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Introduction

T he passages collected in this book offer as comprehensive 
an account as space allows of the philosophy of St Thomas 
Aquinas— hereafter called simply Thomas: in Anthony 
Kenny’s opinion ‘one of the dozen greatest philosophers of 
the western world’.1 Both enemies and friends have at times 
dissented from this view on the grounds that Thomas was 
first and foremost a Christian theologian. Bertrand Russell 
accused him of a lack of philosophical spirit: ‘The find­
ing of arguments for a conclusion given in advance is not 
philosophy, but special pleading.’2 But much of philosophy 
consists in trying to discover some good reasons for our 
normal human beliefs and ways of proceeding, and Russell 
himself—as Kenny pointed out— ‘took three hundred and 
sixty dense pages to offer a proof that 1 + 1 = 2’!3 Thomas, 
it is true, is not so much interested in the bases of arithmetic 
as in the bases for belief in God, and— as a Christian 
theologian— interested too in defending his Christian faith 
against unbelievers. But he thought that, as a consequence, 
one of his greatest tasks was to distinguish between beliefs 
that were philosophically provable (‘discoverable by natural 
reason’, as he puts it), assertions of faith which, though 
unproven, were philosophically sound in the sense of not 
disprovable, and beliefs demonstrably false.

Natural reason cannot discover the Trinity of persons in God; it 
learns about God from his causing of creatures, and knows only 
what characterizes him as the source of everything that exists. This 
was the starting-point we adopted earlier when discussing G od. . .  
Indeed, trying to prove the Trinity by reason would injure the 
faith . . .  and make it a laughing-stock to unbelievers, who would 
think our belief relied on such unconvincing arguments. The only

1 Anthony Kenny (ed.), Aquinas: A Collection o f Critical Essays (London, 
1969), 1.

2 Bertrand Russell, History o f Western Philosophy (New York, 1945), 
463.

3 Kenny (ed.), Aquinas, 2.



Introduction
way of proving matters of faith is to quote authorities to those who 
accept them; to those who don’t, we must be content to show [by 
natural reason] that what the faith teaches is not impossible. .  .4

So Thomas felt called on to be a philosopher— to know 
what is provable by philosophical argument and what is not. 
And it was precisely for that reason that he played such a 
large part in the thirteenth-century renewal in philosophy, 
and especially in that century’s re-evaluation and reassimila­
tion of the philosophy of Aristotle.

For Thomas lived at a propitious time, in the full maturity 
of Europe’s medieval Renaissance. Europe had spent centuries 
recovering from two enormous traumas: the fifth-century fall 
of the western Roman Empire to barbarian tribes, and the 
eighth-century fall of the Mediterranean Sea to Islam. By 
slow degrees society had regained a certain political stability 
and economic prosperity; and in the process learning too had 
expanded and prospered. In the century before Thomas the 
pace of that expansion quickened noticeably: in the con­
templative monastic schools, nourished on the biblical text 
and long centuries of inherited Christian wisdom, inhabited 
by people committed to lifelong religious service in common, 
but also in newer shorter-term groupings of professional 
scholars, gatherings of masters and students engaged in 
specialist academic study of Christian and non-Christian 
texts alike; and from these— at the end of the twelfth 
century— the early universities of Bologna, Paris, and 
Oxford took shape. In this new cultural milieu the treasures 
of ancient logic and mathematics, of philosophy and law, of 
medicine and science were avidly sought after and assimilated 
and brought into living contact with the divine teaching in 
the Scriptures; and in the process Christendom had to learn 
to converse, not only with the ancient thinkers of Greece and 
Rome, but with the contemporary thinkers of Judaism and 
Islam.

Into this world in 1225 Thomas was bom at Roccasecca,

4 This and subsequent quotations from Thomas are from St Thomas 
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: A Concise Translation, ed. Timothy McDermott 
(London, 1989). This quotation comes from p. 71 (la.32.1).

xii



Introduction
near Aquino, the youngest son of an impoverished landowner 
of Lombard extraction and a woman with Norman blood in 
her veins. His father was vassal to Frederick II, king of Sicily, 
Holy Roman Emperor— a sort of Renaissance prince before 
his time— always in friction, often engaged in outright war 
with the papacy; and the family demesne was sandwiched 
between the lands of the emperor to the south and the papal 
territories to the north. From the age of 5 Thomas was 
brought up in the school of the Benedictine monastery 
of Monte Cassino, amid a life of manual labour, prayer, 
scriptural reading, and meditation, and possibly he was 
intended to spend the rest of his life there, perhaps to become 
abbot of the place. But the fighting between Frederick and 
the Pope brought the emperor’s troops into the monastery in 
1239, and the 14-year-old was sent on to the University of 
Naples. Here the course of his life totally changed.

The University of Naples had been founded by Frederick 
for the secular education of his court functionaries, and at 
the time of Thomas’s arrival it was the only university teach­
ing Aristotle’s works of natural philosophy. Aristotle’s logic 
was already familiar in the schools; the Roman senator 
Boethius had translated many of those works into Latin as 
early as the sixth century, though not all were in circulation. 
But in the twelfth century more and more of his works were 
translated, occasionally through the intermediary of Arabic 
translations, but most often directly from the Greek. Together 
with these translations came translations of the great works 
of Arabic culture: among them the works of Ibn Sina (980- 
1037), the Aristotelian commentaries of Ibn Rushd (1126- 
98), and the work of the Jewish scholar Moses Maimonides 
(1135-1204). To this world of human learning Thomas, 
as a young student of arts, was introduced by his Naples 
teachers, Peter of Ireland and Martin of Denmark. But he 
also met there a new religious order, one very different in its 
orientation from the monastic order of St Benedict that had 
formed his first years. This was the newly founded mendicant 
Order of Preachers, dispersed twenty years earlier through­
out Europe by their founder, St Dominic, from an original 
community in the south of France. They were not as the

xiii



XIV Introduction
Benedictines were, men of the land, communally rich, 
aristocrats, and representatives of the established order. They 
were rather men of the new towns, begging friars, ‘not very 
respectable’, as Brian Davies5 puts it: going out two by 
two to preach in town after town, taking nothing for their 
journey but a staff: no bread, no wallet, no money in their 
belts, wearing sandals and only one tunic.6 To train them­
selves for this task the friars were sent to study at the univer­
sities of the day, and at Naples Thomas made acquaintance 
not only with the philosophy of Aristotle, but with the reli­
gious spirit of the Dominicans. In 1244, at the age of 19 
or 20, Thomas applied to join them; and after a two-year 
struggle with his family— during which, it would seem, he 
was forcibly imprisoned— the family gave in. From now on 
Thomas was to live his life in the universities and schools of 
the new thirteenth-century society, deeply involved in the 
confluence and reconciliation of Aristotelian learning and 
Christian teaching.

After a novitiate spent in Paris, he went on to study in 
Cologne under Albert the Great for the four years 1248-52. 
In the latter year he returned to Paris as a ‘bachelor’ com­
menting firstly on the Scriptures, and then on the theological 
textbook of the time, the Sentences of Peter Lombard; and 
there he started the copious writing which was to occupy 
him for the next twenty years. He was licensed as a ‘master’ 
in 1256, and at the age of 32 occupied one of the Paris chairs 
in theology. At this time the ban on public and private study 
of Aristotle’s non-logical and non-ethical works in the arts 
faculty of the university, imposed in 1215 and periodically 
renewed, was being relaxed; so that the arts faculty had 
begun to transform itself from a grammar school, so to 
speak, to a philosophy faculty. In any case, by an irony of 
history, the ban had never been imposed on the theology 
faculty, and Albert the Great, among others, had led the way 
in Aristotelian studies. So Thomas’s acquaintance with the 
Greek philosopher was growing apace.

After three years Thomas was moved from Paris to the

5 Brian Davies, The Thought o f Thomas Aquinas (Oxford, 1992), 3.
6 Cf. Mark 6: 6-13.



Introduction xv
papal court at Orvieto, then after a further six years to 
Rome, and finally, with the court, to Viterbo. Here perhaps 
he met the Dominican translator William of Moerbeke, just 
starting on a great series of retranslations of Aristotle’s 
works from the Greek. To what extent Thomas’s influence 
contributed to these translations being made we cannot tell; 
certainly he took advantage of their appearance to begin an 
enormous work of commentary on them, designed to purify 
the Latin understanding of Aristode, and to some extent to 
offset the influence of Ibn Rushd’s commentaries.

In 1269 he was recalled to Paris where hostility had devel­
oped between secular and religious masters, and there he 
engaged more than once in controversy with the Averroistic 
interpreters of Aristotle. Three years later he was back again 
in Italy founding a study-house at Naples, the city he had left 
to join the Dominicans twenty-eight years before. There, in 
1273, he suddenly ceased all writing and teaching, and by 
March 1274 he was dead at the relatively early age of 49 or 
50. He left behind him a mass of writings: commentaries 
on Aristotle, on scripture, and on other important authors, 
records of hundreds of disputations (public debates) on 
theological and philosophical subjects, small and large works 
on questions of the day, and several comprehensive text­
books of theology. These writings stretch to over eight and a 
half million words7— an average of some 1,190 words a day 
every day for twenty years. From such an immense output 
this World’s Classics volume can select less than 2 per cent 
for translation: a mere 150,000 words!

What principles then have guided the selection and transla­
tion? Thirty-eight fairly lengthy passages have been chosen 
from a wide range of Thomas’s works for their relevance to 
what nowadays is called ‘philosophy of religion’, though 
such a description of Thomas’s work is something of an 
anachronism. The passages are lengthy because serious read­
ing cannot thrive on snippets. The passages must provide a 
medium of thought to which we can acclimatize, enough 
depth to dive into and swim around in; snippets are sprinkles

7 Computer-generated figures in the Index Thomisticus show 8,767,854 
words in 118 works, 18 of which (comprising 81,277 words) are inauthentic 
or doubtful.
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which evaporate on contact. And the passages have been 
newly translated, with the aim of making sense of them to 
people who are not historians, and whose idiom of under­
standing is modern rather than medieval. Subject to the 
absolute requirement of faithfulness to Thomas’s philo­
sophical meaning, I have, by preferring contemporary turns 
of phrase to more traditional translations, tried to enable a 
thoughtful communication with Thomas.

The thirty-eight passages have been arranged in six parts, 
which, read in order, form a comprehensive introduction to 
Thomas’s ‘philosophy of religion’ (perpetuating for the 
moment the anachronism). Part I, for example, concentrates 
on Thomas’s own views of philosophy and theology. It con­
tains a single passage, the longest in the collection, extracted 
from a commentary on a work of the sixth-century Christian 
Boethius already mentioned. In it Thomas explains what 
characterizes Aristotelian science— the deduction of truths 
about some subject-matter from premisses defining that 
subject-matter— and sketches out the broad branches into 
which Aristotelian science divides. He distinguishes natural 
philosophy from mathematics, and metaphysics from both, 
defining their limits clearly and describing their different 
styles. He identifies metaphysics as the science that includes 
whatever natural reason has to say about God, and dis­
tinguishes this ‘natural’ theology from the ‘revealed’ theology 
based on scripture with which he has so often been accused 
of confusing it. It would have been possible to find the 
same teaching in the early pages of St Thomas’s Summa 
Theologiae, but not in anything like the detail presented 
here. And in any case, it has been deliberate policy to choose 
the passages in this selection from a wide range of Thomas’s 
writings and not just from the pages of the Summa Theologiae. 
Some passages, of course, do come from that work—a 
World’s Classics volume could hardly ignore the main classic 
St Thomas wrote. But the majority of the passages are 
lengthier treatments of their topics, drawn from other writ­
ings at other periods, to illustrate the range and continuity 
of Thomas’s work, and the way his different writings can 
illuminate and comment on each other.
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And here, while talking oí the first passage in this col­
lection, seems to be the place to say a few words about 
Thomas’s style and the style of medieval philosophical writ­
ing in general, lest the word ‘writing’ should lead to a sort 
of misunderstanding. Books, we must remember, were not 
common currency in the Middle Ages; there was no printed 
word, and students had far less access to the written than to 
the spoken word. Behind all Thomas’s works then, in vary­
ing degree, stands the culture of the lectio, a word meaning 
at one and the same time reading and lecture. For lectures 
were normally exercises in reading a text in common, the 
lecturer alone, perhaps, having an actual copy of the text 
before him. As a result a certain structure of lecture became 
traditional, and we see it reflected in the works of philosophy 
and theology committed to writing at this time. Passage 1 is 
a good example: the way it illustrates medieval style and 
structure was indeed another reason for choosing it to head 
this selection.

For Passage 1 is itself the reading (or lectio) of another 
author’s text: a short work of Boethius called the De Trinitate: 
our passage joins in Thomas’s reading of it at chapter 2 of 
Boethius’ text. As he reads it, the lecturer gives us a minute 
dissection of the text’s structure showing how its parts relate 
one to the next, and then, taking part after part, he quotes 
and, if necessary, expands it so that we see how the structure 
works in practice, and includes explanatory comment on any 
odd words or difficult turns of thought as they occur. In all 
probability some questions of special interest arise in the 
course of this exposition. If so they can be dealt with in one 
of two ways: either they can form the subject of a digression 
in which the commentator signals his intention to depart 
from close textual exposition by saying ‘But we ought to 
note tha t. . . ’ or some similar phrase, or they can form the 
subject of a disputation or debate structured in the formal 
way everyone was familiar with— for disputation was the 
second sort of oral exercise in which medieval universities 
engaged.

Disputations were regular occurrences during the university 
terms, some on prepared subjects, some on subjects proposed



extempore by the audience. In general they began with ques­
tions from the floor designed to throw doubt on the thesis 
the master had indicated he would uphold. These questions 
from the floor would be answered, there and then, in the 
presence of the master, by a bachelor deputed to the task— it 
was a searching exercise for him too. After a certain amount 
of time— maybe, on the following day— the master would 
deliver a summing-up in which he would be required to give 
a definitive defence of his thesis, taking into account the 
whole range of objections that had been brought against it. 
This summing-up would consist of an argument in depth for 
the thesis, to which would be appended definitive explana­
tions of how his argument answers the objections with which 
the disputation started. Later still, at more leisure, the master 
might be able to edit such disputations for publication, and it 
is thought that the works of Thomas known as quaestiones 
disputatae (disputed questions) are such edited accounts of 
actual disputations. In these edited accounts the disputations 
are collected into groups— and later editors called the groups 
‘questions’ and the individual disputations ‘articles’, so that a 
particular disputation might be referred to in the literature 
by some such title as Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, 
question 10, article 6. Several of the texts below are drawn 
from quaestiones disputatae in this way (and are always 
indicated as such), and the reader must read them as public 
debates. They always start with arguments casting doubt on 
the thesis the master might be expected to uphold. These are 
arguments actually thrown up from the floor during the 
disputation, and are not therefore in general the view of the 
master (of Thomas in the case of our passages) and cannot 
be quoted as such. Nor, and this is less often noticed, are 
they merely arbitrarily arranged, one after the other. Fre­
quently they are themselves structured, betraying a to-and- 
fro that went on between the floor participants and the 
bachelor respondent. Thus sometimes, after an argument 
from the floor, will occur the words ‘But it was said by the 
respondent. . . ’, and then ‘But against tha t. . . ’ and there 
will follow a buttressing argument not now addressed 
immediately to disproving the thesis but to disproving what-

xviii Introduction
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ever extra remark the respondent had made. Such arguments 
upon arguments can go on at several levels of remove from 
the main argument. So it will be seen that the linear number­
ing of these arguments in the editions and in my translation 
(but not in the manuscripts) can sometimes be misleading, 
and I have tried to counter this by occasionally indenting 
arguments that are, so to speak, parasitic on remarks of the 
respondent.8 After all these arguments against the expected 
thesis come arguments in its favour. Don’t be confused by 
the introductory phrase ‘But against that . . these are not 
arguments against the thesis but defences of it, attempts to 
rebut the doubts being raised from the floor, often by means 
of quoted authorities. At least, this is how the debate usually 
goes, though sometimes the master may decide that neither 
the doubts nor their rebuttals are to be upheld, and sum 
up in favour of some new position. In the written texts 
this summing-up by the master comes next, heralded by the 
phrase ‘In reply’. In the disputations as we have them, this 
summing-up constitutes the body of the disputation, and 
contains the mature reflections of the text’s author. After it 
come his mature replies to all the objections that began the 
debate (this time numbered in the manuscripts); and occa­
sionally there follow, as I have said, replies to the arguments 
in favour as well. Such is the bare-bones structure of an 
edited quaestio disputata, but one can’t be rigid about it. The 
key to interpretation is always to be flexibly aware that 
behind the text lies a living debate, and that variations in 
structure may unexpectedly occur. One very good example 
of this is the quaestio disputata on God’s Omnipotence 
included in Passage 26 (the last article); the structure, though 
clearly based on what we have just been saying, is so sui 
generis that it would take longer for me to describe it here 
than it would for the student to turn up the page and examine 
it for herself.

This structure of the living quaestio disputata was so 
familiar that it was imitated in expositions of text where no 
living disputation took place. To return, for example, to the

e.g. Passages 9, 17, 21, 33 (Article 8).
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exposition of Boethius’ text from the De Trinitate which we 
have taken as our prime example: here the major questions 
arising during exposition of the text are not the subjects of 
digressions in the exposition but are held back to the end 
and then treated in imaginary debates or disputations which 
can be of some complexity. In general the structure is as 
described above: objections to a thesis, contrary arguments 
in favour, a summing-up ‘in reply’, and numbered answers to 
the objections. This structure is seen complete in the Boethius 
text in Part I (with the exception that I have sometimes 
omitted an objection and its answer that seemed less interest­
ing, in order to keep the size of the whole volume within 
limits); it is a structure which also underlies the passages 
taken from Thomas’s commentary on Peter Lombard’s 
Sentences,9 but there I have always omitted Peter Lombard’s 
text, together with Thomas’s textual analysis and exposition, 
including only the parts that imitate quaestiones disputatae. 
And in die Sentences the grouping of questions is consider­
ably more complex than the usual gathering of articles into 
‘questions’; there we have queries (quaestiunculae) within 
articles within questions within distinctions. By the time 
Thomas came to write his Summa Theologiae, he had decided 
not to write a commentary on some author’s text, but to 
raise the questions he wanted to raise in the order he wanted 
to raise them. Nevertheless, the structure he adopts is that of 
sets of disputed questions, though each article in a set is very 
much simplified in its microstructure. The simplification he 
adopts generally (but not always— see Passages 22 and 36) 
limits the objections to three and the arguments in favour to 
one, and he keeps the summing-up (or body of the article) 
to a modest length by multiplying articles rather than by 
dealing with too many points within each one.

