ipsum esse subsistens is utterly transcendent, as 
esse God is simultaneously most immanent to each creature, for 
esse is that which is most intimate and fundamental in all 
things.116 

 
V 

 
 In the end, Pico’s efforts to reconcile a Platonic henology 
with an Aristotelian ontology involve compromises for both the 
Aristotelian and the Platonist; each camp has its bitter pills to 
swallow. Pico’s project, as found in De ente et uno and, one 
may speculate, envisioned more generally in the Concord of 
Plato and Aristotle, may not be quite the synthesis he promises, 
but it may be more accurately characterized as an overcoming—
in the Heidegerrian sense of Verwindung117—of the two in a 
direction that favors the metaphysical vision of Thomas Aqui-
nas. Of course, given Pico’s own eclectic proclivities, one is 
hardly surprised if, in the end, even his use of Thomas is 
attenuated, subjected to the synthesizing tendencies of the same 
author who gave us the 900 theses, a cobbling of irreducibly 
distinct positions that he somehow made work and was willing 
to defend publicly. The Church intervened before such a 

 

 115 See De Pot., q. 7, a. 7. 
 116 STh I, q. 8, a. 1 (Leonine ed., 4:82): “Esse autem est illud quod est magis intimum 
cuilibet, et quod profundius omnibus inest.” 
 117 For more on the meaning of this term in Heideggerian and Postmodern 
philosophy, see Gianni Vattimo, “Verwindung: Nihilism and the Postmodern 
Philosophy,” Substance 16, no. 2 (1987): 7-17. 
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defense could be mounted,118 and, alas, life itself (or rather its 
end) intervened before Pico could complete his marriage of 
Plato and Aristotle.119 

 

 118 See Paul Richard Blum, “Pico, Theology, and the Church,” in M. V. Dougherty, 
ed., Pico della Mirandola: New Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 
37-60. 
 119 I am grateful to Professors Robert Fastiggi and Elizabeth Salas for their assistance 
with earlier drafts of this paper. 
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NY EXPLANATION of the nature of corporeal sub-
stances must account, not only for what we observe 
when we look at the things in the world around us, but 

also, since we are corporeal substances, for what we experience 
in ourselves. Saint Thomas Aquinas, following Aristotle, argues 
that the only way fully to account for all of the properties of 
corporeal substances is to see form and matter as the 
fundamental constituents of individual substances, a position 
known as hylomorphism. 
 Matter and form explain the unity of a material substance in 
a way that is consistent with our experience, since the single 
substantial form makes the material thing really one, while the 
matter accounts for the possibility of change.1 With regard to 

 
 1 For Thomas on the union of soul and body as form and matter, see Summa 

Theologiae I, q. 76, a.1 (Opera omnia, vols. 4-12 [Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1888-
1906]); Quaestio Disputata De Anima, aa. 1-2 (Opera omnia, vol. 24/1, ed. B. C. Bazán 
[Rome: Commissio Leonina; Paris: Éditions Du Cerf, 1996]); Quaestio Disputata De 

Spiritualibus Creaturis, a. 2 (Opera omnia, vol. 24/2, ed. J. Cos [Rome: Commissio 
Leonina; Paris: Éditions Du Cerf, 2000]); Summa contra Gentiles II, cc. 56-59, 68-72. 
Parenthetical numbers in references to critical editions of Thomas refer to paragraph or 
line numbers in the cited editions, as appropriate. Interested readers may consult the 
following: Anton C. Pegis, St. Thomas and the Problem of the Soul in the Thirteenth 

Century (Toronto: PIMS, 1934), 168-87; 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), 295-378; John Goyette, “St. Thomas on 
the Unity of Substantial Form,” Nova et Vetera, English edition, 7 (2009): 781-90; Mark 
Johnston, “Hylomorphism,” Journal of Philosophy 103 (2006): 652-98; Gerald F. 

A
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the human body, for example, Descartes’s dualism prob-
lematically makes the soul and the body two different sub-
stances,2 and Plato posits that a human being is only the soul. 
Thomas's understanding of form and matter, in contrast, ex-
plains the soul and body as a single substance.3 And where the 
physicalism dominant in modern analytic philosophy cannot 
easily grant any greater unity to a corporeal substance than that 
of a system of material parts,4 understanding corporeal sub-
stances as composed of form and matter makes the whole more 
important than the parts, and clearly makes the human person 
one thing, thus sidestepping some of the problems concerning 
qualia, consciousness, and mental entities characteristic of ana-
lytic philosophy.5 
 Yet, while hylomorphism can explain the unity of material 
substances, it is not so clear how it explains their material 
complexity, particularly in the case of living things. Since this 
complexity is a part of our experience of the physical world, 
failure to account for it would make hylomorphism irrelevant 

                                                 
Kreyche, “The Soul-Body Problem in St. Thomas,” New Scholasticism 46 (1972): 466-
84. 
 2 Discussions of the union of soul and body in Descartes include Dan Kaufman, 
“Descartes on Composites, Incomplete Substances, and Kinds of Unity,” Archiv für 

Geschichte der Philosophie 90 (2008): 39-73; and Lisa Shapiro, "Descartes' Passions of 
the Soul and the Union of Soul and Body," Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 85 
(2003): 211-48. Also helpful is Frederick Copleston's discussion in A History of 

Philosophy, vol. 4, Descartes to Leibniz (Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1958; repr., 
Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1965), 120-23. 
 3 See, for example, Aquinas, STh I, q. 75, a. 4. 
 4 For example, Daniel Dennett claims that “what you are is an assemblage of roughly 
a hundred trillion cells, of thousands of different sorts. . . . Each of your host cells is a 
mindless mechanism, a largely autonomous micro-robot. . . . Each trillion robot team is 
gathered together in a breathtakingly efficient regime” (Freedom Evolves [New York: 
Penguin, 2003], 2). 
 5 While an exploration of hylomorphism as it relates to qualia, consciousness, and 
mental entities is beyond the scope of this paper, interested readers may consult the 
following: Joseph Li Vecchi, “Aquinas on the Matter of Mind,” Angelicum 87 (2010): 
371-82; John Haldane, “The Metaphysics of Intellect(ion),” Proceedings of the American 

Catholic Philosophical Association 80 (2007): 39-55; Victor Caston, “Aristotle on 
Consciousness,” Mind 111 (2002): 751-815; and Michael Stock, "Sense Consciousness 
according to St. Thomas," The Thomist 21 (1958): 415-86. 
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not only to our contemporary scientific understanding of reality, 
but even to the way we use ordinary speech to talk about parts 
of substances. So, while composition of matter and form might 
seem to suggest that each substance is merely a uniform, 
homogeneous thing, simply matter and form, this cannot be the 
case if hylomorphism is to serve as an explanation of the 
material world. We still need to account for the fact that 
material substances are made up of a diversity of parts (e.g., we 
still need to account for the organs and elements that make up a 
living thing). Without such an account, hylomorphism fails as 
an explanation of the physical world.6 
 
 6 The study of parts and wholes (mereology) is a well-established branch of analytic 
philosophy, but only recently has significant attention been given to medieval dis-
cussions of ways of being parts and wholes. Of particular interest is Robert Pasnau's 
Metaphysical Themes 1274-1671 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 575-627. 
Other works discussing medieval mereology and not focused on Thomas include 
Andrew Arlig, “Parts, Wholes, and Identity,” in The Oxford Handbook of Medieval 

Philosophy, ed. John Marenbon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 445-67; 
idem, “Is There a Medieval Mereology?” in Methods and Methodologies: Aristotelian 

Logic East and West, 500-1500, ed. Margaret Cameron and John Marenbon (Leiden: 
Brill, 2011), 161-89; idem, “A Study in Early Medieval Mereology: Boethius, Abelard, 
and Pseudo-Joscelin” (Ph.D. diss., The Ohio State University, 2005); Richard Cross, 
“Ockham on Part and Whole,” Vivarium 37 (1999): 143-76; and Desmond Paul Henry, 
Medieval Mereology, Bochumer Studien zur Philosophie 16 (Amsterdam: B. R. Grüner, 
1991). 
 There has been some recent work on parts and wholes focused specifically on 
Thomas Aquinas: Christopher M. Brown, Aquinas and the Ship of Theseus (London: 
Continuum, 2005) focuses on integral parts and addresses puzzles about material 
constitution posed by contemporary analytic mereologists. Other works on parts and 
wholes in St. Thomas include David Svoboda, “Thomas Aquinas on Whole and Part,” 
The Thomist 76 (2012): 273-304; idem, “The Logical and Metaphysical Structure of a 
Common Nature: A Hidden Aspect of Aquinas' Mereology,” Organon F 17 (2010): 185-
200; Kevin Staley, “Parts and Wholes: Universals as Relations in the Thought of 
Aquinas,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 66 (1992): 
203-13; For some older (but still valuable) studies, see Bernard Bro, “La notion 
métaphysique de tout et son application au problème théologique de l'union 
hypostatique: I – La notion de tout en Saint Thomas; II – Analytiques de la notion de 
tout,” Revue thomiste 67 (1967): 32-61; 561-83; Carl A. Lofy, “The Meaning of 
‘Potential Whole’ in Saint Thomas Aquinas,” Modern Schoolman 37 (1959): 39-48; 
Ludger Oeing-Hanhoff, “Das Ganze und seine substantialen Teile,” in Ens et unum 

convertuntur: Stellung und Gehalt des Grundsatzes in der Philosophie des hl. Thomas 

von Aquin, Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters: 
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 With regard to the elements, we can say that in a substance 
that does not consist of a single element—Thomas and Aristotle 
call homogeneous substances composed of more than one ele-
ment “mixed bodies”—elements are present not as substances, 
but rather by their powers. The substantial form of the sub-
stance is what makes the substance as a whole both to be, and to 
be what it is; the substantial forms of the elements do not 
continue to exist in the bodies in which they are present, but the 
active and passive qualities of the elements are in some way 
preserved in the mixed body. Only thus can the complex body 
have substantial unity.7 However, this explanation, presence by 
powers or virtual presence, applies to the elements, and not to 
parts such as limbs or organs. Thomas claims that, while the 
elements are present by their powers and not actually, parts such 
as hearts and limbs are, in fact, actual parts of the body.8 
 Given Thomas's insistence that a corporeal substance can 
have only one substantial form,9 it is not immediately obvious 

                                                 
Texte und Untersuchungen 37/3 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1953), 155-63; William A. Van 
Roo, “A Study of Genus in the Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas,” pts. 1-3, Modern 

Schoolman 20 (1943): 89-104; 165-81; 230-44. 
 7 While Thomas discusses presence by power, which is often referred to as virtual 
presence, in a number of texts, his fullest treatment is De Mixtione Elementorum ad 

Magistrum Philippum de Castro Caeli (Opera omnia, vol. 43 [Rome: Commissio 
Leonina, 1976]). Cf. also consult Michael Hector Storck, “Cogs, Dogs, and Robot 
Frogs: Aquinas's Presence by Power and the Unity of Living Things,” Proceedings of the 

American Catholic Philosophical Association 85 (2011): 253-64; idem, “Parts, Wholes, 
and Presence by Power: A Response to Gordon P. Barnes,” Review of Metaphysics 62 
(2008): 45-59; Christopher A. Decaen, “Elemental Virtual Presence in St. Thomas,” The 

Thomist 64 (2000): 271-300; Steven Baldner, “St. Albert the Great and St. Thomas 
Aquinas on the Presence of Elements in Compounds,” Sapientia 54 (1999): 41-57; 
Joseph Bobik, Aquinas on Matter and Form and the Elements: A Translation and 

Interpretation of the De Principiis Naturae and the De Mixtione Elementorum of St. 

Thomas Aquinas (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1998); Mario Enrique 
Sacchi, “La causalidad material de los elementos en la generación de los cuerpos 
mixtos,” Sapientia 52 (1997): 203-23; idem, “La presencia virtual de los elementos en la 
combinacion quimica segun Santo Tomas de Aquino,” Aquinas 37 (1994): 123-49; and 
Peter Hoenen, Cosmologia, 4th ed. (Rome: Universitas Gregoriana, 1949), 319-28. 
 8 “Carnes autem et ossa  .  .  .  sunt actuales corporis partes” (STh III, q. 31, a. 5, ad 
1). See also V Metaphys., lect. 15 (In duodecim libros metaphysicorum Aristotelis 

expositio, ed. M. R. Cathala and R. M. Spiazzi [Turin: Marietti, 1950], n. 977). 
 9 See, e.g., STh I, q. 76, aa. 3-4. 
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what sort of existence these actual parts have, as distinct from 
both the presence by power of the elements and the substantial 
actuality of the whole substance. In this article, I will clarify 
what it means to be actually an integral part of a living thing, a 
living thing which is itself one substance and informed by a 
single substantial form. 
 I will begin by considering what Thomas means by ‘part’ and 
‘whole’, after which I will briefly lay out the three main ways of 
being parts and wholes which he sets forth. I will follow this 
general discussion with an examination of the quantitative 
integral part, which includes parts of living things such as hearts 
and hands. I will conclude by showing that, to be actually the 
quantitative integral part of a living thing is to have certain 
appropriate accidents in a quantitatively distinct part. This ex-
planation of quantitative parts furthers our understanding of 
Thomistic hylomorphism by integrating it with Thomas's under-
standing of part, and also helps us better understand what it 
means to be a part of a corporeal substance in a way that is not 
at odds with its substantial unity. 
 

I. PARTS AND WHOLES IN GENERAL 
 
 There is (as we will see) no single definition of ‘part’ and 
‘whole’, and thus no overarching genus which is subsequently 
subdivided into different species of parts and wholes. Yet, since 
part and whole are not purely equivocal, they must be said by 
analogy (although Thomas himself never explicitly states this).10 

There must, then, be something common to each way of saying 
‘part’ and ‘whole’ which makes it appropriate to use the same 
name in each case.11 In fact, what all parts have in common is 
that they are divided from each other in some way, while being 
 
 10 Arlig, “Is There a Medieval Mereology?” 173-75; Bro, “La notion de tout,” 44-45, 
61-62; Svoboda, “Whole and Part,” 304. 
 11 Thomas discusses analogy in many texts, among which are STh I, q. 13, a. 5; ScG 

I, c. 34; I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1; IV Metaphys., lect. 1. For analogy or “pros hen 
equivocation” in Aristotle, see Metaphys. 4.2.1003a33-b18. Interested readers may also 
consult Ralph McInerny, Aquinas and Analogy (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 1996). 
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united in some sort of order, so that Thomas can state that parts 
are like matter, potential and imperfect in respect to the formal 
perfection and completeness of the whole.12 
 Being a part always depends on being divided in some way: 
 
The parts of a thing are those into which the whole is divided materially, for 
the parts of a thing are to the whole, what matter is to the form; wherefore 
the parts are reckoned as a kind of material cause, and the whole as a kind of 
formal cause. Accordingly wherever, on the part of matter, we find a kind of 
plurality, there we shall find a reason for assigning parts.13 

 
Since being a part is caused by division, each way of being a part 
must be based on a different sort of division, whether division 
of the essence (formal division) or division of the matter (ma-
terial division).14 Division, however, cannot be defined in terms 
of anything more basic. We apprehend division, Thomas says, 
second, after being: we first become aware that something is, 
and second that something is not something else.15 And since 
our apprehension of wholes and parts is based on division and 
lack of division, which are not proper to any one kind of being, 
there can be no strict definition of part or whole, either in 
general or in living things. A part is that into which a whole is 
divided; a whole is what is in some way undivided.16 

 
 12 See Svoboda, “Whole and Part,” 280-81; STh I, q. 7, a. 3, ad 3; q. 10, a. 1, obj. 3; 
q. 65, a. 2; STh III, q. 90, a. 1; De spir. creat., a. 4; ScG II, c. 72; V Metaphys., lect. 21 
(1093); II Phys., lect.  5 (Opera omnia, vol. 2 [Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1884], n. 9); 
and In De Divin. Nom., c. 4, lect. 8. 
 13 “Partes rei sunt in quas materialiter totum dividitur, habent enim se partes ad 
totum sicut materia ad formam; unde in II Physic. partes ponuntur in genere causae 
materialis, totum autem in genere causae formalis. Ubicumque igitur ex parte materiae 
invenitur aliqua pluralitas, ibi est invenire partium rationem” (STh III, q. 90, a. 1; 
English translation from The Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English 
Dominican Province, 2d ed. [London: Burns, Oates & Washbourne, 1912-36; repr., 
Westminster, Md.: Christian Classics, 1981]). 
 14 On this, see David Svoboda, “The Ratio of Unity: Positive or Negative? The Case 
of Thomas Aquinas,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 86 (2012): 49-51. 
 15 STh I, q. 11, a. 2, ad 4. 
 16 See De Verit., q. 1, a. 1; Q. D. De Anima, q. 3; De Pot., q. 3, a. 16, ad 3; Bro, “La 
notion de tout,” 32-44; Svoboda, “Whole and Part,” 296-304. Interested readers may 
also consult Jan A. Aertsen, “The Philosophical Importance of the Doctrine of the 
Transcendentals in Thomas Aquinas,” Revue internationale de philosophie 52 (1998): 



 PARS INTEGRALIS IN AQUINAS 385 

 
 Yet division, simply as division, is not enough to account for 
the presence of parts. Two cows may be divided from one 
another, but it is only if there is some sort of unity between 
them that they become parts of a herd or parts of a species. In 
addition to division, there must be something formal, some sort 
of order, which makes the whole one. Thus, part and whole are 
used correlatively: while there is no whole without parts, and 
thus without division, there are no parts without a whole, and 
thus without unity.17 
 

II. THE THREE MAIN TYPES OF PARTS AND WHOLES 
 

 In order to get a comprehensive view of whole and part, we 
will now look at the three main sorts of wholes:18 the universal 

                                                 
249-68; idem, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals: The Case of Thomas 

Aquinas, Studien und Texte zur Geistesgeschichte des Mittelalters 52 (Leiden: Brill, 
1996); and idem, “Truth as Transcendental in Thomas Aquinas.” Topoi: An 

International Review of Philosophy 11 (1992): 159-71. 
 17 Svoboda, “Ratio of Unity,” 64-68. “Quod autem est compositum, non habet esse 
quandiu partes eius sunt divisae, sed postquam constituunt et componunt ipsum 
compositum. Unde manifestum est quod esse cuiuslibet rei consistit in indivisione. Et 
inde est quod unumquodque, sicut custodit suum esse, ita custodit suam unitatem” (STh 
I, q. 11, a. 1). Unity and order as characteristics of 'whole' are explored in some detail 
by Svoboda, “Whole and Part,” esp. 296-304. 
 18 When speaking of parts, Thomas most frequently distinguishes the essential whole, 
potential whole, and integral whole, providing an explanation of why 'whole' and 'part' 
can be said in these three general ways. That these three are the most basic ways in 
which whole and part can be said seems clear from statements such as the following: 
“Omne totum ad tria genera reducitur, scilicet universale, integrale et potentiale; et 
similiter pars triplex invenitur dictis tribus respondens” (III Sent., d. 33 q. 3 a. 1 qcla. 
1). See also STh II-II, q. 48. 
 There are, however, some texts where Thomas divides whole and part differently. 
One division is into homogeneous and heterogeneous parts (IV Sent., d. 10, q. 1, a. 3, 
qcla. 3, ad 1; d. 16, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 3; STh I, q. 11, a. 2, ad 2). Homogeneous parts are 
all of the same kind and of the same kind as the whole (every part of water is water), 
while heterogeneous parts are not all of the same kind and not of the same kind as the 
whole (no part of a house is a house). Thomas also refers to a 'totum uniforme', which 
seems identical to the homogeneous whole (II Sent., d. 14, q. 1, a. 3, arg. 4; X 

Metaphys., 10,  lect. 1 [1922]). Both heterogeneous and homogeneous parts are integral 
parts (IV Sent., d. 16, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 3). A second division is into quantitative, essential, 
and potential parts. At STh I, q. 76, a. 8, Thomas distinguishes quantitative parts (partes 
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whole, the potential whole, and the integral whole (which 
includes parts such as organs).19 
 The first of these three, the universal whole, has four 
characteristics: (1) it is present to its parts with its whole 
essence, (2) its parts do not add up to the whole, (3) only this 
sort of whole can properly be said of each of its parts equally, 
and (4) only the universal whole is present to all of its parts 
with its whole power. For example, the genus animal is a 
universal whole containing parts such as zebra and lion. 
Everything essential to animal is also essential to zebra and lion, 
so animal is present to its parts with its whole essence. Second, 
the genus animal is not produced by adding up the individual 

                                                 
quantitativae) such as the parts of a line or a body, parts of reason and essence (partes 

rationis et essentiae) such as the parts of a definition or the form and matter, and the 
potential whole divided into parts of power (totum . . . potentiale, quod dividitur in 

partes virtutis). As I will argue below, both the quantitative parts and the parts of reason 
and essence are integral wholes. The potential whole is one of the three main types of 
wholes, and it seems clear that 'partes virtutis' is being used here as a synonym for 'partes 

potentiales' since in the same article, Thomas refers to the potential whole as both 
'totum . . . potentiale' and 'totalitas virtutis'. He does not mention the universal whole 
here, likely because it is obvious that the soul is not a universal whole. A similar division 
is made in De spir. creat., a. 4. Here Thomas distinguishes three sorts of wholes and 
parts: “partes quantitatis,” quantitative parts; “partes essentie," essential parts, either 
physical (form and matter) or logical (genus and difference); and parts “secundum 
uirtutem,” parts according to power. 
 Again, as in the previous place, he is discussing the human soul and so does not need 
to mention the universal whole. A third division occurs in Thomas's commentary on 
Aristotle's Metaphysics (Sententia Metaphysicae, 5, l. 21, n. 1093-97). Here, he follows 
Aristotle in listing four different sorts of parts, (1) parts that are divided because of 
quantity (quantitative integral parts); (2) the species as part of a genus (equivalent to 
pars subiectiva and totum universale); (3) the parts that compose a species, such as the 
angles of a triangle, or an individual, such as the bronze of a bronze sphere (essential 
integral parts); and (4) the parts of a definition (essential integral parts). Since all of 
these wholes and parts are reducible to either integral, potential, or universal wholes 
and parts, I take these three to be the most general sorts of parts and wholes. 
 19 Thomas names these three kinds of parts and wholes in the following texts: I 
Sent., d. 3, q. 4, a. 2, ad 1; II Sent., d. 9, q. 1, a. 3, ad 1; III Sent., d. 33, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 
3, ad 1; q. 3, a. 1, qcla. 1; IV Sent., d. 16, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 3; STh I, q. 77, a. 1, ad 1; STh 
II-II, q. 48; q. 120, a. 2; q. 128. Note that the part that corresponds to the universal 
whole is not the universal part, but the subjective part (pars subiectiva), as Thomas 
makes clear in the following places: I Sent., d. 19, q. 4, a. 2, arg. 1; V Metaphys., lect. 
21 (1097); and In De Divin. Nom., c. 9, lect. 3. 
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species zebra, lion, etc. Animal would still exist if there were no 
zebras. Third, the universal whole 'animal' is predicated equally 
of zebra and lion: a lion is an animal, and a zebra is equally an 
animal. Finally, all the power that belongs to animal qua animal 
is found in zebra and lion: there is no power belonging to 
animal that does not belong also to zebra and lion.20 
 Unlike both the potential whole and the universal whole, the 
second sort of whole, the integral whole, is (1) not present to its 
parts with its whole essence. Furthermore, (2) the parts of an 
integral whole do add up to that whole, and because of this, (3) 
an integral whole cannot properly be said of any of its integral 
parts. Finally, (4) the integral whole, like the potential whole, is 
not present to its integral parts with its whole power.21 
 Thomas often uses a house as an example of an integral 
whole, with the foundation, roof, and walls its integral parts. It 
is, first of all, clear in this example that the whole essence of the 
house is not found in any of the parts, since only the whole, and 
no part, is the house. It is, second, also obvious that the parts, 
when put together, make up the house, and, third, that none of 
the parts is properly said to be the house. Finally, it is clear that 
none of the house's parts can have the whole power of the 
house: A roof does not keep out wind, and a wall does not 
protect from rain.22 
 The third sort of whole, the potential whole, is, according to 
Thomas, in between the universal whole and the integral whole. 
The potential whole is like the universal whole because it is (1) 
present to its parts with its whole essence, and because (2) its 
parts do not add up to the whole. The potential whole is also, 
like the universal whole, (3) said of its parts, although not in the 
same way as the universal whole. Unlike the universal whole, 

 
 20 See III Sent., d. 33, q. 3, a. 1, qcla. 1; STh I-II, q. 57, a. 6, ad 4; STh I, q. 77, a. 1, 
ad 1. See also Arlig, “Is There a Medieval Mereology?” 173-75; Bro, “La notion de 
tout,” 44-45, 61-62; Svoboda, “Whole and Part,” 304; idem, “Aquinas' Mereology,” 
192-98; Lofy, “Potential Whole,” 41; Staley, “Universals,” 203-8. 
 21 See Lofy, “Potential Whole,” 41. For Thomas, see III Sent., d. 33, q. 3, a. 1, qcla. 
1; STh I, q. 77, a. 1, ad 1. 
 22 See III Sent., d. 33, q. 3, a. 1, qcla. 1; STh I, q. 77, a. 1, ad 1; Lofy, “Potential 
Whole,” 41. 
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which is said of all its parts equally, the potential whole is found 
more fully in one part and less fully in its other parts. Finally, 
the potential whole is unlike the universal whole and like the 
integral whole in that (4) it is not present to each of its parts 
with its whole power.23 
 The example most commonly used to illustrate a whole of 
this sort is the intellectual soul as a potential whole with the 
vegetative and sensitive soul as potential parts. However, 
Thomas discusses a number of other potential wholes, including 
particular moral virtues such as justice and temperance,24 
intellectual virtue (as a whole),25 prophecy,26 the sacrament of 
holy orders,27 vows,28 prayer,29 forgiveness of sin,30 and satis-
faction for sin.31 Since, as Carl A. Lofy points out,32 the reason 
why the soul is a potential whole is not obvious, it will help to 
use a theological example, satisfaction for sin—a potential 

 
 23 Lofy, “Potential Whole,” 41-42. For Thomas, see STh I, q. 77, a. 1, ad 1. 
 24 Thomas's explanation of why the potential parts of virtues are potential parts 
contributes to our understanding of what a potential part is. It is interesting to note that, 
while virtues can have partes integrales, partes potentiales, and partes subiectivas, the 
former two sorts of parts are sometimes modified by quasi, and sometimes not. This 
may indicate that pars integralis and pars potentialis are said analogically rather than 
univocally. See STh I-II, q. 54, a. 4, ad 2; q. 57, a. 6, ad 4; STh II-II, q. 120, a. 2; q. 128; 
q. 143. 
 25 Lofy, “Potential Whole,” 43-46. For Thomas, see STh I-II, q. 65, a. 1, ad 3. 
 26 Super Isaiam, c. 1, lect. 1. 
 27 IV Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. 1, qcla. 1, ad 2. 
 28 IV Sent., d. 38, q. 1, a. 2, qcla. 2. 
 29 IV Sent., d. 15, q. 4, a. 3, qcla. 1. 
 30 IV Sent., d. 4, q. 2, a. 1, qcla. 1, ad 2. 
 31 IV Sent., d. 15, q. 2, a. 2, qcla. 2; “The efficacy of satisfaction is found in the three 
parts of satisfaction, just as the power of a potential whole in its parts, which is found 
complete in one part, and in the other parts in a diminished way: just as the whole 
power of the soul is found in the rational soul, but in the sensible soul it is found in a 
diminished way, and still more diminished in the vegetative soul” (“Efficacia 
satisfactionis invenitur in tribus satisfactionis partibus, sicut virtus totius potentialis in 
partibus ejus, quae quidem complete in una invenitur, et in aliis diminute. Sicut tota 
virtus animae invenitur in rationali, sed in sensibili anima invenitur diminute, et adhuc 
magis diminute in vegetabili” [ed. M. F. Moos (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1947); translations 
from St. Thomas's commentary on the Sentences are my own]). See also Lofy, “Potential 
Whole,” 42. 
 32 Lofy, “Potential Whole,” 42-43. 
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whole containing parts such as prayer, fasting, and almsgiving—
to illustrate more clearly what a potential whole is. 
 Satisfaction for sin is, first of all, present to all its parts with 
its whole essence. Everything essential to satisfaction for sin is 
also essential to prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. Second, satis-
faction for sin is not produced by adding up prayer, fasting, and 
almsgiving, so satisfaction is not composed of its parts any more 
than the genus animal is composed of its species. Third, prayer, 
fasting, and almsgiving each can truly be said to be satisfaction 
for sin, but not equally. Almsgiving is more properly satisfaction 
for sin than prayer and fasting, since almsgiving includes the 
power of both fasting (since it requires giving up an external 
bodily good) and prayer (since it is an offering to God). Fourth, 
and finally, the parts do not equally have the power of 
satisfaction: almsgiving contains all the power of both prayer 
and fasting, but prayer and fasting have only a part of the power 
of almsgiving.33 
 