Thomas’s commentaries on the text of Aristode do not 
contain quaestiones disputatae. The structure of the lectio is 
there (text, analysis, and exposition), but it is not followed 
by disputed questions; questions of special interest suggested 
by the text are dealt with by digressions within the exposi-

Passages 24 and 34.9
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tory comment. For this reason I have included only a few 
examples of this type of writing, for I wanted to give the 
reader passages in which he could reliably ascribe the thought 
to Thomas himself rather than to Aristotle expounded by St 
Thomas. However, Passage 5 from the commentary on the 
Physics and Passage . i l  from the commentary on the De 
Memoria et Reminiscentia characteristically juxtapose 
exposition of Aristotle’s text (in which embedded italicized 
text is quoted from Aristotle) with Thomas’s digression 
(where no italicized text occurs). Passage 30 from the com­
mentary on the De Interpretatione (known to Thomas as the 
Perihermeneias) is pure digression of Thomas, extracted 
from its context in an exposition of Aristotle’s text. Many of 
the other short works included in Parts II and III can be 
thought of on the model of such ‘digressions’, designed to 
deal with some special point of interest: how elements are 
present within compounds, for example (Passage 8); though 
works like those on the principles of nature (Passage 4) or 
on being and essence (Passage 6) should perhaps rather be 
thought of as summary notes for students, collecting together 
and reconciling passages from several parts of Aristotle or 
similar authorities.

Part I of this World’s Classics volume, then, contains one 
long passage from an early work, chosen because it intro­
duces the student to science, philosophy, and theology as 
Thomas understood them, and also because it illustrates the 
general style and structure of his writings.

Part II— Passages 2 -6 — is also introductory, dealing not 
so much with the structure of our thought as with the very 
general ways in which Thomas (following Aristotle) sees 
structure in things. Passage 2 starts with very general notions 
or ways of regarding things— as existent beings, as true, as 
good— notions not synonymous, but interconvertible in the 
sense that whatever is is good and is true. The problem is 
to preserve their interconvertibility without yielding to 
synonymity. Passage 3 deals with Aristotle’s most basic divi­
sion of being according to Thomas— that between existing 
potentially and existing actually; Passage 4 (a complete small 
work, or opusculum) treats of the so-called four Aristotelian
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causes: matter, form, agent, and goal; and Passage 5 with 
the Aristotelian categories, laying special emphasis on the 
categories of action and passion and the Aristotelian thesis 
that action exists not in the agent but in the patient— a thesis 
of great importance in Thomas’s later analysis of the rela­
tionship between agent God and patient universe. Finally, 
Passage 6 is another complete opusculum-, the fine early 
work in which— with many references to the Arabic scholars 
Ibn Slna and Ibn Rushd— Thomas discusses the Aristotelian 
concept of ousia, here called essence, and explains among 
other things his thesis that in God and only in God is essence 
identical with existence.

Part III— Passages 7—19— is still concerned with the 
Aristotelian philosophical account of the world we live in, 
but not now in general terms. What concerns us here is the 
variety of beings to which the general descriptions of Part II 
apply: a variety stretching from inanimate matter through 
the lower forms of life to the life of human beings. Passage 7 
is a short introduction to this ‘ladder of being’; Passage 
8 (another complete opusculum) gives us a quick view of 
Thomas’s physics and chemistry, based on the four elements 
of earth, air, fire, and water; Passages 9 and 10 distinguish 
levels of life in general, relating them to the abilities or 
powers that develop as life becomes more complex; Passages 
11-17 deal with particular levels and abilities of life— with 
the senses, with mind, with the emotions, and with free will. 
Finally, Passages 18—19 deal with the thesis that being 
human in some way transcends the material order. Here we 
get Thomas’s account of Aristotle’s thesis that mind is the 
form of the human body, so treated as to provide us with a 
point of insertion for his whole theology of human beings 
derived from the Judaeo-Christian scriptures. It is for this 
reason that Passage 19 from a commentary on scripture is 
included. It illustrates how philosophy and theology interact 
in Thomas: for here he says that an Aristotelian such as 
himself— to whom the soul is only part of man, and exists 
by nature in a body— would find the Platonic doctrine of the 
immortality of the soul hard to believe were it not shored up 
by the Christian doctrine of the resurrection of the body.



From here on the parts and their passages turn explicitly to 
God, drawing out of Aristotle implications that Aristotle 
would not have known to be there, but which, nevertheless, 
in Thomas’s opinion, are matters of human learning and fall 
short of revealed theology. They therefore constitute points 
of insertion for revealed theology into Aristotelian philosophy 
of the sort already remarked on in relation to the soul; we 
shall have a word to say about such ‘points of insertion’ 
later.

Part IV— Passages 2 0 -6 — is concerned with a philo­
sophical view of God derived by way of reflection on the 
world, but not explicitly treating of God’s relationship to 
that world. Thus Passage 20 discusses how to prove God’s 
existence, Passage 21 (a deeply thought-out passage) explains 
the thesis that God is his existence, Passage 22 deals with 
God’s transcendence of time, Passages 2 3 -4  with his tran­
scendence of language, and Passages 25 and 26 with his 
transcendent knowledge and power.

The final two parts go on to explore the world’s relation to 
God, divided in the way Thomas always divided his treat­
ment of this subject: into passages dealing with God as the 
world’s beginning and with God as the world’s end. Passages 
27-33 (Part V) deal with God as creator, architect, designer, 
and manager of the world: in short with God as doer of the 
world— the one whose doing the world’s being is. For his 
doing is not something we can identify over and above the 
world’s being, it is the world’s being as done. From this 
profound conception spring Thomas’s accounts of God’s 
agency in regard to chance and free will, and in regard to 
evil, and the notion that he is not at work in the world side 
by side with nature but as the cause of nature’s own natural 
activity. The final passage of Part V is a sort of test-bed for 
the whole part: one must see why Thomas says both that 
God is at work in all nature and also that there is no 
commingling of creating with natural activity, in order to 
understand what Thomas has done to Aristotle, how he 
inserts theology into philosophy, the way in which he con­
ceives creation (actively considered) as totally transcending 
and outside of the universe— indeed it is God himself— and
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yet (passively considered) as the universe itself existing in its 
relation to that transcendent act.

Part VI deals with God as the end of things. It too is a 
point of insertion: of Christian views of what life is about 
into Aristotelian ethics. Passage 34 explains in what sense 
God and in what sense happiness is the goal of human living; 
Passage 35 is a profound analysis of the morality of human 
actions; Passage 36 introduces the notion of virtue and 
Passage 37 that of law. And finally Passage 38 reminds us 
that for Thomas all that we have seen is but preparation. 
Although he thinks we should try and understand the world 
philosophically as a first stage, nevertheless he wants more: 
he wants to expand such human views of God and the world 
so as to accommodate specifically Christian notions of God’s 
self-revelation through Christ and the religion of Israel. And 
in the final passage of this selection, we see him trying to 
articulate the very heart of Christian living— God as love, 
and the love of God— in ways that might appeal to an 
Aristotelian philosopher.

And this brings us back to the relation of philosophy to 
theology in Thomas and the anachronism of calling him 
a ‘philosopher of religion’. The relation of philosophy to 
theology in Thomas seems to me to be very subtle and quite 
often misunderstood. To clarify it let me take a particular 
example of his building on Aristotelian philosophy, and 
identify four layers in the process. And what example could 
be more appropriate than Thomas’s ‘philosophy of religion’ 
in a strict sense: his philosophical reflections on the nature of 
religion, and the way he uses them when building up his 
theology of Christ and Christianity?

The first layer is Thomas’s recapitulation of the basic 
Aristotelian philosophy from which the process must start: in 
this case Aristotle’s account of virtue in the Nicomachean 
Ethics. Passage 36 in this collection— Thomas’s account of 
virtue in the Summa Theologiae— is such a recapitulation. 
There Thomas expounds the general Aristotelian notion of 
virtue as a disposition perfecting some ability of ours, and 
sketches the special claim moral or social or political virtues 
have to the title of virtue: dispositions which perfect our
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abilities to will and desire in certain crucial areas of moral 
life, especially in the area of our dealings with others.
All moral virtues concerned with activity as such [rather than with 
the passions] can be grouped generally under justice, concerned with 
whatever is owed to others. But there are many different sorts of 
debt: to equals, to superiors, to inferiors; and owed by contract, by 
promise or in gratitude. So diverse virtues exist: religion for repay­
ing God, loyalty to family and country, gratitude to benefactors, 
and so on. Only one of these special virtues is justice in the strict 
sense: concerned with debts strictly repayable by a measure of 
equivalence.10

But this passage already begins to develop Aristotle’s 
account, not just to recapitulate it. The hints that Aristotle 
gives of sorts of justice to those who are not our equals 
are elaborated so as to provide a place for Thomas’s own 
interests: in particular for a sort of justice to God, called here 
religion. In turning his Aristotelian eye on religion and its 
obligations, Thomas starts to draw on data available to him 
in scripture and the life of the Church. Nevertheless in this 
second layer of development, superimposed on recapitula­
tion, he is still elaborating a philosophy of religion. He uses 
the Scriptures and the Church not to teach him something 
lying above and beyond the reach of his reason, but simply 
to provide him with data about natural religion and the 
way humankind elaborates its natural social and moral rela­
tion to God. He uses it as we today would use the mass of 
anthropological data now available from all shapes and sizes 
of religions around the world.

Natural reason tells us that because of the inadequacies we perceive 
in ourselves we need to subject ourselves to some superior source of 
help and direction; and whatever that source might be, everybody 
calls it God. Our natural way of expressing such things is by using 
sensible signs, since we derive our knowledge from the senses. So 
natural reason leads us to offer sensible things to God as a sign of 
the subjection and honour we owe him, rather as we offer things to 
our temporal masters in recognition of their authority. This is what 
we call sacrifice, so offering sacrifice is an act of natural justice. The

10 Aquinas, ed. McDermott, 238 (la2ae.60.3).
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particular sacrifices offered are determined by human or divine 
institution, and for that reason differ from people to people.11

Notice here the careful repetitions of the word ‘natural’. 
Notice also the way room is made for a diversity in human 
natural religion by the recognition of its symbolic nature. 
To show God honour in symbolic rites is natural to all 
humankind; but what particular form the symbolic rites take 
will depend, and depend as of right, on the culture and law 
of various societies. This view that human laws and cultures 
have a right to build in their own ways on what is a law to 
us by our nature is further explored in Passage 37 of this 
collection. Thomas takes an attitude to natural religious 
worship that differs considerably from a more traditional 
view of non-Christian religions as devil-worship.

Having made this advance on Aristotle’s philosophy of 
virtue, by developing within it a concept of natural religion, 
Thomas is now in a position to add a third layer: linking 
now not only to scripture as anthropological source-book, 
but also to what faith tells him scripture is saying. This, as 
Passage 1 says, is where Thomas thinks he steps across from 
philosophy to revealed theology. The particular crossing- 
point, the insertion point for theology within philosophy in 
this matter of religion, has already been hinted at: when 
Thomas talked of the particular sacrifices differing peoples 
offer as determined not by a law of nature but by human or 
divine institution.12 That has made room for him to regard a 
particular human culture as divinely chosen, a particular 
human law to be adopted, so to speak, as God’s human law.

Since man is also related to G od . . .  by external actions in which he 
confesses himself God’s servant— ritual acts of worship— the Old 
Law also contained ritual or ceremonial injunctions regulating 
God’s worship. The injunctions of the law that is in us by nature are 
general and require particular specification. Such specifications 
made by human law form part. . .  of positively enacted law, and in 
a similar way the specifications made by God’s law remain distinct

11 Aquinas, ed. McDermott, 405 (2a2ae.85.1).
12 Thomas is developing hints occurring in a somewhat confused form in 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, book 5, ch. 7.



from the moral injunctions of the law that is in us by nature. Thus 
the worship of God is virtuous behaviour commanded by a moral 
injunction, but the specifications put on this command— that God 
must be worshipped with such and such sacrifices and gifts— are 
ritual injunctions. Pseudo-Dionysius says God can’t be revealed to 
men except through sense-images; so the scriptures express him not 
only verbally in figures o f speech, but also symbolically to the eye in 
prescribed rituals.13

This quotation shows the serene way in which Thomas 
reconciles his philosophical and theological vision. He can 
see in the religion of Israel one particular example of the 
nature of human beings, of their social life, of their natural 
propensity to worship, of their need to specify in particular 
symbolic ways their open natural relation to their creator, 
and yet at the same time recognize it as the vehicle of a 
special revelation of God taking us beyond and above the 
natural world to look into the face of God himself. His 
last sentence above points to an analogy with language: the 
religion of Israel is at one and the same time an example of 
the languages men devise in order to address and express 
their gods, and God’s exploiting of that example to speak 
about himself. Thomas’s view of the interaction between 
such human ritual language and its divine message is quite 
sophisticated. Take, for example, this analysis of the sym­
bolism of Old Testament religion:

There was no natural reason for the Old Law observances, e.g. for 
refusing to make garments of wool and linen. The reason was 
symbolic. . .  However, just as Old Testament history has a literal 
sense besides the figurative sense in which its happenings symbolize 
Christ, so too the ritual injunctions of the Old Law have literal 
[symbolic] reasons as well as figurative [symbolic] reasons. The 
literal reasons explain the ritual injunctions in terms of what the 
divine worship meant at that time. The figurative reasons relate 
rather to Christ and the church to come. So, just as to understand 
metaphorical turns of phrase in scripture as metaphors is to grasp 
their literal sense (since that’s what the words were used to mean), 
so the literal significance of Old Law rituals is to be found in 
the symbolic reason for instituting them at the time, namely, to
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commemorate some deed of divine favour. The literal significance of 
the Passover is that it symbolized the liberation of the Jews from 
Egypt, and of circumcision that it symbolized God’s pact with 
Abraham.14

The nuanced way in which the same phenomena show both 
a natural and a revealed face to Thomas— the symbolic is 
both humanly literal and divinely figurative— is typical of 
the openness of his theological account of God’s grace to his 
philosophical account of the world’s nature. He exhibits a 
calm determination to do justice to every facet of what he 
observes; it enables him to engage with the thoughts of 
various traditions in his own time, and makes him alive and 
readable today in our pluralist society. For him nature is a 
tool of grace, used to do something beyond its own powers, 
but only because it does have its own powers to contribute: 
if nature had no ‘edge’ of its own, grace could not do any­
thing with it. The Christian sacraments, for instance, are not 
simply, as for some other medieval theologians, mysterious 
‘medicines’ that act merely by God’s will; but the way 
they work can be articulated, and involves seeing what 
the Christian sacraments are in nature, ritual religious per­
formances akin to those of natural religion but now become 
tools of God.

You can’t  unite men in a religion unless they share visible symbols 
or sacraments keeping them together [Augustine, Contra Faustum, 
1 9 .1 1 ] .. .  Since the sacred realities signified by the sacraments are 
spiritual things that only mind can grasp, the sacraments must 
signify them with things our senses can perceive, just as the scriptures 
express them with analogies drawn from the perceptible w orld. . .  
But sacraments are used both in man’s worship of God and in God’s 
sanctification o f men, and since this latter lies in God’s power, man 
cannot decide what should be used for the purpose: that is for God 
to determine. . .  Just as the Holy Spirit decided the symbols this or 
that passage of scripture would use to signify spiritual things, so 
God determined what things should act as signs in this or that 
sacrament. For whether a thing makes us holy or not depends not 
on its natural power, but on God’s decision. In the period when men
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relied on the law that is in them by nature, interior instinct alone 
prompted them to worship God and choose what signs to use in 
worship. Later, men had to be given a law from above: partly 
because the law in their nature had become obscured by sins, and 
partly to make more explicit that it was the grace of Christ which 
was to make the whole race of mankind holy.15

The intricate interlayering of philosophy and theology is, I 
hope, becoming clearer. Thomas is not just interested in 
recapitulating Aristotle; he wants, at a second level, to develop 
him philosophically in ways which will illuminate how the 
natural world could be invaded by God’s revelation. At a 
third level he then wants to develop his theology of that 
revelation in such a way that it shows the natural world still 
operative within the revealed world. But the full intricacy of 
the relation becomes clear only when we recognize a fourth 
and final interlayering of philosophy and theology in Thomas: 
one that we can also discern at work in the last quota­
tion. Thomas believes that the whole symbolic ‘substance’ of 
religion as described in his philosophy becomes in Christianity 
a ‘tool’ of God’s self-gift to man. Now the words substance 
and tool here are words taken from Thomas’s philosophical 
armoury, but used to express the very essence of what is 
happening in the Christian sacraments, something that can 
only be ‘seen’ by faith, something that can only be the sub­
ject of a revealed theology. This is the final layer in an 
intricate use of philosophy by Thomas: the use of terms 
developed and understood in a philosophical context to ex­
press the very theological message that transcends philosophy. 
Words like substance and tool developed in a philo­
sophical context have to be taken up again and re-evaluated 
within a wholly theological vision. Within that vision things 
are focused as playing parts analogical with the parts played 
by substances and tools in the natural world. Words with 
their roots in philosophy must be allowed to bear new and 
richer flowers within the world of theology. This last layer of 
philosophy-within-theology— I am contrasting it with the 
third layer, in which theology was rather inserted within

15 Ibid. 547-9 (3a.61.1; 60.4-5).
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philosophy— has, I believe, led to many grievous mis­
understandings of Thomas: the idea, for example, that in the 
doctrine of the Eucharist, transubstantiation is saying some­
thing that we can reconstruct from an understanding of what 
substance and accident meant to Aristode. But that is not 
so. Rather each word of such a philosophy-within-theology 
account has to be born again, so to speak, within the theo­
logical reflection, has to be generated anew by the role it 
plays in a wholly theological context; only then can it play 
its part in what is primarily theological explanation, just as 
mathematical symbols have to be generated by physical facts 
before they can become of any explanatory use in physics 
(though that too is often overlooked). The sacraments ‘cause’ 
grace for Thomas, it is true, but by a causality which, to 
nature’s eye, is a mere ‘symbolizing’, and which only by the 
power of God revealed in Christ becomes a ‘causing’— as 
Thomas says, a causing by symbolizing. ‘For whether a thing 
makes us holy or not depends not on its natural power, but 
on God’s decision.’ And in the same way, Christ is present 
as ‘substance’ in the Eucharist by a mode of substantial 
presence new to philosophy, which can see here only the 
merely symbolic: a mode of presence not by some curious 
supernatural metaphysical mechanism construed on the 
model of a physical mechanism and lying behind or along­
side the symbolic core of the rite, but by God’s power operat­
ing through Calvary in those ritual human actions and 
natural significances of things, the obedience of a hearing 
world to God’s voice in Christ asserting meaning: ‘This is 
my body’.

I have been giving an example of how Thomas, by 
recognizing a sharp difference between philosophy— man’s 
learning— and theology— God’s teaching, enables himself to 
layer the two intricately together in his writing. It is this 
intricate layering, I believe, rather than any confusion be­
tween philosophy and theology, that has caused much mis­
understanding of Thomas. Much ink has been spilt on the 
question of whether he is a theologian or a philosopher; I 
think it is like discussing whether somebody is a cyclist or a
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pedestrian! Most people have both skills, and use whichever 
is the more appropriate in the context.

A final remark about the passages: they date from different 
periods of Thomas’s teaching life. But because we cannot 
date precisely many of the works, and because Thomas 
did not change his opinions drastically throughout his life 
(though there are some rare cases of importance, like his 
rethinking of Christ’s human knowledge), I have contented 
myself with the following chronological sketch of Thomas’s 
life and works:16

Year Age Events and Main Works Passages
1225 Birth
1 2 3 1 -9 5 Monte Cassino
1 2 3 9 -4 4 15 Student at Naples University 

Joined Dominicans
1244 20 Imprisoned by his family
1 2 4 5 -8 Novice in Paris?
12 4 8 -5 2 25 Student in Cologne
1 2 5 2 -6 Bachelor in Paris 4 ,6

30 Commentary on the Sentences 24, 34
1 2 5 6 -9 Master (i.e. professor) in Paris

Quaestiones Disputatae de 2 ,1 4
Veritate
In Boethii de Trinitate 1

1 2 5 9 -6 4 35 Lecturer at papal curia, Orvieto
Summa contra Gentiles 7 ,1 3 ,1 6 , 25, 

2 9 ,31
1 2 6 5 -7 40 Rome

Quaestiones Disputatae de 3, 21, 2 6 -8 , 33
Potentia
Summa Theologiae, part 1 12 ,20 , 2 2 -3

1 2 6 8 -9 Viterbo
Quaestio Disputata de 
Spiritualibus Creaturis

9

1 2 6 9 -7 2 45 Recalled to Paris
Quaestio Disputata de Anima 1 0 ,1 1 ,1 8

16 For further details see J. A. Weisheipl, Friar Thomas d’Aquino: His 
Life, Thought and Works (Oxford, 1974; with corrections: Washington, DC, 
1983).
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Year Age Events and Main Works Passages
Quaestiones Disputatae de 
Virtutibus 19, 30, 38
Quaestiones Disputatae de 
Malo 5 ,1 7 , 32
Summa Theologiae, part 2 1 5 ,3 5 -7

1 2 7 2 -4 Return to Naples
Summa Theologiae, part 3

1274 Death



Note on Sources and Text

T h e  Leonine commission’s critical text has been used when 
available. Otherwise, a preliminary note to the first passage 
drawn from the work in question mentions the text con­
sulted. In many cases, however, I have been allowed to make 
use of Leonine texts in preparation, and for this I express my 
thanks to the Leonine editors, and especially to Pére Louis 
Bataillon, OP. I have ventured to disagree with even the 
Leonine text at one or two points explained in the notes.

In all cases square brackets denote editorial additions to 
the text. References have been dealt with in the following 
way. All that remains of the references Thomas makes in his 
text is the name of the author referred to; further details are 
deferred to the endnote. There details that are Thomas’s own 
are not enclosed in square brackets; what is added in square 
brackets is editorial addition. One exception: in the case 
of references to Aristotle’s works, Aristotle’s name always 
occurs in the text, even when Thomas omitted it.
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Part I

Structures of Thought

Passage 1
On Natural Science, Mathematics, and Metaphysics

Source: Thomas’s commentary on chapter 2 of Boethius’ De 
Trinitate (incorporating questions 5 and 6). Text from the critical 
edition of Thomas’s original manuscript: Expositio super Librum 
Boethii de Trinitate, ed. B. Decker, 2nd edn. (Leiden, 1959), with 
some corrections from the future Leonine editor, published in Bulletin 
Thomiste, 11.54, pp. 4 1 -4 .
Date: Between 1255 and 1259, first stay in Paris, aged 3 0 -4 .
Type o f passage: Textual commentary with appended disputed 
questions (see Introduction).
How to read: The initial section (in italics) is Boethius’ text; the 
second section Thomas’s textual commentary into which are woven 
Boethius’ actual words, picked out in italics; the third section collects 
together questions raised by Boethius’ text, each having the struc­
ture of a disputed question (see Introduction). Each disputed ques­
tion consists of four sections (here headed in bold): first, the It 
seem s. . .  marshalling many arguments that cast doubt on what 
Boethius says (the translation omits some of these arguments); 
second, the But against that, which rather more briefly collects 
authorities in support o f Boethius’ point; third, the In reply, which 
is Thomas’s extensive argument meant to decide the point; and 
fourth, the Hence, which answers the opening arguments of the 
question in order. In one case— Question 6, Article 1— the struc­
ture is more complex: three doubts are cast in the one article (I have 
labelled them Queries) and the three doubts are first raised by way 
of a thrice-repeated It seems and But against that, and then answered 
by a thrice-repeated In reply and Hence.

[Boethius’ text. Chapter 2]
Come then, let us enter into each matter, discussing1 it so it



can be grasped and understood, for it seems well said that 
educated people try for such certainty as the matter itself 
allows.

For since theoretical science divides into three—
natural science, changing, non-abstract, unseparated: 
which considers bodily forms as forms-in-matter, 
forms that cannot exist separated from bodies that are 
changing— like falling earth or rising fire— so that what 
changes is the form-in-matter;
mathematics, changeless, non-abstract: which conceives 
bodily forms apart from matter and thus from change, 
though those forms exist in matter and so cannot be 
separated from matter and change;
theology, changeless, abstract, and inseparable:2 for 
God’s being lacks both matter and change—

in natural science we make use o f reason, in mathematics 
discipline, in divine science intellect, not relying on imagina­
tion but rather scrutinizing Form itself [true form and no 
image. Existence itself from which all existence exists].
[Thomas’s explanation of the text]
Having already set out Catholic belief in the unity of a three- 
person God and given the ground for that belief, Boethius 
now wants to start investigating these matters; but, guided 
by Aristotle’s opinion3 that before starting a science we must 
investigate the ways of that science, he proceeds in two steps, 
first showing the proper way to investigate divine matters, 
and then, at true form and no image, pursuing his investiga­
tion in that way. In the first step he first says why we must 
know the way to investigate, and then, at For since theoret­
ical science divides, shows the way best suited to the present 
investigation.

So he says: Come— exhorting us— then, given that 
Catholics believe in the unity of a three-person God on the 
ground of undifferentiation, let us enter into each matter, 
that is, delve within, into the innermost principles of things, 
penetrating to the truth that lies veiled as it were and hidden; 
and do this in the proper way, which is why he adds: discuss-
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ing each so it can be grasped and understood, that is, in such 
a way that it can be grasped and understood. He uses these 
two verbs since the way things are discussed must suit both 
the things and ourselves: the things if they are to be under­
stood, ourselves if we are to grasp them. For example, the 
divine, of its nature, can be known only by intellect: so those 
who try to grasp it using imagination won’t understand it 
since the thing itself isn’t understandable that way; whereas 
those who try to see it in itself with the sort of certainty and 
comprehensiveness with which we comprehend what our 
senses experience or mathematics can prove, won’t get a 
grasp of it that way, since, however much4 it itself is open to 
such understanding, our understandings are not up to it.

That there is a proper way of conducting each investiga­
tion he proves by citing the beginning of Aristode’s Ethics, 
continuing: for it seems well said, namely, by Aristotle, that 
educated people try for such certainty as the matter itself 
allows, that is, as the way of approach suited to the matter 
allows. For not all matters allow the same certainty and 
clarity of demonstration. Aristotle’s actual words5 are: ‘It is 
the mark of an educated person to require as much certainty 
in a particular domain as the nature of the matter allows.’

Next, when he says: For since theoretical science divides 
into three, he begins to distinguish the way this investigation 
should be conducted from ways used by other sciences. And 
because the way must suit the subject-matter under con­
sideration he first classifies the sciences by subject-matter, 
and then, at in natural science, describes the way each should 
be conducted. The classification proceeds in three steps: first 
he points out the subject-matter of natural science; then, at 
mathematics, that of mathematics; and finally, at theology, 
that of divine science.

So, given that it seems well said that we should try for 
such certainty as the matter itself allows, he says: For since 
theoretical science, that is to say, philosophy, as distinct from 
ethics, which is practical and concerned with action, divides 
into three, each branch needs to be conducted in a way 
suited to its subject-matter. The three branches referred to 
are physical or natural science, mathematics, and theology or
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divine science. Since, to repeat, there are these three: natural 
science— one of them— is changing, non-abstract, that is, 
considers things which change, un-abstracted from matter; 
and this he proves by example as seen in the text. But his 
phrase what changes is the form-in-matter needs interpreta­
tion: either it means that what changes as such is the thing 
itself, composed of matter under this form, or that what 
gives rise to the change is the form itself, existing in the 
matter; so that considering bodies as material or as changing 
amounts to the same thing.

Next he explains mathematics’ subject-matter: mathematics 
is changeless, that is, doesn’t consider change and changing 
things (in this regard differing from natural science), non­
abstract, that is, concerned with forms that never exist in 
abstraction from matter (in this regard agreeing with natural 
science). How this can be he explains: which, namely, 
mathematics, conceives bodily forms apart from matter and 
thus from change (for as Aristotle proves,6 wherever there is 
change there is matter corresponding to the change); so that 
the mathematician’s way of looking at forms is free from 
matter and change, though those forms, namely, the forms 
mathematics looks at, exist in matter and so cannot be 
separated— in their existence— from matter and change. So 
they can be separated from matter conceptually but not in 
actual fact.

Next he points out divine science’s subject-matter: theology, 
that is, the third branch of theoretical science, called also 
divine science or metaphysics or first philosophy, is changeless, 
in this regard agreeing with mathematics and differing 
from natural science, abstract, that is, from matter, and 
inseparable, in these two regards differing from mathematics. 
For the divine actually exists abstracted from matter and 
change whereas mathematical objects exist unabstracted; 
mathematical objects, however, are separable conceptually 
whereas the divine is inseparable since only what is joined 
can be separated.7 So the divine is not conceptually separable 
from matter but is actually abstracted from matter: the exact 
opposite of the mathematical case. For proof he refers to 
God’s being, the principal subject-matter of divine science 
from which its name derives.
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Next, when he says in natural science he points out the 
ways in which each branch of science should be conducted: 
firstly, summarizing the ways suited to each branch (and this 
part of our explanation we will leave to the disputation that 
follows), and secondly, expanding the last way which is the 
one proper to the present investigation. Here he first clears 
away an obstacle, saying: not relying on imagination, that is, 
not using imagination to judge the way divine matters are; 
and then, secondly, he points out the proper way: but rather 
scrutinizing Form itself without matter and without change, 
the Form whose conditions he treats later when he actually 
enters on his proposed investigation.

[Questions raised by Thomas in connection with the text]
Here two questions need debate:

the branches into which the text divides theoretical science; 
and

the different methods of approach ascribed to those 
branches.

[Question 5] The first question [the branches into which the 
text divides theoretical science] divides into four:

Is the division of theoretical science into natural, math­
ematical, and divine science acceptable?

Is natural philosophy concerned with changing material 
things?

Does mathematics see the material things it is concerned 
with in an unchanging and immaterial way?

Is divine science concerned with immaterial unchanging 
things?

[Article 1] The first question [Is the division of theoretical 
science into natural, mathematical, and divine science 
acceptable?] we approach as follows:

The division of theoretical science into these branches seems 
unacceptable:
For [1] the branches of theoretical science are meant to 
dispose and perfect our mind’s ability to see and understand 
things. But Aristotle8 says our mind’s capability of science— 
its theoretical part— is perfected by the three dispositions
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of wisdom, science, and understanding. These then should 
be the three branches of theoretical science and not those 
proposed in the text.
Moreover, [2] Augustine9 says logic, the science of reason, is 
a branch of theoretical or contemplative science. A classifica­
tion which makes no mention of logic is therefore defective.
Moreover, [3] people usually divide philosophy into the 
seven liberal arts, which include no natural or divine science, 
but only logic and mathematics. So natural and divine 
science should not be counted as branches of theoretical 
science.
Moreover, [4] of all sciences medicine seems the most prac­
tical, yet it has a theoretical as well as a practical part. For 
the same reason then every other practical science has its 
theoretical part, and mention should have been made in the 
classification of ethics or moral science— though practical— 
because of its theoretical part.
Moreover, [5] medical science, and certain other mechanical 
[= non-liberal] arts like agriculture, metallurgy, etc., are 
parts of natural science. Since these are practical sciences it 
seems natural science can’t be classed simply as theoretical.
Moreover, [6] a whole shouldn’t be classified alongside its 
parts. Now divine science seems to be a whole with natural 
science and mathematics as parts, since its subject-matter 
includes theirs. For, as first philosophy, its subject-matter is 
being, and that, as Aristode makes clear,10 includes changing 
substances— the subject-matter of natural science— and 
quantity— the subject-matter of mathematics. So divine 
science shouldn’t be classified alongside natural science and 
mathematics. . .
Moreover, [9] sciences presupposed to others should rank 
before them. Now all other sciences presuppose divine sci­
ence, submitting their first principles to its judgements. 
Divine science then should head the list of sciences.
Moreover, [10] mathematics is learnt before natural science, 
because, as Aristotle points out,11 even children can learn it 
easily, whereas natural science demands advanced study.

6 Structures o f Thought



And so in olden days, we are told, the sciences were learnt in 
this order: logic, mathematics, natural science, ethics, and 
finally divine science. Mathematics then should be listed 
before natural science, and the classification given here seems 
defective.
But against that:
[1] That this is an acceptable classification we have on 
Aristotle’s authority:12 So theoretical philosophy has three 
branches: mathematics, natural science, and theology.
Moreover, [2] the three modes of scientific thought men­
tioned by Aristotle in the Physics13 seem also to be these 
three.
Moreover, [3] Ptolemy14 too uses this classification.
In reply:
Speculative or theoretical, as distinct from operative or prac­
tical, understanding is characterized by attention to truth for 
its own sake, rather than as the means to some other activity. 
Aristotle15 calls this a distinction of goal, ‘the goal of theo­
retical understanding being truth but of practical understand­
ing action’.16 Now since subject-matter must match goal, the 
subject-matter of practical sciences has to be things we can 
make or do, which we can be seeking to know for activity’s 
sake, so to say. The subject-matter of theoretical sciences, on 
the other hand, has to be things not made by us, which we 
can’t be seeking to know for activity’s sake; and differences 
between things of this sort will differentiate theoretical 
sciences.

But we must remember that when abilities and dispositions 
are differentiated by the objects they bear on, not any and 
every difference in object is relevant, but only differences that 
affect the way objects are objects. Whether an object of our 
senses is animal or plant is irrelevant to its ability to be 
sensed, and so we don’t differentiate the senses by such a 
difference, but rather by the difference between colour and 
sound. We must differentiate speculative sciences then by 
differences relevant to objects of speculation precisely as 
such.
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Now to be an object of our ability to speculate a thing 
must suit both our basic ability to understand and that 
further disposition to know things with certainty which 
perfects our understanding with science. The ability to 
understand, being itself non-material, requires its objects to 
be non-material; and the disposition to science requires its 
objects to be necessary— since we can know with certainty 
only what must be so.17 What must be so is, as such, un­
changing, since what changes, as such, can be or not be— 
exist or not exist in the unqualified sense, or be or not be the 
way it is.18 Any objects of speculation or theoretical science, 
then, must, as such, position themselves in relation to matter 
and change, and according to their degrees of distance from 
matter and change such objects will determine different 
theoretical sciences.