III. INTEGRAL PARTS AND QUANTITATIVE INTEGRAL PARTS 
 
 Thomas often uses 'integral part' to refer only to the 
quantitative integral part, which is precisely our focus here. 
However, in order to see what makes the quantitative integral 
part unique it is helpful to contrast it with another sort of 
integral part, the essential integral part, which includes genus34 
and specific difference, and form and matter.35 
 
 33 Ibid., 43, 47-48. For Thomas, see IV Sent., d. 15, q. 2, a. 2, qcla. 2; III Sent., d. 
33, q. 3, a. 1, qcla. 1. 
 34 Note that, while a genus is an integral part of a species as an integral whole (since 
genus and difference add up to make a species), a species is also a universal part of the 
genus as a universal whole, since the genus contains its species, which equally share in 
its power and essence, and do not compose it. See V Metaphys., lect. 21 (1097). 
 35 Some contemporary treatments of part and whole in Aquinas see the integral 
whole as identical with the quantitative integral whole and do not treat the essential 
whole as an integral whole. David Svoboda, for example, claims, without much of an 
argument, that the integral whole is “primarily and properly a quantitative whole,” and 
states that Aquinas has two distinct ways of dividing wholes and parts: quantitative, 
essential, and potestative wholes and parts; and universal, integral, and potential wholes 
and parts, so that the essential whole is not properly an integral whole (Svoboda, 
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 Both the logical parts (genus and difference) and the natural 
parts (form and matter) are integral parts because (1) the 
essential whole which they compose is not present to its parts 
with its whole essence, (2) these parts do add up to that whole, 
(3) the whole cannot properly be said of any of these parts, and 
(4) the whole is not present to any of these parts with its entire 
power. In the case of a lion, neither the genus, Panthera, nor the 
difference, leonine (or whatever makes a lion different from 
other cats of the same genus), nor the form, the leonine 
sensitive soul, nor the matter, the lion's body, is, properly 
speaking, a lion. From genus and difference, and from soul and 
body, a lion is composed, in the first case logically, in the second 
naturally. These integral parts are called essential parts, since 
they compose the thing’s essence.36 

                                                 
“Whole and Part,” 275-80). Thomas, however, states that both essential parts and 
quantitative parts are integral parts: “Integral parts are of two sorts. Some are parts of 
quantity. . . . Others, however, such as matter and form, are parts of the essence, and 
not parts of quantity” (“Partes integrales sunt duplices. Quaedam sunt partes quantitatis. 
. . . Quaedam vero sunt partes essentiae, sicut materia et forma, non quantitates” [IV 

Sent., d. 16, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 3]). 
 Robert Pasnau (Metaphysical Themes, 7) and Christopher Brown (Ship of Theseus, 
71-79) follow Eleonore Stump (Aquinas, Arguments of the Philosophers [London: 
Routledge, 2003], 35) in calling form and matter “metaphysical parts.” However, while 
calling form and matter ‘metaphysical’ does make it clear that they are parts in a very 
different way from quantitative integral parts, the term is imprecise, and one not used 
by Aquinas. Calling form and matter ‘metaphysical’ neglects the fact that form and 
matter are not only integral parts, but integral parts of physical things. 
 36 See III Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad 1; IV Sent., d. 43, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 1, ad 4; STh I, q. 
76, a. 8; STh III, q. 90, a. 2; Q. D. De Anima, q. 10; V Metaphys., lect. 21 (1097); VII 
Metaphys., lect. 12 (1546). 
 Thomas also refers to quantitative parts such as the heart and brain―sometimes even 
hands, although he denies this in other texts―as essential parts, but this is another use 
of the term pars essentialis. On this, see Richard Cross, “Aquinas on Nature, Hypostasis, 
and the Metaphysics of the Incarnation,” The Thomist 32 (1996): 186-90. 
 Thomas refers to both the parts of a definition and to form and matter as partes 

rationis (III Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 2, ad 1; STh I, q. 76, a. 8). This does not mean that form 
and matter only exist in the reason, but rather that the form and matter of corporeal 
things only exist as separate in the reason (except for the subsistent human soul). 
Composites of form and matter exist, and form and matter are the sorts of parts that 
make up the nature of material beings, and cannot exist except as such parts. They are 
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 While essential parts really are integral parts, the quantitative 
part is distinguished from the essential part because it is a part 
based on the division of a thing's quantity. Quantitative parts 
include obvious examples such as the half of a line or circle, a 
part of a human body such as a hand or a foot, and the roof and 
walls of a house.37 
 

IV. ORDERING OF QUANTITATIVE INTEGRAL PARTS 
 
 Focusing now on the quantitative integral part, we find that 
Thomas makes another distinction that will help us better 
understand just what a part of a living thing such as an eye or a 
heart is: the different ways in which integral parts can be 
ordered. In contrast to those parts which have an order only of 
position, the parts of a living thing also have “an order of 
power.” Thomas's examples of the first sort of order, where the 
order of the parts is an order solely of position, include the 
soldiers of an army (united because they follow one another 
[consequenter se habeant]), the stones of a heap (united by 
touching one another), the parts of a house (united by being 
fastened together), and the parts of a line (united by being 
continuous). But Thomas distinguishes all of these sorts of parts, 

                                                 
principles of being that only reason can separate. So, while neither form nor matter 
subsists, the two of them together make up the essence of a material thing. 
 37 Thomas also discusses a number of integral parts that are not quantitative in the 
way that the parts of a circle are, yet that still are quantitative and not essential integral 
parts. These do not depend on the quantity of a body extended in place, but rather 
involve other sorts of quantity and extension, e.g., throughout time and motion, as in 
the formulation and enunciation of a statement or the recitation of a poem. What is 
essential to all quantitative integral parts is that having such parts depends on the 
existence of some sort of quantity—whether of place, time, or power—in the whole, 
while essential integral parts, such as form and matter, are not here and there in any 
sense, but compose the material thing by making up its essence, not its magnitude (STh 
III, q. 90, a. 3, ad 3; see also STh I, q. 76, a. 8; STh III, q. 90, a. 2; II Sent., d. 3, q. 1, a. 
4). Quantitative integral parts not based on extension in place include the parts of sins 
(STh III, q. 90, a. 3, ad 1), statements (I Peryerm., lect. 4 [Opera Omnia, vol. 1*, ed. 
René-Antoine Gauthier (Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1989), ll. 11-16]), prayers (IV 

Sent., d. 15, q. 4, a. 3, qcla. 1; STh III, q. 90, a. 3), sacraments (IV Sent., d. 16, q. 1, a. 
1, qcla. 3), and cardinal virtues (STh I-II, q. 57, a. 6, ad 4). 
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whose order is only that of position, from parts that are ordered 
with an order of power, such as those found in a living thing. In 
a living thing, not only do the parts touch each other, but they 
are also unified in a much more fundamental way than are parts 
which are only parts because of their order. While the soldiers 
in an army do work together to achieve their military goals, the 
parts of a living thing depend on each other in a more intrinsic 
way. One part moves another essentially so that neither part can 
function or even exist apart from the whole. For example, 
Thomas argues (following Aristotle) that a detached eye or the 
eye of a corpse is no longer an eye except equivocally: it is no 
more an eye than is the eye of a statue.38 Thus, not only are the 
heart and the eye parts because they are actually divided, but 
they also are unified by having an order of power as well as 
position, and because of this they can neither function nor exist 
apart from the whole.39 
 

V. THE ACTUAL EXISTENCE OF INTEGRAL PARTS 
 
 It is clear that parts such as hands and hearts are quantitative 
integral parts having an order of power as well as of position. 
Because of this, they cannot exist apart from the whole: because 
the living thing itself is a single substance, its parts themselves 
are not substances. Since Thomas claims that hands and hearts 
are actual parts, we will now examine what it means for such 
parts to exist actually. In order to explain what sort of actuality 
these parts have, we must begin by examining quantity—first, in 
relation to substance, prime matter, and substantial form; 
second, in relation to the other genera of accidents. After 
considering quantity, we will contrast the way that parts exist 
with the way that accidents exist, so that we will be able to 

 
 38 For Thomas's discussion of why the hand is not a hand apart from the body, see 
ScG II, cc. 57-58; c. 72; STh I, q. 76, a. 8; STh I-II, q. 4, a. 5, ad 2; Q. D. De Anima, q. 
10; VII Metaphys., lect. 10-11; II De Anima, c. 2, ll. 81-104 (Opera Omnia, vol. 45/1, 
ed. René-Antoine Gauthier [Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1984]. For Aristotle, see De 

Anima 2.1.412b25-27. See also, Brown, Ship of Theseus, 54-56; 84-94. 
 39 See STh III, q. 90, a. 3, ad 3; q. 2, a. 1. See also STh I-II, q. 17, a. 4; II Sent., d. 17, 
q. 3, a. 1; Bro, “La notion de tout,” 46-47; Brown, Ship of Theseus, 93-94. 
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understand more clearly the sort of being that integral parts of 
living things have. 
 While quantity is an accident of a substance, it is unlike other 
accidents because it has parts and is individuated because of 
itself (although it still depends on a substance to exist). An 
accident such as color is only this or that instance of the color 
because it occurs in this or that surface of this or that thing. 
This bit of tan color can only be this tan here (as opposed to 
that tan over there) because it is in the surface of this lion, and 
not in the surface of that wall. To be individuated, color 
depends on something other than itself: the quantity of the 
surface in which it exists. In contrast, this surface or this line is 
different from that surface or that line because it is this one 
here, and not that one there. It is here and not there because of 
itself, because it is this surface or line rather than that one. 
Quantity, although it cannot exist apart from a substance, has 
position and extension essentially, because of itself, and since it 
has position and extension because of itself, it is individuated 
because of itself, and is thus the closest of all the accidents to 
substance.40 
 Even matter, as Thomas states in his commentary on 
Boethius's De Trinitate, cannot be divided without quantity. The 
reason that matter depends on quantity to be divided is that 
quantity alone necessarily includes an order of parts. For 
example, because a piece of zebra flesh has one part here and 
another part there, part of it can be eaten by a lion and change 
into lion flesh, while the other part can rot and change into dirt. 
If the flesh lacked quantity and thus did not have a part here 
and a part there, it would not have quantitative parts (and so 
would be unable to become different things in different parts). 
Thus, it is because of quantity that one part of matter can be the 
 
 40 See IV Sent., d. 44, q. 2, a. 2, qcla. 3, ad 2; STh III, q. 77, a. 2; ScG IV, c. 65; VII 
Metaphys., lect. 2 (1283). 
 “Sciendum autem est, quod quantitas inter alia accidentia propinquior est 
substantiae” (V Metaphys. lect. 15 [983]). 
  See ScG IV, c. 65, where Thomas argues that, because position (which is an order of 
parts in a whole) is included under the ratio of dimensive quantity, dimensive quality is 
individuated “secundum se.” 



394 MICHAEL STORCK 
 

matter of one thing, and another part the matter of another 
thing.41 
 Because quantity is necessary for this matter to be different 
from that matter, without quantity material things cannot even 
exist as separate individuals. Since quantity allows such 
substantial forms to be individuated, Thomas says that we 
understand quantity before substantial form, even though, as an 
accident, quantity depends on substantial form to exist. That is, 
the quantity of the lion and the fact that it has a tail here and a 
paw there depend on its substantial form, but we cannot 
understand the lion unless we already understand that the 
matter in which the lion exists is extended.42 
 How is it that the matter cannot be individuated apart from 
quantity, yet the quantity itself depends on the form and matter 
of the substance to exist? Thomas answers this question by 
explaining that, since prime matter is simply potentiality, prime 
matter in itself cannot actually exist. Not even God could cause 
prime matter to exist apart from form, any more than God 

 
 41 Super Boet. De Trin., q. 5, a. 3, ad 3 (Opera Omnia, vol. 50, ed. Pierre-M J. Gils 
[Rome: Commissio Leonina, 1992]). This does not mean that quantity apart from 
matter is the principle of individuation, but rather that individuation is impossible 
without quantity. Interested readers may consult Andrew Payne, “Gracia and Aquinas on 
the Principle of Individuation,” The Thomist 68 (2004): 545-70; Christopher M. 
Brown, “Aquinas on the Individuation of Non-Living Substances,” Proceedings of the 

American Catholic Philosophical Association 75 (2001): 237-54; Nancy A. Morris, “The 
Status of the ‘Dimensiones Interminatae’ in the Thomasian Principle of Individuation,” 
Aquinas 39 (1996): 321-38; Christopher Hughes, “Matter and Individuation in 
Aquinas,” History of Philosophy Quarterly 13 (1996): 1-16; Kevin White, 
"Individuation in Aquinas's Super Boetium De Trinitate, Q. 4," American Catholic 

Philosophical Quarterly 69 (1995): 543-96; Joseph Owens, "Thomas Aquinas (b. ca 
1225; d. 1274)," in Individuation in Scholasticism: The Later Middle Ages and the 

Counter-Reformation, 1150-1650, ed. Jorge J. E. Gracia (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 
1994), 173-94; idem, "Thomas Aquinas: Dimensive Quantity as Individuating Principle," 
Medieval Studies 50 (1988): 279-310; Sandra Edwards, “St. Thomas Aquinas on ‘The 
Same Man’,” Southwestern Journal of Philosophy 10 (1979): 89-97; and Joseph Bobik, 
"La doctrine de saint Thomas sur l'individuation des substances corporelles," Revue 

philosophique de Louvain 51 (1953): 5-41. 
 42 See Q. D. De Anima, q. 9; II Sent., d. 3, q. 1, a. 4; IV Sent., d. 12, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 
3, ad 3; STh III, q. 77, a. 2; Super Boet. De Trin., q. 5, a. 3, ad 3; q. 4, a. 2; V Metaphys., 
lect. 15 (983); Brown, Ship of Theseus, 124-28. 
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could create a one-ended stick or a four-sided triangle. And, just 
as there is no prime matter without form, there is also no prime 
matter apart from some particular quantity. All prime matter is 
the prime matter of this or that thing, with this or that quantity, 
and with these or those dimensions. When a new material 
substance is generated, it is generated not from prime matter 
simply, but from the matter of a previously existing substance, 
existing with some particular quantity. The properties of the old 
substance determine what sorts of new substances can be 
generated, which is why, while a zebra's liver can be converted 
into lion flesh, a block of wood cannot—not unless it rots, 
becomes part of a plant, and is then incorporated into the zebra. 
So, while matter cannot be divided without quantity, and 
quantity (except, by the power of God, in the case of the 
Eucharist) cannot exist without a material substance, the matter 
only exists as part of the complete quantified material 
substance. Therefore, the individuated matter of a particular 
thing―and there is no other actually existing matter―is always 
the matter of this thing, with these particular dimensions and 
quantity, just as every material substance is a material substance 
with some particular quantity.43 
 While quantity is an accident and thus depends on the 
substantial form to exist, it is not an accident only of the 
substantial form, but of the substance, the form and matter 
composite. It is only because the lion is extended that the lion's 
form and matter are extended.44 While this is true of every 
accident, quantity has a unique role as the most fundamental of 
the accidents. Although the quantity of a substance is not 
(except in the Eucharist) actually the subject of accidents, it is 
through quantity, as the most fundamental accident, that the 
substance can be the subject of other accidents. The lion's 
extension is not tan, sleek, and furry, but it is because of its 
extension that the lion itself has parts and a surface, and thus it 
is because of its quantity that the lion can be tan, sleek, and 

 
 43 See II Sent., d. 30, q. 2, a. 1; STh I, q. 66, a. 1. See also Brown, Ship of Theseus, 

79-83. 
 44 See STh I, q. 54, a. 3, ad 2; III Metaphys., lect. 13 (514). 
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furry (although all of these accidents depend, of course, on the 
substantial form).45 
 These properties of quantity, that it has parts and is extended 
and individuated because of itself, help explain how the exis-
tence of an integral part such as a heart differs from that of an 
accident. While Thomas is clear that parts are not actual 
substances, he is also clear they are not accidents either. While 
both parts and accidents depend on the substance and both are 
in some way actual, they depend on it and are actual in different 
ways. And while both parts and accidents are in the whole, they 
are not in it in the same way. Accidents are in a substance as a 
subject, while integral parts are in it as an integral whole.46 
 In fact, Thomas states that, while accidents only exist in a 
subject, actual parts can in some sense, although not properly, 
be said to exist per se. In contrast not only to accidents, but also 
in contrast to substantial forms, integral parts are of the same 
nature as subsisting things (quamvis sint de natura subsisten-
tium). However, because the integral part is a part in a whole, 

 
 45 See IV Sent., d. 12, q. 1, a. 1, qcla. 3; III De Anima, c. 2 (92-123); STh I, q. 77, a. 
7, ad 2; q. 85, a. 1, ad 2; STh I-II, q. 7, a. 1, ad 3; q. 50, a. 2, ad 2; STh III, q. 77, a. 2; 
ScG IV, c. 65. In the exceptional case of the Holy Eucharist, however, quantity actually 
becomes the subject of the accidents of bread. It would not be true to say that Christ is 
dry, white, brittle, round, flat, and rather tasteless, but since there is no longer any bread 
present, the dimensive quantity of the bread, by the power of God, exists per se and not 
in a substance, and is the subject of the accidents which used to belong to the bread. See 
Antoine Côté, “Siger of Brabant and Thomas Aquinas on Divine Power and the 
Separability of Accidents,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 16 (2008): 681-
700; T. D. Sullivan and Jeremiah Reedy, “The Ontology of the Eucharist,” American 

Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 65 (1991): 373-86; and Edith Dudley Sylla, 
“Autonomous and Handmaiden Science: St. Thomas Aquinas and William of Ockham 
on the Physics of the Eucharist,” in The Cultural Context of Medieval Learning: 

Proceedings of the First International Colloquium on Philosophy, Science, and Theology 

in the Middle Ages--September 1973, ed. John Emery Murdoch and Edith Dudley Sylla 
(Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1975), 349-96. 
 46 See Super Ioan., c. 16, lect. 7; STh I, q. 76, a. 8; I-II, q. 4, a. 5, ad 2; Q. D. De 

Anima, qq. 9-10; VII Metaphys., lect. 10-11; II De Anima, c. 2 (1-80). 
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and because it depends on the whole for its being, it does not 
exist per se, properly speaking.47 
 Thomas connects the way in which living things have parts 
with their greater perfection and the greater complexity of their 
operation. In the Quaestiones Disputatae De Anima, he states: 
 
In less perfect things a diversity of accidents is all that is needed for a diversity 
of operations; however, in things that are more perfect a diversity of parts is 
also needed, and the more perfect a form is, the more diversity is required. 
For we observe that fire has diverse operations because of its diverse accidents, 
for example, to move upward because of its lightness, to heat in virtue of its 
hotness, and so on; still each of these operations belongs to fire in virtue of 
any one of its parts. However, in living bodies, which possess higher forms, 
diverse operations are assigned to diverse parts; for example, in plants there 
are diverse operations for a root, a branch, and a trunk. And the more perfect 
living bodies are, the greater must be the diversity of parts found in them 
because of their greater perfection.48 
 
Non-living substances have different accidents with which they 
do whatever they do, while living things, because their activities 
are so much more diverse than those of non-living things, 
perform their different activities with different kinds of parts. 
Every bit of fire does whatever fire does, every bit of water is 
wet and dissolves salt, but not every bit of a man can see. 
 Since division is the basis for all parts, and since integral 
parts such as hearts and hands are divided because of quantity, 
to say that an integral part is actual must mean that, because of 

 
 47 See Q. D. De Anima, q. 1; Quodl. IX, q. 2, a. 1; STh I, q. 75, a. 2, ad 2; STh III, q. 
17, a. 2; Comp. Theol., I, c. 211. See Brown, Ship of Theseus, 54-55; Cross, “Nature, 
Hypostasis, and the Incarnation,” 186-87. 
 48 “Ad diuersitatem operationum in rebus minus perfectis sufficit diuersitas 
accidentium; in rebus autem magis perfectis requiritur ulterius diuersitas partium, et 
tanto magis, quanto forma fuerit perfectior. Videmus enim quod igni conueniunt diuerse 
operationes secundum diuersa accidentia, ut ferri sursum secundum leuitatem, calefacere 
secundum calorem, et sic de aliis; set tamen quelibet harum operationum competit igni 
secundum quamlibet partem eius. In corporibus uero animatis, que nobiliores formas 
habent, diuersis operationibus deputantur diuerse partes: sicut in plantis alia est operatio 
radicis, et stipitis et ramorum. Et quanto corpora animata fuerint perfectiora, tanto 
propter maiorem perfectionem necesse est inueniri maiorem diuersitatem in partibus” 
(Q. D. De Anima, q. 9; English translation from Questions on the Soul, trans. James H. 
Robb [Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1984], 129). 
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its quantity, the whole is actually divided, so that one part of the 
substance is here, another there.49 For the part of a living sub-
stance to be actual also requires the presence of the accidents 
that make that part different: a liver is not only this extended 
part of a living thing, but this extended part with the accidents 
that make it a liver. The substance of a lion is extended because 
of its quantity, and because it is extended, it can have different 
powers and properties in its different parts, and because of 
these different powers and properties, the parts are 
differentiated. 
 So on the one hand, the quantity of a substance is an acci-
dent depending especially on the matter of the substance, and 
the powers and properties of the substance are in the substance 
because of its extension. It is because of the division of its 
quantity, and thus because of the matter of the substance, that 
the living thing can have parts. But on the other hand, the 
operations which a living thing performs as a living thing are 
the reason that a living thing needs and has parts. For this 
reason, the parts of a living thing are actual because of the living 
thing’s form. And since parts depend on division, an actual 
quantitative integral part of a living thing, such as a heart, is 
precisely a part into which a living thing is actually divided 
because of its quantity. Each part has its own proper accidents, 
and these accidents enable the part to perform its proper work 
as a part of the substance. Therefore, an actual quantitative part 
of a living thing, such as a liver, is understood as this part of the 
matter divided by this quantity with these qualities, functioning 

 
 49 On the one hand, there is the extension, and thus the division into parts, which 
belongs to quantity itself as quantity (see note 39), and which, while it still depends on 
substance to exist, can be understood apart from the substance (as in mathematics). On 
the other hand, there is the extension and division into parts of the substance which 
cannot be understood apart from the accidents of the substance. For example, the shape 
of a lion's tooth can be understood apart from any accidents other than quantity as 
simply triangular, while the lion's tooth cannot be understood apart from its sharpness, 
hardness, smoothness, etc. Thus one might distinguish the parts of the quantity from the 
part of the substance (based on that quantity). Compare the way in which Aquinas talks 
about partes quantitativas in his commentary on Aristotle's Physics (VI Phys., lect. 7 [8]) 
with his discussion of partes quantitatis in his commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics (V 
Metaphys., lect. 21 [1093-94]). 
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in a certain way so that the living thing can carry out its 
operations. 
 In sum, while form explains the substantial unity of a living 
thing and matter explains its coming to be and passing away, 
quantity is required to explain parts such as hands and liver. 
While all quantitative integral parts are dependent on quantity, 
the parts of a living thing are ordered not only by position, but 
also by power, and differentiated by the accidents that allow 
them to carry out the activities of the living thing. Unlike the 
elements, which can exist separately as substances (e.g., pure 
carbon) but exist only by their powers in a living thing, a part, 
as part, consists of certain accidents in a quantitatively distinct 
part of the substance. 
 Understanding parts in this way shows how hylomorphism is 
able to encompass the real diversity and complexity that we 
encounter within substances. Without such an explanation of 
quantitative integral parts, hylomorphism would fail as an 
account of corporeal substances, despite the fact that it is very 
successful at explaining their unity. By showing that we can 
understand parts as actual without compromising substantial 
unity, we have helped show how hylomorphism fittingly 
explains the reality of corporeal substances. 
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QUINAS’S CONCEPTION of number has attracted 
relatively little attention from historians dealing with 
medieval philosophy and mathematics. This lack of in-

terest is due to two reasons. The first has to do with the fact 
that Aquinas’s conception of number derives mainly from the 
Aristotelian-Averroan tradition, whose representatives were not 
as concerned with mathematics and its philosophical problems 
as were, for example, the Pythagoreans or Plato.2 Aquinas 
therefore did not pursue this issue in a systematic manner, but 
only in the context of other, more immediate concerns. 
 The other reason why this issue has not been very much 
explored thus far is closely related to the first one; as Aquinas 
worked out no systematic theory of number, we can only rely 
on marginal notes on this issue, making it difficult to arrive at a 
precise notion of his conception. Research in this field is by no 
means conclusive and presents a significant challenge to 
contemporary researchers of Aquinas’s thought. The present 
article attempts to respond to this challenge and to reconstruct 

 
 1 The work on this paper has been supported by the grant GAČR 13-08512S. 
 2 See J. A. Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals: The Case of 
Thomas Aquinas, Studien und Texte zur Geistesgeschichte des Mittelalters 52 (Leiden, 
New York, Cologne: Brill, 1996), 201-4. 

A
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Aquinas’s conception of number, following up on the (neither 
very extensive nor intensive) investigation carried out so far.3 
 The most important accounts of the subject in Aquinas occur 
(1) in his commentaries on Aristotle’s Metaphysics and Physics, 
where Aristotle’s conception of the one and the many is laid 
out; (2) in numerous passages of Aquinas’s theological works, 
where the nature of unity and multitude is discussed; and (3) in 
theological treatises on the Trinity and angels, in which Aquinas 
deals with the problems whether and in what sense numerical 
terms can be predicated of God and whether angels constitute a 
multitude.4 
 In these texts, two mutually related approaches toward the 
problem may be encountered. Their common point of depar-
ture is the logical-ontological framework which Aquinas 
adopted from Aristotle. According to this framework, real 
created being divides into ten categories: the first category is 
being in its basic and primary meaning, that is, substance (ens in 
se); the other nine categories are being in its derived and 

 
 3 The fact that Aquinas did not work out a systematic conception of number 
probably explains the lack of secondary literature, which is as unsystematic as Aquinas’s 
reflections on this issue. On Aquinas’s conception of number, see D. Mercier, “L’unité 
et le nombre d’après Saint Thomas,” Revue Nèosc. de Philos. 8 (1901): 258-75; E. 
Bodewig, “Zahl und Kontinuum in der Philosophie des hl. Thomas”, Divus Thomas 13 
(1935): 55-77. We have also drawn valuable information on Aquinas’s conception of 
number from L. Oeing-Hanhoff, Ens et unum convertuntur. Stellung und Gehalt des 

Grundsatzes in der Philosophie des hl. Thomas von Aquin, (Münster, 1953); T. 
O’Shaughnessy, “St. Thomas and Avicenna on the Nature of the One,” Gregorianum 41 
(1960): 665-79; J. Owens, “Unity and Essence in St. Thomas Aquinas,” Mediaeval 

Studies 23 (1961): 240-59; P. C. Courtès, “L’un selon saint Thomas,” Revue Thomiste 
68 (1968): 198-240; R. E. Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity: Scholastic 

and Aristotelian Predecessors, (Ph.D. diss., The University of Toronto, 1980); Aertsen, 
Medieval Philosophy, 201-42; B. Blankenhorn, “Aquinas on the Transcendental One: 
An Overlooked Development in Doctrine,” Angelicum 81 (2004): 615-37; A. Maurer, 
“Thomists and Thomas Aquinas on the Foundation of Mathematics,” The Review of 

Metaphysics 47 (1993): 43-61. 
 4 See, e.g., IV Metaphys., lect. 2-4; V Metaphys., lect. 7-8; X Metaphys.; III Phys., 
lect. 5.; VII Physic., lect. 8; I Sent., d. 24, q. 1, aa. 2-3; STh I, q. 11; STh I, q. 30, a. 3 
(“Utrum termini numerales ponant aliquid in divinis”); STh I, q. 50, a. 3 (“De 
multitudine angelorum”); De Pot. q. 9, a. 7 (“Quomodo termini numerales praedicentur 
de divinis personis, utrum scilicet positive vel remotive tantum”). 
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secondary meaning, that is, accidents (ens in alio).5 To the ten 
categories are superordinated transcendental concepts (transcen-
dentia), which for example include, besides being, the concepts 
‘one’, ‘true’, and ‘good’.6 
 The first approach to the problem of the mathematical one 
and number is related to Aristotle’s critical reaction to the con-
ception of the one and the many endorsed by the Pythagoreans 
and Plato. These thinkers, according to Aquinas, identified the 
transcendental one with the mathematical one, conceiving these 
unities—as well as the multitudes or numbers constituted by 
them—as subsisting separated substances.7 Rejecting this “sub-
stantial” conception of the one, Aquinas espoused the view that 
the mathematical one and number belong in the category of 
quantity.8 In this first approach, Aquinas therefore reflects on 
the mathematical one and number in relation to the category of 
quantity along with other concepts which also belong to this 
category. 
  The point of departure of Aquinas’s second approach to the 
problem is neither the category of quantity nor any other 
category, but the realm of transcendental concepts. The concept 
of the one convertible with being and the concept of the 
transcendental multitude play a crucial part.9 In this second 
approach, Aquinas reflects on the mathematical one and num-
ber in contrast to the transcendental one and many, and strives 
(mainly for theological reasons) to distinguish sharply between 
them. 

 
 5 V Metaphys., lect. 9 (890-93); III Phys., lect. 5. Parenthetical page number in 
references to the commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics refer to paragraphs numbers in 
Thomas Aquinas, Sententia super Metaphysicam ed. M. R. Cathala and R. M. Spiazzi 
(Turin: Marietti, 1971). See also J. F. Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas’s Derivation of the 
Aristotelian Categories (Predicaments),” Journal of the History of Philosophy 25 (1987): 
13-34. 
 6 See De Verit., q. 1, a. 1; q. 21, a. 1; I Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 3. Cf. Aertsen, Medieval 

Philosophy. 
 7 See, e.g., Aristotle, Metaphys. 10.2.1054a13-19; Aquinas, X Metaphys., lect. 3 
(1974-77). 
 8 See STh I, q. 11, a. 1, ad 1. 
 9 See, e.g., De Verit., q. 1, a. 1; STh I, q. 30, a. 3; De Pot., q. 9, a. 7. 
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 This distinction of two approaches provides the outline of 
the following exposition, which is divided into two main parts. 
First we focus on the relation of the mathematical one and 
number to the category of quantity, then on their relation to the 
transcendental one and multitude. 
 
 

I. THE MATHEMATICAL ONE AND NUMBER AS KINDS OF 

QUANTITY10 
 
 Quantity is an accident that determines only material 
substances, that is, substances composed of substantial form and 
prime matter (materia prima).11 Due to quantity the composite 
substance is extended and acquires a plurality of quantitative 
parts, which are at the same time ordered as to position, so that 
one part has being next to another. Aquinas accordingly defines 
quantity as “order of parts in a whole” (ordo partium in toto).12 
 This definition of quantity implies that every quantitative 
entity can be characterized by having a multitude of quantitative 
parts which are ordered as to position, next to one another. 
However, there are various kinds of quantity since there are 
various ways quantitative parts are ordered next to one another. 
These various ways of being ordered are determined by the 
relations among the quantitative parts, which can be twofold: 
either the parts are mutually connected, or they are not. If they 
are, we speak of continuous quantity (kinds of this quantity are 
line, surface, or body); if they are not, we speak of discrete 
quantity. Discrete quantity is also called—with a reservation to 

 
 10 Cf. D. P. Lang, “Aquinas and Suárez on the Essence of Continuous Physical 
Quantity,” Laval théologique et philosophique 3 (2002): 565-95. 
 11 See, e.g.,  STh I, q. 77, a. 7, ad 2. As is well known, quantity is the first accident of 
material substance; all other (nonspiritual) accidents inhere in the substance by means of 
quantity. 
 12 See STh I, q. 14, a. 12, ad 1: “De ratione quantitatis est ordo partium”; ScG IV, c. 
65: “ … positio, quae est ordo partium in toto, in eius <quantitatis> ratione includitur: 
est enim quantitas positionem habens.” Extensional quantity is not ordered as a relation, 
it is rather the “basis” of the relation of ordering: quantity is the basis of the “being-
next-to-one-another” relation. 
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be explained below—categorial number or quantitative 
multitude (whose kinds are the numbers two, three, four, etc.).13 
 The specific difference that distinguishes continuous and 
discrete quantity is therefore the connectedness or dis-
connectedness of quantitative parts. This connectedness or 
disconnectedness can be characterized as follows: the parts of a 
quantitative being are connected if the end of one part is 
identical with the beginning of the other; they are disconnected 
if the end of one part is not identical with the beginning of the 
other. If the parts are disconnected, they are materially divided; 
if they are identical, they are not materially divided.14 Whether 
a quantitative being is or is not materially divided into many 
quantitative beings, therefore, depends on whether or not the 
beginnings and ends of its quantitative parts are identical.15    
 To summarize briefly the exposition so far, quantity is 
continuous if its parts are connected, and it is discrete if they 
are not. According to Aquinas, discrete quantity arises by 
material division of a continuous being and is constituted by a 
number of materially divided extended units.16 On the contrary, 
the quantitative or mathematical one, which Aquinas also calls 
“one as the principle of number,”17 is defined by the negation of 
material division. 
 It is not possible to determine unequivocally from Aquinas’s 
texts whether or not he considers the concept of discrete 
quantity to be the genus of individual numbers (two, three, 
four, etc.), that is, whether or not he identifies discrete quantity 
with number as such. On the one hand, there are statements in 
his works that lead us to consider the concept of discrete 
quantity to be the immediate genus of individual numbers and 

 
 13 De Pot., q. 9, a. 7: “duas species quantitatis, quae sunt discreta quantitas et 
continua.” 
 14 We will focus on the concept of (material) division more closely below. 
 15 STh I, q. 30, a. 3: “Est autem duplex divisio. Una materialis, quae fit secundum 
divisionem continui …” 
 16 Ibid. 
 17 II Sent., d. 3, q. 1, a. 3, ad 1: “unum quod est principium numeri, qui est discreta 
quantitas, causatus ex divisione materiae vel continui.” 
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to identify discrete quantity with number as such; on the other 
hand, it seems, especially in contexts where he explicitly defines 
number, that number as such cannot be identified with discrete 
quantity and that it is rather a species subordinate to discrete 
quantity, insofar as he defines the categorial number as an 
“aggregate of (materially divided) units.”18 However, if number 
is an aggregate of units, there seems to be a difference between 
a multitude that is aggregated (number as such) and a multitude 
that is not aggregated (discrete quantity). Aquinas mostly de-
fines number as “[quantitative] multitude measured by the 
one.”19 This definition makes clear that “number” is a species, 
“quantitative multitude” is a genus, and “to be measured by the 
one” is the specific difference. Number differs from discrete 
quantity, that is, from quantitative multitude, by being its 
further specification. 
 The above difficulty concerning the relationship of number 
and quantitative multitude (discrete quantity) plays no essential 
part in our considerations. In what follows we will therefore 
espouse the view that according to Aquinas number as such is a 
species of discrete quantity. 
 Number as such is further divided into the numbers two, 
three, four, etc. From this point of view, number as such is a 
genus and the individual numbers are its species. Of course, the 
different species of number as such differ by specific differences. 
According to Aquinas, the specific difference of the individual 
numbers is the last unit of the number, which defines its 
species,20 since the last unit is what makes the number three 
different from the number two, the number four from the 
number three, etc. From this it is apparent, incidentally, why 
Aquinas does not hold that the mathematical one is a number 

 
 18 VII Physic., lect. 8: “numerus . . . est . . . aggregatio unitatum.” 
 19 I Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 2, obj. 4: “numerus est multitudo mensurata per unum”; see 
I Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 3, ad 3; STh I, q. 7, a. 4; STh I, q. 11, a. 2; De Pot., q. 9, a. 5; and 
elsewhere. 
 20 VIII Metaphys., lect. 3 (1725): “ultima unitas dat numero speciem.” 
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but rather the principle of number,21 since the mathematical one 
is not a multitude, but that which constitutes a multitude. 
 Since the numbers two, three, etc. are generated by an 
abstractive act of the intellect from a particular number of 
items, these numbers exist only as objects of the intellect. 
Aquinas speaks of numbers generated by an abstractive act of 
the intellect as numbers in an absolute sense (numerus ab-
solutus, numerus abstractus). Particular numbers (numerus 
concretus) of items then fall under these absolute numbers—for 
example, all pairs (two persons, two horses, etc.) fall under the 
(absolute) number two.22 Of course, unlike an absolute number, 
the particular number, being a special type of accident, has real 
existence. 
 From the above division of the category of quantity one can 
see what number is and how it relates to the other concepts 
within the category of quantity. The particular number is a cate-
gorial accident, specific in that its subject is not a substance but 
an aggregate of substances.23 For example, the subject of the 
number of the Evangelists is not one particular substance (e.g., 
John), but the whole aggregate of the Evangelists—Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John. A particular number relates to the given 
aggregate as an accident to its subject in such a manner that, as a 
categorial accident, it really differs not only from each and 
every individual substance, but also from the aggregate as a 
whole.24 Another specificity of the categorial number may be 
the fact that, unlike other generic concepts, there are potentially 
infinitely many different species of number (2, 3, 4, in 

 
 21 De instantibus, cap. III: “unitatem numeri, quam constat non esse numerum”; 
Aquinas specifies this claim in De Pot., q. 7, a. 3, ad 7: “per reductionem <est> . . . 
unitas in genere numeri.” 
 22 See STh I, q. 30, a. 1 ad 4: “numerus est duplex, scilicet numerus simplex vel 
absolutus, ut duo et tria et quatuor; et numerus qui est in rebus numeratis, ut duo 
homines et duo equi. Si accipiatur numerus absolute sive abstracte . . . sic non est nisi in 
acceptione intellectus nostri; non enim numerus absolutus a rebus numeratis est nisi in 
intellectu.” 
 23 Quodl. XI, q. 1, ad 1. 
 24 Ibid.: “Praeterea, unus numerus, licet sit in omnibus numeratis sicut unica essentia, 
non tamen est in qualibet parte; quia non quaelibet pars numeratur eodem numero.” 
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infinitum). However, leaving these differences aside, the 
categorial number has the same characteristics as other cate-
gorial accidents. Just as an ordinary accident determines a 
particular substance, a categorial number determines a particu-
lar aggregate of individuals; just as an accident can be predi-
cated of a particular substance in the absolute sense, (e.g., 
Socrates is wise), an absolute number can be predicated of a 
particular aggregate of individuals in the absolute sense (e.g., 
the Evangelists are four).25 
 

II. NUMBER AND THE MATHEMATICAL ONE VERSUS 

TRANSCENDENTAL ONE AND MULTITUDE 
 
 The above exposition conceals a difficulty. When we 
predicate a number of an aggregate of individuals, we also 
predicate its whole conceptual “content.” The content of the 
concept of a number obviously includes all concepts superior to 
the given number, including the concept of discrete quantity. 
Thus, when we predicate a number of an aggregate of 
individuals, we also predicate of them discrete quantity, by 
which we say that it is an aggregate of materially divided units. 
When we say, for example, “the Evangelists are four,” we 
obviously claim that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are 
materially divided individuals. 

 
 25 A question widely discussed among medieval and later Scholastics was whether 
number is or is not one absolutely (unum simpliciter), since only beings which have 
absolute unity fall in this category. Thus, if number is a real species of quantity, it must 
have absolute unity. Aquinas (unlike Duns Scotus and others) defended a positive reply 
to this question. See VIII Metaphys., lect. 3 (1725): “Est enim per se unum numerus, 
inquantum ultima unitas dat numero speciem et unitatem; sicut etiam in rebus 
compositis ex materia et forma, per formam est aliquid unum, et unitatem et speciem 
sortitur.” See also STh I, q. 11, a. 1. For Scotus’s position, see Duns Scotus, QQ. 

Metaph. IV, q. 2, n. 100 (B. Ioannis Duns Scoti, Quaestiones super libros 

Metaphysicorum Aristotelis, Libri IV, ed. G. Etzkorn, R. Andrews, G. Gál, R. Green, F. 
Kelly, G. Marcil, T. Noone, and R. Wood, Opera Philosophica 3 [St. Bonaventure, N.Y.: 
The Franciscan Institute, 1997], 344); J. A. Aertsen, “Being and One, The Doctrine of 
the Convertible Transcendentals in Duns Scotus,” in Essays in Honor of Girard Etzkorn: 

Franciscan Text and Traditions, ed. T. Noone and G. A. Wilson, Franciscan Studies 56 
(1998): 13-26. 
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 This reveals the difficulty with the exposition provided 
above. We commonly predicate numbers, not only of aggregates 
of materially divided units, but also of such entities that are not, 
and cannot be, materially divided. We speak, for example, of a 
number of ideas or the number of Aristotle’s categories. In this 
context Aquinas, being a theologian, focuses mostly on state-
ments concerning God. According to Christian doctrine, God is 
not only one, but a Trinity of persons who share the divine 
essence—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. One can 
therefore say that there are three persons in God. By saying 
that, however, we also apparently claim that the divine persons 
are an aggregate of materially divided entities—a conclusion 
that, of course, was totally unacceptable for Aquinas.26 
 This motivated Aquinas to supplement and develop the 
doctrine of number presented so far, especially when dealing 
with numerical terms predicated of God.27 This is the context in 
which the second of the two approaches described above most 
often occurs. In this context Aquinas defines the quantitative 
one and many in contrast to the transcendental one and 
multitude and tries to distinguish them as sharply as possible. In 
what follows, we shall therefore attempt briefly to summarize 
some of Aquinas’s thoughts on the transcendental one and mul-
titude. This will allow us better to understand their relationship 
to the mathematical one and number. It needs to be said, 
however, that Aquinas’s conception of transcendental concepts 
(and thus also of the transcendental one and many) is very 
complex and has been the focus of considerable attention in 
recent years.28 The complexity of the matter precludes us from 
presenting it here in detail. In what follows, we will therefore 

 
 26 See STh I, q. 30, a. 3. 
 27 See I Sent., d. 24, q. 1, aa. 2-3; STh I, q. 30, a. 3; De Pot., q. 9, a. 7. 
 28 Aquinas speaks of “transcendental” unity and multitude because they are not 
limited to one category but occur in every category and thus “transcend” all categories 
by being common to all beings. See X Metaphys., lect. 3 (1981): “unum quod 
convertitur cum ente circuit omnia entia”; STh I, q. 50, a. 3 ad 1: “multitudo est de 
transcendentibus.” Cf. H. J. Tallon, “Does Thomism Neglect Multitude?”, The New 

Scholasticism 37 (1963): 267-92; Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy, 223-31. 
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limit ourselves to those aspects of the topic that are essential for 
the subject at hand. 
 The point of departure of Aquinas’s reflections on tran-
scendental unity and multitude is the concept of division, since 
multitude arises by division and the negation of division 
constitutes unity.29 Aquinas distinguishes between division 
absolutely (divisio simpliciter) and division in a certain respect 
(divisio secundum quid).30 Division in a certain respect is 
division as to some accidental properties of the thing; thus, for 
example, a man is divided in a certain respect, if he is white in 
one respect and black in another. We shall not pay further 
attention to this type of division.31  
 Division absolutely is either division as to essence or division 
as to quantity. Aquinas calls the division as to essence formal 
division and the division as to quantity, which we treated above, 
material division.32 All beings (including quantitative things) are 
formally divided by their essences insofar as one being is not 
identical with another being (hoc non est illud).33 Only 
quantitative, spatially separated, discrete bodies (e.g., two lines 
or bodies) are divided materially. We may now take a closer 
look at the concept of formal division, which is crucial for 
defining transcendental unity and multitude.34 
 As the above characteristic shows, formal division—unlike 
material division—is not limited to quantitative beings. 
According to Aquinas, all beings are divided by this type of 
division, including spiritual beings and the divine persons of 

 
 29 De Pot., q. 9, a. 7: “divisio multitudinem causet, indivisio vero unitatem, oportet 
secundum rationem divisionis de uno et multo iudicium sumi.” 
 30 See I Sent., d. 24, a. 2. In a few places Aquinas speaks of so-called “essential 
division”; by that he means the potential division of an actually undivided being into its 
essential and entitative parts, that is, substantial form and prime matter, act of esse and 
essence. See I Sent., d. 24, a. 1. 
 31 I Sent., d. 24, a. 2. 
 32 See STh I, q. 30, a. 3. 
 33 X Metaphys., lect. 4 (1997): “hoc ens et illud, dicuntur diversa, ex eo quo hoc non 
est illud.” 
 34 We have dealt with the concept of formal division in detail elsewhere. See D. 
Svoboda, “The RATIO of Unity: Positive or Negative? The Case of Thomas Aquinas,” 
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 86 (2012): 47-70, esp. 48-53. 
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the Trinity.35 Since formal division transcends the borders of all 
categories, the negation of this division is included in the 
concept of the transcendental one: the negation of formal 
division of being constitutes the concept of this one.36 The 
principle of formal division is the opposition between 
affirmation and negation, that is, the principle of con-
tradiction.37 As is well known, the principle of contradiction 
states that the same cannot be simultaneously affirmed and 
negated.38 According to Aquinas, the principle of contradiction 
is “based” on the concept of being (ens) and nonbeing (non-
ens), since the same cannot be simultaneously affirmed and 
denied of any being.39 Hence it is clear that the formal 
indivision of a being qua being (ens qua ens) consists in that the 
being is not divided into being and nonbeing. The formal 
indivision of a being qua being (transcendental unity) therefore 
manifests itself in that the predicate “being (ens)” and its 
negation cannot be simultaneously truthfully predicated of any 
real being. 
 Aquinas defines the transcendental one as undivided being 
(ens indivisum).40 With respect to the above stated exposition, 
this definition may be further specified: the transcendental one 

 
 35 De Pot., q. 9, a. 7; see, STh I, q. 30, a. 3. 
 36 Quodl. X, q. 1, a. 1, ad 3: “huius <formalis> divisionis negatio constituit 
rationem unius.” 
 37 IV Metaphys., lect. 3 (566): “<divisio> formalis quae fit per opposita, cuius prima 
radix est oppositio affirmationis et negationis”; X Metaphys., lect. 4 (1997): “divisio 
quam causat contradictio”; I Sent., d. 24, a. 3: “prima autem ratio divisionis, secundum 
quam aliquid ab aliquo distinquitur, est in affirmatione et negatione.” 
 38 STh I–II, q. 94, a. 2: “primum principium indemonstrabile est quod non est simul 
affirmare et negare, quod fundatur supra rationem entis et non entis” (“the first 
indemonstrable principle is based on the concept of being and non-being: the same 
cannot be simultaneously affirmed and denied”). 
 39 Ibid. Cf. J. A. Aertsen, “Natural Law in the Light of the Doctrine of 
Transcendentals,” in Leo J. Elders and K. Hedwig, eds., Lex et libertas: Freedom and 

Law according to St. Thomas Aquinas, Studi Tomistici 30 (Vatican City: Libreria editrice 
vaticana, 1987), 99–112. 
 40 IV Metaphys., lect. 2 (553): “Est enim unum ens indivisum”; see also X Metaphys., 
lect. 1 (1932); V Metaphys., lect. 7-8 (848-84). 
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is being which is not divided into being and nonbeing.41 
Transcendental unity is a concomitant property of every being 
qua being.42 From this it further follows that the transcendental 
one adds only the negation of formal division to being, that is, 
only something intentional, not a new real nature, which would 
contract it to a certain categorial mode of being. Therefore, the 
transcendental one and being do not really differ (secundum 
rem); the difference between them is only intentional 
(secundum rationem). It is important to state that according to 
Aquinas the transcendental one can be analogously predicated 
of God and other spiritual beings.43 
 The one convertible with being does not exclude the 
existence of other beings, which together constitute a tran-
scendental multitude. The innovative feature of Aquinas’s 
thought on the one and the many is that he considers 
“multitude” to be a transcendental concept. The starting point 
of his reflections on multitude is again the concept of formal 
division. According to Aquinas, transcendental multitude is 
constituted by formal division44 insofar as we understand that a 
being is divided from another and each is one in itself.45 If the 
concept of transcendental one adds one negation to the concept 
of being—being as undivided being—the concept of multitude 
adds two negations to the concept of being—being as undivided 

 
 41 I Sent., d. 24, a. 3, ad 2: “ens et non ens . . . sufficiunt ad definitionem unius, 
secundum quod intelligimus unum esse ens, in quo non est distinctio per ens et non 
ens.” 
 42 Incidentally, these conclusions are closely related to Aquinas’s account of the 
origin of the so-called first concepts of human reason, which, however, cannot be 
addressed here. See X Metaphys., lect. 4 (1998); IV Metaphys., lect. 3 (566); I Sent., d. 
24, a. 1; De Pot., q. 9, a. 7, ad 15; STh I, q. 11, a. 2, ad 4; cf. Aertsen, Medieval 

Philosophy, 221-23; J. F. Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas on the Distinction and Derivation 
of the Many from the One: A Dialectic between Being and NonBeing,” The Review of 

Metaphysics 30 (1985): 563-90. 
 43 De Pot., q. 9, a. 7; Aquinas discusses analogy in many places, e.g., STh I, q. 13, a. 
5; ScG II, c. 34; I Sent., d. 19, q. 5. 
 44 STh I, q. 30, a. 3: “divisio formalis, quae . . . sequitur multitudo quae non est in 
aliquo genere, sed est de transcendentibus.” 
 45 De Pot., q. 9, a. 7: “sequitur intellectus multitudinis, prout scilicet hoc ens 
intelligitur divisum ab alio, et utrumque ipsorum esse in se unum.” 
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in itself and simultaneously divided from another.46  Since the 
concept of multitude adds only negations, that is, intentional 
beings, to the concept of being, it does not add anything real to 
it and therefore does not differ from being secundum rem but 
only intentionally. Multitude thus conceived is, according to 
Aquinas, not limited to one category, but occurs in every 
category, which is why he ranks it among the transcendentals.47 
Aquinas holds that transcendental multitude, just as the 
transcendental one, can be analogously predicated of God and 
other spiritual beings. 
 In light of the preceding exposition we may now attempt to 
clarify how in Aquinas’s thinking the transcendental one and 
many differs from the mathematical one and number.48 Tran-
scendental concepts have the same extension as being qua 
being; they differ mutually only in their conceptual defini-
tions.49 Every being qua being is internally undivided, that is, 
one, and therefore the one convertible with being occurs in 
every category. The transcendental one, as we have seen, does 
not add any material determination to the concept of being, but 
only a conceptual determination, the privation or negation of 
internal division.50 

 
 46 Ibid.: “Et sic, cum unum addat supra ens unam negationem, secundum quod 
aliquid est indivisum in se, multitudo addit duas negationes, prout scilicet aliquid est in 
se indivisum, et prout est ab alio divisum. Quod quidem dividi est unum eorum non esse 
alterum.” 
 47 In De Verit., q. 1, a. 1 Aquinas does not present multitude as a transcendental 
concept; instead, he mentions “something” (aliquid). The transcendental term expresses 
an essential characteristic of multitude, that is, that one being is divided from another. 
There is a difficulty with classifying multitude under transcendental concepts, since 
other transcendental concepts are convertible with being, while multitude relates to 
more beings, not to being. This is probably why Aquinas in De Verit., q. 1, a. 1 prefers 
the term aliquid to multitude. 
 48 IV Metaphys., lect. 2 (559). 
 49 I Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 3: “bonum, verum et unum, addunt super ens, non quidem, 
naturam aliquam, sed rationem.” 
 50 De Verit., q. 1, a. 1: “Negatio autem consequens omne ens absolute, est indivisio; 
et hanc exprimit hoc nomen unum: nihil aliud enim est unum quam ens indivisum.” 
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 In this lack of material determination, the fundamental 
difference between the transcendental and the mathematical can 
be seen. One as the principle of number does not have the same 
extension as being but instead occurs only in the category of 
quantity; it adds a real determination to the concept of being by 
which being is contracted to a certain essence, that is, to a 
categorial quantitative mode of being.51 A question may arise: in 
what exactly does the nature of the mathematical one consist 
and what real characteristic does it add to being? 
 Aquinas’s reply to this question derives mainly from 
Aristotle’s analysis of the concept of one (Metaphys. 10.1) and 
from Averroës’ later interpretation of the problem. When 
Aristotle has, in his typical manner, summarized the four 
meanings of the term “one” and consequently established the 
proper nature of the one (“that, which is indivisible”), he 
immediately states a necessary property of the one, which is that 
the one is a measure: 
 
“[T]o be one” means “to be indivisible,” being essentially one means a “this” 
and capable of being isolated either in place, or in form or thought; or 
perhaps “to be whole and indivisible”; but it means especially “to be the first 
measure (metron) of a kind,” and most strictly of quantity; for it is from this 
that it has been extended to the other categories. For measure is that by which 
quantity is known; and quantity qua quantity is known either by a “one” (hen) 
or by a number (arithmos), and all number is known by a “one.” Therefore all 
quantity qua quantity is known by the one, and that by which quantities are 
primarily known is the one itself; and so the one is the starting-point of 
number qua number.52 
 
 Aristotle distinguishes the property “to be indivisible,” as the 
definiens of unity, from its proper attribute, “to be a measure.” 
That which is indivisible in some way is a measure in every 
category. Nevertheless, measure primarily and prevailingly 
occurs in the category of quantity. Unity as the indivisibility or 
undividedness of being occurs primarily in the category of 

 
 51 STh I, q. 5, a. 3, ad 1: “substantia, quantitas et qualitas, et ea quae sub eis 
continentur, contrahunt ens applicando ad aliquam quidditatem seu naturam.” 
 52 Aristotle, Metaphys. 10.1.1052b16-25 (trans. W. D. Ross; available online at 
http://classics.mit.edu/index.html [accessed October 29, 2014]). 
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substance, whereas unity as measure belongs primarily in the 
category of quantity, since quantity is known by means of 
measure. We know quantity by means of the one and number: 
by means of the one, as when we say one meter or one mile; by 
means of number, as when we say three meters or three miles. 
Nevertheless, we know every number by means of the one, and 
in this sense the one is the principle of number as such. It is not 
our task to follow Aristotle’s argumentation and its historical 
context further; for our purposes here it suffices to note that 
Aristotle seems not to have distinguished between the tran-
scendental one and the one as the principle of number as two 
different “kinds” of unity.53  
 It was Aristotle’s Arabic commentator, Averroës, who 
explicitly distinguished between the one convertible with being 
and the one as the principle of number as two different “kinds” 
of unity, as he strove to respond to the doctrine of his 
predecessor Avicenna. On Averroës’ interpretation, Avicenna 
identified the one convertible with being with the one as the 
principle of number: Avicenna allegedly held that unity adds a 
positive accidental determination to being, ‘one’ signifying a 
certain accidental being.54 Averroës, however, regarded this 
opinion as false and held, on the contrary, that each thing is one 
in itself.55 His argument is that if a being (substance) becomes 

 
 53 H. G. Apostle, Aristotle’s Philosophy of Mathematics (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1952), 30-40. 
 54 Averroës, IV Metaphys., comm. 3, Aristotelis Opera cum Averrois Commentarius, 
vol. 8 (Venice, 1562-74), fol 67 B; D-E: “Avicenna autem peccavit multum in hoc, quod 
existimavit, quod unum et ens significant dispositiones additas essentiae rei. . . . Et 
etiam, quia existimavit, quod unum dictum de omnibus praedicamentis, est illud unum 
quod est principium numerorum. Numerus autem est accidens. Unde opinatus fuit iste, 
quod hoc nomen unum significat accidens in entibus.” Cf. A. de Libera, “D’Avicenne à 
Averroès, et retour: Sur les sources arabes de la théorie scolastique de l’un 
transcendental,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 4 (1994): 141-79. 
 55 Recent research shows, however, that Averroës’ (and Aquinas’s) interpretation of 
Avicenna’s conception of the one is not fully appropriate. See Houser, Thomas Aquinas 

on Transcendental Unity, 120-98; O’Shaughnessy, “St. Thomas and Avicenna on the 
Nature of the One,” 665-79; Aertsen, Mediaeval Philosophy, 213-15. According to these 
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one due to an accidental “addition” (additum), we could say 
that this addition is a being. But since the concepts of being and 
one are convertible, this “addition” must also be a one. And 
then the same problem returns: either this addition is one in 
itself, or it is one due to some other “addition”; but then we 
could proceed in infinitum. It is therefore necessary to stop the 
infinite regress in the first case and maintain that a substantial 
being is one in itself.56 
 To avoid Avicenna’s mistake while remaining loyal to 
Aristotle’s legacy, Averroës distinguished between two kinds of 
unity: transcendental unity and quantitative unity. What 
distinguishes them, according to Averroes, is that as the 
principle of number unity falls into the category of quantity and 
adds a real determination to the concept of being, while unity 
convertible with being occurs in all categories and does not add 
any real determination to being, only the negation of internal 
division.57 
 Aquinas espouses Averroes’s distinction of the two kinds of 
unity and interprets the ratio of the mathematical one as well as 
its relation to the transcendental one in an innovative manner.58 
According to Aquinas, the one as the principle of number adds a 
real determination to the concept of being and it belongs in the 
category of quantity. Its ratio consists in being the measure of 

                                                 
scholars, Avicenna in fact did not identify the one convertible with being with the one as 
the principle of number. 
 56 See Averroës, IV Metaphys., comm. 3, fol 67 F-G; Aquinas, IV Metaphys., lect. 2 
(555): “Quod autem ens et unum praedicentur de substantia cuiuslibet rei per se et non 
secundum accidens, sic potest probari. Si enim praedicarentur de substantia cuiuslibet 
rei per aliquod ens ei additum, de illo iterum necesse est praedicari ens, quia 
unumquodque est unum et ens. Aut ergo iterum de hoc praedicatur per se, aut per 
aliquid aliud additum. Si per aliquid aliud, iterum esset quaestio de illo addito, et sic erit 
procedere usque ad infinitum. Hoc autem est impossibile: ergo necesse est stare in 
primo, scilicet quod substantia rei sit una et ens per seipsam, et non per aliquid 
additum.” 
 57 See Averroës, IV Metaphys., comm. 3; cf. also Houser, Thomas Aquinas on 

Transcendental Unity, 237-39. 
 58 I Sent., d. 24, a. 3. 
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quantitative multitude.59 Aquinas seems to have attained the 
distinction between these two unities by sharply distinguishing 
the ratio of the transcendental one and of the mathematical 
one.60 Yet this does not mean, as Aertsen points out, that the 
mathematical one stands outside the transcendental one, since 
the latter extends to all modes of being one.61 There is therefore 
an analogy between these two kinds of unity, that is, a 
resemblance between their “rationes.” The ratio of the one 
convertible with being, as we know, is given by the negation of 
formal division of an entity while the ratio of mathematical one 
results from a particular form of indivision, that is, the negation 
of the material or quantitative division. That is why, according 
to Aquinas, there is the order of prius et posterius between the 
two kinds of unity. The mathematical one is a categorical 
specification of the transcendental one.62 
 What has been said about the relationship between the 
transcendental one and the mathematical one applies—mutatis 
mutandis—to the relationship between the transcendental 
multitude and categorical number. Unlike transcendental 
multitude, number adds real categorial determination to being 
(ens) according to which it is contracted to a quantitative 
multitude of materially divided units, the measure of which is 
the mathematical one. Categorial number is therefore con-
stituted by a multitude of continuous beings, each of which is 
materially undivided (i.e., a quantitative one). And the measure 
of this multitude is the one as the principle of number. 
Categorial number is, therefore, a quantitative multitude 
measured by the one. 
 