Some objects of our speculation, then, depend on matter 
for their existence, unable to exist except in matter. But 
a distinction is possible. Some depend on matter not only 
for existence but also for understanding: since ‘perceptible 
matter’ is included in their definition they can’t be under­
stood without that perceptible matter. Thus flesh and bone 
are included in the definition of human being. Such things 
are studied by physics, or natural science. Other things 
depend on matter for existence but not for understanding, 
since ‘perceptible matter’ is not included in their definition: 
things like lines and numbers. And such things are studied by 
mathematics. Then there are other objects of speculation 
which don’t depend for their existence on matter and are 
able to exist out of matter, either never existing in matter, 
like God and the angels, or sometimes existing in matter 
but sometimes not, like substance, qualities, potentiality 
and actuality, the one and the many, etc. All such things 
are studied by theology— science of the divine— so-called 
because God is its prime object of study. But it is also called 
metaphysics— ‘after-physics’— because we learn it after 
physics, only able to reach what can’t be sensed through 
what can. And again it is called first philosophy, since all 
other sciences come after it in the sense of deriving their first 
principles from it. But because nothing can depend on matter
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for understanding and not for existence— understanding 
being as such immaterial— no fourth division of philosophy 
exists beside the ones mentioned.
Hence:
to 1: In the Ethics19 Aristode is inquiring about mental 
dispositions as virtues [or strengths], called that because of 
their perfecting activity: a virtue renders its possessor and his 
activity good.20 So he distinguishes these virtues according to 
their different ways of perfecting and strengthening. The way 
our speculating mind is strengthened by understanding— 
disposing us to recognize the self-evident truths which serve 
as first premisses of our thought— differs from the way we 
know conclusions deducible from those principles, whether 
the deduction be from low-level causes, as in science, or from 
the highest-level ones, as in wisdom. But when we are dis­
tinguishing sciences as dispositions we must distinguish them 
with reference to their objects or subject-matters. And that 
is the way the three branches of theoretical science are dis­
tinguished here and by Aristotle.21
to 2: As Aristotle makes clear,22 theoretical science concerns 
itself with anything we seek to know for its own sake. But 
what logic deals with is not sought for its own sake, but as a 
support to the other sciences. So logic is not classified as a 
major branch of theoretical science, but as something that 
serves philosophy, providing it with tools of speculation: the 
syllogisms and definitions we need in the theoretical sciences. 
That is why Boethius23 calls it not so much a science as a 
scientific instrument.
to 3: The seven liberal arts don’t cover all theoretical philo­
sophy, but according to Hugh of St Victor24 other sciences 
were left out and these seven collected together because they 
constitute the first steps in learning philosophy, and so are 
themselves divided into the three-ways (the trivium) and the 
four-ways (the quadrivium), pathways by which an alert 
spirit can enter philosophy’s secret places. This agrees with 
Aristotle’s opinion25 that before tackling science one must 
learn its methods, on which Ibn Rushd commented that 
logic, since it teaches the method of every science, must be

Natural Science, Mathematics, Metaphysics 9



learnt before all other sciences (hence the trivium)-, and since 
Aristotle26 also said that children can learn mathematics 
but haven’t enough experience for natural science, we can 
deduce that mathematics should follow on logic (hence the 
quadrivium). By these then, as by pathways, we prepare our 
spirit for the other philosophical disciplines. Alternatively, 
these sciences are singled out as arts, because they yield 
products as well as knowledge— direct products of reason, 
such as grammatical constructions, syllogisms, speeches, 
enumerations, measurements, melodies, and computed 
courses of stars. Other sciences either yield no products but 
only knowledge (e.g. natural science, divine science) and so 
are not called arts at all, since art according to Aristotle27 is 
productive reason; or yield bodily products (e.g. medicine, 
metallurgy, etc.) and so are not called liberal [i.e. free-man] 
arts, since their activities belong to the body, the servant part 
of a human being. And though ethics too aims at activity, 
it aims as Aristotle28 says not at knowing but at acting 
virtuously; so ethics isn’t called an art either, since in such 
activity virtue substitutes for art. And that is why the ancients 
defined virtue as the art o f living rightly and well, as we read 
in Augustine.29
to 4: Ibn STná30 points out that the distinction between 
theoretical and practical means something different in philo­
sophy, in the arts, and in medicine. In philosophy and 
the arts the distinction arises from a distinction of goal, 
the theoretical seeking only knowledge of truth whereas the 
practical has activity in mind. But philosophy as a whole 
makes the distinction in a different way from the arts. 
For philosophy has regard to the goal of all human life, 
happiness— as Augustine31 says, quoting Varro, what other 
reason is there for doing philosophy but to be happy— and 
so, since philosophers according to Aristotle32 distinguish 
two kinds of happy life, one contemplative and the other 
active, they divide philosophy into two, calling ethics prac­
tical and natural science and logic theoretical. But when the 
arts are divided into theoretical and practical arts we have 
regard to goals special to each, calling agriculture practical 
but dialectic theoretical. As for medicine, its division into
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theoretical and practical doesn’t arise from any distinction of 
goal, for in that respect all medicine is practical, aimed at 
activity. But the division depends on how closely matters 
dealt with in medicine relate to that activity; practical 
medicine teaches healing techniques— what drugs should be 
prescribed for what disease, for example— while theoretical 
medicine teaches the deeper principles governing such 
techniques— the existence of three kinds of ‘spirit’33 and 
umpteen kinds of fever. So calling one part of a practical 
science theoretical doesn’t mean it must be a branch of 
theoretical science.
to 5: There are two ways in which one science can include 
another: as a part, with a subject-matter which is part of its 
own (as botany is part of natural science because plants are 
one group of naturally existing bodies), or as a subordinate, 
the lower-level science knowing only what is the case and 
needing the higher-level science to supply the ‘why’ (as 
harmony is subordinate to arithmetic). Medicine then is not 
a part of natural science: its subject-matter is not part of 
natural science’s in the same sense in which it is medicine’s, 
for although the body to be healed is a natural body, it is 
studied by medicine as healable by artifice, not as healable by 
nature. Because, however, even in healing by artifice, artifice 
is at nature’s service aiding nature’s powers of healing, we 
must examine natural properties if we are to supply the 
‘why’ of the healing by artifice. So medicine is a subordinate 
of natural science, just as metallurgy and agriculture are. 
That leaves natural science and all its parts theoretical, even 
if some sciences subordinate to it are practical.

to 6: Although the subject-matters of all other sciences are 
included under being, the subject-matter of metaphysics, 
it doesn’t follow that these other sciences are parts of meta­
physics. For each of them considers its part of being in 
a special way distinct from the way metaphysics considers 
being, so that properly speaking its subject-matter is not part 
of metaphysics’ subject-matter: it is not included under being 
in the same respect in which being is studied by metaphysics, 
the respect which makes metaphysics itself a special science
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that can be classified alongside others. What can be called 
parts of metaphysics in the sense suggested are its treatments 
of potentiality, actuality, oneness, etc., all of which are con­
sidered in the same way as metaphysics considers being. . .

to 9: Although divine science is the first of all sciences, our 
natural approach to it is through the others. As Ibn Slna 
says34 in order of learning it comes after the natural sciences, 
which teach many things this science makes use of, such as 
the generation and decomposition of substances, change, and 
the like. For the same reason it is learnt after mathematics, 
for it learns about immaterial substances through numbering 
and ranking the celestial spheres, and that needs astronomy, 
which in turn needs all mathematics. And other sciences like 
music and ethics this science needs if it is to be done well.

This doesn’t involve circularity— this science presupposing 
the conclusions of sciences to which it itself is providing 
premisses— because a science like natural science doesn’t 
prove what it hands on to first philosophy by premisses 
derived from first philosophy, but by other self-evident 
premisses; and in the same way the first philosopher doesn’t 
prove the premisses he hands down to natural science by 
premisses drawn from it, but by other self-evident premisses. 
So there is no circular definition here.

Moreover, the effects which we sense and on which natural 
science’s demonstrations are based start better known to 
us, but once they have led us to knowledge of their first 
causes those causes show us the ‘why’ of the effects which 
previously showed us the fact of the causes. So natural 
science has something to offer divine science, yet has its 
starting-points illuminated by divine science. And this is why 
Boethius puts divine science in last place, as last known 
by us.

to 10: Natural science is learnt after mathematics because its 
generalizations require experience and time, but the objects 
of its study, because they can be sensed, are naturally better 
known than mathematical objects abstracted from perceived 
matter.
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[Article 2] The second question [Is natural philosophy con­
cerned with changing, material things?] we approach as 
follows:

It seems natural science is not concerned with changing, 
material things:
For [1] matter makes things individual. But, as Porphyry35 
tells us Plato believed, science is concerned with the general, 
never with individuals. So natural science is not concerned 
with material things.
Moreover, [2] science is something in the mind, and the mind 
knows by abstracting from matter and material conditions. 
So you can’t have a science of things unabstracted from 
matter.
Moreover, [3] according to Aristotle36 natural science is con­
cerned with the ultimate cause of movement, ah ultimate 
cause which is altogether free from matter. So natural science 
is not exclusively concerned with material things.
Moreover, [4] science studies what must be so. Now 
Aristotle37 proves that everything changing, as such, can be 
or not be so. Of the changing then there can be no science, 
and thus no natural science.
Moreover, [5] it is not the general that changes: doctors 
cure particular men, not man in general, as Aristode says.38 
Science, however, studies the general case. So natural science 
can’t be about what changes.
Moreover, [6] natural science reaches conclusions about 
certain unchanging things like the soul39 and the [stationary] 
earth;40 moreover, as Aristotle41 proves, [when natural 
things change their forms] the forms as such don’t come into 
and go out of existence, so change only in a derived sense. 
Not everything, then, that natural science concerns itself with 
is changing.
Moreover, [7] all creatures are changeable and only God, as 
Augustine42 says, unchanging. So if natural science were 
about changing things it would be about everything, which is 
clearly false.
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But against that:
[1] natural science studies natural things, things with an 
interior tendency to move and change. But, as Aristotle43 
says, wherever there is change there must be material to 
change. So natural science is concerned with material, chang­
ing things.
Moreover, [2] some theoretical science must treat material, 
changing things; otherwise philosophy, our knowledge of 
being, would come to us incomplete. But no other science 
treats such things, neither mathematics nor metaphysics. So 
it must be natural science.
Moreover, [3] Aristotle leaves us in no doubt about it.44 

In reply:
It was the difficulty of this question that forced Plato into 
postulating his Ideas. Since, as Aristotle45 tells us, he accepted 
Cratylus’ and Heraclitus’ opinion that nothing we sense stays 
steady, and thought that there could therefore be no sure or 
scientific knowledge of such things, he postulated certain 
substances outside the realm of sense which we can know 
with certainty and define. His mistake lay in confusing what 
is true of something as such with what is true of it in a 
derived sense. This fallacy of the derived sense traps many 
people, even the cleverest, as Aristotle46 says. For within 
anything we sense, as Aristotle47 has proved, we must dis­
tinguish the composite thing itself—the whole which comes 
into and goes out of existence as such— from the form or 
rule it is exemplifying— which does not come into and go 
out of existence as such, but only in a derived sense. For it is 
not house as such that is built, but particular houses. Now 
things can be considered in abstraction from what does not 
belong to them as such, so that, considered as such, rules 
and forms are not what change, though they give form to 
things that change. So, Aristotle goes on to say, we can have 
sciences and definitions of them, and, as he proves, in order 
to have science of what we sense we don’t need to know 
substances outside the realm of sense.

Now these rules that the sciences of things consider are



considered in abstraction from change, and therefore in 
abstraction from everything that accompanies change in 
changing things. Since all change is measured by time, and 
since no other type of change would exist unless there first 
was change of place, things, in order to change, must exist in 
a here and a now. Aijd to do that changing things must be 
this and that individual by reason of matter having these 
or those particular dimensions. So the rules which give us 
scientific knowledge of changing things must be considered 
in abstraction from this or that particular matter and from 
anything consequent on matter’s particularity; though not in 
abstraction from the general notion of matter, since the very 
notion of a rule or form is that of something giving shape to 
matter. Thus the rule or form of being human, expressed in 
a definition and providing us with the base for a science, 
abstracts from these bones and this flesh, but not from bones 
and flesh as such. And because the individual’s rule or form 
includes this or that matter whereas the general’s includes 
only matter in general, as Aristotle48 says, the type of abstrac­
tion we are talking of is not said to abstract form from 
matter as such, but to abstract the general from the particular.

Rules and forms so abstracted can be thought of in two 
ways: firstly, in themselves, abstracted from change and from 
this or that matter, and this mode of existence they have only 
in our minds; and secondly, as rules determining things 
which are themselves material and changing, starting-points 
therefore for understanding those things, since all things are 
known through their forms. So this is how natural science, 
by way of unchanging rules abstracted from this and that 
matter, gives us knowledge of the changing material things 
that exist outside the mind.

Hence:
to 1: Only matter having these or those particular dimen­
sions makes things individual, and even natural science 
abstracts from matter so considered.
to 2: The form of a thing that mind understands is its 
whatness: as Aristotle49 puts it, the mind’s object is the what. 
But what a composite thing is in general— a human being.
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for example, or an animal— involves matter in general, 
though not any particular matter, as Aristotle says.50 So our 
minds in natural science abstract from this or that matter 
and any conditions consequent on thisness or thatness but 
not from matter in general, even if natural scientists con­
sider such matter only as something formed. So even natural 
scientists are concerned primarily with form rather than with 
matter.
to 3: Natural science doesn’t concern itself with the ultimate 
cause of movement as if that were part of its subject-matter, 
but as a limit towards which natural science is led. Now 
limits don’t share the nature of what they limit but relate to 
it in some way, just as the end-points of lines are not lines 
but relate to them; and in the same way the ultimate cause of 
all movement differs in nature from natural things yet relates 
to them, inasmuch as they move under its influence. So that 
is the respect under which natural science is concerned with 
it: not in its own nature but as movement’s cause, 
to 4: A science is about things in two different senses: first 
and foremost it is about general rules basic to it as that 
science, but, secondly, it turns back, so to speak, to the 
things that obey those rules, and uses our bodily powers to 
apply the rules to particular things that exemplify them. For 
to the scientist his rule is both an object of knowledge and a 
means of knowledge. By means of my general rule about 
what constitutes a human being, I can make judgements 
about this or that human being. Now general rules don’t 
change, so in that respect all science studies what must be so. 
But the things exemplifying the rules sometimes must be how 
they are unchangingly, and sometimes can be or not be and 
change; so it is in this respect that we talk of sciences of 
changing things that can be or not be.
to 5: Though the general doesn’t change, it expresses a rule 
about things that do.
to 6: Though souls and other natural forms may be unchang­
ing in themselves, they are involved in change incidentally. 
Moreover, as perfections of changing things they fall under 
natural science. And though the earth as a whole is sta-
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tíonary, that is only true by chance because it already 
occupies its natural place and is kept there by the same forces 
that would otherwise move it there; as indeed its parts move 
to their proper places when away from them. So the earth is 
subject-matter for natural science, both as a stationary whole 
and as having parts that move.
to 7: The vulnerability to change common to all creatures is 
not some natural tendency to change, but a dependence on 
God, without whom, if left to themselves, they would lose 
hold on existence. That dependence, however, is a subject 
for metaphysics rather than natural science. And though 
spiritual creatures can also change by choosing this or 
that, such change is a subject for divine rather than natural 
science.
[Article 3] The third question [Does mathematics see the 
material things it is concerned with in an unchanging and 
immaterial way?] we approach as follows:
It seems mathematics does not see things that exist in matter 
in an immaterial way:
For [I] since truth consists in a correspondence of mind to 
things it must be false to see things other than as they are. So 
if mathematics sees things that exist in matter immaterially, 
it will be false, and thus, since science is always of truths, no 
science.
Moreover, [2] Aristotle51 says a science, in studying its 
subject-matter, must study every part of its subject-matter. 
But matter is a part of anything existing in matter. So a 
science can’t study things existing in matter without studying 
matter.
Moreover, [3] straight lines constitute a single species. Now 
mathematics when considering straight lines counts them, 
talking of three-sided and four-sided figures. So it treats lines 
as many individuals of one species. But what distinguishes 
individuals of a common species is their matter, as we saw 
earlier.52 So mathematicians consider matter.
Moreover, [4] no science that abstracted altogether from 
matter could argue from material causes. But certain proofs
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in mathematics appeal to causes which can only be material, 
as when something about a whole is proved from its parts, 
for, as Aristotle53 says, parts are the material of wholes. 
Thus he54 calls the proof that the angle in a semicircle is a 
right-angle because each part of it is a semi-right-angle a 
proof by material causes. So mathematics can’t abstract from 
matter altogether.
Moreover, [5] movement can’t exist outside of matter. But 
mathematicians must consider movement, since movements 
are measured across space intervals, so that the same rules 
and science are involved in measuring movement as in 
measuring space, which is mathematics’ business. Math­
ematics then can’t altogether refrain from considering matter. 
Moreover, [6] astronomy, and the sciences of moving spheres, 
of weights, and of music, are all parts of mathematics, and 
in all of them we consider change and changing things. 
So mathematics is not entirely abstracted from matter and 
change.
Moreover, [7] natural science’s whole concern is with matter 
and change. But certain of natural science’s conclusions are 
also conclusions of mathematics, as that the earth is round 
and at the centre of the universe. So mathematics can’t 
altogether abstract from matter. If you say, it abstracts only 
from perceived matter, then on the contrary: Perceived 
matter seems to mean this or that particular matter, since the 
senses perceive things in their particularity. But all sciences 
abstract from that, so mathematics shouldn’t be called any 
more abstract than the other sciences. . .

But against that:
[1] Aristotle says the opposite.55
Moreover, [2] there are things existing in matter into the 
definition of which matter doesn’t enter, as, for example, 
concavity, which contrasts with snubness in this regard. Now 
philosophy has to consider everything that exists. So some 
part of philosophy must consider such things, and in the 
absence of any other it must be mathematics.
Moreover, [3] what the mind grasps first can be thought 
without whatever comes along later. Now mathematical
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objects are prior to things in matter and change, which, 
as Aristotle points out,56 add something to mathematical 
objects. So mathematics can consider things without con­
sidering matter and change.

In reply:
For clarity on this point we need to consider how our minds 
abstract. Now we know that Aristotle57 distinguishes two 
ways of exercising understanding: so-called simple intuition, 
knowing what something is; and making connections and 
disconnections, forming affirmative or negative propositions. 
This doubleness in our activity answers to a doubleness 
in things: for on the one hand a thing has its nature— 
that which gives what we are understanding a place in the 
hierarchy of being, whether it be something whole and com­
plete in itself or a part or a supervening attribute of such a 
whole; and on the other hand it has its existence—that 
which in composite things results from the components com­
ing together, but in non-composite things accompanies the 
non-composite nature as such.

Now, because truth of understanding is a matter of con­
forming to how things are, clearly this second way of under­
standing cannot with truth abstract what in fact is joined, 
because such abstraction would be saying a disjunction really 
existed in the thing. Thus, were I to abstract being human 
from whiteness by saying ‘The human being is not white’, I 
would be saying such a disjunction existed in fact; so that if 
in fact the human being was white my understanding of the 
situation would be false. This second way of understanding 
then can abstract with truth only what is disjoined in fact, as 
when we say ‘The human being is not a donkey’.

However, our first way of understanding can abstract 
what is not in fact disjoined: not in all cases, but in some. 
For since, as Aristotle58 says, it is what gives things actuality 
that makes them understandable, we understand a thing’s 
nature— what it is— either as itself actuality (e.g. non­
composite substances and forms as such), or through what 
gives it actuality (as composite substances through their 
forms), or through something mimicking that role (so that 
we understand unformed matter as an ability to be formed,
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and empty space as lack of an occupant). In every case we 
know the nature by what gives it definition. So when what 
gives definition to a nature and lets us understand it relates 
to and depends on some other factor, clearly we can’t under­
stand that nature without that other factor. Sometimes the 
nature and factor are joined— either as part to whole (thus 
feet can’t be understood outside of animals, since what makes 
feet feet depends on what makes animals animals), or as 
form to the material it shapes (whether that shaping con­
stitutes some whole, or merely adds a supervening attribute 
like snubness, which can’t be understood outside of noses); 
but sometimes the factor is in some separate thing (as with 
fatherhood, which can’t be understood without sonship, 
though the two relationships belong in different things). If, 
however, what gives definition to a nature does not depend 
on some factor, we can abstract it from this factor, under­
standing one without the other, and this we can do whether 
they be disjoined in fact (human being and rabbit), or joined 
as part to whole (letters can be understood separately from 
their syllable and animals, without their feet, but not vice 
versa), or joined as form to material or as supervening attri­
bute to underlying subject (whiteness can be understood 
separately from being human, and vice versa).

So we have two ways of making distinctions correspond­
ing to our two ways of understanding things: when making 
connections and disconnections we distinguish A from B by 
understanding it to exist outside of B, but when understand­
ing what things are we distinguish A from B by understand­
ing what A is without having to understand B at all, whether 
B exists joined to A or separate from it. So only the first way 
of distinguishing things can properly be called ‘disjunction’; 
the second is rightly called ‘abstraction’, though only if the 
two things understood apart from one another are in reality 
joined (understanding animals without understanding stones 
is not called ‘abstracting’ animality from stoneness).

So now, since only what is in reality joined can properly 
speaking be abstracted, we have two sorts of abstraction 
corresponding to the two sorts of joining just mentioned 
(part and whole, form and material), in one of which we
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abstract form from material, and in the other a whole from 
its parts.

The forms some material takes on can be abstracted from 
it only if they can be defined independently of it, not if their 
definition depends on the material. Now every supervening 
property of a substance is a form that substance takes on, 
depending on the substance for its definition; so such forms 
can’t be separated from the substance. Nevertheless, such 
properties supervene on the substance in an order: first 
comes its muchness [its bulk quantity], then its suchness [its 
qualities], and then the changes it is susceptible to. As a 
result substances— the material— can be understood as 
having muchness before they are understood as having the 
perceptible qualities which make them into perceptible 
material. Quantity, therefore, does not depend for its de­
finition on material-as-perceptible but only on material- 
as-thinkable: namely, substance without its supervening 
properties, which is something only thought can comprehend, 
and to which our senses cannot penetrate. Mathematics is 
the science of objects abstracted in this way, and considers 
only quantity in things and whatever accompanies quantity: 
shapes and the like.

Wholes too cannot be abstracted from every sort of part. 
For wholes depend for their definition on certain parts: 
namely, when being this whole consists precisely in having 
these components (as syllables need letters, for example, 
and compounds elements). Such component parts are called 
specifying or constitutive parts, and a whole cannot be 
understood without them since they form part of its defini­
tion. But some parts merely supervene on the whole as such: 
the two semicircles in a circle, for instance, for how you 
divide a circle into such parts—-equal or unequal, two or 
more—is irrelevant to its circularity. This contrasts with a 
triangle, where the three lines don’t supervene but constitute 
the triangle a triangle. In the same way it is constitutive of 
human beings that they have reasoning souls and bodies 
composed of all four elements, and we can’t understand 
human being without such parts: they define being human, 
as specifying or constitutive parts. But fingers, feet, hands,
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and the like supervene on what we understand being human 
to be: they do not define being human, and human beings 
can be understood without them. Whether it has feet or 
not, whatever is composed of a reasoning soul and a body 
chemically combining elements in just the way needed to 
take on a reasoning soul as its form is a human being. Parts 
that don’t define the whole, but are rather defined by it, we 
call material parts, and all parts in their here-and-now 
particularity— this soul, that body, this bone, and so on— 
are related to human being in this way. Such parts are parts 
essential to Socrates or Plato but not to human being as 
human being. So from such parts we can abstract the idea of 
human being, and that is how universals are abstracted from 
particulars.

The mind then abstracts in two ways. One corresponds to 
the way form is joined to material or supervening property to 
underlying subject, and abstracts [mathematical] forms from 
perceptible material. The other corresponds to the way 
whole is joined to part, and abstracts universals from par­
ticulars, abstracting some nature as a whole in its own 
definiteness abstracted from all non-constitutive, supervening 
parts.

We don’t find the opposite abstractions of parts from 
wholes or material from its form. For parts are either material 
parts into whose definition the whole enters, and then they 
can’t be mentally abstracted from the whole; or constitutive 
parts which can exist outside of their whole, as lines can 
outside triangles, letters outside syllables, and elements out­
side compounds, and when things can exist apart we don’t 
use abstraction but disjunction. In the same way we don’t 
talk of abstracting a form from its material if the form 
gives the material its substance, for such a form and its 
corresponding material are mutually dependent: they can’t 
be understood without each other since they are the actualiz­
ing and the potentiality of one and the same thing. Rather we 
are talking of the supervening form of quantity or shape. 
Now material-as-perceptible can’t be mentally abstracted 
from such a form, since we can’t understand something 
having perceptible qualities unless we first understand it to

22 Structures o f Thought



have quantity, can’t understand colour except in a surface; 
nor can we think of something as subject to change with­
out thinking of it as extended. Substance itself, however, 
material-as-thinkable, can exist without extension; so that to 
think it without quantity is rather a sort of disjunction than 
an abstraction.

So we can use our minds to make distinctions in three 
ways. Firstly, by making connections and disconnections, 
and this is properly called disjunction and characterizes divine 
science or metaphysics. Secondly, when articulating what 
things are, by abstracting form from material-as-perceptible, 
and this is characteristic of mathematics. And thirdly, when 
doing the same thing, by abstracting a universal from par­
ticulars, and this is common to all sciences, even physics, 
since all sciences lay aside what is irrelevant and attend only 
to what is essential. It is because certain people didn’t under­
stand how different the last two are from the first that they 
fell into error, adopting the Pythagorean and Platonist opinion 
that mathematical objects and universal were things outside 
the realm of sense.

Hence:
to 1: When he abstracts a mathematician doesn’t see things 
other than as they are. For he doesn’t think lines exist apart 
from matter-as-perceptible, but only considers lines and their 
attributes without considering their perceptible material. His 
mind hasn’t ceased to correspond with things, because even 
in things a line’s nature doesn’t depend on what makes 
material perceptible, but rather the reverse. Obviously then, 
to quote Aristotle,59 to abstract is not to lie.
to 2: The word material is used not only of things of which 
matter is a part, but also of things existing in matter, and it is 
in this sense that the lines we perceive are called material. 
Now that doesn’t prevent lines being understood without 
matter, for matter-as-perceptible is not part of lines, but a 
subject in which they exist; and this is the case with surfaces 
and solid bodies too. For mathematicians don’t think of solid 
bodies as substances, composed of matter and form, but as 
three-dimensional objects in the genus of quantity, related to
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the body that exists as a substance with physical matter as a 
part of it, as a supervening property to its subject, 
to 3: The material in things can’t numerically differentiate 
them unless it itself is first divided into many parts which, by 
all taking on the same form, become many individuals of 
the same species. But material can’t be so divided unless 
quantitative extension is presupposed in it, and without that 
all substances would stay indivisible. So the basic reason for 
individuality within a common species is quantitative exten­
sion. Quantitative extension is capable of this because it 
includes positioning— that is, order of part outside part— as 
its defining characteristic. As a result, even when quantita­
tive extension is abstracted from its perceived matter by the 
mind, we can still imagine numerically different individuals 
of one species in it, as, for example, several equilateral 
triangles or several straight lines of the same length.
to 4: Mathematics abstracts from matter-as-perceptible but 
not from all matter. The quantitative parts from which we 
argue as from material causes are not matter-as-perceptible 
but parts of matter-as-thought, and that mathematics does 
consider, as Aristotle points out.60
to 5: Movement isn’t of its own nature a quantity, but 
derives its quantitativeness from elsewhere when we divide 
movements up by spatial intervals or by division in the things 
which move. So movement is not part of the subject-matter 
of mathematics, but mathematical principles apply to it. And 
so by applying quantitative principles to movement a natural 
scientist can treat multiplicity and continuity of movement, 
as Aristode shows.61 And sciences intermediate between 
mathematics and natural science can measure movement, as 
in the science of moving spheres and astronomy.
to 6: The simple and its attributes exist, transformed, within 
the complex (for example, the characteristic qualities and 
movements of the elements are found within compounds), 
but what is proper to the complex is not found within the 
simple. As a result the more abstract a science is and the 
more concerned with the simple, the more its principles can 
be applied in other sciences. So mathematical principles
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apply to natural things, but not vice versa: it is natural 
science that adds to mathematics, as Aristotle62 says, and not 
the reverse. That is why there are three levels of science 
about natural and mathematical objects: the purely natural 
sciences concerned with properties of natural things as such: 
e.g. natural science, agriculture, etc.; the purely mathematical 
sciences concerned with quantities as such: e.g. geometry 
with extension and arithmetic with number; and intermediate 
sciences, applying mathematical principles to natural things: 
music, astronomy, etc. Because such sciences treat nature as 
a sort of material underlying a mathematical form, they 
are nearer to mathematics than natural science: music, for 
example, considers sounds as numerical ratios rather than 
sounds, and other sciences do likewise. As a result they prove 
conclusions about natural things starting from mathematical 
ideas. Such sciences then share with natural science its 
study of perceptible matter, but share with mathematics its 
abstractness.

to 7: These intermediate sciences we are discussing consider 
the same material as natural science but not the same form. 
So nothing stops them proving the same conclusions, but not 
with the same arguments, except in so far as sciences inter­
penetrate and sometimes use each other’s methods. Thus 
natural science proves the earth round by the way heavy 
objects move [towards a centre] whilst astronomy proves it 
by considering [the round shape of] lunar eclipses. . .

[Article 4] The fourth question [Is divine science concerned 
with immaterial, unchanging things?] we approach as 
follows:

It doesn’t seem divine science is concerned with things 
separated off from matter and change:

For [1] divine science seems to be concerned above all with 
God. But, as Paul in Romans 1 [20] says, God we can come 
to know only through such effects of his as we can see, 
because they exist in changing matter. So divine science 
cannot abstract from matter and change. . .

Natural Science, Mathematics, Metaphysics 25



Moreover, [5] divine science— as we are calling the third 
branch of theoretical science— is identical with metaphysics, 
the subject-matter of which is being, and principally being-a- 
substance, as Aristotle makes clear.63 But neither being nor 
substance abstracts from matter, for then no being could 
contain matter. So divine science does not abstract from 
matter.
Moreover, [6] Aristotle64 says a science when considering its 
subject-matter must consider every part and property of that 
subject-matter. So since the subject-matter of divine science is 
being, as we have just said, it must consider anything that is 
in being. Now there is a sense in which matter and change 
are in being. So metaphysics must consider them, and divine 
science cannot abstract from them.
Moreover, [7] Ibn Rushd, commenting on Aristotle’s 
Physics,65 tells us that divine science appeals in its proofs 
to three kinds of cause: agents, forms, and goals. But, as 
Aristotle66 has remarked, you can’t think agents or goals 
without thinking change, and mathematics, in its proofs, 
appeals to neither kind of cause precisely because it studies 
unchanging objects. So divine science doesn’t abstract from 
change.
Moreover, [8] theology has things to say about the creation 
of heaven and earth, and human action, and many other 
things that involve matter and change. So theology, it seems, 
doesn’t abstract from matter and change.

But against that:
[1] Aristotle67 says first philosophy is concerned with things 
separable (i.e. from matter) and unchanging, and in the same 
place says first philosophy is divine science. So divine science 
abstracts from matter and change.
Moreover, [2] the noblest science must deal with the noblest 
beings. If then divine science is the noblest science, and 
immaterial, unchanging beings are the noblest beings, divine 
science must be about them.
Moreover, [3] Aristotle68 says divine science deals with
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ultímate principles and causes. Now these are immaterial and 
unchanging; so that’s what divine science must be about.

In reply:
To be clear on this point consider what science can claim divine 
status. We know thatevery science must treat the beginnings 
of its subject-matter, since, as Aristotle69 makes clear, a 
science is incomplete unless it knows its own beginnings.

Now there are two sorts of beginnings. Some are things 
complete in their own right, yet originating other things: the 
heavenly bodies, for example, somehow originate bodies here 
below, and elements start off compounds. These then science 
considers in both roles: as beginnings, and as things in them­
selves; and so they are studied not only in the science con­
cerned with the things they originate, but also in a separate 
science devoted to them themselves. Thus a special branch of 
natural science is devoted to heavenly bodies over and above 
the branch that deals with bodies here below, and a special 
branch deals with elements over and above that dealing with 
compounds. But other sorts of beginning are not things com­
plete in their own right, but simply the starting-off points for 
other things, in the way unity starts number off, and points 
lines, and form and matter the bodies of physics: and such 
beginnings are treated only in the sciences of the things they 
start off.

Now just as in any particular genus of being there are 
beginnings common to everything70 in that genus, so also all 
beings, because they have being in common, have common 
beginnings that are the beginnings of all being. Ibn Slná71 
says beginnings can be common in two senses: predicably 
common, in the way what I call form is common to all 
forms, being predicated of each; and causally common, in 
the way the one sun originates all life. Now there are begin­
nings common to all being not only in the first sense—which 
Aristotle72 calls common to all beings by proportion or 
analogy— but also in the second sense— since all things take 
their beginning from a certain fixed number of things, the 
beginnings of all supervening properties leading back to the 
beginnings of substances, and the beginnings of perishable
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substances leading back to imperishable substances, and so 
on up the rungs of a ladder till we are led back to certain 
beginnings of all beings. And because, as Aristotle73 says, 
that which begins all being must itself exist the most, such 
beginnings must themselves be the most perfect and hence 
the most actual beings, with no or very little potentiality, 
since, according to Aristotle,74 actual being is prior to and 
more potent than potential being. They must therefore lack 
matter, which is a potential to be, and lack change, which is 
the actualizing of something’s potential to be. And such 
things are divine, since, as Aristotle75 says, if  there anywhere 
exists something divine it must surely be in such a nature, 
namely, immaterial and unchanging.

These divine things then, because they are at the beginning 
of all beings and yet are complete things in their own right, 
we can study in two ways: as the common beginnings of all 
being, and as things themselves. But because ultimate begin­
nings, though in themselves most knowable, are present to 
our minds like the light o f the sun to owls’ eyes, as Aristotle76 
says, our natural light of reason can penetrate to them only 
by way of their effects: and this, as Romans 1 [20] shows, is 
the way philosophers penetrated to them: The unseen things 
o f God have been clearly seen by understanding the things he 
has made. So philosophers treat divine things only as the 
universal beginnings of things, in that teaching which lays 
down whatever is common to all beings, having as its subject- 
matter being as such; and that is the science they call divine 
science.

But there is another way of knowing such things, not 
as their effects reveal them, but as they themselves reveal 
themselves. And this is the way described by St Paul in 1 
Corinthians 2 [11]: No one knows the things o f God save 
the spirit o f God. We however have received a spirit not of 
this world but from God, that we may know; and God has 
revealed it to us by his spirit. And in this way divine things 
are treated not simply as the beginnings of other things, but 
as they subsist in themselves.

So there exist two theologies or divine sciences: in one 
divine things are not the subject-matter of the science but 
beginnings of the subject-matter, and this theology philo-
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sophers pursue and also call metaphysics; in the other 
divine things are considered for themselves as subject-matter 
of the science, and this theology is the one taught us in holy 
scripture. Both are about things existing outside matter and 
change, but in two different ways corresponding to two 
different senses in which something can exist outside matter 
and change. In one sense things so exist outside that by 
definition they cannot exist inside matter and change, and 
this is the sense in which God and the angels are said to exist 
outside matter and change; in the other sense things by 
definition need not exist in matter and change, can exist 
outside them, but sometimes exist within them, and this is 
the sense in which being and substance and potentiality and 
actuality exist outside matter and change, not depending 
on matter and change for their existence as mathematical 
objects do, which can exist only within matter although they 
can be understood abstracted from matter-as-perceptible. 
Philosophical theology takes as its subject-matter things out­
side in this second sense, and treats things outside in the first 
sense as beginnings of its subject-matter. But the theology of 
sacred scripture takes as its subject-matter things outside in 
the first sense, though it treats too of certain changing things 
existing within matter in so far as the revelation of divine 
things requires it.
Hence:
to 1: Whatever science uses only to illustrate something else 
is not as such the subject-matter of the science but something 
extraneous. This is the way natural science uses mathematical 
ideas, and there is no reason why divine science shouldn’t 
include certain material and changing things in the same 
way. . .
to 5: Being and substance are said to be outside matter and 
change, not because they are defined to be outside matter 
and change (as donkeys are defined to be without reason), 
but because they are not defined to be inside matter and 
change, even if sometimes they are (as being animal abstracts 
from reason even though one type of animal is rational).
to 6: A metaphysician considers even individual beings, not 
as exemplifying this or that type of being, but as sharing
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what all beings have in common; and that is the way he 
considers even matter and change.

to 7: To act and be acted on entities must exist in fact, not 
just in thought. Now the abstract entities mathematicians 
think about exist only in thought, so that such entities, 
mathematically considered, can neither initiate movements 
nor end them. As a result mathematics doesn’t appeal in its 
proofs to either agents or goals. But the objects divine science 
thinks about exist separate [from matter] in very fact, able to 
initiate movements and end them; so there is nothing to stop 
it using agent and final causality in its proofs.
to 8: Just as faith, which disposes us to accept theology’s 
initial premisses, has as object ultimate Truth, though the 
articles of faith also include other things relating to creatures 
which touch on ultimate Truth in some way, so theology’s 
principal subject-matter is God, though it touches a great 
deal on creatures as the effects of God or as relating to him 
in various other ways.

[Question 6] The next question for debate concerns the dif­
ferent methods of procedure ascribed to the theoretical 
sciences, and it raises four points:

Must natural science use reason in its procedures, math­
ematics discipline, and divine science intellect?

In divine matters should we abandon imagination 
altogether?

Are our minds able to scrutinize the divine form itself? 
Can they do this by way of some theoretical science?