 
 59 Ibid.: “unum, secundum quod est principium numeri, ponit aliquid additum ad 
esse, scilicet esse mensurae, cujus ratio primo invenitur in unitate, et deinde 
consequenter in aliis numeris et deinceps in quantitatibus continuis.” 
 60 V Metaphys., lect. 8 (875); X Metaphys., lect. 2 (1938). 
 61 See Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy, 218. 
 62 V Metaphys., lect. 8 (875): “Haec autem ratio mensurae consequitur rationem 
indivisionis. . . . Et ideo unum non omnino aequivoce dicitur de eo quod convertitur 
cum ente, et de eo quod est principium numeri; sed secundum prius et posterius.” 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 The above exposition has shown why Aquinas holds that 
categorial number and the mathematical one can in the proper 
sense of the word be predicated only of aggregates of 
quantitative beings, not of abstract or spiritual entities. If 
number is a kind of quantity, it can only be univocally 
predicated of quantitative beings. We predicate number and the 
mathematical one of abstract and spiritual objects only meta-
phorically, since spiritual entities are not quantitative, have no 
common measure, and are not composed of units of the same 
nature.63 Only the transcendental one and many can be 
analogically predicated of abstract and spiritual objects, 
including the divine persons. But this is a hard and challenging 
topic which cannot be addressed here. 
 Aquinas views number as a kind of quantity. In subsequent 
centuries this thesis was defended especially by the Thomistic 
philosophical school (Thomas de Vio, John Poinsot, Antoine 
Goudin, and others) and more recently it was also in a way 
endorsed by John Stuart Mill. However, as outlined above, the 
conception implies certain problems. These problems form the 
basis of criticisms issued by many rivals of the Thomistic 
conception (John Duns Scotus, and later the entire Scotistic 
school, William Ockham, Francisco Suárez and most Jesuit 
theologians, etc.). These favored the view that number does not 
belong to any category in the proper sense, but only to the 
sphere of transcendental concepts. Among later Scholastics this 
doctrine found the most adherents. 

 
 63 STh I, q. 30, a. 3. 
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ECENT DECADES have seen considerable debate about 
the theory of rationality Alasdair MacIntyre first pro-
posed as a solution to the famous Kuhn-Popper debate 

and then later developed in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 
as a response to what he calls the “relativist challenge.”1 Yet 
there is still no scholarly consensus about whether or not 
MacIntyre’s theory of the rationality of traditions (hereafter Rt) 
allows him to avoid epistemic relativism (or relativism about 
rationality or justification).2  
 One of the central issues of contention among MacIntyre’s 
interpreters has been how to account for the standpoint from 
which he advances his theory. Most characterizations of his 
position—by both friends and foes alike—take Rt to be either 
relative to the epistemic standards and procedures of the 
Thomistic tradition to which MacIntyre professes allegiance, or 
outside of traditions altogether.3 However, as I hope will be-
come clear in what follows, that is not the case. Contrary to the 

 

 1 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 1988), 352. 

 2 I owe the abbreviation ‘Rt’ to Jennifer Herdt, “Alasdair MacIntyre’s ‘Rationality of 

Traditions’ and Tradition-Transcendental Standards of Justification,” The Journal of 

Religion 78 (1998): 535. 

 3  See for example: Jürgen Habermas, Justification and Application (Cambridge, 

Mass.: MIT Press, 1993), 100-101; T. H. Irwin, “Tradition and Reason in the History 

of Ethics,” Social Philosophy & Policy 7 (1989): 55-58; Timothy Mosteller, Relativism 

in Contemporary American Philosophy (New York: Continuum, 2006), chap. 3. 

R
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standard interpretation of Rt, MacIntyre’s theory is neither 
tradition-dependent nor tradition-independent. Rather, it is 
what I will call tradition-inherent, since MacIntyre takes it to be 
“embodied in” and “presupposed by” traditions of inquiry 
generally.4 
 Failure on the part of MacIntyre’s interpreters to appreciate 
this point has tended to obscure a more important issue for his 
followers. The standard view of Rt has been grist to the mill of 
many of his would-be defenders who have seen their primary 
task as one of showing that Rt can be tradition-dependent 
without thereby being irrelevant to the conflicts between rival 
and incompatible traditions.5 But the far more pressing task, I 
want to suggest, is to defend MacIntyre’s attempt to rehabilitate 
a strong conception of tradition-constituted inquiry.6  By this 
phrase, I mean inquiry in the context of a substantive tradition 
that requires, as Jeffrey Stout puts it, “deferential submission to 
authoritative texts and authoritative interpreters of texts.” 7 
Thomism is one example of a tradition in this sense. 

 

 4  MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 354. Herdt also suggests that 

MacIntyre alludes to a view along these lines in chapter 18 of Whose Justice? Which 

Rationality? The crucial difference between my interpretation and Herdt’s is that 

whereas she does not think MacIntyre actually endorses this view, I believe that he does. 

See Herdt, “Alasdair MacIntyre’s ‘Rationality of Traditions,’” 538. 

 5 See for example Micah Lott, “Reasonably Traditional: Self-Contradiction and Self-

Reference in Alasdair MacIntyre’s Account of Tradition-Based Rationality,” The Journal 

of Religious Ethics 30 (2002): 332ff.; M. Kuna, “MacIntyre on Tradition, Rationality, 

and Relativism,” Res Publica 11 (2005): 268ff.; and Nancey Murphy, “Postmodern 

Non-Relativism: Imre Lakatos, Theo Meyering, and Alasdair MacIntyre,” The 

Philosophical Forum 27 (1995): 47-49. 

 6 In one sense, this problem is nothing new. Both Jeffrey Stout and J. B. Schneewind, 

for example, criticize MacIntyre for his suggestion that we depend on traditions to 

supply us with means for rational deliberation (Jeffrey Stout, “Commitments and 

Traditions in the Study of Religious Ethics,” Journal of Religious Ethics 25 [1997]: 49-

52; J. B. Schneewind, “MacIntyre and the Indispensability of Tradition,” Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research 51 [1991]: 165-68). Understood as an issue with Rt, 

however, the problem has been largely overlooked in the scholarly literature. Paul 

Santilli is perhaps the exception that proves the rule (Paul Santilli, “MacIntyre on 

Rationality and Tradition,” Lyceum 1 [1989]: 16). 

 7 Stout, “Commitments and Traditions,” 50. 
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 MacIntyre’s attempt to recover a strong conception of 
tradition-constituted inquiry leaves him in something of a bind. 
On the one hand, MacIntyre needs to say that Rt is only 
available within traditions, since otherwise there would be no 
need for those outside of traditions to shift their allegiance to a 
particular substantive tradition in order to engage in meaningful 
dialogue with others. On the other hand, however, he also 
needs to be able to secure the rationality of the dialogue 
between participants in traditions and outsiders in order to 
avoid epistemic relativism, which he cannot do if Rt is only 
available within traditions. In what follows, I argue that he fails 
to provide an adequate solution to this problem. 
 The present article is divided into four main parts. In the 
first part, I consider the exact nature of Rt and spell out 
MacIntyre’s conditions for the rational defeat of a tradition. 
Second, I consider the suggestion that MacIntyre’s project fails 
because Rt depends upon an indefensible claim about the goal 
or telos of theoretical inquiry, with a view to showing that 
MacIntyre can and does defend his claim dialectically. Third, I 
argue that the standard view of Rt is exegetically infelicitous, 
focusing on two representative accounts of the tradition-
dependent and tradition-independent interpretations of Rt in 
order to show that both are inadequate. Finally, I suggest that, 
as a tradition-inherent theory of rationality, Rt fails as a 
response to what I will call the problem of tradition-inherence. 
 

I 
 
 MacIntyre advances his theory of the rationality of traditions 
in a number of different places but his most discussed version of 
the theory can be found in chapters 18 and 19 of Whose Justice? 
Which Rationality? In the preceding chapters, MacIntyre 
examines four different traditions of inquiry: Aristotelian tradi-
tion, Thomism, early modern Scottish tradition, and liberalism. 
Although he never explicitly defines the exact nature of a 
tradition, it is possible to isolate four essential characteristics, 
which he finds common to these traditions. 
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 First, they each involve “an argument extended through time 
in which certain fundamental agreements are defined and 
redefined” by means of “external” conflict with enemies or 
critics of the tradition and “internal” conflict within the 
tradition itself.8 By this, MacIntyre means to highlight, not only 
the fact that traditions provide their members with a 
background of shared commitments or beliefs, but also that, as 
one commentator puts it, “traditions, for him, live and die by 
how well they reason.” 9  Second, although traditions involve 
intellectual inquiry, they are nevertheless rooted in particular 
communities, practices, and institutions.10 Third, every tradition 
has or “carries within itself” its own account of justice and 
practical rationality. 11  Finally, traditions provide us with the 
only epistemic resources we have for engaging in rational 
inquiry. MacIntyre has this last point in mind when he says: 
“there is no other way to engage in the formulation, elaboration, 
rational justification, and criticism of accounts of practical 
rationality and justice except from within some one particular 
tradition.”12 
 These claims are important because they commit MacIntyre 
to the claims that rational justification is tradition-dependent 
and that there are many different and incompatible traditions. 
He correctly recognizes that these claims raise troublesome 
questions about whether and how the members of rival 
traditions are able to enter into rational debate. The burden of 
chapters 18 and 19 of Whose Justice? Which Rationality? is to 
answer these questions. MacIntyre’s thesis is that cross-
traditional assessments of the rationality of a tradition are 
possible by means of Rt. His aim in advancing this thesis is to 
show that even though he agrees with the epistemic relativist 
about both the tradition-bound nature of rationality and the 

 

 8 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 12. 

 9 Julia Annas, “MacIntyre on Traditions,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 18 (1989): 

392. 

 10 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 389. 

 11 Ibid., 10. 

 12 Ibid., 350. 
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plurality of traditions, he rejects the relativistic notion that no 
tradition is rationally superior to any other. 
 According to MacIntyre, traditions share a characteristic 
pattern of development. Tradition-constituted inquiry takes its 
start from the commitments and assumptions of a particular 
culture or group. During this state of development, certain re-
ceived texts, institutions, and persons are granted unquestioned 
authority. The second stage begins when these authorities are 
questioned for the first time and previously unrecognized 
problems begin to emerge. When a new set of views is 
developed in order to overcome these problems, the tradition is 
said to have reached a third and final stage of development. 
Central to this process is what MacIntyre dubs the “current 
problematic” of a tradition, namely, the set of unresolved 
difficulties that emerge as a result of each revision of a 
tradition’s central theses.13 Reference to this problematic is cru-
cial because it provides us with a standard for measuring the 
success or failure of a tradition as a whole. 
 In some cases, MacIntyre thinks, traditions are unable to 
resolve their own problems. A tradition in this kind of situation 
is said to have fallen into a state of “epistemological crisis.”14 
Roughly speaking, an epistemological crisis occurs when an 
established framework of belief or interpretation fails on its 
own terms. This phenomenon can occur in traditions and even 
in the lives of individuals. Since MacIntyre initially develops the 
concept of an epistemological crisis in the context of the 
philosophy of science, it will be helpful to consider his 
groundbreaking essay, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narra-
tive, and the Philosophy of Science.”15 
 In that essay, MacIntyre criticizes Descartes for mis-
characterizing the nature of epistemological crises. Descartes’s 

 

 13 Ibid., 361. 

 14 Ibid.  

 15  Alasdair MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the 
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strategy for responding to his own crisis is to call all his beliefs 
into question. But MacIntyre argues that the kind of “context-
less doubt” required by this approach is illusory.16 Descartes is 
able to give the impression that he successfully makes the 
transition from a period of radical doubt to a state of having 
justified belief only because there are many things that he never 
doubts at all. Instead of starting without any presuppositions, 
his work actually proceeds against a background of unrecog-
nized and unacknowledged assumptions, assumptions that are 
implicit in both the French language that he uses and the 
Platonic tradition to which he unknowingly belongs. 
 MacIntyre thinks that Thomas Kuhn too misunderstands the 
nature of epistemological crises. Kuhn does correctly recognize 
the theoretical significance of such crises, and he is right to 
think that they occur in the natural sciences. But in suggesting 
that any shift of allegiance from one scientific paradigm to 
another requires a kind of irrational “conversion experience,” 
he incorrectly presupposes that the disagreements between 
paradigms go all the way down such that “every relevant area of 
rationality is invaded by that disagreement.”17 In other words, 
the assumption underlying Kuhn’s suggestion that transitions 
between paradigms are irrational is that every relevant theory or 
commitment is called into doubt at once. The implication is that 
“[Kuhn’s] scientific revolutions are epistemological crises 
understood in a Cartesian way.”18 Yet we have seen that the 
Cartesian conception of epistemological crises is wrong: “it can 
never be the case that everything is put in question simul-
taneously.”19 Therefore, MacIntyre concludes that Kuhn’s view 
of the transition between paradigms is wrong as well. 
 In place of that view, MacIntyre suggests that we char-
acterize the rationality of science in terms of the rationality of 
historical narrative. Specifically, he argues that the superiority 
of a scientific tradition is grounded in the ability of its members 

 

 16 Ibid., 8. 

 17 Ibid., 17. 

 18 Ibid. 

 19 Ibid. 
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to account for the epistemological crisis in another tradition. 
Such a view is anti-Cartesian because it holds that the vin-
dication of a scientific theory occurs through a process of dia-
lectical investigation. It is anti-Kuhnian because it says that we 
can justify the transition from a failing scientific tradition to one 
of its rivals in terms of the ability of the latter to provide an 
illuminating explanation of the shortcomings of the former. 
 MacIntyre attempts to apply this view to moral traditions in 
Whose Justice? Which Rationality? It is important that he do so 
because even though he denies that moral traditions are 
mutually isolated entities, he concedes that the common ground 
between them is not enough to bring their disagreements to a 
rational conclusion.20 Seeing the ineffectiveness of overlapping 
standards in settling intertraditional disputes, MacIntyre re-
cognizes the temptation to accept epistemic relativism or 
relativism about rationality, namely, the view that we face a 
number of incompatible sets of standards of rationality, each of 
which is as defensible (or indefensible) as the rest.21 
 But he thinks that this would be a mistake. To counter the 
suggestion that issues of contention between rival moral 
traditions are not rationally decidable, he appeals to his work 
on epistemological crises. According to MacIntyre, a moral 
tradition enters into a period of epistemological crisis when it 
fails to make progress on its own terms. Sometimes the 
members of such a tradition will be able to bring their crisis to a 
conclusion without any outside assistance. It is always possible, 
though, that they will fail in their attempts to resolve their own 
crisis despite their best philosophical efforts. In this kind of 
situation, MacIntyre thinks that the resolution of the crisis 
requires the presence of a rival tradition that is able to 
accomplish two key tasks. 
 First, the members of the rival tradition must become 
bilingual. In MacIntyre’s terminology, they must learn the 
“language-in-use” of the tradition in crisis as a “second first 

 

 20 See MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?  351. 

 21 See ibid., 352.  
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language.”22 This means that they must come to understand the 
tradition in crisis from the inside and on its own terms. Second, 
they must fulfill the following requirements to the satisfaction 
of the standards of the failing tradition: 
 

(1) The members of the rival tradition must settle the failing 
tradition’s irresolvable difficulties. 

(2) They must explain why the members of the failing 
tradition were unable to settle those difficulties. 

(3) They must accomplish (1) and (2) in a way that 
preserves at least some continuity of belief. 
 

Briefly put, this is MacIntyre’s theory of the rationality of 
tradition-constituted inquiry. In more general terms, Rt 
amounts to the following principle: “It is in respect of their 
adequacy or inadequacy in their responses to epistemological 
crises that traditions are vindicated or fail to be vindicated.”23 
The question is, can Rt be sustained? 
 

II 
 
 Andrew Jason Cohen, writing in defense of Nietzschean 
genealogy, has argued that MacIntyre’s view is untenable. After 
pointing out that the genealogist and the so-called MacIntyrean 
traditionalist both agree about the fundamentally tradition-
bound nature of rationality, Cohen suggests that the crucial 
difference between them has to do with their respective 
characterizations of tradition. From the perspective of the 
MacIntyrean traditionalist, the master of a tradition is a rational 
authority; for the genealogist, in contrast, the acceptance of any 
such authority is “indicative of a sickness of spirit.”24 MacIntyre 
makes a similar point about genealogy when he says: “the 
genealogist has no way of understanding such authority except 

 

 22 Ibid., 374.  

 23 Ibid., 366. Cf. Lott, “Reasonably Traditional,” 321. 

 24 Andrew Jason Cohen, “In Defense of Nietzschean Genealogy,” The Philosophical 

Forum 30 (1999): 275. 
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as one more form of domination imperfectly disguised by its 
mask of rationality.”25 
 So why accept the authority of a tradition and its masters? 
The key reason for MacIntyre is that traditions can progress 
towards the aim of theoretical inquiry, namely, timeless or final 
truth.26 
 
The authority of a master within a craft is both more and other than a matter 
of exemplifying the best standards so far. It is also and most importantly a 
matter of knowing how to go further and especially how to direct others 
towards going further, using what can be learned from the tradition afforded 
by the past to move towards the telos of fully perfected work.27 

 
The difficulty for MacIntyre is that the type of progress he 
describes in this passage as the source of the authority of the 
masters in a tradition is precisely the type of progress that the 
genealogist rejects as illusory. Cohen explains: “Interpretations 
are necessarily perspectival, and though they are made to 
appear as stages of historical progress, the genealogist realizes 
that this is mere appearance—and something to watch 
vigilantly.”28 
 It is perhaps tempting to respond to Cohen’s suggestion by 
appealing to Rt on MacIntyre’s behalf. After all, MacIntyre’s 
purpose in developing Rt just is to secure the rationality of the 
stages of historical progress as “more than mere appearances,” 
as real stages along the path towards a complete account of 
moral reality.29 Yet we cannot do so without begging the ques-
tion against Cohen and Nietzschean genealogy more generally. 
For MacIntyre concedes that his theory crucially depends upon 

 

 25  Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (Notre Dame: 
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 26  For further discussion of this issue, see John Flett, “Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
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 27 MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 65-66. 

 28 Cohen, “In Defense of Nietzschean Genealogy,” 273-74. 

 29 Ibid., 274. 



428 PETER SEIPEL 
 

the view that final truth is “integral . . . to tradition-constituted 
forms of inquiry,” and such a view is surely at least as 
contentious as the idea of historical progress that it is designed 
to secure.30 
 Cohen is quite right that MacIntyre has no problem en-
dorsing the notion that final truth is the telos of inquiry.31 From 
the standpoint of the genealogist, however, this is a mistake, 
since as Cohen explains: “such a view all-too-easily leads to 
abuse by those in the tradition-community who supposedly 
know the ‘truth’ of those who don’t.”32 Once again, MacIntyre 
recognizes a similar point. Following his discussion of the 
authority of a master within a craft tradition, he writes: “And 
the central symptom of the sickness of this type of social 
existence, from the genealogical standpoint, is that, despite its 
recognition of the historical situatedness of all reason-giving 
and reason-offering, it understands the truth to which it aspires 
as timeless.”33 
 This suggests that the conflict between the MacIntyrean 
traditionalist and the Nietzschean genealogist comes down to 
MacIntyre’s ability to defend his conception of the role of truth 
in inquiry. 34  Without such a defense, we have no reason to 
suppose that a narrative of historical progress can ever be 
anything more than mere ideology or self-deception. And if that 
is so, then we have no reason to accept tradition-constituted 
inquiry over genealogy or any of its other main methodological 
alternatives. Recognizing this issue, Cohen insists that Mac-
Intyre needs to support his view “at the level of the telos.”35 
 One obvious option for MacIntyre at this point is to defend 
his conception of the telos as relative to the standards and 
beliefs of the Thomistic tradition. Cohen rightly argues that this 

 

 30 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 367. 

 31 Ibid., 363. 

 32 Cohen, “In Defense of Nietzschean Genealogy,” 273. 

 33 MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 66. 
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approach is untenable, however, for if the telos is tradition-
dependent, there is no way for MacIntyre to account for its 
significance as a timeless and universal aim of inquiry. Becaus its 
importance would then derive from a particular tradition, there 
would be “no reason to assume that it is, or to behave as though 
it were, never-changing.”36 Indeed, on the contrary, the tradi-
tionalist would have “every reason to be suspicious of the 
powers that are responsible for perpetuating the traditional 
beliefs.”37 But that of course is just what the genealogist would 
have us believe. Thus if the telos is tradition-dependent, there is 
no actual disagreement between MacIntyre and Nietzsche. Both 
believe that reason is contingent and always to some degree 
merely local. The difference is simply that MacIntyre fails to 
draw the proper conclusion from this aspect of his own view.  
 According to Cohen, MacIntyre’s “only way out” of this 
problem is to show that the telos is tradition-independent, that 
it has a “supra-traditional” or “supra-historical” basis and so is 
“eternal or in some other way prior to all tradition.”38 What this 
effectively means for Cohen is that in order to support the 
rationality of tradition-constituted inquiry over against gene-
alogy, MacIntyre must prove that the telos itself is not 
susceptible to genealogical analysis. However, as Cohen cor-
rectly notes, there is no such argument in MacIntyre’s work.39 
From this he infers that MacIntyre has not succeeded in refuting 
genealogy. 
 But this argument is mistaken for two reasons. First, 
MacIntyre agrees with Nietzsche about the impossibility of 
nonperspectival claims to truth. As he writes in Whose Justice? 
Which Rationality? those who suppose that there is “some locus 
for rationality as such” are either “covertly adopting the 
standpoint of a tradition and deceiving themselves and perhaps 

 

 36 Ibid. 

 37 Ibid. 

 38 Ibid., 274-75. 

 39 See ibid., 274. 
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others” or else they are “simply in error.”40 It follows from this 
that we have at least some reason to suppose that MacIntyre 
would not, on pain of self-contradiction, attempt to advance a 
theory of rationality requiring him to provide just such a neutral 
standpoint. At the very least, the fact that MacIntyre does not 
provide an argument for the tradition-independent basis of the 
telos is entirely unsurprising. 
 Ultimately, Cohen fails to locate such an argument in Mac-
Intyre’s work because—and this is the second point—he is 
looking for the wrong type of argument in the first place. The 
assumption underlying his analysis is that either MacIntyre’s 
claim about the telos of inquiry is relative to a particular 
historical tradition or it stands outside of history and traditions 
altogether. But this view is needlessly restrictive, since even 
those who accept the tradition-bound nature of rationality can 
permit dialectical arguments that are more than, and not merely 
reducible to, “power plays within a historical community.”41 
Despite their rejection of traditional foundationalism, both 
MacIntyre and Nietzsche can appeal to standards that they have 
in common with their opponents in order to develop arguments 
that have rational sway in multiple traditions or perspectives.42 
 In fact, this is precisely what MacIntyre attempts to do. 
Instead of advancing a tradition-independent claim, as Cohen 
says he must, he attempts to defend his conception of the telos 
of inquiry dialectically, by arguing that “any attempt to 
eliminate the notion of truth from that of enquiry [is] bound to 
fail.” 43  This becomes especially evident in his 1990 Aquinas 
lecture, “First Principles, Final Ends, and Contemporary 
Philosophical Issues,” an essay from which Cohen quotes but 
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the significance of which he largely overlooks. MacIntyre’s 
thesis in “First Principles” is that inquiry is fully intelligible only 
when understood teleologically as oriented towards truth. 
Writing in defense of this claim, MacIntyre argues that those 
who reject teleology in contemporary philosophy must develop 
an account of their own progress in inquiry in order to account 
for the significance of their views. But he asks: progress 
“towards what?”44 
 This question leads to the following dilemma. Either contem-
porary philosophers can supply a narrative of their progress in 
inquiry or they cannot. The first option is a nonstarter because 
it presupposes precisely the type of teleological development in 
inquiry that contemporary philosophers reject. And the second 
option is also problematic because it leaves them without any 
intelligible account of the achievement of contemporary phil-
osophy. The question becomes whether or not this particular 
result is an achievement, and any answer we provide to that 
question, MacIntyre thinks, faces the same dilemma as before. 
 The upshot of this argument by dilemma is that there is no 
dispensing with a teleological account of theoretical inquiry. 
Thus, the significance of “First Principles” for our purposes is 
that it provides us with a concrete example of how MacIntyre 
can attempt to justify his conception of the telos of inquiry 
without having to appeal to a tradition-independent point of 
view. Obviously there is a further question about whether or 
not his argument is correct, but what we have seen here is 
enough to show that Cohen’s criticism of MacIntyre is 
inadequate as it stands. 
 I have examined one argument against MacIntyre’s attempt 
to rehabilitate a strong conception of tradition-constituted 
inquiry and suggested that it is unsuccessful. On the one hand, 
Cohen’s criticism is philosophically unsupportable because there 
is no reason to assume that MacIntyre has to provide a 
tradition-independent basis for his understanding of the telos of 
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inquiry. On the other hand, it is exegetically inadequate because 
MacIntyre actually attempts to provide a dialectical argument in 
defense of his view in “First Principles.” I now want to suggest 
that the crucial mistake Cohen makes with respect to Mac-
Intyre’s position vis-à-vis the telos is not atypical. A strikingly 
similar mistake has plagued interpreters of Rt for some time 
now. 
 

III 
 
 Like Cohen, most interpreters assume that MacIntyre must 
choose between tradition-dependence and tradition-
independence in his development of Rt. I will now briefly 
examine two interpretations by way of illustration and critique 
of this point. We can begin with that of Michael Maxwell. 
According to Maxwell, MacIntyre advances Rt as a tradition-
dependent theory of rationality. This leads to a problem, 
Maxwell argues, because at the same time that MacIntyre takes 
Rt to be “grounded in . . . the Thomistic tradition,” he also 
takes Thomism to be “an ongoing tradition of inquiry.”45 In 
MacIntyre’s view, Rt may be revised through dialectical 
exchange. Indeed, the possibility of such revision is crucial for 
MacIntyre because the continuing justification of Rt is precisely 
what secures its relevance as a rational means of adjudicating 
intertraditional conflicts. But the notion that Rt both governs 
dialectical exchanges and must be vindicated through them is 
incoherent, as we cannot justify the revision of a theory on the 
grounds of the very theory in question. Such a move, Maxwell 
explains, is hopelessly self-undermining: “In the very act of such 
a revision, the norms requiring the revision would no longer be 
relevant and, therefore, would no longer require the revision.”46 
 Maxwell refers to this problem as an “oversight” on 
MacIntyre’s part.47  The reason why he takes the problem to 
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apply to Rt is that he assumes, reasonably enough, that if 
rationality is inescapably tradition-bound, the conditions for the 
rational defeat of a tradition must be tradition-bound as well. 
This leads him to treat Rt in the same way that MacIntyre treats 
the first principles internal to a tradition. Since first principles 
are justified insofar as they are able to vindicate themselves 
through ongoing dialectical testing and exchange, and since Rt 
has the same tradition-dependent status as any other first 
principle, Maxwell infers that Rt must be vindicated in the same 
manner. 
 But that is not the case. Contrary to Maxwell’s suggestion, 
MacIntyre does not think that Rt is simply one standard of 
rationality within the Thomistic tradition among others. 
Especially telling in this regard is the following passage from 
chapter 18 of Whose Justice? Which Rationality?: 
 
Notice that the grounds for an answer to relativism and perspectivism are to 
be found, not in any theory of rationality as yet explicitly articulated and 
advanced within one or more of the traditions with which we have been 
concerned, but rather a theory embodied in and presupposed by their 
practices of enquiry.48 

 
This passage is significant because it suggests that the tradition-
dependent reading of Rt is mistaken. MacIntyre makes it clear 
in what he says here that an adequate response to epistemic 
relativism requires a theory of rationality that is not merely the 
theory of “one or more of the traditions with which we have 
been concerned,” even though he discusses Thomism at length 
in the pages leading up to this passage.49 
 This last point could be seen as lending credence to the 
tradition-independent interpretation of Rt. If correct, the 
implication of the tradition-independent interpretation is that 
MacIntyre successfully avoids Maxwell’s criticism, but only at 
the cost of self-contradiction, since he denies that it is possible 
to step outside of traditions altogether. As a proponent of the 

 

 48 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 354. 

 49 Cf. Herdt, “Alasdair MacIntyre’s ‘Rationality of Traditions,’” 538.  
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tradition-independent interpretation, A. Allen suggests that 
MacIntyre commits himself to three crucial claims in advancing 
his theory of the rationality of traditions. First, Rt is a uni-
versally valid method for resolving disputes between traditions. 
Second, by employing this method, traditions are able to 
progress towards the final truth that is the aim of inquiry. Third, 
since to be outside traditions is to be unable to reason, we must 
belong to a tradition if we are to be rational, which means that 
commitment to Rt is, in effect, a requirement of rationality 
itself.50 
 This view “sounds familiar,” Allen suggests, “because it is a 
description of the same kind of universalist standpoint which 
MacIntyre criticized Enlightenment thinkers for espousing”—a 
standpoint according to which we reach the truth by employing 
a procedure that draws on standards all rational agents accept.51 
It is evident, Allen concludes, that MacIntyre has contradicted 
himself. Because his view shares many of the same character-
istics as the views of his Enlightenment predecessors and 
adversaries, it “entails an implicit appeal to precisely those kinds 
of Enlightenment standards that he claims to reject.”52 
 Allen goes on to suggest a way in which we might rescue 
MacIntyre from this predicament. According to Allen, Mac-
Intyre could avoid self-contradiction by “making the claim that 
the lines which separate traditions are broken and shifting, and 
that the traditions which [he] discusses might have enough in 
common to treat them all as a sort of meta-tradition of the 
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West.” 53  The attractiveness of this view lies in its apparent 
ability to account for both Rt’s pretensions to universality and 
its localness as a theory tied to the history and standards of a 
particular tradition. On the one hand, the view allows us to see 
Rt as universal in the sense that it is not merely relative to one 
highly specific tradition within the West, such as Thomism. On 
the other hand, it also implies that Rt is tradition-dependent 
and thus local in the sense that it is relative to a particular—
albeit meta-level—tradition. 
 However, Allen’s suggestion is problematic for three reasons. 
First, MacIntyre explicitly rejects the notion of “our 
tradition . . . [of] Western values” as an “unfortunate fictitious 
amalgam.”54 Although Allen recognizes this point, he thinks that 
his suggestion is still plausible, since MacIntyre distinguishes 
between traditions on the basis of their respective accounts of 
rationality, and Rt just is an account of rationality that every 
tradition accepts. But this is a mistake, since MacIntyre also 
takes traditions to be delineated by their embodiment in 
particular institutions and practices.55 And even Allen himself 
admits that “it seems impossible to imagine social institutions 
and practices that would be common to all of the members of 
the grand meta-tradition of the West and particular and local 
enough to qualify as the kinds of institutions and practices that 
MacIntyre is talking about.”56 
 Second, MacIntyre clearly takes Rt to extend beyond the 
boundaries of the West. In his essay “Incommensurability, 
Truth, and the Conversation between Confucians and Aris-
totelians about the Virtues,” MacIntyre appeals to Rt to show 
how and why a rational encounter can take place between 
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Aristotelianism and Confucianism, even though these two 
traditions are incommensurable with one another. His claim is 
that rational debate is possible between them because either 
tradition can establish its rational superiority over the other by 
appeal to his conditions for the rational defeat of a tradition.57 
This implies that MacIntyre sees Rt as applying equally to both 
the East and the West, since otherwise the appeal to Rt on the 
part of Aristotelians would be question begging. 
 More importantly—and this is the third point—even if 
Allen’s view could be attributed to MacIntyre, it would still be 
insufficient for his purposes. The challenge for followers of 
MacIntyre is not only to show that Rt can be both local in one 
sense and universal in another but to do so in a way that 
upholds MacIntyre’s rejection of epistemic relativism. Allen’s 
view meets the first desideratum but not the second. While his 
notion of a meta-tradition accounts for one way in which Rt 
could be both universal and local at the same time, it fails to 
show that relativism about rationality is untenable. For although 
it enables us to show how rational debate is possible between 
traditions within the West, it does not account for rational 
debate between meta-level traditions such as the East and the 
West. 
 Fortunately, Allen’s is not the only option. Careful attention 
to MacIntyre’s language suggests that Rt is neither relative to a 
particular tradition nor outside of traditions altogether. 
Consider the following remark from chapter 18 of Whose 
Justice? Which Rationality? which is strikingly similar to the 
passage we considered earlier: 
 
What I have to do, then, is to provide an account of the rationality 
presupposed by and implicit in the practice of those enquiry-bearing traditions 
with whose history I have been concerned.58 

 

 

 57 Alasdair MacIntyre, “Incommensurability, Truth, and the Conversation between 

Confucians and Aristotelians about the Virtues,” in Culture and Modernity: East-West 

Philosophic Perspectives, ed. Eliot Deutsch (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 

1991), 117-18. 

 58 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 354.  
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MacIntyre’s suggestion in this passage is that an adequate 
response to the relativist challenge requires a theory of 
rationality that is always and already presupposed by traditions 
of the sort he discusses in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? His 
account of the rationality of traditions is thus intended to be 
tradition-inherent, or implicit in traditions as such.59 
 As MacIntyre understands it, Rt is neither merely relative to 
the Thomistic tradition nor external to and neutral between 
traditions. Instead, it has elements of both tradition-dependence 
and tradition-independence. Although it depends on particular 
local traditions for its justification, it is universal in the sense 
that it is presupposed by and thus justified within all traditions. 
This allows Rt to achieve the same justificatory status as 
tradition-independent standards of rationality—and thus to 
uphold MacIntyre’s rejection of epistemic relativism—without 
contradicting his claim about the tradition-dependent nature of 
rationality. 
 

IV 
 
 At the same time, however, it is precisely this approach to Rt 
that leads to the problem of tradition-inherence. 60  To begin 

 

 59  I discuss this point in much more detail in Peter Seipel, “In Defense of the 

Rationality of Traditions” (manuscript). 

 60 This problem is similar to the better-known problem of the outsider in that it 

concerns MacIntyre’s inability to account for the rationality of the outsider’s decision to 

profess allegiance to a specific tradition. The difference is that the problem of the 

outsider allegedly arises as a result of MacIntyre’s understanding of the tradition-bound 

nature of rationality and the problem of tradition-inherence is due to his conception of 

Rt as inherent in all traditions. For the problem of the outsider see especially John 

Haldane, “MacIntyre’s Thomist Revival: What Next?” in After MacIntyre: Critical 

Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 

Press, 1994), 96-97; Peter J. Mehl, “In the Twilight of Modernity: MacIntyre and 

Mitchell on Moral Traditions and Their Assessment,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 19 

(1991): 21-54; and Lott, “Reasonably Traditional,” 327-29. I argue that the problem of 

the outsider is based on a misreading of MacIntyre’s work (Peter Seipel, “Moral 

Traditions, Epistemological Crises, and the Problem of Empirical Inadequacy” 

[manuscript]). 
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with, it is important to make the term ‘outsider’ less ambiguous. 
In Whose Justice? Which Rationality? MacIntyre suggests that 
persons can be ‘outside’ traditions either in the sense that (1) 
they are “outside all traditions” or (2) they “live betwixt and 
between” traditions. 61  Although both types of outsiders are 
traditionless in that they are not committed to the central theses 
and justificatory standards of any one particular tradition, the 
difference between them is that the first purports to be outside 
of traditions altogether, whereas the second adopts a standpoint 
that reflects the influence of multiple traditions. 
 As I understand it, the problem of tradition-inherence is that 
Rt is necessary for MacIntyre to maintain his stance vis-à-vis 
nonrelativism, yet because it is merely inherent in traditions as 
opposed to independent of them, he faces a dilemma when it 
comes to those who are outside traditions. Specifically, Rt is 
either available to such individuals, in which case MacIntyre 
fails to demonstrate the need for a strong conception of 
tradition-constituted inquiry, or it is not available to them, in 
which case outsiders have no rational means to choose between 
competing traditions. 
 This would perhaps not be such a significant problem for 
MacIntyre were it not for the fact that most people today are 
traditionless outsiders in his view. As MacIntyre remarks, “Most 
of our contemporaries . . . [are not] for the most part able to 
recognize in themselves in their encounters with traditions that 
they have already implicitly to some significant degree given 
their allegiance to some one particular tradition.” 62  Such a 
characteristically modern form of existence leads to a “type of 
self,” MacIntyre bemoans, “which has too many half-
convictions and too few settled coherent convictions.”63 Whose 
Justice? Which Rationality? is “primarily addressed” to precisely 
this sort of person, namely, “someone who, not as yet having 
given their allegiance to some coherent tradition of enquiry, is 

 

 61 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 367, 397.  

 62 Ibid., 397. 

 63 Ibid. 
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besieged by disputes over what is just and about how it is 
reasonable to act.”64 
 Nonetheless it is far from clear what Whose Justice? Which 
Rationality? actually has to say to such a person. If the 
tradition-inherent interpretation is correct, then the relativist 
challenge fails because Rt blocks participants in traditions from 
upholding relativism. Yet of course the relativist challenge was 
never a serious issue for participants in traditions. As MacIntyre 
himself admits, relativism about rationality is not a genuine 
possibility for such individuals for the more obvious and far less 
controversial reason that they already give their allegiance to 
the standards of one particular tradition or another. 65  What 
MacIntyre needs to show is that relativism fails with respect to 
the disagreements between participants in traditions, on the one 
hand, and those who remain uncommitted to any one particular 
tradition, on the other. But that is precisely what Rt cannot 
accomplish as a merely tradition-inherent theory of rationality. 
 A critic could perhaps respond by appealing to the ability of 
the outsider to learn the languages-in-use of rival traditions. 
Indeed, MacIntyre appears to suggest as much himself when he 
says: “such a person has to become involved in the conversation 
between traditions, learning to use the idiom of each in order to 
describe and evaluate the other or others by means of it.”66 By 
adopting the viewpoint of a participant in the debate between 
traditions, it seems that the person outside all traditions may be 
able to assess one tradition as rationally superior to another in 
precisely the same way as the members of traditions can. 
 Notice, though, that even if this person can come to 
recognize the superiority of one tradition over another, it does 
not follow that he or she has reason to become a participant in 
the allegedly superior tradition. Rationality may require the 
members of the tradition in crisis to shift their allegiance to that 
tradition, as they will have been defeated on their own terms. 

 

 64 Ibid., 393. 

 65 See ibid., 367. 

 66 Ibid., 398. 
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Yet the person outside all traditions neither shares those terms 
nor has access to Rt. So even if such an individual agrees that 
one tradition is better than another, he or she will still have 
every reason as before to remain a disinterested bystander. The 
only way to bridge the gap between the outsider’s standpoint 
and the standpoint of the superior tradition will be by means of 
a Kierkegaardian leap of faith. 
 This claim will no doubt strike many readers of MacIntyre as 
surprising. After all, it is well known that MacIntyre criticizes 
Kierkegaard for suggesting that moral commitment is “the 
expression of a criterionless choice,” or a choice “for which no 
rational justification can be given.” 67  Since the thesis I am 
defending suggests that MacIntyre is committed to a similar 
view, it may seem to follow that we have good reason to reject 
the thesis altogether.68 I do not think that we do. One way to 
see this is to consider how closely the predicament of the 
MacIntyrean outsider in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 
parallels the plight of the Kierkegaardian agent in After Virtue. 
Like the individual who “confronts the choice between [the 
ethical and aesthetic ways of life], as yet having embraced 
neither,” the person outside all traditions faces a choice between 
traditions without yet being committed to any one of them.69 
And just as the former can be provided with no reasons for 
choosing one over the other, so it seems that the latter cannot 
be offered reasons either. The person outside all traditions, like 
the Kierkegaardian agent, lacks the very principles or conditions 
that make rational choice possible.70 
 MacIntyre seems to think that the situation is different in the 
case for the outsider who stands betwixt and between traditions. 
In his view, such a person can and should apply the dialogue 
between traditions to his or her own particular standpoint. This 
is what he appears to be getting at when he says: “What such an 
individual has to learn is how to test dialectically the theses 

 

 67 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 

1984), 39. 

 68 I am indebted to an anonymous referee for this point. 

 69  MacIntyre, After Virtue, 39. 

 70 See ibid., 40. 
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proposed to him or her by each competing tradition, while also 
drawing upon these same theses in order to test dialectically 
those convictions and responses which he or she has brought to 
the encounter.”71 
 The difficulty, though, is that such dialectical testing would 
seem to be genuinely possible only insofar as Rt, the theory that 
governs dialectical encounters between traditions, extends 
beyond the boundaries of traditions themselves. MacIntyre may 
have had such a possibility in mind when he writes: 
 
One of the marks of any mature tradition of rational enquiry is that it 
possesses the resources to furnish accounts of a range of conditions in which 
incoherence would become inescapable and to explain how these conditions 
would come about. So such individuals [that is, outsiders who are betwixt and 
between traditions] will invite a tradition of enquiry to furnish them with a 
kind of self-knowledge which they have not as yet possessed.72 

 
If not, and Rt is merely inherent in traditions, then it is doubtful 
that the situation described in this passage can be realized, in 
which case MacIntyre fails to refute epistemic relativism. If so, 
then his talk of the rationality of traditions is misleading and 
stands in need of revision. To provide an adequate solution to 
the problem of the outsider, MacIntyre needs to defend Rt not 
as a theory of the rationality of traditions, but as a theory of the 
rationality of philosophical discourse, one that applies to 
inquiry in both its non-tradition-constituted and tradition-
constituted forms. 
 MacIntyre is able to sidestep this problem only through an 
ambiguity in what he means by the term ‘tradition’. Susan 
Moller Okin quite rightly argues that MacIntyre uses this term 
in two distinct ways in Whose Justice? Which Rationality?: 
 
[H]e gives conflicting accounts of what a tradition is. At times he describes it 
as a defining context, stressing the authoritative nature of its ‘texts’; at times 

 

 71 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 398. 

 72 Ibid. 
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he talks of a tradition as ‘living,’ as a ‘not-yet-completed narrative,’ as an 
argument about the goods that constitute the tradition.73 

 
According to Okin, a body of thought may be a tradition in the 
second but not the first sense. For example, although feminism 
involves an ongoing argument that develops over time, it is not 
a substantive tradition like Thomism in the sense that it does 
not presuppose a particular set of canonical texts. 
 Okin’s insight can be applied to MacIntyre’s consideration of 
the problem of tradition-inherence. If Rt is a tradition-inherent 
theory of rationality, then one would expect that it does not 
apply to those who live betwixt and between traditions. Yet 
even though such individuals are outside substantive traditions 
in Okin’s first sense, they are not outside traditions in her 
second and far weaker sense, as their standpoint is clearly 
informed by certain historically shaped beliefs and commit-
ments. This allows MacIntyre to smuggle in Rt while avoiding 
the conclusion that he must first expand it in the way that I 
have suggested. Because such individuals are outside traditions 
in one sense but not the other, he is able to give the impression 
that a person who lives betwixt and between can be “educated 
into self-knowledge of his or her own incoherence” and thereby 
invited to acknowledge in which of several “rival modes of 
moral understanding he or she finds him or herself most 
adequately explained and accounted for.”74 
 But MacIntyre cannot both have his cake and eat it, too. In 
advancing his theory of rationality, he must employ one or the 
other of the two senses that Okin describes. If the first sense of 
a substantive tradition involving deference to particular texts 
and teachers, then Rt is not available to those who live betwixt 
and between traditions. Since Rt is tradition-inherent, and since 
such individuals do not profess allegiance to any one particular 
tradition in which Rt finds expression, they cannot have or be 
given any good reason to adopt one tradition or another. Hence 
any decision they make to commit themselves to a particular 

 

 73  Susan Moller Okin, Justice, Gender and the Family (New York: Basic Books, 

1989), 60-61; quoted in Stout, “Commitments and Traditions,” 50. 

 74 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 398. 
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tradition can only be the result of a criterionless choice. Worse, 
MacIntyre fails to refute relativism about rationality because his 
solution only applies to those who already participate in 
traditions and thus for whom, as we have seen, epistemic 
relativism is not even a serious possibility in the first place. 
 On the other hand, if MacIntyre understands the term in the 
second of Okin’s two senses, then he avoids epistemic relativism 
only at the cost of severely diluting his understanding of what 
counts as tradition-constituted inquiry. For if one can be said to 
participate in a tradition just insofar as one carries on a “not-
yet-completed narrative,” then his claim that we must engage in 
such inquiry is extremely weak. Understood in this sense, 
MacIntyre is simply saying that we must inquire in the context 
of traditions because there is no other plausible alternative, 
something that is doubtless true if we understand the term 
‘tradition’ in Okin’s second sense. Philosophical inquiry must 
start somewhere, after all, and there is no alternative to 
beginning with the beliefs and standards that we happen to have. 
This does not warrant the conclusion that we must commit 
ourselves to a substantive tradition such as Thomism. 
 It is possible to restate the thesis that I am defending in a 
slightly different way. As we have seen, MacIntyre thinks that 
his analysis of epistemological crises allows him to avoid the 
Kuhnian notion that transitions between paradigms are akin to 
irrational conversions. I am suggesting instead that MacIntyre 
faces the following dilemma: either he is committed to precisely 
this notion because Rt is not available to everyone, or he avoids 
it because it is universally available but he thereby fails in his 
attempt to rehabilitate a strong conception of tradition-
constituted inquiry. My point is not, of course, that MacIntyre’s 
critique of Kuhn is wrong. I am arguing rather that despite 
MacIntyre’s critique, the only way for us to avoid a Kuhnian (or 
Kierkegaardian) reading of his own work is to concede that he 
comes up short in one of his central aims, namely, to defend the 
tradition-based approach to inquiry that we find exemplified in 
Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae. 
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 It will perhaps be objected that this argument overlooks 
MacIntyre’s reflections on language in chapter 19 of Whose 
Justice? Which Rationality? The claim that MacIntyre’s project 
runs aground on an antitraditionalist dilemma depends on the 
claim that there are only two options when it comes to 
participating in a tradition—to be an insider or an outsider. But 
if joining a tradition is akin to learning a new language, a critic 
might argue, participation in a tradition surely exists on a 
spectrum and is not dichotomous. Membership in a tradition 
must include everything from total commitment to no 
commitment at all, much like a person can be anything from 
fully fluent in a foreign language to only knowledgeable of a 
few words. Thus, whether an outsider has or can be given good 
reason to profess allegiance to a particular tradition must surely 
be a matter of degree as well.75 
 Notice, though, that this objection does not help in the case 
of the person outside all traditions because ex hypothesi such a 
person does not participate in any tradition at all. To be inside a 
tradition partially or even to a minimal extent is no longer to be 
outside all traditions. Thus this person still faces the same 
criterionless choice as before. By contrast, the objection seems 
initially more promising in the case of the outsider who lives 
betwixt and between traditions. The idea that being inside a 
tradition occurs on a spectrum implies that people of this sort 
should be able to appeal to Rt in deciding to adopt one 
tradition of inquiry or another. However, whether the outsider 
who lives betwixt and between actually has access to Rt will 
depend upon where he or she falls on the spectrum from 
complete outsider to fully committed member of a particular 
tradition. So Rt will still presumably not be available to all such 
outsiders, even if it is available to some or perhaps even many 
of them. 
 Further, it is one thing to say that outsiders who live betwixt 
and between traditions have access to Rt in some cases. It is 
something else altogether to claim that they have reason to 
commit themselves to a particular set of authoritative texts and 

 

 75 I am indebted to an anonymous referee for this point. 
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teachers. The first claim neither amounts to nor entails the 
second. Given that some outsiders have access to Rt, the only 
way to establish whether they have grounds to commit 
themselves to a particular tradition of inquiry will be on a case-
by-case basis. There will be no way to make sweeping claims 
about the need for a strong conception of tradition-constituted 
inquiry unless one simply assumes that the modern self always 
“brings to its encounters with the claims of rival traditions a 
fundamental incoherence.” 76  But that is unlikely or at least 
highly contestable, and in any case since traditionless outsiders 
will have sufficient resources for rational discussion and debate, 
it follows that they will be able to engage in philosophical 
inquiry without being committed to a tradition of the sort that 
MacIntyre prefers. This suggests that we may not need to 
rehabilitate a strong-conception of tradition-constituted inquiry 
after all. Thus the idea that what it means to be inside a 
tradition is a matter of degree appears to be no better than the 
idea that we can water down our conception of tradition. 
 

V 
 
 To sum up, MacIntyre both attempts to defeat relativism 
about rationality and to rehabilitate a strong conception of 
tradition-constituted inquiry, yet he cannot have it both ways. 
Given this difficulty, it should come as no surprise that in 
chapter 10 of Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry he shifts 
from defending the need for a strong conception of tradition-
constituted inquiry on the basis of an analysis of the rationality 
of traditions to defending it as a plausible inference from the 
history and nature of past successes in moral debate.77  Con-
sideration of that argument goes beyond the scope of this article, 
but I hope what I have said here is at least enough to show that 
even though MacIntyre comes up short in Whose Justice? Which 

 

 76 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 397. 

 77 MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 216ff. 
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Rationality? he does not come up short for the reasons his 
critics usually suppose. 
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Christ’s Two Wills in Scholastic Thought: The Christology of Aquinas and Its 

Historical Contexts. By COREY L. BARNES. Toronto: PIMS, 2012. Pp. 
357. $85.00 (cloth) ISBN: 978-0-88844-178-2. 

 
 This book is an important study on a topic utterly central to the Christian 
tradition. The doctrine that the incarnate Christ has two wills, a fully human 
will and a fully divine will, has been on the books as a norm of orthodoxy 
since Constantinople III (680/81). Far from closing debate, this formula has 
served as a baseline for later discussions of how the two wills are related and 
how the human will of Christ actually functioned. Within Latin theology up to 
circa 1300, Corey Barnes finds Thomas Aquinas’s account the most 
intellectually satisfying. While Barnes makes this preference clear, and devotes 
more of this book to Aquinas than to the other figures treated, he argues 
convincingly that Aquinas is best understood in context: in the context of his 
Christology and soteriology, and in the context of preceding Scholastic 
theories. Much to his credit, Barnes assesses earlier Scholastics as worthy of 
attention in their own right, and not as mere precursors to Aquinas. As a 
result, this book will be of great value not just to readers interested in the 
Angelic Doctor but also to those interested in a nonteleological understanding 
of twelfth- and thirteenth-century Scholasticism. 
 Barnes devotes the first of his six chapters to the Creeds and to patristic 
Christologies. Chapter 2 treats Anselm of Canterbury, Peter Abelard, Hugh of 
St. Victor, and the Summa sententiarum largely as prefaces to Peter Lombard 
(albeit, as Barnes notes, Hugh later receives independent citation), followed by 
William of Auxerre and the Summa fratris Alexandri. Barnes chooses the latter 
text over Alexander of Hales’s Glossa on the Sentences, presumably (though 
this is not explicitly claimed or defended) because he regards it as giving a 
more fully developed or more frequently cited version of the Alexandrine 
position. Chapter 3 treats Albert the Great and Bonaventure. In Chapters 4 
and 5 Barnes turns to Aquinas on the two-wills doctrine and its setting in the 
larger scheme of the Summa Theologiae. The final chapter treats John Duns 
Scotus, prefaced by Giles of Rome and Peter Olivi as transitional figures 
between Aquinas and Scotus. Barnes ends with what he thinks Aquinas would 
have said in response to the Scotist alternative. 
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 Barnes’s research yields a number of significant findings. All the Scholastics 
supported the two-wills doctrine and regarded it as an essential feature of 
Christ’s full humanity, but they varied in how they defended it, drawing on 
different sources. All were aware of the final decree of Constantinople III. 
Peter Lombard was the first to cite the Christology of John Damascene, but it 
was the authors of the Summa fratris Alexandri who first applied Damascene 
to the two-wills issue. Scholastic theologians sliced into this question from 
different angles. The Lombard stressed the obedience of Christ’s human will 
to his divine will. William of Auxerre and the authors of the Summa fratris 

Alexandri were more concerned with the capacity of Christ’s human will first 
to oppose and then to accept his divine will, as in his prayer in the garden of 
Gethsemane. As they saw it, the problem was to explain the differing 
motivations within Christ’s human will, and how that will could fail to be in 
harmony with, yet not contrary to, his divine will. Later in the thirteenth 
century there was increasing interest in the issue of the conformity vis-à-vis 
the contrariety within Christ’s human will, and in the location of these 
operations within the Aristotelian faculties of the soul. Both Albert and 
Bonaventure focused on the conformity of the two wills rather than on the 
capacity of Christ’s human will to oppose his divine will. Barnes judges 
Albert’s view, involving a means-and-ends argument, as the most innovative to 
that date. More to the point, he relates the two-wills theories of these 
Scholastics to their other Christological concerns: their soteriology, their 
interest in Christ’s human knowledge or Christ’s human virtues, or their 
understanding of human moral decision-making as such. 
 For sheer originality, Barnes gives Aquinas the prize. Aquinas’s teaching 
reflects development from his Sentences commentary to his mature Summae, 
and he makes use of the arguments and not merely the final decree of the 
council fathers of Constantinople III, plus other patristic sources not cited by 
his predecessors. While Aquinas inherited and spoke to the conformity/ 
contrariety debate and the framing of Christ’s voluntary operations in terms of 
Aristotelian faculty psychology, he offered what Barnes flags as a truly fresh 
formulation: Christ’s human will as the instrumental efficient cause of his 
divine will. Aquinas uses this key idea to explain how Christ brought that 
aspect of his human will which was oriented to self-preservation into line with 
the rational will oriented to his divine will. He did so actively, by means of his 
purely human aptitudes and volitional powers. We find an analogy in the way 
in which a servant acts as the instrumental efficient cause of his master’s will 
when executing the master’s orders, using his own purely natural capacities in 
so doing. At the same time—and this leads Barnes into a detailed exposition of 
Aquinas’s theology in chapter 5—Christ’s human will is the instrumental 
efficient cause of human salvation. Christology and soteriology are thus basic 
to Aquinas’s handling of the two-wills issue. As Barnes sees it, in the Summa 

Theologiae Aquinas found it necessary to take a stand on the three 
explanations of the hypostatic union aired since the early twelfth century. In 
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his view both the homo assumptus and the habitus theories had to be rejected 
as quasi-Nestorian, in defense of the full humanity of Christ. This concern, to 
be sure, was an intra-Christian one. But Barnes also documents Aquinas’s 
mature two-wills doctrine from the Summa contra Gentiles. He does not give 
commensurate attention to the overall plan and argument of the ScG, for 
whose stated audience the defense of the divinity of Christ would have been 
equally if not more pressing.  
 More problematic is the less-than-fully-satisfactory treatment Barnes gives 
to the figures discussed in Chapter 6. As post-Aquinas and pre-Scotus thinkers 
on the two wills of Christ, Giles of Rome and Peter Olivi offer slim pickings 
indeed. If one were looking for transitional figures, even limiting oneself to 
those nowadays in print, a number of other plausible choices not mentioned 
by Barnes come to mind. It would have been interesting to know if other 
Dominicans, such as the Albertists, agreed with the instrumental-efficient-
cause argument, rejected it, or simply ignored it. Among intermediate Fran-
ciscans and seculars, one might well have put the question to Richard of 
Mediavilla and Henry of Ghent, figures whom Duns Scotus took to heart in 
other areas. 
 A more serious criticism can be leveled at Barnes’s presentation of Scotus 
himself. Barnes confines his analysis to Scotus’s early Ordinatio, without 
considering whether he changed his mind, as he did on other topics, in his 
later and presumably more mature Paris Reportatio. Barnes observes that 
Scotus did not frame his two-wills doctrine in the terms posed by Aquinas and 
Aquinas’s precursors. The conformity/contrariety issue left him cold. He was 
uninspired by the application of Aristotelian faculty psychology to this 
problem, and he did not seek to tackle instrumental efficient causality head-
on. Rather, as Scotus sees it, Christ had a single human will. This human will 
had the same essential characteristics as any other human will. That is to say, 
Christ’s human will was a radically free will. Thus, whatever temptations 
Christ underwent in the garden, and wherever they may be located in the 
human constitution, the critical point is that Christ was free to make a 
voluntary choice in the light of convenience, or, alternatively, in the light of 
justice. These same two options exist for all human moral decisions activated 
by the will. Christ could and did consider these options and freely chose to 
reject motivations that interfered with the choice made in the light of justice, 
the option of freely assenting to his divine will. The fact that he made that 
choice endowed the human Christ with infinite merit. But that fact is not a 
cause of the moral choices of other human beings.  
 Barnes expresses some disappointment with Scotus’s argument, as regret-
tably turning its back on Aquinas and the pre-Aquinas Scholastic tradition. As 
for the imagined response Aquinas might have given to Scotus, even if we do 
not dismiss this point out of hand as wishful and anachronistic thinking, it 
boils down to a repetition of Barnes’s own argument, rather than a refutation 
of Scotus’s. For an unaffiliated observer who is not a self-professed fan of 
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either of these two masters, it can certainly be argued that it is Scotus, not 
Aquinas, who should be awarded the palm, for his radical, refreshing, and 
brilliantly original argument on the two wills. Moreover, it is an argument 
that goes farther than that of Aquinas or anyone else in this book in advancing 
the Scholastics’s common goal of defending the full humanity of Christ. While 
the space Barnes gives to Scotus reflects his acknowledgment that Scholas-
ticism did not come to a creative dead end after Aquinas, and that the concern 
of later thinkers was not to dismantle his achievements, it has to be said that 
Barnes does not give Scotus his due. Nor does he recognize the need to place 
Scotus’s position on the two wills in the context of his wider theology. 
 These objections aside, this book is a signal scholarly achievement. It is the 
author’s first book, based on his Notre Dame dissertation. But it is a book 
which a senior scholar with decades of familiarity with the figures treated 
would be proud to publish. Its strengths are deeply impressive. The acuteness 
and perceptiveness of Barnes’s analysis are matched by his unfailing lucidity of 
exposition and his erudite command of previous scholarship. With this book 
Barnes takes his place as a rising star among interpreters of medieval 
Scholastic theology. His arrival in that firmament is as warmly to be welcomed 
as it is auspicious. 
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Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian Doctrine. By 

KHALED ANATOLIOS. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2011. Pp. 
xiv + 322. $39.95 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-8010-3132-8. 