[Article 1] The first question [Must natural science use 
reason in its procedures, mathematics discipline, and divine 
science intellect?] we approach as follows:

[Query 1] It doesn’t seem that natural science must use 
reason in its procedures:
For [1] logic is distinct from natural philosophy, and using 
reason is logic’s characteristic. So it would be inappropriate 
to ascribe it to natural science.
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Moreover, [2] in Aristotle’s Physics logical arguments are 
often distinguished from physical or natural arguments. So 
using reason or logic is not characteristic of natural science.
Moreover, [3] we shouldn’t characterize one science by what 
is common to all. Now all sciences reason: from effects to 
causes or from causes- to effects or from symptoms. So that 
shouldn’t characterize natural science.
Moreover, [4] Aristotle77 distinguishes what is scientifically 
true from what is reasonable. Since natural philosophy is 
scientific we shouldn’t characterize it as using reason.

But against that:
[1] We read78 that reason concerns itself with bodily nature, 
and that is the main subject-matter of natural science. So it 
seems right to say it uses reason.
Moreover, [2] Boethius79 says reason, by addressing the 
universal, comprehends what is sense-perceptible and 
imaginable without using sense-perception or imagination. 
Now comprehending the perceptible and imaginable is the 
work of natural science. So the use of reason is appropriate 
to it.

Further, [Query 2] it seems inappropriate to say mathematics 
uses discipline in its procedures:80
For [1] discipline seems to mean scientific learning, and that 
happens in every branch of philosophy, since philosophy 
proceeds by proof. So all branches of philosophy use dis­
cipline, and it shouldn’t characterize mathematics.
Moreover, [2] disciplined learning seems easiest when things 
are most certain. Now the subject-matter of natural science 
seems more certain than that of mathematics, since we can 
perceive it with our senses, the source of all our knowledge. 
So disciplined learning is more appropriate to natural science 
than mathematics. . .

But against that:
[1] To use discipline is to proceed by sure and proven steps. 
Now as Ptolemy81 says, Only mathematics, if  you examine
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matters closely, builds up in its students sure and stable 
beliefs by means o f irrefutable proofs. So use of discipline is 
most characteristic of mathematics.
Moreover, [2] Aristotle in several places in his books calls 
the mathematical sciences disciplines.

Further, [Query 3] using intellect in its procedures doesn’t 
seem appropriate to divine science:
For [1] according to Aristotle82 intellect understands pre­
misses and science knows conclusions. Now not everything 
in divine science is premiss, but some of it conclusion. So it is 
not appropriate to say divine science uses intellect.
Moreover, [2] you cannot use intellect on things which 
transcend all intellectual understanding. Now pseudo- 
Dionysius83 and Aristotle84 both say that divine things 
transcend intellectual understanding. So they cannot be 
approached with intellect. . .
Moreover, [4] theology concerns itself principally with 
matters of faith, and intellectual understanding is faith’s 
goal, as a textual variant of Isaiah says: ‘unless you believe 
you will not understand’. So intellectual understanding of the 
divine is a characteristic of theology’s goal rather than of its 
procedures.

But against that:
[1] We read85 that with intellect we know created spirits and 
with intelligence God himself. But these are the principal 
subject-matter of divine science, so that use of intellect seems 
characteristic of that science.
Moreover, [2] the approach of a science should be fitted to 
its subject-matter. Now things divine are things intellectually 
understandable of their very nature. The appropriate ap­
proach for divine science is thus to use intellect.

In reply to Query 1 [Must natural science use reason in its 
procedures?]:
A procedure of science can be said to use reason in three 
senses.
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Firstly, because of its starting-point. A proof that bases 
itself on notions reason has elaborated—logical concepts like 
‘genus’ and ‘species’ and ‘opposite’ and suchlike— uses logic 
or reason in the sense of using logic’s teachings, propositions 
derived from logic, in another science. Such an approach 
cannot suitably characterize any particular science, which is 
at fault when it overlooks what is peculiar about its subject- 
matter. It is only proper and suitable in logic and meta­
physics, which are both general sciences, having a sort of 
shared subject-matter.

In another sense, a procedure can be said to use reason 
because of its ultimate destination. All reasoned enquiry 
reaches its ultimate destination when it so understands its 
starting-point that it can see the truth of its conclusions 
broken down in that starting-point. A procedure that reaches 
this destination is called not simply a reasonable proof but a 
demonstrative [or apodeictic] one. But sometimes reasoned 
enquiry fails to reach that destination, and comes to a stop 
when the enquiry is still at a crossroads; that happens when 
our reasoning is only ‘probable’, sufficient to ground opinions 
or belief but not scientific knowledge. Such a procedure we 
call a reasonable proof rather than a demonstrative one. And 
any science can use reason in this way, since proofs of a 
truth’s probability prepare the way for proofs of its necessity. 
It is yet another way of using logic within the demonstrative 
sciences, not now logic’s teachings but its methods.

In both the senses above reason means the science of 
reason, for as Ibn Rushd86 points out they are ways we 
employ logic, the science of reason, in the demonstrative 
sciences. But there is a third sense of using reason in which 
reason means our native ability to reason: namely, using 
reason’s characteristic way of knowing things, and such 
use of reason is characteristic of natural science. For the 
approach of natural science uses reason’s characteristic way 
of proceeding in two respects. Firstly, just as reason starts 
from things our senses see, most knowable to us, and comes 
to know things our intellects see, most knowable in their 
own natures, so natural science, as Aristotle87 makes clear, 
starts from what is more knowable to us and less knowable
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in its own nature, using proofs from symptoms and effects. 
Secondly, reason characteristically argues from one thing to 
another, and this is especially typical of natural science, in 
which we derive knowledge of one thing from knowledge of 
something external to it—knowledge of effects, for example, 
from knowledge of their cause— and do not simply argue 
from one idea of a thing to another idea of the same thing— 
as when we conclude something about human beings from 
their being animals. In the mathematical sciences we argue 
from the definitions of things, proving conclusions by appeal 
to formal principles, never deriving truths about something 
by appeal to something external to it but by appeal to its 
own definition; for even when we prove truths about circles 
by considering triangles (or vice versa) this is because we find 
the triangle potentially present in the circle (or vice versa). In 
natural science, however, there occur proofs from external 
causes which prove truths about one thing by appeal to 
another altogether external to it. So this characteristic of 
reason is especially typical of natural science, and makes 
natural science more suited to the human mind than any 
other. Natural science then is said to use reason not because 
it is the only science to do so, but because that approach is 
most characteristic of natural science.

Hence:
to 1: This argument understands using reason in the first 
sense, in which it is characteristic of logic and metaphysics 
but not of natural science.
to 2: This argument understands using reason in the second 
sense.
to 3: All sciences reason from one idea to another, but not all 
reason from one thing to another thing; that is characteristic 
of natural science and is the sense in which it is said to use 
reason, as we have said.
to 4: At that point Aristotle is identifying the reasonable with 
opinion, understanding using reason in the second sense 
above. In the same place he says that about things to be 
done, the subject-matter of ethics, we can only have reason-
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able opinions, because of their indeterminate nature. So from 
all that has been said we can gather that in its first sense 
using reason characterizes logic, in its second ethics, and in 
its third natural science.

In reply to Query 2 [Must mathematics use discipline in its 
procedures?]:
Mathematics is said to use discipline in its procedures not 
because it is the only science to do so, but because the 
approach is most characteristic of mathematics. Since learn­
ing means acquiring scientific knowledge from another, a 
disciplined learning procedure must lead to science, that is, 
to knowledge which is certain, and this is especially the case 
in mathematics. For mathematics lies half-way between 
natural and divine science and is more certain than either.

It is more certain than natural science because it abstracts 
from matter and change whereas natural science must deal 
with both. Because it must deal with matter natural scientific 
knowledge depends on a lot of things: on matter itself, on 
the forms matter takes on, on the dispositions previously in 
the matter, and on the properties that result when matter 
takes on a form. But when knowledge depends on a lot of 
considerations it is more difficult to acquire: Aristotle88 
says that the more abstract sciences are the more certain, 
arithmetic, for example, more than geometry. Again, because 
natural science must deal with things in change that behave 
irregularly, its knowledge is shakier, often predicting what 
is likely to happen but occasionally happens otherwise. 
And this is also why the more involved science becomes in 
individual cases— as in practical sciences like medicine and 
metallurgy and ethics— the less certain it becomes: partly 
because of the many more things such sciences have to con­
sider if they are not to make mistakes, and partly because 
those things behave so irregularly.

Mathematical procedure is also more certain than that 
of divine science, because divine science’s subject-matter is 
further away from what we can sense, where our knowledge 
starts: whether that subject-matter be immaterial substances 
about which we are insufficiently informed by what our
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senses tell us, or those attributes all beings have in common 
which are the most general of attributes and so the furthest 
removed from the particulars we sense. Mathematical entities 
like figures, lines, and numbers are things we sense and can 
imagine, and so the human mind, dependent on images, 
grasps those entities more easily and certainly than it can 
immaterial intelligences or even notions like substance or 
actuality and potentiality, etc.

Clearly then mathematics is easier and more certain than 
either natural or divine science, and much more so than 
other practical sciences; and for this reason it above all is 
said to use discipline in its procedures. And this was what 
Ptolemy89 was saying: The other two branches o f theoretical 
science generate opinions rather than scientific notions: theo­
logy because o f its hidden and mysterious subject-matter, 
physics because its matter is unstable and unclear. Only 
mathematics builds up in its students sure and stable beliefs 
by means o f irrefutable proofs.

Hence:
to 1: As we have said, all branches of science use discipline, 
but none as easily and certainly as mathematics.
to 2: Natural objects are the sort we can perceive with our 
senses, but because of their fluidity we can’t be sure of them 
unless we are actually perceiving them. But of mathematical 
objects we can, since they don’t change and yet exist in 
perceptible matter, and so can be both perceived and 
imagined. . .

In reply to Query 3 [Must divine science use intellect in its 
procedures?]:
Just as we say natural science’s procedures use reason, 
because that science above all conforms to reason’s way of 
acting, so we say divine science’s procedures use intellect, 
because that science above all conforms to intellect’s way of 
acting. Reason differs from intellect like the many from the 
one: or as Boethius90 says: the relation o f reason to intellect 
is like that o f time to eternity or a circle to its centre. For 
the characteristic of reason is to explore many matters and
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simplify them into a single idea. Thus pseudo-Dionysius91 
says our minds are rational and fall short o f the angels when 
they wander round exploring truths everywhere, though they 
match the angels in a sense when they turn the many into 
one. Intellect, on the other hand, starts with a single simple 
truth and in considering that finds it knows a whole multi­
tude of other things, as God by understanding his own being 
knows everything else. Thus pseudo-Dionysius in the same 
place says angelic minds are intelligences, because they 
understand all they can understand o f the divine with one 
and the same idea. Clearly then reason when analysing ends 
in intelligence, simplifying many things into a single truth, 
and when synthesizing and discovering begins from intel­
ligence, where many things are comprehended in one.

So that consideration above all is intellectual, which con­
cludes all human reasoning. Now the whole of reason’s 
analysis pursued throughout the sciences concludes with the 
considerations of divine science. For sometimes as we have 
already said reason argues from one thing to another thing 
really distinct from it, as when things are proved by appeal­
ing to their causes or their external effects: synthesizing when 
we move from cause to effect, analysing in a sense when we 
move from effects to cause, since causes are simpler and 
more constant and stably lasting than their effects. And the 
ultimate conclusion of such analysis in this life is arrival 
at the simplest supreme causes which are immaterial sub­
stances. Sometimes, however, reason argues from one idea of 
a thing to another, as when we argue causes within the thing: 
synthesizing when we move from the more general to the 
more detailed,92 analysing when we move the other way, 
since the more general is simpler. Now what is most general 
is what is common to all beings; and so the ultimate conclu­
sion of such analysis in this life is consideration of being as 
such and everything consequent on it. But these things— 
immaterial substances and what is common to all being— are 
the subject-matter of divine science, as we have said. So its 
considerations are the most intellectual.

It is also for this reason that divine science provides the 
starting-points for every other science, rational considera-
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tions having their beginning in intellectual ones; and as a 
result this science is called first philosophy. Nevertheless, 
because rational considerations have their end in intellectual 
ones, divine science is learnt after physics and the other 
sciences; and as a result it is called metaphysics— beyond 
physics— because analysis leads us to it after physics.

Hence:
to 1: We don’t say divine science uses intellect as if it didn’t 
reason from premisses to conclusions, but because its reason­
ing comes closest to intellectual insight, and its conclusions 
to premisses.
to 2: God exceeds the comprehension of all created intellects, 
but not of uncreated intellect, since he by intellect com­
prehends himself. But, as regards knowing what he is, he 
transcends every intellect in this life, though not as regards 
knowing that he is. And the happiness of the next life con­
sists in also knowing what he is, seeing his very being. How­
ever, divine science is not only about God, but about other 
things that, as regards knowing what they are, do not 
transcend the human intellect even in this life. . .
to 4: Even knowledge through faith is above all a matter 
of intellect. For we don’t acquire the things we believe by 
reasoned investigation, but hold to them by a simple consent 
of intellect. We say we don’t understand them because our 
intellect hasn’t full knowledge of them; that is precisely our 
promised reward.

[Article 2] The second question [In divine matters should we 
abandon imagination altogether?] we approach as follows:

It seems that in divine matters we ought to have recourse to 
imagination:

For [1] divine science has never been more ably communicated 
than in holy scripture. But scripture relies on imagination 
in divine matters, describing the divine to us in symbols 
our senses can grasp. In divine matters then we must have 
recourse to imagination.
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Moreover, [2] only intellect can grasp the divine, which is 
why we said that in divine science we must use intellect. But, 
as Aristotle93 says, the intellect can’t operate without images. 
In divine matters then we must have recourse to imagination. 
Moreover, [3] the divine is chiefly revealed through divine 
illumination. But, as pseudo-Dionysius94 says, the divine 
light can shine on us from above only if it is shrouded in a 
variety o f sacred veils; and by sacred veils he means sense- 
imagery. In divine matters then we must have recourse to 
imagination.
Moreover, [4] in dealing with what our senses perceive we 
must use imagination. But we acquire our knowledge of the 
divine by way of effects perceived by our senses: as St Paul 
says in Romans 1 [20], The unseen things o f God have 
been clearly seen by understanding the things he has made. 
In divine matters then we must have have recourse to 
imagination.
Moreover, [5] knowledge must be regulated mostly by the 
starting-point of that knowledge: in the domain of nature, 
for example, by the senses where our knowing starts. But our 
intellectual knowledge starts from imagination, since, as 
Aristotle95 says, images are to our mind as colours to sight. 
In divine matters then we must have recourse to imagination.
Moreover, [6] since mind uses no bodily organ, injury to 
bodily organs only prevents mental activity in so far as it is 
has recourse to images. But injury to a bodily organ, namely, 
the brain, prevents the mind thinking about the divine. So 
the mind when thinking about the divine is having recourse 
to imagination.

But against that:
[1] Pseudo-Dionysius96 tells Timothy: Timothy, my friend, to 
see mysteries you must leave the senses behind. But imagina­
tion is restricted to what can be sensed, since, as Aristotle97 
says, it is a change brought about in us by activity o f the 
senses. So, since it is thinking about the divine that most 
involves us in mystery, such thinking should not have recourse 
to imagination.
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Moreover, [2] in any scientific thinking we should avoid 
what will lead us into mistakes. But, as Augustine98 says, 
the first mistake in divine matters is trying to apply to the 
divine what we know to be true of bodily things. Since then 
imagination is concerned only with the bodily, it would seem 
that in divine matters we ought not to have recourse to 
imagination.
Moreover, [3] lesser abilities can’t trespass on the speciality 
of greater abilities, as Boethius99 explains. But we are told100 
that knowledge of the divine and the spiritual is the charac­
teristic of intellect and intelligence. The same authority says 
that imagination ranks lower than intelligence and intellect, 
so it would seem that in divine and spiritual matters we 
ought not to have recourse to imagination.

In reply:
All knowing has a beginning and an end: it begins by taking 
in information and it ends with the judgement in which 
it fulfils itself as knowledge. All our knowing begins from 
sense-perception: what informs the senses informs the 
imagination— a movement, Aristode says, brought about by 
the senses— and in us goes on to inform understanding, since 
what our mind tries to understand is [the world of] our 
images, as Aristotle101 explains. However, where our know­
ing ends up is not always the same: sometimes it returns to 
sense, sometimes to imagination, and sometimes remains in 
the mind alone.

For when a thing’s characteristics and attributes as 
perceived by our senses adequately express its nature, then 
our mental judgement of its nature must conform to our 
sense-perceptions. Everything in nature defined to contain 
perceptible matter is of this sort, so that natural science’s 
knowing must end up in the senses, making judgements 
about natural things according to our sense-perceptions of 
them, as Aristotle102 explains. In nature to neglect sense- 
experience is to fall into error, where by nature we mean the 
domain of things containing perceptible matter and subject 
to change both in fact and in the way we think of them.

But there are other things which we don’t judge accord-
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ing to our sense-perceptions, because, though they exist in 
perceptible matter in reality, they are nevertheless defined 
abstracting from their perceptible matter; and judgements 
about anything are most cogent when they accord with how 
they are defined. But because such things are not defined 
abstracting from matter in every respect but only from 
matter as perceptible, and because, when we think away 
their perceptible qualities, something remains that can be 
imagined, our judgements of such things must accord with 
how we imagine them. Such are the objects of mathematics; 
so in mathematics knowing ends up not in the senses but 
in imagination, yielding judgements which transcend the 
information taken in from the senses. This is why judgements 
about mathematical lines differ on occasion from judgements 
about lines perceived by the senses: as, for example, that a 
straight line touches a sphere at a single point, something 
which Aristotle103 points out is true of straight lines in the 
abstract but not of straight lines in matter.

There are yet other things which transcend not only the 
domain of sense but that of imagination as well, namely, 
things that don’t depend on matter at all, either in reality or 
in our way of thinking about them, the knowing of which 
ends up in judgements conforming neither to imagination 
nor to sense-perception. Of course, we come to know such 
things by way of information that our senses and imagina­
tion provide, but we submit it to causal argument, deducing 
from effects causes that incommensurately surpass them, or 
to processes of transcendence and denial, abstracting from 
our ideas of such things anything that sense or imagination 
could take in. These are the ways put forward by pseudo- 
Dionysius104 for coming to know the divine from what we 
sense. Knowledge of the divine, then, can begin with sense 
and imagination but cannot end there, as it would if we 
judged the divine to be like the things sense and imagination 
take in.