 
 Khaled Anatolios, professor of historical theology at the Boston College 
School of Theology and Ministry, has written an excellent study on the 
greatest of all mysteries, the Holy Trinity. The book is called Retrieving 
Nicaea, not to signal a narrow focus on the first ecumenical council from the 
year 325, but to highlight the recovery of the Nicene faith by representative 
orthodox teachers in the century that followed the council. Guided by Gabriel 
Marcel’s distinction between primary and secondary reflection, Anatolios 
seeks to lead his readers in “a reinvolvement of secondary reflection that 
brought about the formulation of trinitarian doctrine” (35). He thus probes 
the Christian experience that enabled Christians to articulate the doctrines of 
who God truly is. Cognizant that the book could have had a much larger 
scope, Anatolios chose to give detailed studies of three theologians: Athana-
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sius, Gregory of Nyssa, and Augustine. The choice reflects not only 
Anatolios’s own areas of expertise, especially evidenced in his previous 
magisterial work on Athanasius, but also how these three figures, two from 
the East and one from the West, can inspire a variety of theologians working 
today to grasp the key features of the Nicene faith. The book deserves a close 
reading and a consideration of its significance for our reflection on the 
Trinity. 
 Anatolios shows that much recent systematic theology has run far from the 
great representatives of the Nicene faith. He characterizes three leading 
modern approaches, naming those who have missed the heart of what the first 
ecumenical council is really about. The first school stems from Friedrich 
Schleiermacher, and has been adopted by the likes of Piet Schoonenberg, 
Catherine LaCugna, and Roger Haight. This group concedes Kant’s epistemo-
logical objection and says that Trinitarian doctrine says nothing intelligible 
about the being of God. The second school of thought reacts strongly against 
the first approach, which is outright incompatible with Nicaea, and maintains 
that God’s self-communication tells us exactly what God’s being is. Karl 
Rahner typifies this approach. Following Yves Congar’s critique of Rahner’s 
Grundaxiom, Anatolios cautions against Rahner’s strict conflation of the 
economic Trinity with the immanent Trinity, and considers it incompatible 
with Nicaea: “A strict and unqualified conflation of the economic Trinity with 
the immanent Trinity would entail that the subordination of the incarnate Son 
to the Father reflects the same order of subordination in the immanent 
Trinity” (4). Moreover, beyond criticizing Rahner’s inadequate attention to 
the discontinuities between the economic and the immanent, Anatolios faults 
him for not integrating details of the scriptural narrative in his theological 
construction. The third trajectory in modern Trinitarian theology is absorbed 
in explicating the right creaturely analogy, such as the psychological or the 
social. Anatolios names Bernard Lonergan as one who developed the psycho-
logical analogy for a contemporary audience. When Trinitarian theology is 
understood primarily through some creaturely analogy, be it consciousness or 
social relationships, the very centrality of the mystery of the Trinity is 
dislocated. 
 For his own effort to retrieve Nicaea, Anatolios believes that “we may 
perform the meaning of trinitarian doctrine by learning to refer to the trini-
tarian being of God through the entirety of Christian existence.” (8) He 
articulates two fundamental principles. Against the allegation of Karl Barth, 
Wolfhart Pannenberg, and Jürgen Moltmann that classical theology began 
with a Hellenistic, non-Christological conception of divine transcendence, 
Anatolios says that we must recover the understanding of the primacy of 
Christ from those first great theologians who defended the faith of Nicaea. 
The second principle concerns the clarification of our theological epis-
temology. Trinitarian doctrine “does not allow us to encompass the being of 
God within the confines of human knowing, but it does regulate our being 
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and knowing so as to enable us to successfully relate ourselves to God, who is 
really Trinity” (9). 
 While this review will not go into the many nuanced levels of Anatolios’s 
well-developed arguments for the three featured theologians, here is a 
sampling from his treatment on Gregory of Nyssa, which provides a salutary 
correction to a lingering misconception. Anatolios writes, “contrary to the 
notion that the Greek fathers ‘start with the persons,’ we see here that the 
logical point of departure for Gregory is very much the divine nature. Indeed, 
far from denigrating the logic of natures in general in the style of some 
modern existentialism, Gregory begins with a comprehensive taxonomy of the 
fundamental differences of nature within the hierarchy of being, of which the 
most radical is the difference between the uncreated nature, conceived as the 
first and essential Good, and created natures, whose being and well-being 
depend on participation in essential goodness” (214-15, concerning Gregory’s 
Contra Eunomium; cf. 231-32 concerning Gregory’s Ad Ablabium). Every-
where in these three detailed studies of Athanasius, Gregory of Nyssa, and 
Augustine, Anatolios shows himself to be a theologian who knows how to 
raise questions and provide answers. 
 Given his acute analyses of the individual theologians, I expect Anatolios’s 
systematization to engender debate among those who agree with the im-
portance of his project. Unsatisfied with proposals by Joseph Lienhard, S.J., 
Michel Barnes, and Lewis Ayres for classifying the variety of post-Nicene 
theologies, Anatolios posits, “The essential distinction, from within the 
common ground of confession of the Trinity as differentiated unity, was 
whether the divine Trinity was united according to a unity of being, or by 
unity of will. To say this is not to prejudge the question of just how that unity 
was conceived; it does not presume, for example, that numerical oneness of 
equality is a necessary feature of that unity so conceived” (31). It could be said 
that Anatolios here recognizes the multiplicity of meanings in “unity” (cf. 
Aristotle, De anima 2.1.412b), a critical ambiguity. 
 Anatolios, holding that every significant theologian in these ancient 
controversies had a position in reference to this distinction on the divine 
unity, draws up two main camps: “Alexander, Athanasius, and the Cappa-
docians, despite undeniable differences and developments, all designated the 
relation between Father and Son in terms of unity of being. Arius, Asterius, 
Eusebius, and Eunomius, again despite all their divergences, insisted that the 
relations between Father and Son pertained to will, not to being” (31). I think 
Anatolios has expressed himself clearly here, where he speaks of “will,” not 
“unity of will,” in contrast to “unity of being,” and I am convinced by Ana-
tolios that early theologians can be categorized based upon how they speak of 
“being” and “will” in the unity of the Trinity. There is work to be done about 
how the “will” functions in this variety of theologians.  
 Compare this difficulty with respect to the “will” with the better-known 
difficulty with respect to “being.” Scholars commonly make categorizations of 
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early theologians based on how they identify Trinitarian “being”: homo-
ousians, homoians, homoiousians, heterousians/anomians. There is no 
equivalent classification for the spectrum of theologians on the “will.” 
Certainly, the notion of the “will” was less developed in the fourth-century 
Trinitarian controversies than in the Christological controversies of the 
seventh century, when Maximus the Confessor made great precisions on the 
meaning of the “will.” (Maximus’s distinctions on Gregory of Nazianzus’s Or. 
30.12 could serve as an example. See his Opusc. 3 [PG 91.48A-B], Opusc. 6 
[PG 91.65C], and Opusc. 7 [PG 91.81C-D].) Anatolios does a service in 
highlighting both the categorical difference between an emphasis on unity 
conceived in terms of “being” versus “will” and in raising questions about the 
variety of expressions on the “will.” 
 For example, Anatolios writes, “In terms of our overarching framework of 
trinitarian theologies of will over against trinitiarian theologies of substance, 
we should note that Arius does not go so far as to say that Father, Son, and 
Spirit simply share the same will. In speaking of a trajectory that conceives of 
the Trinity in terms of unity of will, we are not necessarily speaking in all 
instances of identity of will. What we find in Arius is rather the assertion that 
the ultimate ground of Christ’s primacy is his origination as the perfect 
creature who alone is directly effected by the one God’s sovereign will. The 
affirmation of a ‘unity of will’ is more explicitly developed by Arius’s early 
supporter, Asterius” (52). If one were to say that the Father and Son had an 
identity of will, as distinct from an identity of that which is willed, would they 
not have the same being? That is certainly neither Arius’s nor Asterius’s 
intention. Anatolios rightly shows that Asterius considers the Son to be a 
production of the Father’s will, and that the unity of the Father and the Son, 
mentioned in John 10:30, refers to “their exact correspondence (symphônia) 
in all thoughts and works” (54; quoting Asterius, fragment 39). For Anatolios, 
this demonstrates that Asterius’s theology denotes “oneness of will and activity 
rather than of substance” (55). Asterius distances himself from “substance,” 
and seems to make the “oneness” of the Father and Son a moral union of two 
coming together. I could add that Asterius’s “unity of will” is quite far from 
that of Augustine, who affirms both a unity of being and a unity of will. 
Countering Eunomius, who continues the trajectory of Arius and Asterius, 
Augustine denies that the Son is a product of the Father’s will. He goes on to 
say that the Son could be called “will from will,” just as he is called “substance 
from substance,” but that if any person of the Trinity could be called “will,” it 
should be the Holy Spirit (De Trinitate 15.20.38; cf. De Trinitate 10.11.18). 
 As for the other two theologians featured in his study, Anatolios 
acknowledges that Athanasius and Gregory of Nyssa are “ultimately conceding 
that will is an applicable category not only with respect to the relation 
between God and creation, but even within the divine being” (98). In fact, 
Anatolios’s preference is for their construal of “will.” He concludes his work 
with the reflection: “one of the fruits of recollecting the fourth-century 
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debates is to note that a certain synthesis achieved between trinitarian theolo-
gies of unity of being and theologies of unity of will in the fourth century has 
subsequently been overshadowed and largely forgotten. Following Athanasius 
and, to an even greater extent, Gregory of Nyssa, we should not be afraid to 
say that the communion of Father, Son, and Spirit is willed by each of them 
and is thus a genuine interpersonal communion. At the same time, the 
consubstantial unity of the Trinity can be expressed, with Gregory of Nyssa, 
by saying that there is not variation in perfection among the three” (292). 
Giving some place to the divine persons “willing” within the Trinity need not 
end up in an ontological subordinationism or effective tritheism—options 
rehearsed in the twentieth century. 
 With the advantage of Anatolios’s classification of theologians according to 
an emphasis on “being” versus on “will,” readers of this journal could look at 
Thomas Aquinas’s own Trinitarian theology with fresh eyes. For example, 
Aquinas makes a distinction concerning the generation of the Son in 
interpreting the expression that something occurs “by will.” In the sense of 
concomitance, which refers back to being (e.g., on our human level, “I will 
that I am a human”), one can say that “by will” the Father has begotten the 
Son (cf. Anatolios’s analysis of Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunonium 3.6.16-
18, on pp. 192-93). In another sense, where the will is the principle of action, 
for example, where it prompts a causal production from a source, “God the 
Father has not begotten the Son by will, but by will he produced a creature” 
(STh I, q. 41, a. 2). Later in this article, with some help from Hilary of 
Poitiers, Aquinas draws a division between those he calls Arians and those 
who think rightly on this contested point: “The Arians, wishing to come to the 
conclusion that the Son is a creature, said that the Father begot the Son by 
will, according to which a will designates a source. But it must be said by us 
that the Father begot the Son not by will, but by nature” (cf. Hilary, De 
Synodis, 58). This brief foray into the Summa Theologiae suggests that 
precisely here on the disputed topic of the “will,” Aquinas could himself be 
seen as retrieving Nicaea—a project which Anatolios’s thoughtful book can 
help us continue to do. 
 Through his various cogent studies on early Christian theologians and their 
doctrines, Anatolios has established himself as a leader in interpreting the faith 
of the early Church. He gives expert analysis, and he raises concerns that 
deserve further reflection. Brian E. Daley, S.J., whom many of us teaching in 
the field of patristic theology consider preeminent on the subject in the 
academy, wrote the preface to Retrieving Nicaea. He calls Anatolios’s book “a 
work of profound theology” (xiii). I agree. 
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Francis of Assisi: A New Biography. By AUGUSTINE THOMPSON. Ithaca, N.Y.: 

Cornell University Press, 2012. Pp. 312. $30.00 (cloth). ISBN: 978-0-
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 Having written two solidly grounded and highly regarded monographs on 
the forms of religiosity in the medieval communes, the Dominican historian 
Augustine Thompson has set himself a formidable task in this imposing work: 
to explore the life and spirituality of one of the most commented-upon 
personages of Christian history, Francis of Assisi. The result is a finely 
wrought and critical new biography of the Poor Man of Assisi, worthy of the 
formidable historian who has written it. The volume presents a distinctive 
read on the saint—at times deeply moving, at other times provocative and 
jarring—which is at some variance with more recent interpretations of Francis. 
To accomplish his task, the author had to confront an ocean of medieval 
source materials that do not admit of easy interpretation and had to dialogue 
with modern-day assessments of the Poverello. This he does, fearlessly and 
comprehensively but, it must be said, with decidedly mixed results. 
 The volume is divided into two main parts. The first half presents 
Thompson’s “new biography” of Francis, built upon an intense and erudite 
reading of the medieval sources and based upon a hermeneutic which the 
author has developed to make his way through the thicket of wildly divergent 
readings of Francis, especially from among his own followers (the famous 
“Franciscan Question”). Despite having to navigate such shoals, his biography 
is eminently readable, engaging and cohesive as a narrative. The second half of 
the volume is a running commentary on how he, as a historian, has arrived at 
the results presented in the first half of the text, chapter-by-chapter, 
comparing his hermeneutic with the wide array of studies produced on Francis 
and his movement over the last 120 years. This latter portion of the book will 
make turgid reading for all but the most stalwart, for it serves to demonstrate 
to specialists that the author has read—and read closely—virtually the entire 
historiographical corpus on the saint of Assisi and measured their readings 
against his own. Although much can be said about these comparisons, it is the 
first part of the book—his grand narrative—that commands our attention 
here. 
 Contemporary examinations of Francis (and his movement) rise or fall on 
the strength of one’s methodology, and Thompson’s narrative is constructed 
on the basis of a carefully thought-out hermeneutic. Simply stated, this 
methodology takes seriously the problems associated with reading 
hagiographical texts as history. This problematic, sparked by Paul Sabatier’s 
famous publication of his Vie de S. François (1894), has engaged Franciscanists 
of all stripes ever since in contentious debates over Francis’s intentio and the 
“eredità difficile” of the first century of Franciscan history (to use the phrase 
of Roberto Lambertini and Andrea Tabarroni). Thompson is aware of these 
difficulties. But he seems to be of two minds with respect to these texts. On 
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the one hand, he recognizes the nature of the literary genre; he knows it 
presents the reader with accounts that are filled with miraculous happenings 
and prophetic utterances in order to underscore the sanctity of the founder; 
and he recognizes that such texts are skewed or fanciful and thus relatively 
unreliable as history. And yet, on the other hand, he uses them quite freely 
when they underscore his own reading of Francis as a person of exceptional 
spiritual character. Thus, the hermeneutic seems engineered to confirm the 
author’s own preconceptions (although, I am sure, he would argue the 
opposite). In his search for the historical Francis, Thompson uses the content 
of the writings of Francis himself as the primary touchstone for his 
reconstruction of the mind of the founder. However, most of these were 
occasional pieces addressing specific issues or moments rather than, with the 
exception of the two rules, intentional or comprehensive statements of the 
minorite vision. The problem, in other words, is that the writings also require 
a discerning eye and an interpretive context. 
 This is no more evident than in Thompson’s treatment of the question of 
Franciscan poverty. Indeed, our author seems intent, at every turn, on 
removing the issue of poverty from the early Franciscan experience. This 
posture is founded on two ideas: first, that Francis rarely used the term 
(paupertas) in his own writings (as compared to other concerns, especially the 
Eucharist); and second, that, precisely because the subject of poverty appears 
so abundantly in the later hagiographical sources, such references must 
represent the intrusion of the controversy that raged within the order from the 
mid-thirteenth to the early fourteenth century, and thus be a retrojection onto 
Francis as if it were his concern as well. Such an optic is understandable on 
one level: historians must surely be attentive to how later contexts reinterpret 
and reshape earlier events. However, there are two significant problems here. 
First, the appearance of a controversy in its full-blown form later in the 
century does not necessarily preclude the presence of similar embryonic 
concerns in the early fraternity; indeed, I would contend that they were 
present. And, second, such a rigid and sweeping hermeneutic demonstrates, I 
would contend, a lack of understanding of the early minorite vision, as 
presented in the Early Rule (1208-21). 
 Our author is not alone in this shortcoming. Other modern interpreters of 
early Franciscan history fail to take account of the content of the evolving 
socio-economic and spiritual vision of Francis and his first followers. Most 
contemporary presentations—centered on Francis rather than on the spiritual 
movement that he inspired and led—pass over the content of the Early Rule 
and, therefore, miss the heart of the minorite charism. As is well known, 
Francis’s vision was grounded in his encounter with lepers sequestered outside 
the town of Assisi. After this chance but fateful encounter, the young man 
began to “show mercy” to them: washing their sores, providing them 
nourishment, sharing their plight as one human being with another, showing 
the compassionate face of Christ to the scorned of society. This is where God 
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revealed to him the heart of his religious charism: to be minor among the 
minores of society—to be a Friar Minor—and to renounce every act and 
attitude that did not show respect for the presence of Christ among all his 
creatures, especially his neglected poor. This is the insight that allowed him to 
see in the Scriptures the “humility and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ” (ER 
9, 1): sharing the plight of the forgotten (humilitas) and using created things 
on the basis of need (paupertas), not greed. So prevailing was this inspired 
insight that Francis did not need to explicate it in his writings: social minority 
and its consequent life of material poverty among the poor was known to be 
the minorites’ vowed life. 
 But this vision also gave them something to share with their fellow 
Christians: the content of their penitential preaching. Contrary to Thompson’s 
contention that preaching was a mission thrust upon the brothers by Pope 
Innocent III in Rome in 1209, the early friars already had something to say 
and were already saying it, beyond Assisi in various locales of Italy. Otherwise, 
they would have needed nothing more than the approval of Guido II, the local 
bishop of Assisi. But they needed and received papal approval. 
 Lacking this optic, Thompson removes from the minorite vision its socio-
spiritual content: its awareness of the concrete environment out of which the 
movement arose and of the specific spiritual response it was fashioning as an 
evangelical counter-narrative to the sin and injustices of the day. Instead, we 
are left with an impoverished Francis, a truncated Poverello, and a humanly 
flawed spiritual giant. 
 Thompson’s Francis is a decidedly spiritual, medieval man: a viator making 
his way along uncertain paths, a man like us in all things including sin. And 
this represents, to my mind, the real strength of the book and its keenest 
contribution to our understanding of the Poverello. Our author is surely right 
to reintegrate into his presentation of Francis the very aspects of his medieval 
life that make modern historians uneasy or dismissive, namely, the piety, 
prayer, and devotional aspects of his inner life. Thompson gives us a Francis 
who prayed fervently and found nourishment in the Scriptures. Indeed, his 
portrait is most enlightening when he reminds us of the attentiveness of 
Francis to praying the Office, of his disciplining his body with harsh ascetical 
practices and, most especially, of his love of the Eucharist and everything 
associated with its celebration. This is nicely complemented by specific details 
of medieval piety and customs that only a historian of Thompson’s caliber 
would know (e.g., the vegetarianism of medieval religious, the priest’s use of 
the imperative upon entering homes—Pax huic domo!, Francis’s innovation of 
kneeling before the Eucharist, the specifics of dietary regulations and rituals of 
dying, etc.). These are but a few of the salient details our author sprinkles 
throughout his narrative. 
 But Francis is also, in our author’s hands, an interiorly confused and 
tortured figure. Suffering from what Thompson characterizes as the effects of 
posttraumatic stress disorder (from his experiences on the battlefield and long 
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imprisonment in 1203-4), Francis never quite seems to recover the sure 
footing of his youth. Indeed, Thompson asserts that the Poor Man of Assisi 
was uncomfortable in the role that had been thrust upon him as a result of the 
arrival of followers and his emergence as the unwitting leader of this little 
troupe of penitents. There is something poignant about this conjecture, 
understandable from a human point of view. But the author takes the insight 
too far when he claims that the attempted voyages to go among the Muslims 
(1212-13) had been chiefly motivated by his desire “to hide from his brothers” 
and these unwanted responsibilities. Francis’s resignation in September 1220 
is understood within this same framework. Again, while this has some merit, 
there is much more going on within the order—and in Francis—that serves to 
explain these momentous events and decisions. 
 Moreover, consistent with his decision to screen out all reports of 
controversy between contending factions within the order in the 1220s as the 
retrojection of later controversies onto Francis, Thompson discounts the 
importance of what contemporary historians have referred to as the initial 
phase of the clericalization of the order of Friars Minor. Indeed, whereas he 
reads this phenomenon simply as the entrance of an increasing number of 
priests and clerics into the order, the issue in fact concerns the appearance of a 
very different mindset, brought into the community by newer recruits 
unfamiliar with the early days, about the nature of the minorite charism and 
the character of the fraternity. Such recruits tended to read the forma vitae 
with a clerical mindset: that is, through the lens of the traditional categories of 
religious and ecclesial life learned in the urban schools which were at variance 
with the original vision of the penitential community in the Umbrian Valley 
with its centrality of the leper. This tension prompted Francis’s resignation 
and portended divergent directions for the community in the future. 
Thompson is equally dismissive of those historians who, in the context of this 
different cultural mindset, underscore the creeping “monastification” of the 
order—through its more stringent dietary regulations and formalized prayer 
structures—by those friars eager to make the order appear more religiously 
legitimate in the eyes of their contemporaries. 
 By contrast, Thomson’s treatment of Francis’s appreciation of nature 
appears right on the mark: “He loved living things . . . he experienced 
creation intensely and directly” (54). And his final chapter on the effects of 
Francis’s illnesses on his personality and the sufferings he endured unto death 
is truly moving. 
 In sum, this is a major and courageous reassessment of the Poverello by a 
Dominican historian on a central Franciscan subject. While he chides his 
fellow historians, especially modern-day Franciscans, for allowing their 
particular agendas and biases to color their readings of Francis and his 
charism, he has taken less account of his own. He is following a hermeneutic 
which he believes points him to the historical Francis, but what he presents is, 
in the view of this reviewer, a Francis who looks and sounds much like a 
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contemporary conservative Catholic for whom social engagement and concern 
for the poor has diminished the centrality of prayer, piety, and respect for the 
papacy. Francis, too, worried about these things. But the spiritual life does not 
have to be an either/or proposition, either in the Middle Ages or in the second 
millennium. If our author has nudged the pendulum back a little more 
towards the center, he will have done us all a great service. 
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 Universalism is the view that all rational creatures will be saved. The 
alternative to universalism is the view that some rational creatures will not be 
saved, or, in other words, some rational creatures will be consigned to an 
eternal hell. Kronen and Reitan argue for universalism. Specifically, their 
project in this book, as they tell us in the introductory chapter, is “to show 
that, granted certain core Christian principles, no form of DH [belief in an 
eternal hell with at least one occupant] is as plausible as some form of DU 
[universalism]” (1).  
 Two points about that statement merit mention: first, the core Christian 
principles they refer to are not perfectly defined, but they are supposed to 
involve doctrines that most Christian theologians have endorsed throughout 
Christian history. Kronen and Reitan realize that the doctrine of an eternal 
hell would fall squarely within such a group of doctrines, but they wish to 
show that, despite its historical credentials, it does not actually fit: those who 
accept traditional Christianity should reject hell. Second, the way they 
describe their project is important. Universalism takes many shapes, and so 
does the doctrine of an eternal hell. The authors do not argue that every form 
of universalism is superior to any form of belief in an eternal hell. Their claim 
is that for any form of “hellism” there is a version of universalism that is 
rationally superior. Hence, they spend a good deal of time explaining the 
various forms those doctrines can take. 
 Chapter 2 begins with a very careful and thorough account of hellism, 
every version of which “holds that some created persons, while preserved 

forever in being, will never be saved” (12). Those who are saved enter “a 
spiritual union with God that produces both eternal moral perfection and 
perfect happiness” (13). Those who are not saved, then, are denied the beatific 
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vision and the resulting perfection and happiness. They are forever sick in soul 
as a result. This sickness of soul is to be understood as “eternal moral 