Now to have recourse to something is to end up with it. So 
in divine science we must have recourse neither to sense nor 
to imagination, in mathematics to imagination but not to 
sense, but in natural science even to sense. Hence those who
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want to proceed in the same way in all three branches of 
theoretical science make a big mistake.
Hence:
to 1: Holy scripture presents the divine to us in symbols our 
senses can grasp, not as a place for our mind to rest in, but 
as a place it can start climbing from, to immaterial things. 
For that reason, as pseudo-Dionysius105 says, it presents the 
divine under even the vilest of symbols, to minimize the 
chances of our staying attached to them, 
to 2: In our present state our intellect can’t operate without 
images to start from, but that doesn’t mean our knowing 
must always end up in images, in the sense of judging what 
we understand to be like what we imagine, 
to 3: The authority quoted from pseudo-Dionysius describes 
how our knowing begins, not how it ends.
[to 4:]106 From the effects perceived by our senses we come 
to our knowledge of the divine in the three ways already 
mentioned, but this does not force us to make judgements 
about the divine modelled on how the effects themselves are 
perceived to be.
to 5:107 This argument is valid only when the starting-point 
of our knowledge is adequate to lead us to what we seek to 
know, as sense-perception is in the domain of nature but not 
in divine matters, as we have said.
to 6:108 Images are starting-points of our knowing not as 
starting off our mental activity and then passing away, but as 
staying there, underlying our mental activity, just as the 
starting-points of a proof must remain active throughout the 
deductive process. For images are the objects of our thinking, 
in which the mind sees what it is looking at either perfectly 
represented or negated. So when we are prevented from 
imagining we must needs be prevented from mentally know­
ing anything, even the divine. For obviously we can’t under­
stand God to cause bodies or surpass all bodies or lack 
bodiliness if we can’t imagine bodies. However, this doesn’t 
conform our judgement of the divine to our imagination. So,
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though in our present life images are necessary if we are to 
consider divine matters, we must never in such matters have 
recourse to our imagination.

[Article 3] The third question [Are our minds able to 
scrutinize the divine forni itself?] we approach as follows:
It doesn’t seem we can scrutinize the divine form itself, at 
least in this life:
For. . .  [2] the divine form is the very substance of God. And 
since no one can see the very substance of God in this life, no 
one can scrutinize the divine form itself.
Moreover, [3] to scrutinize the form of a thing is to know 
it in some way. But pseudo-Dionysius109 says that our 
mind can best be united with God when it knows absolutely 
nothing of him. So we cannot scrutinize the divine form. 
Moreover, [4] as we have said, all our knowledge begins in 
the senses. But the things we perceive with the senses cannot 
adequately reveal to us the form of the divine, nor indeed 
that of any other immaterial substance. So we can’t scrutinize 
the divine form itself.

But against that:
[1] St Paul in Romans 1 [20] says that the unseen things o f 
God, his eternal power, and his godhead have been clearly 
seen from the creation o f the world, i.e. by man, by under­
standing the things he has made. But God’s form is precisely 
his godhead. So the very form of God can be known by our 
understanding in some manner.
Moreover, [2] the gloss110— quoting Gregory— says: Unless 
a man somehow saw it, namely, the truth of God, he couldn’t 
feel he didn’t see it. But we feel we can’t perfecdy see the 
divine substance. So somehow we must see it.
Moreover, [3] pseudo-Dionysius111 tells us that the human 
spirit learns to expand through what it can see to heights 
outside this world, which are nothing else than the immaterial 
forms themselves. So in some way we can know immaterial 
forms.
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In reply:
There are two ways of knowing: knowing that and knowing 
what. We know what something is when we understand the 
essence of it— what makes it what it is—either directly, or 
[indirectly] by way of something that sufficiently displays 
what it essentially is. Now during this life our understanding 
can’t directly take in what makes God God or what makes 
immaterial substances like angels angels, since what we 
understand directly are images: images are to understanding 
as colours are to sight, Aristotle112 says. So we can directly 
conceive what something is when our senses grasp it, but 
not when only the mind can grasp it. That is why pseudo- 
Dionysius113 says we lack ability directly to contemplate the 
invisible. However, the natures of certain invisible things— 
what they are— are perfectly expressed in the natures of 
things sensed as known, and so, indirectly, we can know 
what such things are. Thus because we know what it is to be 
human and what it is to be animal the relationship between 
the two becomes clear enough for us to know what a genus 
is and what a species. But the natures of things sensed cannot 
sufficiently express what God is or what immaterial beings 
are, since these beings are not in the same natural genus; 
indeed words like ‘what’ have hardly the same meaning 
used of things we can see and things we can’t. That is why 
pseudo-Dionysius114 calls analogies for immaterial sub­
stances drawn from objects we sense unlike likenesses that 
mean one thing here and another thing there. So analogy 
from substances we sense can’t lead us to know immaterial 
ones sufficiently well; and neither can causal argument, since 
any effects such substances produce here below fall short of 
their causes’ full potential and so cannot reveal to us their 
essential nature.

During this life then we have no way of knowing what 
these immaterial substances are, either by natural knowledge 
or by revelation, since, as pseudo-Dionysius115 says, the ray 
o f divine revelation reaches us in our mode. Revelation raises 
us to know things we otherwise wouldn’t, but we don’t 
know them in any other way than through what we sense—



as pseudo-Dionysius116 says: the divine ray can only enlighten 
us when veiled around with many sacred veils— and through 
what we sense we can never reach an adequate knowledge 
of what immaterial substances are. So we are left not know­
ing what such immaterial forms are, knowing only that they 
are, whether we know, this by natural reason’s arguments 
from created effects or by revelation’s use of analogies drawn 
from what we sense.

However, we should note that to know that something 
exists implies some knowledge of what it is, if not per­
fect knowledge then at least the kind of vague knowledge 
Aristotle117 says we have of what we want to define before 
we formulate its definition. If you know human beings exist 
and want to define them you must at least know how the 
phrase human being is used. And how could you do this 
unless you had some concept of what you know to exist even 
though you don’t yet know how to define it: a concept 
composed of certain generic features of human beings, not 
yet specific enough, and of some of their surface properties. 
For knowledge of definitions, like proofs, must base itself on 
some prior knowledge. So knowing that God or any other 
immaterial substance exists implies some vague knowledge of 
what they are.

But now this can’t be knowledge of generic features that 
aren’t yet specific enough, since God belongs to no genus, 
not having what Ibn Sina118 says is requisite for membership 
of a genus, namely, a what one is added on to one’s existence. 
And though other created immaterial substances are in 
genera and share the same broad logical genus of substance 
with substances we sense, yet they are no more in the same 
natural genus than heavenly bodies are with earthly bodies: 
the perishable and the imperishable, as Aristotle119 says, 
belong to different genera. For logicians consider concepts as 
such, and they can be applied now to material and perishable 
things, now to immaterial and imperishable ones; but the 
natural and divine scientists consider natures as they exist in 
things, and so where different modes of existence imply 
different modes of potentiality and actuality they talk of 
different genera. Furthermore, God has no extrinsic properties,
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as we shall see later, and if other immaterial substances do 
we don’t know them.

So our vague knowledge of immaterial substances can’t 
be based on generic features and surface properties. In 
such substances generic knowledge is replaced by knowledge 
through denials, as when we know them to be without 
matter, without bodies, without shape, etc. The more such 
denials we make, the less vague our knowledge is, for sub­
sequent denials make preceding ones more determinate and 
precise, just as specific differentiations make the broad genus 
more precise. It is the same way in which we differentiate 
heavenly bodies from earthly bodies, mostly by denials, 
affirming, for example, that they are neither light nor heavy, 
hot nor cold. Again, in the substances we are talking about, 
knowing surface properties is replaced by knowing their rela­
tionships to the substances we sense, relationships of cause to 
effect, or of transcendence.

So then, we know that immaterial forms exist, but instead 
of knowing what they are we know them through denial, 
causality, and uplifting, as pseudo-Dionysius120 puts it. 
And this is how Boethius understands scrutinizing the divine 
form itself: not as knowing what God is, but as denying all 
images.

And this answers all the opposing arguments: the first group 
which had in mind perfect knowledge of what God is, and 
those against which had in mind the imperfect knowledge we 
have just described.

[Article 4] The fourth question [Can they do this (i.e. scru­
tinize the divine form) by way of some theoretical science?] 
we approach as follows:

It seems we can come to scrutinize the divine form through 
some theoretical science:

For. . .  [2] there is a theoretical science which studies 
immaterial substances, namely, divine science. But a science 
that studies a substance must scrutinize its form, since we 
know things through their forms and all proof, as Aristotle121
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says, must start from what a thing is. So we can scrutinize 
immaterial forms by theoretical sciences.

Moreover, [3] the ultimate happiness of human beings, as 
philosophy sees it, consists in knowing the immaterial sub­
stances. For since happiness is whatever activity most fulfils 
us, it ought, as Aristotle122 suggests, to be concerned with 
the most perfect objects of intellect. Now the happiness of 
which philosophers talk is an activity deriving from wisdom, 
since wisdom is the crowning strength and virtue of our most 
perfect ability, intellect, and that sort of activity is happiness, 
as Aristotle123 says. So immaterial substances are understood 
by wisdom. But wisdom is a branch of speculative science, as 
we see from Aristotle.124 So we can understand immaterial 
substances by way of theoretical sciences. . .
Moreover, [5] everything with a natural goal has built in to it 
beforehand the ability to attain that goal, and an inclination 
to pursue it; for natural movements start from within. But 
human beings have the knowing of immaterial substances as 
their natural goal, as both philosophers and saints declare. 
So they have built in to them by nature the beginnings of 
that knowledge. But everything we can come to know by 
naturally known principles falls under some theoretical 
science. So the knowledge of immaterial substances falls 
under some theoretical science.

But against that:
[1] Ibn Rushd125 says that to accept this position would 
imply either that theoretical sciences are not yet perfect since 
sciences which can understand immaterial substances have 
not yet been discovered (and this is the alternative if  we don’t 
yet understand those substances because o f ignorance o f 
some principles), or (if we can’t discover such sciences 
because o f some defect in our nature) the implication would 
be that people who could invent such sciences would be 
human beings in some quite different sense from ourselves. 
The first o f these alternatives is improbable and the second 
impossible. So it cannot be through a theoretical science that 
we understand such substances.
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Moreover, [2] the theoretical sciences investigate definitions 
in which the essences of things are understood by dividing up 
some genus according to differentiating characteristics, and 
by inquiring into the causes and attributes of things which 
make a great contribution to knowledge of what the things 
are. But in the case of immaterial substances we can’t know 
such things, because, as we have said already, they don’t 
belong to the same natural genus as anything we know 
through the senses; and either, like God, they haven’t a 
cause, or, like angels, their cause is most unclear to us, and 
their attributes are unknown to us too. So there can’t be any 
theoretical science by way of which we might come to under­
stand immaterial substances. . .
Moreover, [3] in the theoretical sciences we know the essences 
of things through definitions, where a definition is a phrase 
made up of a genus and differentiating characteristics. But 
the essences of immaterial substances are non-composite, and 
no composition enters in to what they are, as Aristotle and 
Ibn Rushd126 make clear. So we cannot know such sub­
stances by way of theoretical sciences.

In reply:
In the theoretical sciences we always base ourselves on some­
thing already known, whether we are proving propositions 
or discovering definitions. For just as we draw knowledge of 
a conclusion from propositions previously known, so we 
come to know a thing’s species through concepts of its genus 
and differentiation and causes. But we can’t go on in this 
way for ever: that would spell the death of all science, its 
proofs, and its definitions, since you can’t bridge the infinite. 
So all the considerations of theoretical sciences lead back to 
certain starting-points that human beings don’t have to learn 
or discover, for then we would have to go on for ever, but 
have natural knowledge of. These starting-points are the self- 
evident premisses of proofs to which all proofs lead back, 
such as that wholes are greater than their parts, and the 
primary mental conceptions on which all the definitions in 
such sciences rely, such as being and oneness and so on.

But this shows that theoretical science can know nothing,

48 Structures o f Thought



either by proof or by definition, unless it is reachable through 
these things we know naturally. But what human beings 
know naturally is what the natural light of our agent intellect 
makes clear to us, and the only way it can do that is by 
illuminating our images and making them actually under­
standable. For that is oar agent intellect’s function, according 
to Aristotle.127 Now images are derived from the senses, so 
that, as Aristotle128 explains, our knowledge of the starting- 
points referred to begins in our senses and our memory. As a 
result such starting-points cannot lead us outside what we 
can know from things our senses comprehend.

Now we have already shown that what immaterial sub­
stances are cannot be known through what we sense, though 
that such substances exist and have certain features can be 
known from what we sense. So no theoretical science can 
lead us to know what immaterial substances are, though 
theoretical science can prove they exist and show us their 
intellectuality and imperishability and so on. This also was 
Ibn Rushd’s129 opinion, though Ibn Bajjah had said the 
opposite, thinking that what the substances we sense are 
could adequately express what immaterial substances were. 
But, as Ibn Rushd130 says, this is clearly false, for the word 
what means something almost completely different in the 
two cases.

Hence:. . .
to 2: Some things we know in themselves, and theoretical 
science throws light on such things by using their definitions 
to demonstrate their properties, as in all the sciences which 
show the ‘why’ of things. But some things we know not in 
themselves, but only by way of their effects. And if indeed an 
effect matches up to its cause, what that effect is can act as a 
starting-point to prove the cause exists and to enquire into 
what it is, from which we can then demonstrate its properties 
as before. But if an effect doesn’t match up to its cause, then 
the effect can serve as a starting-point for proving that the cause 
exists and has certain features, but what the cause is will always 
remain unknown; and this is what happens with immaterial 
substances.
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to 3: The happiness of human beings is twofold. There is an 
imperfect happiness in this life of which Aristotle is speaking, 
consisting in the contemplation of immaterial substances to 
which wisdom disposes us, an imperfect contemplation such 
as is possible in this life, which does not know what such 
substances are. The other happiness is the perfect happiness 
of the next life, when we will see the very substance of God 
himself and the other immaterial substances. But what brings 
that happiness won’t be any theoretical science, but the light 
of glory. . .
to 5: There are built in to us beginnings which enable us to 
prepare for the perfect knowledge of immaterial substances, 
but don’t enable us to attain it. For though human beings are 
inclined to their ultimate goal by nature, because of the 
goal’s eminence they cannot reach it by nature, but only by 
God’s grace.
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Part II

Structures o f  Things in General

Passage 2 
Being, Unity, Goodness, Truth

Source: Thomas’s public disputations on Truth, 1.1—3, 21.1. Text 
from Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate (Opera Omnia, Leonine 
edn., vol. xxii).
Date: 1257-8, first stay in Paris, aged 32—3.
Type of passage and how to read: Disputed question (see 
Introduction).

[Question 1] The subject for debate is Truth.

[Article 1] And in the first place we are asked: What is truth? 

Being true it seems is just the same as existing:
For [1] Augustine1 says the true is what is, but what is is 
what exists. Being true then is just the same as existing.
But it was said [by the respondent] that though they refer to 
the same thing they don’t have the same meaning.

Against that: [2] what something means is expressed in its 
definition; now Augustine settled on what is as a definition 
of the true, after rejecting several other definitions. If then 
what is true and what exists are both definable as what is, 
they seem to have the same meaning. . .

Moreover, [6] things that aren’t the same must differ in some 
way. But there is no way what is true differs from what 
exists: not in substance because what exists is in substance 
true, and not by added differentiations for then there would 
have to be some genus both share. So they are just the same.

Again, [7] if they weren’t just the same, being true would 
have to add some further condition to existing; but being



true is broader than existing, not narrower. Aristotle2 
shows this when he says we define truth as saying what is 
is and what is not is not, thus including in the true both 
what is and what isn’t. Being true then adds no new 
condition to existing, and it seems the two are precisely the 
same.

But against that:
[1] useless repetition is tautologically trivial. So if being true 
and existing were the same, saying that what exists is true 
would be tautologically trivial, which it isn’t. So they are not 
the same.

Again, [2] existing and being good are interchangeable, but 
being true and being good aren’t: for example, that someone 
has unmarried sex may be true but not good. So being true 
isn’t interchangeable with existing either, and they are not 
the same.

Moreover, [3] Boethius3 says that in any creature that it is 
differs from what is. Now by things being true we mean that 
they are. So, in creatures, being true differs from what is. But 
what is is what exists; so in creatures being true differs from 
existing. . .

In reply:
In defining what things are, just as in proving things, 
we must be led back eventually to intellectually self-evident 
starting-points; otherwise both processes would go on for 
ever, spelling death to all science and all knowledge. Now 
Ibn Slná4 says our first mental conception—the most known 
as it were to which analysis of all our conceptions leads 
us— is what exists. Consequently, every other mental con­
ception adds something to what exists. But to what exists 
you can’t add anything from outside as it were, in the way 
specifying differentiations are added to a genus, or superven­
ing properties to a substance, since any sort of nature already 
is by its nature something that exists (and this is how Aristotle 
proves5 that what exists names no genus). So adding some­
thing to what exists means expressing some way in which
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what exists exists not expressed in the word existing, and 
there are two ways in which this can happen.

Firstly, the way expressed can be a special way of existing. 
For existing can have different levels which correspond to 
different ways of existing and define different categories of 
thing. Thus, a substance is not some sort of generic existent 
differentiated by adding a certain nature, but the word 
substance expresses a certain special way of existing— 
namely, existing on its own; and other genuses likewise.

Secondly, the way expressed can be a general way attach­
ing to everything that exists, either in itself or as related to 
another. In the first case the way can express something 
positive or something negative. The only non-relative posi­
tive thing found in every existent is its nature, which deter­
mines what we say exists, and as having a nature we call 
anything that exists a thing; for Ibn Síná6 distinguishes 
being and thing by saying that being derives from the act of 
existing but the word thing expresses a being’s whatness or 
essence. The non-relative negation that attaches to every 
existent thing is its non-dividedness, expressed in the word 
one, for to be one is to exist undivided [as an individual].7

Again if we take the second case, in which a way of 
existing attaches to each existent thing as related to another, 
there are two possibilities. One possibility is that the way of 
existing attaches to an existent thing as divided off from 
others, and that is expressed by the word something, in Latin 
aliquid, which is short for aliud quid, a some-or-other thing 
(so that just as things existing undivided in themselves are 
called one, so as existing divided off from others they are 
called something-or-other). The second possibility arises 
because of the ways one existent thing can agree with 
another, and depends on finding something with which every­
thing can agree. Such is the [human] soul, which Aristode8 
says is in a way all things. Human souls can both know and 
desire, and to express the way in which what exists is agree­
able to desire we call it good (for as Aristotle9 says every­
thing desires the good), and to express the way in which 
what exists is agreeable to mind we call it true.