wickedness” (14). For Kronen and Reitan, this raises the question of why 
God—who hates sin—would allow some creatures to be forever sunk in it. 
They argue that there must be either “(a) some morally sufficient justification 
for permitting or inflicting these evils, or (b) some metaphysical impossibility 
associated with saving the damned from them” (14). In the absence of one or 
the other, God could not be justified in not saving all creatures. So they 
believe that God must have some sufficient “impelling cause”—of some form 
of (a) or (b) above—if he is to be morally justified in allowing damnation. 
 But this is not quite sufficient fully to characterize hellism, for there are 
diverse positions available on two questions: (1) What types of suffering are 
involved in hell? The damned suffer through the deprivation of the beatific 
vision, and they suffer due to the resulting confirmation in evil. Do they suffer 
other pains as well (pain of fire, worm of conscience, frustration at inability to 
satisfy evil desires, etc.)? (2) What kinds of impelling causes might there be? 
Does God impose damnation (e.g., in order to fulfill the demands of 
retributive justice)? Or does he merely allow it? 
 Given the range of answers to these questions, Kronen and Reitan provide 
six complete doctrines of hell. The traditional view of hell, as they see it, is the 
position that (1) God wills the damnation of sinners as an end, and (2) the 
damned suffer the privation of the beatific vision, with positive evils following 
necessarily from that privation, and additional positive evils as well. A liberal 
doctrine of hell, by contrast, might involve the claims that (1) God does not 
will the damnation of sinners as an end, but he cannot save them; and (2) the 
damned suffer the privation of the beatific vision, and positive evils necessarily 
result from that privation, but the damned suffer no other evils whether 
permitted or inflicted by God. These two views represent what might be 
viewed as the extremes; the other four accounts of hell fall somewhere in 
between. 
 In chapter 3, Kronen and Reitan present a similar—but slightly less 
complex—division of forms of universalism. They begin with the various 
possible impelling causes of universal salvation and identify five: (1) God’s 
perfect benevolence, (2) the all-sufficient Atonement, (3) God’s complacent 
love for his own majesty, (4) God’s complacent love for his creatures, and (5) 
some combination of the above (30). Then they discuss the means by which 
God might achieve universal salvation, and identify two: (1) intrinsically 
efficacious grace, and (2) the indefinite preservation of the wicked, allowing 
them infinite time freely to accept the never-revoked offer of salvation (42). 
Those who endorse the position that God does not will the salvation of 
sinners as an end will have to establish, against the universalist, that the 
suggested impelling causes of universal salvation are not sufficient. Those who 
accept the liberal view of hell will have either to reject intrinsically efficacious 
grace, or else to deny that infinite time and opportunity is sufficient to 
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guarantee the universal salvation of sinners. Kronen and Reitan take up those 
challenges in chapters 6-8, but there are other chapters to attend to first. 
 Chapter 4 provides a brief account of the role of Scripture in this matter. If 
Scripture clearly and definitively taught hellism then, Kronen and Reitan seem 
to think, Christians would be obliged to accept it. They admit that there are 
some passages that appear, in their “plain sense,” to support hellism, but they 
argue that there are many texts that appear, in their “plain sense,” to support 
universalism. Since Scripture contradicts itself on the level of so-called “plain 
sense,” we need to engage in more sophisticated interpretation. Their view is 
that Scripture is at least open to a universalist reading, and if their 
philosophical argument works—if they do indeed show that Christian 
principles point to universalism—then that would be strong external support 
for that universalist reading. 
 In chapter 5, Kronen and Reitan give three arguments in favor of 
universalism. Space constraints prevent me from discussing them (they are 
quite long and involved). But each involves two crucial claims, namely, (1) 
“there is no attribute in God which roots in Him an internal impelling cause 
not to will that every rational creature achieve what it is naturally ordered to 
achieve,” and (2) “it is not metaphysically impossible for God to bring it about 
that every rational creature experiences the beatific vision, and there are some 
means God could use to do this that are morally permissible.” These claims 
are thoroughly defended in the chapters that follow. 
 Chapter 6 addresses the traditional notion of hell, which holds (in part) 
that God does not will the salvation of the damned, a view that is often 
motivated by retributism. Unlike many universalists, Kronen and Reitan do 
accept a form of retributism. They argue, however, that a properly understood 
retributism does not support hellism at all. Hell leaves sin forever present in 
the damned and not subject to fully adequate retribution; thus, eternal damna-
tion cannot quite do the trick here. So retributism, surprisingly, supports 
universalism. The upshot is that Kronen and Reitan take themselves to have 
undercut the hellist’s rationale for endorsing the idea that God does not will 
the salvation of the damned. So, in effect, they have defended claim (1). 
 In chapters 7 and 8 they defend claim (2), by showing that it is 
metaphysically possible for God to save the wicked through morally justifiable 
means. In chapter 7, they invoke the doctrine of intrinsically efficacious grace. 
If God can—as the believer in efficacious grace believes—convert the hearts of 
sinners without damage to their freedom, then provided he does have an 
impelling cause to will their salvation (as they have argued he does), then he 
does will their salvation. But some—Molinists, for example—reject intrin-
sically efficacious grace. So, in chapter 8, Kronen and Reitan argue that even if 
rational creatures have very strong libertarian freedom, God can still guaran-
tee universal salvation. They argue that all God must do to bring about 
universal salvation is (a) strip away all the salvation inhibitors (e.g., negative 
character traits) that he can strip away prior to salvation, (b) sustain all 
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persons in temporal existence, and (c) leave the choice of communion with 
God open, so that anyone can choose it at any time (160). Chapter 9 gives a 
brief summation and some concluding thoughts.  
 Let us consider some objections. First, Kronen and Reitan think, roughly 
put, that if we do not get hellism from our reading of Scripture, then that 
leaves the question open for us. But, of course, this is not so, any more than 
we may regard the dogma of the Immaculate Conception as an open question 
if we do not obtain it from our reading of Scripture. A Catholic at least has 
other sources for definitive teaching that rule out universalism (at least in 
Kronen and Reitan’s sense, if not, perhaps, in von Balthasar’s). 
 Next, there are three issues tightly connected to Kronen and Reitan’s case, 
which they overlook. First, the book makes no mention of angels. Most of the 
arguments are put in terms of rational creatures, which would of course 
include angels. But given the traditional view of the fixity of the angelic will 
after its initial choice for or against God, it is not clear whether Kronen and 
Reitan’s arguments would be successful if applied to angels. Second, they do 
not mention limbo. Limbo is a part of hell, but is nonetheless a place of 
perfect natural happiness. Now, if hell permits (at least in part) a place of 
perfect natural happiness, then there are possible versions of hellism that 
Kronen and Reitan simply fail to take into account. For example, one could 
hold that limbo is not just a part of hell but the whole of it. Would any of 
Kronen and Reitan’s anti-hell arguments apply to such a view? Third, 
although it would not seem to reorient their basic arguments, the authors do 
not discuss predestination. They could well have argued that the invocation of 
predestination makes things worse for hellists, since predestination ante 
praevisa merita makes salvation wholly gratuitous, and consequently is often 
considered (falsely) to make reprobation arbitrary.  
 Finally, the idea that God is subject to moral obligations is problematic—at 
least to Thomists. Kronen and Reitan suppose that if God could save us all by 
way of morally permissible means, then he would have to: he would be 
morally obliged. Thomists might find Brian Davies’s Thomas Aquinas on God 

and Evil (Oxford, 2011) a good work to consult on this point. 
 There is much to admire in God’s Final Victory. It is wide-ranging, but 
grounded in tight, careful exposition and argument. It is clearly written, 
generally well argued, and transparently structured. It takes good account of 
the relevant literature (qualifications noted above) and deals fairly with its 
foes. Anyone who cares about these issues ought to study this book carefully, 
and those who wish to reject its conclusions have some serious work ahead of 
them. 
 

PATRICK TONER  
 

 Wake Forest University 

  Winston Salem, North Carolina 
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Trinité et création au prisme de la voie négative chez Saint Thomas d’Aquin. By 

THIERRY-DOMINIQUE HUMBRECHT. Paris: Parole et Silence, 2011. Pp. 
788. $47.00 (paper). ISBN: 978-2-84573-975-8. 

 
 This massive volume by a prolific Dominican Thomist of Toulouse follows 
another in the same area, Théologie négative et noms divins chez saint Thomas 

d’Aquin (Paris: Vrin, 2005). A dissertation directed by Olivier Boulnois, with 
Gilles Emery, Jean-Luc Marion, Remy Brague, Rudi Imbach, and Alain de 
Libera on the defense board, Théologie négative earned Fr. Humbrecht a 
doctorate in philosophy from the purely secular École pratique des hautes 
études in Paris. Like Théologie négative and, in general, like the scholarly 
works of Humbrecht’s Toulousian confreres, Trinité et création is simul-
taneously minutious in its survey of the works of Aquinas, well-informed with 
respect to the history of philosophy and theology, engaged with contemporary 
continental philosophy, especially with those issues which Heidegger imposed 
on it, and devoted to serving the theology of the Catholic Church. Trinité et 
création was written as Humbrecht’s dissertation for the ecclesiastical 
doctorate of theology at the Dominican University of Fribourg in Switzerland. 
It was supervised there by Gilles Emery, with François-Xavier Putallaz and 
Serge-Thomas Bonino on the jury, among other notable philosophical-
theological scholars of Aquinas. 
 In both doctoral theses, the interests of the Church are understood from a 
distinctly conservative perspective. Nonetheless, even if what can be preserved 
from the neo-Thomist revival initiated in the nineteenth century and its 
Gilsonian continuation is cherished, there are no faux pas resulting from 
ignorance of history, fantastic invention, or lack of philosophical or 
theological sophistication. Humbrecht’s framework, questions, and solutions 
belong to an intellectual world common to him, his supervisors, and his juries. 
 On the philosophical side, and crucial for his treatment of the relation 
between philosophy and revealed theology, is the framework fixed by Jean-
Luc Marion’s postmodern criticisms of metaphysics, of negative theology as 
atheism, and of Neoplatonism as the self-defeating climb up the ladder of 
negation relegated to abstraction. Despite Humbrecht’s refusal to substitute 
Marion’s formula, “théologie négative ou noms divins” for his own “théologie 
négative et noms divins,” and his generally opting for the inclusive “and” 
rather than the exclusive “or,” Marion’s problematic is always present 
implicitly or explicitly in Théologie négative. It is evident in the crucial 
question of the relation between Proclus and Dionysius, namely, the question 
of the relation between the Neoplatonic metaphysics of the undoubted source 
of Dionysius’s treatise on the divine names, and its Christian reiteration taken 
over by Aquinas.  Humbrecht does not see so much Aquinas’s delight in the 
metaphysical play, which, beginning with simplicity, powerfully and surely 
manifests step by step the divine self-differentiation and self-determination. 
Rather metaphysics tends to negation, to an emptiness which only Christian 
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revelation can fill. This is Marion’s Dionysius set in opposition to 
Neoplatonism. Importantly this chiasmus is carried over into Trinité et 
création. There Humbrecht treats these subjects in Aquinas through “the prism 
of the negative way.” Neoplatonism is described as “univocity seeking to pass 
beyond itself” (Trinité et création, 32). Aquinas is easily able to use terms 
which belonged to “pagan participation” because “with respect to what is 
essential they have already been Christianized and metaphysically rectified” by 
Dionysius vis-à-vis Proclus (Trinité et création, 30; cf. Théologie négative, 
743). Nothing is said of how Aquinas misunderstood both Dionysius and 
Proclus in a most important way on the nature of the First Cause, an error 
exhibited in his most philosophically sophisticated expositio, that on the Liber 
de causis. The negative way is described as a monstrous parasite on the tree of 
theology leaving it empty and dried out needing the Incarnate Word and 
Aquinas the gardener (Trinité et création, 46; compare Théologie négative, 
783-84). 
 The aim of Trinité et création is to find in Aquinas both a thoroughgoing 
use of the negative way, which prevents the reduction of God to a being 
known by us conceptually, and a positive theology, which enables continued 
assertion of the dogmas of the Catholic Church with respect to the Trinity and 
creation. There is no pretense that having both is not problematic, and the 
dilemmas are considered seriously. Our question must be whether Hum-
brecht’s solution is satisfactory. The separation of what Aquinas united in a 
continuous argument in the first forty-five questions of his Summa theologiae 
into two different volumes, submitted respectively for doctorates in two 
distinct disciplines, philosophy and ecclesiastical theology, housed in two 
radically different institutions, suggests that Humbrecht’s approach to the 
subjects may be importantly different from Aquinas’s own. 
 Aquinas certainly generically distinguished theology which is a part of 
philosophy from that which pertains to sacred doctrine, but he kept the two 
together in one logical development moving from the simple to the more and 
more divided, which is, nonetheless, constantly drawn back to its origin. He 
constantly transgressed the division of labor between the Faculties of Arts and 
of Theology and spent much of his last years still engaged in the philosophical 
work of expositing the Aristotelian corpus. In contrast, Humbrecht’s theo-
logian is “a Christian sage not a sage of philosophy” (Trinité et création, 732). 
However, for the well-balanced moderates who both he and his Aquinas are, 
there is no dispensing with metaphysics. In accord with Humbrecht’s 
reordering of Thomist theology, it is the role of the dialectic of concepts in the 
doctrine of the Trinity which convinces him that “anything that is refused to 
metaphysics must nevertheless be translated metaphysically” (Trinité et 
création, 734). 
 Humbrecht’s solution is to extend the negative way in Aquinas beyond any 
“region” (e.g., the question of God or being) and to find it obligatory and 
infiltrating throughout. He correctly judges that, in Aquinas, the negative is 
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subordinated to the positive and has become a correction to the mode of 
signification. Humbrecht recognizes that this correction of the human mode of 
thinking and speaking is a Neoplatonic strategy, whose formulae stretch back 
at least to the Sententiae of Porphyry. However, it is beyond the dogmas 
about Neoplatonism that the correction becomes the foundation of the 
doctrine of analogy, and using it comprehensively is Proclean. The positive to 
which the negation of mode is subordinate is not, for Humbrecht on Aquinas, 
the “logico-métaphysique” (Trinité et création, 727), but rather Christian 
revelation. Negation is subordinated to the double task of theology to 
manifest and refute. Aquinas wished to serve the councils of the Church, and 
his moderation of negative theology to a correction of mode is represented as 
an endeavor to promote the Fourth Lateran Council’s (1215) balancing of the 
dissimilarity and similarity between the Creator and the creature. Neo-
platonism is equally subordinated, as well as dismissively misrepresented, 
while, at the same time, as with metaphysics denied, it provides much of the 
logic throughout. 
 Great care must be taken when looking at Aquinas’s theology in terms of 
service to the Church. Against both Albert and the Augustinians, Aquinas 
resisted making sacred doctrine a practical science. I suppose that, despite the 
tendency of postmodern theology, there is no danger of the moderate 
Humbrecht’s turning the Summa theologiae into Barth’s Church Dogmatics; 
he is too clear about the necessity of metaphysics for that. However, the death 
of speculative theology is not that far distant in time from Aquinas’s own, and 
Catholic Scholasticism became concerned, according to its very substance, 
with what was necessary for the Church and her priests. Fleeing the university, 
she immured herself in seminaries. We must remain aware that there is a great 
gulf fixed between Aquinas’s sacred doctrine founded in the divine theoria and 
such a practical understanding of theology. 
 The reversal of the order of coming to know God common to Aquinas and 
the Neoplatonists is so deeply required in Humbrecht’s intellectual world that 
he proposes that the order of the Summa theologiae is, in fact, reversed so far 
as the logic of de Deo is concerned: “Retroactively, the Trinity as theological 
corpus confers an indispensable solidity on the divine names” (Trinité et 
création, 726). This certainly needs reconsideration. The subject matter of de 
Deo does become more appropriate to divided and dividing human reason as 
the treatise moves from the divine substance to the operations, which begin 
with God’s knowing, following on a consideration of our knowing, and from 
there proceeds to real relations in the essence which are the Persons. This 
move is comprehensible within a Neoplatonic logic. However, accommo-
dation to human modes is still far distant: Aquinas insists that the differences 
the human mind establishes in its operations cannot lead to deductions about 
the divine Trinity. In fact, the deductions higher up in the thearchy are more 
certain. I am unable to understand why Humbrecht leaps to question 10 of the 
Summa theologiae on eternity when working through the logic of Aquinas’s 
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treatise on the divine names. Had he exposited the text in its own proper 
order, he might have avoided the suggestion that the order of the Summa 

theologiae is reversed so far as the logic of de Deo is concerned. 
 Both Trinité et création and its pair are well-informed works of attentive 
scholarship. Much can be learned from them about Aquinas and the history of 
philosophical theology. At least as much can be gleaned, however, about the 
limits the present revival of philosophy among conservative French Catholics 
places on what we can retrieve from the past, and especially from Aquinas. 
One hopes that this is not still, and for new reasons as well as the old, because 
French Catholicism feels embattled. 
 

WAYNE HANKEY  
 
 Dalhousie University and King’s College 

  Halifax, Nova Scotia 
 
 
 
 
Du Christ à la Trinité: Penser les Mystères du Christ après Thomas d'Aquin et 

Balthasar. By ÉTIENNE VETÖ. Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2012. Pp. 
478. €45.00 (paper). ISBN 978-2-204-09501-3. 

 
 This very substantial study contains a detailed and extensive comparison of 
St. Thomas and Hans Urs von Balthasar in their treatment of the mysteries of 
the life of Christ. It also proposes a way to take advantage of the comple-
mentary strengths of each, avoiding their opposing weaknesses. 
 Part I takes us through a detailed reading of questions 27 to 59 of the 
Tertia Pars. Saint Thomas pays great attention to the distinction of the divine 
and human natures in commenting on the mysteries of the life of Christ, and 
takes for granted the truth of the principle that all works of efficiency ad extra 
are common to the three persons of the Trinity. Vetö however is concerned to 
track how St. Thomas does justice to the presentation of the agency of the 
three persons within the economy of salvation. Because of the aforesaid 
principle of unity of operation, St. Thomas understands much of the scriptural 
data as asserting an appropriation of some work to one or another person, 
based on what he has already established regarding the processions and 
personal properties in the questions on the Trinity in the Prima Pars. For 
instance, though Mary conceives by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35), the 
conception of Christ is the common work of the Trinity, and appropriated to 
the Holy Spirit, first, because the incarnation is a function of the love of God, 
and the Holy Spirit is proceeding Love; second, because the incarnation is 
gratuitous, and the Holy Spirit is by appropriation the Spirit of grace; and 
third, because the Spirit is, within the Trinity, Gift, and the humanity of Christ 
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is itself endowed with all the gifts of grace (58-65). Or again, when the Spirit 
leads Christ into the desert, this too should be taken as an appropriation 
(109). The miracles of Jesus, moreover, though attributed to a charism of the 
Holy Spirit, are once again common works of the three and manifest the 
divinity of Christ rather than his filiation (110-11). Still, proper predications 
are to be discerned in St. Thomas’s analysis: though all three are wise, the 
Word is wisdom engendered and the splendor of the Father (118). So in the 
teaching of Jesus, though his words as created proceed from the three persons, 
there is a certain fittingness that the second person become incarnate so that 
the words belong personally to him. 
 This analysis of St. Thomas depends on the prior questions on the Trinity, 
which give him the basic principles by which to discern what is properly 
predicated of the persons and what is said by appropriation. It is evident that 
the mysteries of the life of Christ do not so much reveal the Trinity as 
manifest it to those who already know it. And we Christians know it, not by 
beholding the events of the Paschal Mystery, but principally by listening to the 
words of Jesus himself, especially those contained in the Fourth Gospel (205-
11). 
 Saint Thomas often writes as if this or that action is to be attributed 
straightforwardly to this or that person, but the principle of the unity of 
operation of the three persons ad extra largely prevents us from taking these 
passages literally if we read Thomas as a whole. Vetö discerns two notable 
exceptions. First, the judiciary power of the Word, proper to Christ as resting 
on the divinely expressed rule of conduct that is the Word, is attributed also 
to the humanity of Jesus in virtue of the hypostatic union (STh III, q. 58, a. 3). 
This is to recognize a human work of Christ that, beyond what is provided for 
by the communication of idioms, gives us a work ad extra proper to the Son 
(178-79). One might reply to Vetö that judging is primarily a display, and 
only subsequently a work of efficiency. 
 Second, and more generally, St. Thomas of course recognizes that it is truly 
Christ and he alone, the incarnate Word and no other person, who obeys, 
suffers, and dies. “If the distinction of natures and the communication of 
idioms let Thomas avoid an open confrontation with the unity of operation ad 
extra, it is still the case that the Passion presents us with a kind of exception to 
the principle” (153). In order to make good the Word as true agent of the 
deeds and words of Christ, Vetö wants us to recognize some “influence” from 
the Word, personally, in the deeds of Christ. The Word must exercise a 
“proper efficacy in the mysteries” (203). The communication of idioms as 
understood and applied by St. Thomas does not of itself supply this, since the 
humanity of Jesus—his acts, his thoughts, his words—are all of them created, 
the common work of the three persons. One might observe here, in the first 
place, that it is not universally admitted that the relation of human subjects to 
their supernatural acts is one of efficient causality. Rather, principal super-
natural acts (operative actual graces) are simply received in the human intellect 



468 BOOK REVIEWS 
 
and will. Second, while the human operation of Christ as created is a work 
common to the three persons, the distinction of reason between person and 
nature in divinis is, as Bernard Lonergan maintained, sufficient for the divine 
wisdom to understand, and for the divine power (common to the three) to 
make this operation belong to and exclusively express the Son. 
 Part II passes to Hans Urs von Balthasar, principally considering three 
works: A Theological Anthropology (Das Ganze im Fragment), Mysterium 

Paschale, and The Glory of the Lord: Theology of the New Covenant. Vetö 
proceeds in three chapters. The first visits Balthasar’s treatment of the 
mysteries of the life of Christ up through the Passion. All the mysteries are 
read with attention to the divine persons as actors, and Balthasar finds the 
Passion to be most calculated to reveal the distinction of Father and Son. This 
is not to say he takes the mysteries, the Cross included, as a revelation of the 
Trinity. That revelation occurs uniquely in the Resurrection of Christ, the 
topic of Vetö’s second chapter. The Resurrection alone reveals the Trinity, for 
there is first displayed the essential unity of Father, Son, and Spirit. The 
revelation of the Trinity in the Resurrection has three moments. First, to the 
obedient love of the Son who handed himself over in death there is the 
response, also “obedient,” of the Father’s love in raising Jesus from the dead. 
Second, Trinitarian love is revealed as “substantial,” which is to say that 
Father and Son love one another with a numerically identical and substantial 
love. Third, the love of Father and Son is manifest as a fruitful Love, in the 
Spirit given to the Church, who appears in a more liberated, more evidently 
personal form than previously (290-92). It is only the light reflected back from 
the Resurrection on the life of Christ that enables the Trinitarian reading of 
the previous mysteries of his life, though this is not to say that the mysteries 
do not contribute their own material to our understanding of Trinitarian 
reality. The third of the chapters devoted to Balthasar takes up the unity of the 
persons at length. The actions of the three persons within the economy seem 
rather to be joined together, even if inseparably, than to make up one single 
action (308). Even so, the “separation” of conjoint personal actions, and so of 
the persons, within the economy (the obedience of the Son, the abandonment 
by the Father) implies no real separation within the Trinity itself, for they are 
already always encompassed by the divine processions, the infinite emptyings 
and distancings of the processions, constitutive of the Trinity (310-11). The 
unity of operation ad extra that Balthasar admits to is founded on the 
“correlation” of Father and Son, on the unity of Father and Son in the Spirit, 
and finally, on the essence, the single substance of Father, Son, and Spirit 
(312-13). There are then two ways that Balthasar acknowledges the unity of 
operation of the persons: one founded on the intra-divine “kenoses” that 
constitute the persons (310) and the other founded on the divine essence. The 
reader will wonder whether a characteristically Balthasarian theme has not 
been rather mechanically joined to a more classical way of founding the unity 
of operation ad extra on the unity of essence. Still, in spite of his many 
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invitations to tritheism, Balthasar asserts the unity of the divine essence in 
unmistakable terms (313-16). That the essence of God is love is the key to the 
actions of the three persons ad extra being actions proper to them. But Vetö 
thinks a greater effort needs to be made here to conceive the unity of God 
(325-26; 330), as well as to distinguish the Trinity and the economy in such a 
way that the works of the persons ad extra, particularly those of the Son, bring 
something new, something not already understood in divinis.  
 This is what Vetö undertakes in part III of his study, where he wishes to 
avoid St. Thomas’s invitation to “economic modalism” and Balthasar’s 
suggestion of an “economic tritheism” (334), where for Balthasar the 
obedience and humility of Christ add nothing new to the intra-Trinitarian 
relations, while for St. Thomas they most certainly do. 
 Vetö opens the third, and the most original, part of this study with a 
powerful chapter that shows the necessity of the event—to be precise, the 
events of Jesus’ life—for the revelation of the infinite God. The non-
deducibility and contingency of the historical event make it capable of in-
dicating the “rupture” that the Transcendent must make within the ordinary 
course of our affairs to be visible. It is the singularity and consequent 
inexhaustibility of the event that make it apt to render the infinity of God. 
This the event does not do without words, however, nor without its place 
within an unfolding history that, despite the rupture it evokes, is required for 
its sense. Vetö furthermore shows the necessity of certain frameworks of “pre-
comprehension” in order that the events of the life of Christ manifest the 
Trinity. These frameworks are provided by the Old Testament, the New 
Testament, and natural reason, especially the latter’s denial that God can be 
multiplied or complex. But apart from the event, the words cannot carry the 
whole burden of revelation. No matter that the event is reported to us in 
words, the action is still there for us to behold in its contingency, escaping 
every deduction from prior causes, and in its singularity, as something richer 
than the abstract concept. Vetö thus is very strongly in favor of Balthasar’s 
point of departure, the mysteries of the life of Christ, for a fundamental and 
dogmatic theology of the Trinity. Saint Thomas’s insistence on the revelatory 
capacity of the acta et passa of Christ’s life is affirmed, though doubtless in a 
way unbeknownst to the thirteenth century. 
 There remains the difficult task of showing concretely how this revelation 
takes place. An historical chapter on the principle of the unity of the operation 
of the persons shows its capacity for completion, Vetö thinks, by the positive 
proposal that he elaborates in his last chapter. The tradition does not support 
the proper attribution of economic operations exclusively to one or another 
person, but it does acknowledge a differentiation of personal “positions” 
within the one operation common to the three persons. Vetö’s positive 
proposal is to distinguish what he terms proper “activities” of the three within 
their one and single operation. In this way, the unity of substance and the 
plurality of relations is transcribed onto the level of operation. Though no 
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personal activity is really distinct from the common operation, personal 
activities are distinct from one another. In this way, Vetö articulates a position 
that, according to G. Emery, is already to be found in St. Thomas. One may 
wonder whether it justifies Vetö’s reading of the New Testament, especially 
the Synoptic portrait of Jesus in his relation to his Father and the Spirit, as 
reporting to us proper activities of the three persons within their one 
operation.  
 So for the conception of Jesus, a single operation, there are the proper 
activities of the Son, who is conceived, of the Father, who overshadows Mary, 
and the Spirit, who makes the humanity of Jesus—”it is the Spirit who in the 
proper sense produces or forms the humanity assumed and united to the Son” 
(437). At the same time, “each activity [of the three persons] is entirely 
creative of the humanity of Christ in its union with the Word.” It is puzzling, 
to be sure, how there is a production proper to the Spirit and a creation 
common to the three. Vetö remarks at length how our language fails to give us 
sufficient names to distinguish Trinitarian activities within a single operation, 
and it is very evident at this point. The problem is that though there be three 
personal positions within the production of the humanity of Christ, pro-
duction remains production, and there is no internal difference drawn within 
this one producing, making, effecting. There is a problem evident also where 
Vetö suggests a volition proper to the Son, a personal activity, that will help us 
understand the manifestation of the distinction of persons at Gethsemane 
(435). If the one willing common to the three persons wills the same good 
willed by the Son, it is hard to see any intra-Trinitarian distinction here to 
help us with Gethsemane; the problem it poses must be solved by 
distinguishing the natures in Christ. 
 The book closes with a beautiful and evocative illustration of Vetö’s 
proposal in a meditation on Christian prayer. Whatever cavils I have suggested 
in this review, there is much to learn from Vetö’s careful and thoughtful 
reading of St. Thomas and Balthasar, much to renew not only the Christian 
mind but also the Christian heart.  
 

GUY MANSINI, O.S.B.  
 
 Saint Meinrad Seminary 

  Saint Meinrad, Indiana 
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JOHN W. CARLSON. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2012. Pp. 350. $45.00 (paper). ISBN 978-0-268-02370-6. 

 
 The thought of Thomas Aquinas almost inevitably beckons to anyone of a 
serious theological or philosophical inclination. Some are drawn by his 
reputation: he is generally regarded as one of the most prominent thinkers of 
the medieval era if not of the entire history of the Christian West. Other 
students are attracted by the regular endorsements he has received from the 
Church over the centuries, Aeterni Patris and Fides et Ratio not least among 
them. Besides the various approbations he may receive, there is the further 
draw of the apparent accessibility of his writings: his most famous work, the 
Summa Theologiae, explicitly composed “for beginners,” proceeds in an 
organized, measured, and clear fashion. 
 This being said, new students of Aquinas soon discover the multilayered 
complexity of this work. First, there are the organizational elements with 
which to contend: the layout of a particular question as well as the basic 
structural components of the article. Next, there are the various termino-
logical issues that require a deliberate and careful explication. Frequently 
Aquinas relies, not simply on a specific appreciation of his terms, but on whole 
sets of interrelated distinctions. Then, there are the principles on which he 
relies to resolve the different questions that he raises, principles that often 
seem to be assumed rather than explained. Over and above such textual 
elements, there are various elements that draw on or have been introduced by 
other sources. Some of these derive from his contemporaries and predecessors, 
others have been supplied by subsequent interpreters. 
 In light of these complicating factors, well-written guide books can be of 
inestimable value in fostering and sustaining the interests of those who would 
take up Aquinas for themselves.  
 It is just such service that John Carlson’s book, Words of Wisdom, renders 
with such commendable thoroughness and depth. Rather than guiding us 
through specific texts, Carlson sets forth various terms by which we might 
proceed on our own. He identifies a fourfold audience: those who wish to 
participate in “the historically central philosophical strand of integral Chris-
tian wisdom” (7); those who, whether favorably or unfavorably, seek “a full 
and accurate presentation of terms typically used in the perennial tradition” 
(ibid.); those who wish to appreciate that tradition with greater compre-
hensiveness and depth; and, lastly, Catholic seminaries and institutes of 
theological formation which may rely on this work as a useful resource. 
Carlson aims to do more than merely popularize Aquinas; he means to 
provide the scholarly resources to help students appreciate the depth and the 
rigor of a truly significant author. 
 Taking seriously the exhortations of John Paul II’s Fides et Ratio, Carlson 
sees his task as helping to revitalize philosophy in such a way as to 
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reinvigorate Christian and Catholic culture. While articulating the basic terms 
and principles that support the thought of the Angelic Doctor, he also 
identifies numerous other concepts that have since appeared that may be used 
either to complement or to challenge that achievement. Drawing from a 
bibliography of twenty-nine pages, he presents 1,173 entries, which he 
classifies according to five distinct categories.  
 The first set of terms consists of those having “specific meanings for 
philosophers who continue the intellectual tradition of St. Thomas.” These 
identify those distinctions we find in Aquinas: first and second act, active and 
passive potency, univocal/equivocal/analogical, the external and internal 
cognitive senses, propter quid/quia demonstration, etc. Having access to a 
clear presentation of these terms in a single handbook will better equip one to 
approach the texts of Aquinas himself. Then there are those terms and 
distinctions that have been introduced by his more recent commentators, for 
example, Maritain’s ananoetic/dianoetic/perinoetic distinction, Newman’s 
illative sense, etc. Familiarity with such terms can help students to appreciate 
the growth in the Thomistic tradition that developed in response to 
intellectual advances subsequent to Aquinas’s life. 
 In the second set Carlson includes terms that identify key historical figures 
(e.g., Descartes, Hume, and Kant) and their approaches (e.g., rationalism, 

empiricism, deontology). These identify and explicate some of the major 
departures from Aquinas’s basic philosophical assumptions. Introducing such a 
range of alternatives invites students to develop their appreciation of 
Aquinas’s fundamental aims by contrasting them with those of other authors. 
 Carlson understands the third group of terms as representing what John 
Paul II referred to as “the fundamental achievements of modern and 
contemporary thought.” Here he includes such items as phenomenology, 

personalism, and analytic philosophy—terms that we may associate with 
Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, St. Edith Stein, and other more 
contemporary authors. Conceding that such figures are not immediately 
identifiable with the Thomistic tradition, he argues that they are still 
appreciable in its light, particularly as their intellectual achievement lends 
itself to the advancement of Christian wisdom. These thinkers represent a 
more complementary response to modernity than its mere rejection. They may 
also serve to illustrate Maritain’s claim that the achievement of Aquinas “is 
eternally young and always inventive, and involves a fundamental need, 
inherent in its very being, to grow and renew itself.” 
 The fourth set of terms “represent significant contemporary challenges” 
(10): eclecticism, historicism, scientism, postmodernism, and nihilism. The 
value of these entries is that they indicate specific boundaries beyond which 
Thomism ought not to pass. Such strictures lead students of Aquinas to 
appreciate that while something may be gained through dialogue with other 
approaches, such as those identified in the third set of terms, this dialogue is 
not to be undertaken uncritically. Here Carlson seems to suggest that there is 
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such a thing as overaccommodation. Perhaps while Thomism may always 
grow and renew itself, it can only do so by retaining the roots of its identity. 
 Among the fifth set Carlson includes terms that have arisen in theological 
and doctrinal contexts which, while not restrictively Thomistic, “represent 
significant and still pertinent encounters between the perennial philosophy 
and Christian faith” (10). Here he includes: grace, gifts of integrity, and Real 
Presence. Such terms make clear that not only does this work presume a 
Catholic context, it seeks to advance it. 
 It is worth noting that Carlson presents a number of terms from the ancient 
and medieval sources: Scotist/essentialist, Ockhamist/nominalist, Molinist as 
well as Augustinian and Aristotelian, etc. Though some of these represent 
departures from the Thomistic approach, others identify traditions Aquinas 
intentionally sought to integrate—a concern that may be said to link him to 
other thinkers who are represented in this “sixth set” of terms. The point to 
be considered is that while Words of Wisdom by its nature might suggest 
something of a finished product, a fixed set of terms that allow us to 
appropriate a completed system, Carlson pointedly warns that this dictionary 
“is intended to serve as an adjunct to—not a substitute for—a careful reading 
of actual texts of Aquinas and others in the great tradition” (11). Certainly, 
this volume ought to be appreciated, not as a mere set of terms to be 
memorized, but as a vocabulary that can help students to develop their 
thought “in organic continuity with the great tradition which, beginning with 
the ancients, passes through the Fathers of the Church and the masters of 
Scholasticism and includes the fundamental achievements of modern and 
contemporary thought” (Fides et Ratio, §85). 
 Carlson fittingly reminds us of the admonition of John Paul II that 
Christian and Catholic scholars ought to “contribute to the ongoing renewal 
of perennial philosophy and the broadening of the tradition of integral 
Christian wisdom in which it has flourished” (2). Words of Wisdom provides 
helpful means by which to proceed with this project. Future scholars, as they 
begin such a vital undertaking, will greatly benefit by having this means at 
their disposal. 
 

BRIAN CHRZASTEK, O.P.  
 

 Pontifical Faculty of the Immaculate Conception 

  Washington, D.C. 
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Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry. By HANS 

BOERSMA. Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2011. Pp. 206. 
$20.00 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-8028-6542-7. 

 
 The Dutch-Canadian Reformed theologian Hans Boersma has produced a 
highly accessible monograph, whose flowing prose and relative avoidance of 
technical terms make it an entryway to the nouvelle théologie narrative of the 
history of theology. For Boersma, that narrative’s main theme concerns the 
rise, decline, and potential renewal of a “sacramental ontology.” He defines 
this ontology to mean that creation, liturgy, and Scripture are signs that point 
to and participate in heavenly realities (5-9, 21-25). The book especially 
addresses Evangelicals and Catholics looking to recover the ontology of 
mystery from the “Great Tradition,” in a spirit of ecumenical dialogue. The 
author’s concerns include shaping an effective response to secularization and 
avoiding the postmodern trap of relativism. 
 Chapter 1 somewhat develops the meaning of the book’s major theological 
categories. The Great Tradition of pre-Reformation (especially patristic) 
Christian thought centered on a sacramental ontology that in turn relied on a 
“Platonist-Christian synthesis.” “Mystery” means that (divine and created) 
realities can be known but not fully comprehended (21). Sacraments or 
mysteries are signs that “co-inhere” in the reality they signify. Participation in 
divine or heavenly things involves a “real connection” between these realities 
and their earthly signs, in opposition to nominalism and modern theology’s 
rationalistic tendencies (23-27). The rest of the book’s first part traces the 
history of sacramental ontology’s emergence and decline (40-99). 
 Against the Harnackian reading of the Church Fathers, the author argues 
that the early Christian appropriation of the Platonic heritage proceeded in 
selective, critical fashion, especially on questions such as the goodness of 
material creation. The patristic emphasis on Scripture as mystery protects 
divine transcendence against more univocal hermeneutics prevalent today (31-
39). The author then gives three examples of how the “Platonist-Christian 
synthesis” developed: Ireneaus’s vision of salvation history, Athanasius’s 
Christology, and Gregory of Nyssa’s apophatic Trinitarian theology (40-51). 
 Boersma then turns to three French theologians’ accounts of how the 
“sacramental tapestry” unraveled. Yves Congar saw a cause in the juridicizing 
of the medieval Church. Marie-Dominique Chenu identified a more 
Aristotelian account of nature as autonomous in twelfth- and thirteenth-
century thought, which moved away from the notion that creation symbolizes 
invisible realities. Finally, Boersma invokes Henri de Lubac’s famous critique 
of pure nature in modern Scholasticism (52-67). The decline continues with a 
Radical Orthodoxy rendition of John Duns Scotus’s univocity of being and its 
disastrous consequences, along with a review of William of Ockham’s 
arbitrary God (68-83). Martin Luther’s nominalist formation and John Cal-
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vin’s pessimism concerning the fallen human being prevented their recovery of 
a sacramental ontology: nature and grace remained separated (89-94). 
 Boersma deliberately and openly simplifies the history of theology for the 
nonspecialist. He displays immense enthusiasm for patristic thought. His views 
of medieval and early Reformation theology are at times appreciative yet also 
highly critical. This Evangelical theologian does not fear to critique the great 
Reformers and to lament the forgetting of the Great Tradition. 
 The introductory chapter which lays out some basics of a sacramental 
ontology leaves something to be desired. First, it is not clear what 
“participation” means. What is a “real connection” between the Eucharistic 
elements and Christ’s heavenly body (25)? Second, the key themes of 
ontological participation, the world as mystery, biblical allegory, and the sign 
character of salvation history become virtually synonymous with the 
“Platonic-Christian synthesis.” The latter category is so broad that it seems to 
become inadequate. In fact, Plato had almost no influence on Irenaeus, who 
hardly cites the Greek philosopher. After the work of Lewis Ayres and other 
patrologists, claims about the Platonism of pro-Nicene Christologies (such as 
that of Athanasius) demand painstaking nuance. Third, Boersma’s subsequent 
historical narratives rely on one main source per theme, a method that leads to 
rather one-sided readings of history. Was nature so de-sacramentalized in the 
High Middle Ages that naturalism and secularism became virtually inevitable 
(60)? Does Scotus’s univocity of being really lead straight to idolatry (75)? 
Here, a more complex account that relies on historians beyond Congar, 
Chenu, and Radical Orthodoxy authors seems necessary. 
 Having presented various pillars and failed recoveries of sacramental 
ontology in part 1, the author then offers a series of nouvelle théologie 
remedies with which to reweave the sacramental tapestry. In some ways, part 
2 of the book functions as an introduction to la nouvelle théologie for (young) 
Evangelicals. The first remedy consists of a Lubacian reunification of the 
threefold body of the Incarnate Word, the Church, and the Eucharist. The 
post-Berengar emphasis on transubstantiation minimized allegorical language 
for the Eucharist and diminished the sense of Christ’s presence in the ecclesial 
body. De Lubac offered an Augustinian “middle path” between separating sign 
from reality and wholly identifying them. Boersma calls on evangelicals to 
honor Christ’s real presence in the Eucharist, though it is not clear what “real 
presence” means in this context (107-19). Also, it seems that de Lubac’s 
hermeneutic in Corpus Mysticum harmonizes the historical development too 
much, as Martin Morard has argued concerning Thomas Aquinas’s use of key 
terms such as “mystical body” (Revue Thomiste, 1995). The story line of a 
consistent evolution separating the Church from the Eucharist seems too 
smooth. 
 The author then turns to the sacramentality of time. He offers a clear, 
helpful account of the way in which the status of biblical history and salvation 
history as sacred time opens Scripture to interpretations not limited to 
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historical-critical exegesis and closely links the Bible to the Church’s tradition 
(123-30). He skillfully exploits the ecumenical potential of Congar’s monu-
mental Tradition and Traditions by placing him in dialogue with Kevin 
Vanhoozer. The material sufficiency of Scripture and Tradition’s participation 
in sacred time open the way for a certain Catholic-Evangelical rapprochement 
(130-36). Boersma naturally follows up on this theme with an overview of 
spiritual (or theological and allegorical) biblical exegesis, including its defense 
against historical-critical critics (137-44). He even considers spiritual inter-
pretation the primary reason to read la nouvelle théologie (152). He then 
takes up the sacramental character of truth. Medieval Scholastic methods 
shifted away from mystery as they sought to master the truth through 
dialectical reason, thus separating life from thought and grace from nature. 
Here, Jean Daniélou showed a way out by recovering Gregory of Nyssa’s 
mysticism (155-64). Ironically, Boersma’s summary of Gregory’s beautiful 
discourse on Moses’ ascending to meet God in the dark cloud on Mount Sinai 
strongly resembles the Scholastic mystical theologies of Albertus Magnus and 
Meister Eckhart. The narrative of decline through the supposed rationalism of 
medieval dialectics becomes rather problematic. Boersma then turns to Henri 
Bouillard’s notion of the analogy of truth: diverse theological schools can 
express the same eternal truths by “different representations” (167-68). It is 
not clear what “representation” means. 
 The book closes with a Chenu-guided reflection on theology as a spiritual 
discipline that initiates students into a way of life, including moral and litur-
gical practices, thus uniting the transmission of a body of knowledge with the 
Christian art of living. Boersma praises Chenu’s passion for Scripture as the-
ology’s soul and his integration of mystery and concept within the theological 
science (173-83). He overlooks the way in which Chenu’s approach to 
theology as a science also paradoxically tended to separate Scripture from the 
sacred discipline, as he moved a considerable distance from classical notions of 
sacra doctrina (as Henry Donneaud has shown). This distance fits well with 
the French Dominican’s notion of a “continued” Incarnation and his bound-
less confidence in the revelatory capacities of post-Ascension history, a 
speculative theology that Boersma himself critiques in his book Nouvelle 
Théologie and Sacramental Ontology. 
 In many ways, the work of la nouvelle théologie was a great step forward in 
twentieth-century Catholic thought, as can be seen, for example, in the 
teachings of Vatican II. Yet de Lubac and company helped to launch a process 
of historical recovery that eventually and inevitably moved beyond some of its 
pioneers’ discoveries. New insights emerged that nuanced or extensively 
refined the historical and theological claims of the nouvelle théologie move-
ment. Like any school of thought, la nouvelle théologie was marked by its era’s 
debates (especially the struggle against a neo-Scholasticism cut off from too 
many sources) and employed basic categories (e.g., Platonism vs. Aristo-
telianism) that later became inadequate. These debates and categories shaped 
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the way in which la nouvelle théologie told the story of the past. The 
movement continues to render an immense service when it functions as a 
guide to the patristic and medieval theological landscape, specifically, by 
facilitating access to the sources. But la nouvelle théologie can turn into an 
obstacle when it operates as a new commentatorial tradition wherein the 
diversity and complexity of the Christian tradition becomes buried underneath 
outdated categories (e.g., symbolic thinking vs. Scholastic dialectic). Boersma’s 
book sometimes seems to suffer from the latter problem: a mid-twentieth-
century gloss gains more attention than the story’s main subject, namely, the 
sacramental tapestry of the pre-Reformation tradition. At times, too much de 
Lubac or Chenu means too little ressourcement. 
 Boersma’s narrative often returns to the key theme of the “Platonist-
Christian synthesis.” That a Christian ontology formed a pillar of Christian 
theology for many centuries seems beyond doubt. It is not nearly as evident 
that this pillar was “Platonist-Christian.” And even if a modified Platonic 
metaphysic had been so dominant, how would we recover it today? Should we 
make an act of faith in some Church Fathers’ capacities as metaphysicians? 
Should we rebuild a qualified Platonism in our time by making properly 
philosophical arguments? And do participation and sacramentality essentially 
depend on some form of Platonism? Might they already quietly run through 
much of Scripture, as Gary Anderson and others have suggested? Hasn’t the 
Christian tradition always been much more diverse in its appropriation of 
philosophical tools and manner of integrating them, from Irenaeus to 
Maximus the Confessor and beyond? Ressourcement and the recovery of a 
sacramental ontology are indeed crucial twin projects for Evangelicals and 
Catholics today. The devil is in the details. 
 

BERNHARD BLANKENHORN, O.P.  
 
 Pontifical University of St. Thomas Aquinas (Angelicum) 
  Rome, Italy 

 
 
 
 
The Science of Being as Being: Metaphysical Investigations. Edited by GREGORY 

T. DOOLAN. Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 2012. Pp. 323. $45.00 (cloth) ISBN: 978-0-8132-1886-1. 

 
 One of the challenges for the editor of a book of essays written by different 
authors is to find their unifying thread. Doolan has fulfilled this task 
marvelously, presenting a book with remarkable coherence, one that tells a 
story that is not only instructive but also entertaining. As he says in the 
introduction, “in organizing the contributions to this volume, I thought it only 
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fitting to arrange them in an order following the insights of that master whom 
[John] Wippel knows so well: Thomas Aquinas.” The book is divided into 
three parts which happen roughly to mirror Aquinas’s own divisio textus in his 
commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Part 1 is on the “Subject Matter of 
Metaphysics,” part 2 is on “Metaphysical Aporiae,” and part 3 is on “The Two 
Theologies” (natural and supernatural).  
 For the purposes of this short review I shall focus primarily on the four 
essays that comprise part 1. In dealing with “being as being,” the subject 
matter of metaphysics, these essays are representative of the whole work. They 
do a good job of narrating the history of the problem, even as they highlight 
different aspects of it. Together they tell a coherent, continuous story, from 
Aristotle (seen through the eyes of Aquinas and Wippel), through the late 
ancient Neoplatonists and Greek Aristotelian commentators, up to the Middle 
Ages, and they round off the discussion with a recapitulation of the problem 
in the contemporary arena. This section is, I think, well worth the price of the 
book. 
 Sokolowski’s essay, “The Science of Being as Being in Aristotle, Aquinas, 
and Wippel,” opens the discussion. In the first half, he begins with a fresh 
philosophical-phenomenological reflection on the meaning of the phrase 
“being as being,” contrasting the subject matter of metaphysics with that of 
other sciences. The other, partial sciences, such as physics, he says, have a 
limited object. Physics, for instance, studies being as mobile. Here the subject 
of the science is expressed in an awkward, yet concise manner: we begin with 
the concept “being,” which is all-inclusive, but then the narrowing term “as” is 
added. This term introduces the last term, “mobile,” which expresses the 
scope of the science, that part of being which is studied. In the case of the 
subject of metaphysics, however, after the all-inclusive term “being,” the 
limiting “as” is followed by the complete negation of limitation: “being” all 
over again. Hence, the expression “being as being” tells us essentially that the 
scope of metaphysics is being, limited by nothing. Thus in Heideggerian style 
Sokolowski says that the partial sciences are “forgetful” and are “ungrateful 
offspring,” because they must limit being and forget everything beyond the 
limited scope that they examine. Sokolowski also shows that biologists (and 
chemists, etc.) cannot give biological (or chemical, etc.) accounts of the nature 
of their science. This must belong to a different science, namely, metaphysics. 
 In the second half of the chapter, Sokolowski presents his own recapitu-
lation of Wippel’s development of the concept of separatio and how it aids the 
mind in reaching esse commune as the subject matter of metaphysics. 
Sokolowski finds a problem with Wippel’s view, which he expresses by offer-
ing some interesting points of contrast between what Wippel considers to be 
Aristotelian and Thomistic ways of approaching and describing first 
philosophy. In a section titled “Proposal for a Response,” Sokolowski tries to 
reconcile the two approaches by taking the reader through the process of 
separatio, showing how our knowledge of esse commune and esse substantiale 
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is obtained. The intellect first encounters material forms and then in Aristo-
telian fashion infers the existence of separate forms, which allows one to 
engage in the project of metaphysics. This is the extent of Aristotelian 
metaphysics, he says, the “outer rim of Aristotle’s world” (26). But Aquinas 
goes further: from what is common to material and separate forms, the 
Thomistic mind derives esse commune, being in general, and this in turn leads 
us to go beyond esse commune to discover esse subsistens, divine being. The 
Thomistic approach to metaphysics, he concludes, is based on Aristotle but 
goes much further, reaching the ineffability of divine being. Sokolowski closes 
the chapter with some comments on the religious implications of the 
metaphysical doctrine thus presented. His essay is refreshing in its style; he 
expresses himself in crisp and vivid language, unafraid of resorting to poetry 
and humor to make his point. Moreover, his own thoughts on what Thomas 
Prüfer has called “recapitulation,” the way in which one author borrows from 
and transforms the thought of another, give the reader a hermeneutical tool 
with which to appreciate the rest of the essays, and so it is appropriate that 
they appear at the beginning of the book.  
 The second essay, Dominic O’Meara’s “The Transformation of Meta-
physics in Late Antiquity,” focuses on the reception of Aristotle’s Metaphysics 

in Alexander of Aphrodisias, Syrianus, Proclus, and Damascius. One learns 
much from this essay, as it discusses a fascinating yet much-neglected chapter 
in the history of metaphysics. The section on Proclus’s Elements of Theology, 
which highlights this thinker’s central importance in the history of 
metaphysics, is particularly helpful. O’Meara’s main thesis is quite audacious: 
he argues that these late ancient thinkers “made metaphysics into a 
metaphysical science” (36). O’Meara recognizes that this thesis “may seem at 
first somewhat exaggerated” (ibid.). In addition to showing with ample 
evidence that the late ancients did develop metaphysics as a science, he argues 
that in a sense Plato and Aristotle had not yet “made metaphysics into a 
metaphysical science.” He specifies his claim, arguing that Plato and Aristotle 
“present what are more in the way of sketches of what a metaphysical science 
might be like, pointing to its subject matter, its methods, and some central 
propositions. These texts provide programmatic projects and preliminary 
explorations rather than a worked-out metaphysical science comprising a 
unified system of theorems” (36-37). There is definitely some truth to what 
O’Meara says about the work of Plato and Aristotle, but one may wonder 
whether he is doing justice to the properly scientific value of Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics. It is difficult to read Metaphysics L, for instance, as a mere 
attempt to show what metaphysics might look like, rather than as a bona fide 
metaphysical treatment of the cause of all being. In any case, O’Meara’s thesis 
makes sense given his peculiar understanding of Aristotle’s Metaphysics as 
amounting to a series of metaphysical sketches. 
 Jan Aersten offers an instructive and illuminating presentation of the 
different medieval views on the question of why metaphysics is called “first 
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philosophy.” He focuses on the reasons given by Aristotle and the medievals 
for the primacy of metaphysics. He cites Wippel, who contrasts two of 
Aquinas’s texts on why metaphysics is “first philosophy”: in Super Boethium 

De Trinitate, Aquinas says that this is because “all the other sciences, deriving 
their principles from it, come after it,” whereas in the Commentary on the 

Metaphysics he tells us that it is primary “insofar as it considers the first 
causes of things.” These two passages presumably represent opposite 
approaches to the question, whose historical underpinnings Aersten’s essay 
attempts to delineate. Aersten describes Aristotle’s account of the problem as a 
“theological” model, according to which metaphysics is first because it deals 
with God, who is the first of beings. He explains the history of the question as 
one of distancing oneself from Aristotle’s theological (particularizing) model, 
and moving toward an ontological (universal) model of metaphysics. His main 
thesis is that “the idea of First Philosophy acquires in the Middle Ages a 
new epistemological foundation: Metaphysics is First Philosophy, not because 
it treats of the first and supreme being, but because it deals with what is first 
conceived by the intellect” (63). My only counter-suggestion is that in fact 
both tendencies (ontological and theological) are present to different extents 
in Aristotle and in his commentators, such that the ontological reading was 
not a “new epistemological foundation” in the Middle Ages. Nonetheless, 
from Aersten’s research it seems reasonable enough to conclude that there is a 
tendency towards the ontological model in the Middle Ages. In any case, the 
essay tells a fascinating story, and is highlighted by brilliant passages such as 
that on the Avicennian doctrine of the priority simpliciter and posteriority 
quoad nos of metaphysics. Aertsen’s explanation of Albert’s reasoning as to 
why God is not the subject of metaphysics is quite perceptive: God cannot be 
the subjectum of metaphysics, because the existence of a science’s subjectum 
must be assumed, and not proven, by that science; rather, God is the 
quaesitum of metaphysics. Aersten also provides insight into Aquinas’s own 
contribution to the debate: his doctrine of being as the objectum proprium of 
the intellect. Aersten offers equally valuable insights into the contributions of 
interesting later medieval figures such as Scotus and Francis of Marchia. 
 Part 1 closes with a thought-provoking essay by Andreas Speer: “The 
Fragile Convergence: Structures of Metaphysical Thinking.” Speer presents 
the difference between metaphysical and postmetaphysical discourses in the 
contemporary arena and their common denominator: neglect and lack of 
awareness of the history of metaphysics. He argues that the history of 
metaphysics has argumentative force in metaphysics and that, therefore, it 
properly belongs to metaphysics. Although his argument is a bit hard to follow 
and does not seem to address the concerns of classical metaphysics, I can 
appreciate Speer’s conviction about the importance of the history of meta-
physics. The essay also offers valuable comments on the limits of metaphysics 
and the fragility of the contemporary debate. 
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 Parts 2 and 3, which I can only review in summary fashion, focus on 
particular problems in the science of being as being. Part 2 focuses especially 
on metaphysical aporiae. Chapter 5, Doolan’s essay on “Aquinas on Substance 
as a Metaphysical Genus,” presents the issue quite lucidly and keeps the reader 
engaged throughout. In the sixth essay, “A Scholastic Perspective on the 
Individuation of Races,” Jorge Gracia continues his previous work on the 
concept of “race,” defending the provocative hypothesis that races are 
individuals and that they are individuated by virtue of the individuality of 
their members and the relations among them. Gracia’s defense of applying 
ancient and medieval logical and metaphysical principles to solve modern 
philosophical concerns is of particular interest. Chapter 7, James Ross’s essay 
“Merely Metaphysical Possibility,” offers a cogent argument for the view that 
the distinction between what actually exists and what is merely possible is 
itself an argument for the existence of a free creator. 
 Part 3, which concerns the question of natural theology and revealed 
theology, demonstrates the authors’ profound familiarity with both of these 
fields. Stephen Brown opens this section with a historically rich and well-
documented essay on “The Role of Metaphysics in the Theology of Godfrey 
of Fontaines.” Brown begins with an “introductory digression” on a 
thirteenth-century debate between Richard Fishacre, Robert Grosseteste, and 
Richard Rufus concerning the responsibilities of a Master of Theology. He 
proceeds to examine three of Godfrey’s Quodlibeta, which show that Godfrey 
rejects the view, historically attributed to Aquinas, that deductive theology 
arrives at science in the proper sense of the term.  
 The next two essays, one by Wippel himself and the other by Brian 
Shanley, form a unity: they unpack in a fresh and historically precise way what 
Aquinas understood by the praeambula fidei, those doctrines of the faith that 
are accessible to reason. Wippel’s essay, “Thomas Aquinas on Philosophy and 
the Preambles of Faith,” shows state-of-the-art scholarship, applying the 
historical method to the study of Aquinas’s text. He provides a clear-cut 
(though admittedly not exhaustive) list of preambles to the faith in Aquinas. 
Shanley’s essay, “Thomas Aquinas on Demonstrating God’s Providence,” 
continues the discussion by addressing in depth the problem of divine 
providence as a preamble to the faith.  
 Chapter 11, “Eternity, Simplicity, and Presence,” by Eleanor Stump, tackles 
a problem that is at the crossroads of medieval metaphysics and contemporary 
philosophy of religion: the notion of God’s omnipresence according to 
classical theism versus the notion of God’s presence according to what some 
call theistic personalism. Stump concludes that divine eternity and simplicity 
do not imply a disconnection between God and human beings. Rather, they 
are compatible with God’s being personally present to humans, as described in 
biblical stories. 
 The last essay, “Why Bodies as Well as Souls in the Life to Come?” by 
Marilyn McCord Adams, analyzes philosophically one of the chief doctrines 
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of Christianity, the resurrection of the body, in three authors: Bonaventure, 
Aquinas, and Scotus. Adams shows how for these authors the body seems to 
be unnecessary after death; they do not seem to give bodies anything to do in 
the life to come. This prompts the question: why is it held by these same 
authors that we will have bodies as well as souls in the life to come? The 
answer lies in God’s will that humans be permanently metaphysically complete 
in the afterlife. This type of philosophical research on theological topics is 
much needed today, as the gap between philosophy and theology increases. 
 In sum, the volume compares very favorably to other titles of its kind in the 
field. The scholarship demonstrated in the essays is superb, employing a 
variety of methodologies—historical, phenomenological, and contemporary 
analytic. The volume is a welcome contribution to the fields of metaphysics 
and medieval philosophy, not only for the originality and scholarly erudition 
of the contributors’ essays, but also because the volume makes better known 
to the public John Wippel’s scholarly legacy and influence.  
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