Now all knowledge is achieved by way of some assimila-
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tion of the knower to the thing known, an assimilation 
which causes the knowledge: thus sight is aware of colour 
because it suffers modification by the kind of the colour. So 
the first way in which what exists relates to mind under­
standing it is by harmonizing with it— a harmonizing we call 
the matching of understanding and thing— and it is in this 
matching that the formal notion of truth is achieved. So this 
is what being true adds to existing, namely, the conformity 
or match of thing and understanding, from which knowledge 
of the thing follows, as we have said. So that the existence of 
things precedes their being true, but knowledge follows on as 
a certain effect of their being true.

This allows us to define truth or being true in three ways. 
Firstly, by referring to that which precedes the notion of 
truth but provides being true with its basis: and this is the 
way Augustine10 defined the true as what is; Ibn Síná,11 the 
truth o f a thing as the possession o f the existence established 
for it; and someone else, being true as the undividedness of 
existence and what is. In a second way we define it by 
referring to that in which the notion of the true is formally 
achieved: and in this way truth was defined by Isaac12 as the 
matching o f thing and understanding; and by Anselm13 as 
rightness that only the mind perceives— rightness here 
expressing a sort of matching; and Aristotle14 said that we 
define the true as saying what is is and what is not is not. In 
yet a third way we define being true by referring to the effect 
that follows on from it: and in this way Hilary15 defined 
the true as revealing and making clear what exists; and 
Augustine,16 truth first as that which shows what exists and 
again17 as that which we judge lesser things by.

Hence:
to 1: This definition of Augustine’s defines truth by referring 
to its basis in things rather than to the matching of thing to 
understanding in which the notion of truth is realized. Or 
one might answer that when Augustine says the true is what 
is the word is here is not to be taken to mean the act of 
existing, but to be a sign of the mind constructing and 
asserting a proposition: so that it means something is true
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when it is, i.e. when we say of something that is that it is. So 
that Augustine’s definition comes down to Aristotle’s one 
previously quoted. And this gives us the answer to 2 . . .
to 6: Being true differs in meaning from existing because 
there is something in its definition which is not in the defini­
tion of existing; but ‘there is nothing in the definition of 
existing which isn’t in the definition of being true. So they 
are distinguished neither in substance nor by any opposing 
differentiations.
to 7: Being true isn’t broader than existing: for in a certain 
sense existing also applies to non-existents when non­
existence is apprehended by mind. Thus Aristotle18 says that 
there is a sense in which absence or lack of being can be said 
to exist, and Ibn Síná19 too says you can’t form a proposition 
about anything unless it exists, since what you are form­
ing the proposition about must exist in mind. Clearly then 
whatever is true exists in a sense.

As to the arguments against that:
to 1: Saying that what exists is true is not tautologically 
trivial; not because the words true and existent refer to 
different things, but because one of them expresses some­
thing that the other doesn’t.
to 2: Although having unmarried sex is an evil, yet as exist­
ing it can agree with an understanding of it, and in that way 
realize the notion of being true; so that being true is neither 
narrower nor broader than existing.
to 3: Saying that it is differs from what is distinguishes the 
act of existing from what is able to exist. Now the word 
existent derives from the act of existing, not from what is 
able to exist; so the argument is invalid. . .

[Article 2] And in the second place we are asked: Is truth 
primarily something in the mind or something in things?

And it seems In things:
For [1] being true, we said, is interchangeable with existing. 
Now things first exist in themselves and then in mind. So the 
same must hold of their being true. . .
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Moreover, [3] whatever exists in something is determined by 
it. If then truth exists primarily in mind, our judgements of 
truth will be determined by how mind sees things and we 
will resurrect the mistake of those earliest philosophers who 
said that every opinion is true and contradictories can be true 
together, all of which is absurd. . .

But against that:
[1] We have Aristotle:20 Truth and falsehood are in the 
mind, not in things.
Moreover, [2] truth is a matching o f thing and mind-, but 
such matching can only exist in the mind. So truth too can 
only exist in mind.

In reply:
When a word has a hierarchy of applications, what it first 
applies to is not necessarily the cause of everything else to 
which it applies, but is something in which the word’s mean­
ing is first realized to the full. Thus, healthy applies first to 
animals, for there the full meaning of health is first realized, 
even though medicine is called healthy as causing that health. 
So, since being true has a hierarchy of applications, what it 
first applies to is the thing in which the meaning of truth is 
first fully realized. Now the full realization of any change or 
activity occurs at its end. And the activity of knowing ends 
up in the mind— for the known must be taken into the 
knower in the knower’s mode— whereas the activity of desir­
ing ends up in things. That is why Aristotle21 says our 
mental activities describe a sort of circle: something existing 
externally moves our mind, as existing in our mind it moves 
our desire, and our desire moves to attain whatever started 
the movement; and because as we said, good expresses the 
way everything that exists relates to desire and true the way 
it relates to mind, Aristotle22 says that good and bad are in 
things but truth and falsehood in the mind. Things, however, 
are called true only in so far as they match up to mind, so 
that truth exists first in mind and only later in things.

But now note that things relate in one way to practical 
understanding [that direas behaviour] and in another to
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theoretical understanding [that pursues truth]. Practical 
understanding causes things and is the measure of what it 
makes; but theoretical understanding acquires knowledge 
from things, being changed by them in a certain sense, 
so that things are the measure of it. So clearly the things 
of nature, from which our mind draw its science, are the 
measure of the human mind, as Aristotle23 says, but are 
themselves measured by God’s mind, in which everything 
exists in the way a craftsman’s handiwork exists in a crafts­
man’s mind. God’s mind then measures but is not itself 
measured, things in nature measure and are measured, and 
human minds are measured and measure not the things of 
nature but only things artificially made. The things of nature 
then exist between God’s mind and ours and can be called 
true by matching either. What matches God’s mind is called 
true in the sense of fulfilling what God’s mind has laid down, 
as we see in the definitions of Anselm24 and Augustine25 and 
in the one quoted from Ibn Slná:26 the truth o f a thing is the 
possession o f the existence established for it. What matches 
[human] minds is called true if it is intrinsically likely to 
cause true judgements, in contrast to things we call deceiving 
because, as Aristotle27 says, they are designed to seem some­
thing other than they are. Since a thing’s relationship to 
God’s mind precedes its relationship to human minds, its 
truth in the first sense precedes its truth in the second; so, if 
human minds did not exist, things would still be called true 
in relation to God’s mind, but if we were to think away both 
minds leaving things by themselves— an impossibility— truth 
would no longer mean anything.

Hence:
to 1: The foregoing shows that what is true is first true 
understanding and then the thing that matches it. In both 
senses what is true is interchangeable with what exists, but 
differently. When said of things what is true is interchange­
able with what exists as subject and predicate: for every­
thing that exists matches God’s understanding, and is able to 
match human understanding to itself, and vice versa. But 
when said of understanding what is true is interchange-
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able with what exists outside the mind not as subject and 
predicate, but as condition and consequence, in that to every 
true understanding there must correspond something that 
exists, and vice versa. . .
to 3: The attributes of something are determined by it only 
when caused by it: light in the air, for example, because it is 
caused by the external sun, follows the sun’s movements 
rather than those of air. In the same way truth in the mind, 
because caused by things, isn’t determined by how the mind 
sees things but by how things are: for statements— and 
the understanding they embody— are called true or false 
inasmuch as things are or are not s o . ..
[Article 3] And in the third place we are asked: Does truth 
exist only in a mind making propositional connections and 
disconnections?
And it seems not:
[1] For the true is what exists, seen as related to mind. 
But mind first relates to things when it conceives definitions 
articulating what things are. So truth is first found in minds 
doing this.
Moreover, [2] being true is a matching of things and under­
standing. But understanding matches things just as much 
when understanding what things are as when making pro- 
positional connections and disconnections. So truth doesn’t 
exist only in minds making connections and disconnections.
But against that:
[1] Aristotle28 says that truth and falsehood exist not in 
things but in mind; and where simple understanding o f what 
things are is concerned, not even in mind.
Moreover, [2] he says,29 understanding simples occurs where 
there is no truth and falsehood.
In reply:
Just as it is first understanding that is true and then things, so 
also it is first understanding as making connections and dis­
connections and then understanding as articulating what 
things are. For the meaning of true consists in a matching of
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thing and understanding, and matching presupposes diversity, 
not identity. So the notion of truth is first found in under­
standing when understanding first starts to have something 
of its own which the external thing doesn’t have, yet which 
corresponds to the thing and can be expected to match 
it. Now when articulating what things are, understanding 
possesses only a likeness of the external thing, just as the 
senses do when they take in the appearance of what they 
sense. But when understanding starts to make judgements 
about the thing it has taken in, then those are the under­
standing’s own judgements not found in the thing outside, 
yet called true judgements in so far as they match what is 
outside. Now understanding makes judgements about the 
thing it takes in when it says something about how it is or is 
not, and that we call understanding making connections and 
disconnections. Thus Aristotle also says30 that connections 
and disconnections are in mind, not in things. So that is why 
truth is found first in understanding making connections and 
disconnections.

But as a consequence, in minds articulating definitions of 
what things are we find truth in a secondary sense. Thus 
definitions are called true or false because of some true or 
false connection [they imply]; the application of a definition 
to something it doesn’t define, the definition of a circle, say, 
to a triangle; or putting together parts of a definition that 
can’t be connected: defining something as a non-sensing 
animal, for example, where the implied connection— that 
some animal is non-sensing— is false. Definitions then can 
only be called true or false by reference to some connection, 
just as things can only be called true by reference to mind.

Clearly then being true applies first to the connections and 
disconnections made in understanding, secondarily to defini­
tions of things that imply true or false connections, thirdly to 
things as matching God’s understanding or able to match 
human understanding, and fourthly to human beings choos­
ing truth, or giving a true or false impression of them­
selves or others by what they say or do. And words can be 
called true in just the same senses as the understandings they 
express.

Being, Unity, Goodness, Truth



Structures o f Things in General60

Hence:
to 1: Although mind starts by articulating what things are, 
that doesn’t give mind anything of its own to match against 
things; so truth in the strict sense isn’t found there. And that 
gives us the answer to 2 . . .

[Question 21] The subject for debate is Goodness.

[Article 1] And in the first place we are asked: Does being 
good add anything to existing?

And it seems it does:
[1] for things exist by nature, but creatures aren’t good by 
nature but by participating [God’s goodness]. So being good 
adds something real to existing. . .
Moreover, [4] as one can gather from pseudo-Dionysius,31 
good radiates itself and existence. So what makes a thing 
good is what makes it radiate. Now radiating is a kind of 
activity, and substances act by way of powers; so things are 
called good because of something added to their substance. 
Being good then adds something real to existing. . .
Moreover, [10] relationships are differentiated in kind by the 
term they relate to. Now being good relates to a determinate 
term, namely, that of goal; so being good is a particular kind 
of relationship. But any particular kind of existing adds 
something real to existing in general; so being good adds 
something real to existing.
Moreover, [11] being good and existing are interchangeable 
in the way being a human being and having a sense of the 
ridiculous are. Now despite the interchangeability, a sense of 
the ridiculous still adds something real to a human being, a 
property characteristic of human beings but supervening on 
what defines them. So being good adds something real to 
existing.

But against that:
[1] Augustine32 says that we exist because God is good, and 
because we exist we are good. So it seems being good doesn’t 
add anything to existing.
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Moreover, [2] whenever one thing adds to another, really or 
notionally, one can be understood without the other. But 
you can’t understand things existing without being good. 
So being good doesn’t add anything to existing, really or 
notionally. To prove the link-proposition: though God can 
make more things than human beings can understand, he 
can’t make something exist without it being good, because its 
very deriving from a good is good, as Boethius points out in 
De Hebdomadibus. And if he can’t make it, neither can we 
understand it.

In reply:
One thing can be added to another in three ways.

Firstly, what is added can be extraneous to what it’s added 
to, as white adds to body by being something extraneous to 
what body is.

In a second way, what is added can narrow or further 
delimit what it’s added to, as being human adds to being 
animal, not because anything in humans is entirely extra­
neous to animal nature (for that would mean human beings 
aren’t totally animals but only have an animal part), but 
because the notion of being human narrows down that of 
being animal, containing explicitly and actually things 
that the notion of animal contains only implicitly and as it 
were potentially (for being human involves a life of reason, 
whereas being animal involves life without saying explicitly 
whether that is a life of reason or not). And this narrowing 
of notion which being human adds to being animal has a 
basis in reality.

In a third way, what is added is entirely notional, in the 
sense that the notion of one includes something that isn’t in 
the notion of the other, but of a conceptual rather than real 
nature, whether it narrows the notion it is added to or not. 
For being blind adds something— namely, blindness— to 
being human, but blindness exists not as a real entity but as 
an entity conceived by reason as a way of apprehending a 
lack. Being blind said of humans narrows what it’s added to, 
since not all humans are blind, but said of moles it adds 
without narrowing.
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Now in the first sense of add nothing can add to existing 
in general though one can add to particular forms of exist­
ing; for nothing in nature is extraneous to what constitutes 
existing in general though things can be extraneous to this or 
that existent thing. But in the second sense we can add to 
existing, since existing can be narrowed into ten genuses or 
categories, in each of which something is added to existing: 
not, it is true, any property or differentiation extraneous to 
what existing is, but a determinate way of existing with a 
basis in real existence. Being good, however, doesn’t add to 
existing in this way since being good is divided among the 
ten genuses in the same way as existing, as Aristotle33 shows.

So being good either adds nothing to existing or adds 
something entirely notional, for adding something real would 
narrow existing into some special genus. But because, as Ibn 
Síná says, existing is the first notion mind conceives, all other 
words must either be synonymous with existing (which can’t 
be said of being good, since it is not tautologically trivial to 
call what exists good) or at least add something notional. So 
because being good doesn’t narrow existing it must add to it 
something entirely notional.

But only two kinds of entirely notional additions are 
possible: negations or relations; for all positive non-relative 
notions signify things existing in nature. So then, to exist­
ing as first conceived by mind, being one adds an entirely 
notional negative (for being one means existing undivided), 
whilst being true and being good mean something positive 
and so all they can add is some entirely notional relationship. 
Now, according to Aristotle,34 a purely notional relationship 
is one relating A to B when A does not depend on B but B on 
A,35 for relation as such is a sort of dependence. We see this 
in the cases of knowing and known, sensing and sensed, for 
knowing depends on the known and not vice versa; so the 
relationship of knowing to known is real, but the relation­
ship of known to knowing entirely notional, the known 
being said to have that relationship, according to Aristotle, 
not because it itself relates but because the other relates 
to it. And the same happens wherever there is a situation of 
measure and measured or perfecting and perfected. So what
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being true and being a good must add to existing is some 
relation of perfecting.

Now there are two things to consider in anything that 
exists: the nature that defines it, and the fact that it exists as 
something defined by that nature. So anything that exists can 
perfect in two ways.* Firstly, it can perfect by way of its 
defining nature, and that is the way it perfects mind, for it 
doesn’t enter mind with the existence it has in nature and yet 
mind takes in how it is defined. And this is the way of 
perfecting which being true adds to existing: being true, as 
Aristotle36 says, is in the mind and everything existing can be 
called true in so far as it matches or is matchable to mind; 
and this is why when truth is correctly defined the definition 
includes a reference to mind. But there is another way in 
which what exists can perfect something, not merely by way 
of its defining nature but even with the real existence it has in 
nature, and this is the way a good perfects; for good is in 
things, as Aristotle37 says. But in so far as the existence of 
one being perfects and fulfils another it relates to what it 
perfects as a goal; and this is why when good is correctly 
defined the definition includes some reference to its role as 
goal: thus Aristotle38 says that good is well defined by those 
who say it is what everything desires. So first and foremost 
then a good is something that perfects something else by 
being its goal, though secondarily we call goods things that 
lead to a goal— namely, useful goods— and things that 
are natural consequences of a goal; just as we call healthy 
not only what possesses health but also what produces or 
preserves or gives an indication of our health.

Hence:
to 1: Because existing is something non-relative whereas 
being good adds the relationship of being a goal, a thing’s 
own nature standing alone unrelated to anything else is 
enough ground for calling it existent, but not enough for 
calling it good. For just as in other types of cause the rela­
tionship of secondary cause depends on that of a primary 
cause which depends on nothing further, so with goals: 
secondary goals derive their relationship of goal from some
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ultimate goal which has that relationship of itself. This 
is why God’s own nature, everything’s ultimate goal, is 
sufficient ground for calling him good; hut creatures’ natures 
need to participate in God’s relationship of goal before they 
can be called good. And to that extent we can say, in one 
way of talking, that creatures are not good by nature but by 
participation, thinking of the nature itself as notionally dif­
ferent from the relationship to God which gives it its charac­
ter of goal and to whom it is ordered as to a goal. But in 
another way of talking we can say creatures are good by 
nature, inasmuch as their nature can’t exist without this 
relation to God’s goodness: Boethius’ point in his De 
Hebdomadibus. . .
to 4: Although literally radiating seems to imply activity by 
an agent cause, broadly understood it implies any causal 
relationship, just as words like influencing, making, etc. do. 
So when we say good of its nature radiates, we shouldn’t 
understand this to mean it acts like an agent but rather plays 
the role of goal, a sort of radiating that doesn’t need any 
intermediate added powers. Being good implies radiating like 
a goal rather than agent activity because agents as such don’t 
impose standards of perfection on things but simply initiate 
them, and also because agents radiate to effects merely a 
likeness of form, whereas goals radiate to things achievement 
of their whole existence; and that is what the notion of being 
good consists i n . . .
to 10: Although being good refers to a particular kind of 
relationship, namely, that of goal, the relationship in ques­
tion can attach to anything that exists, and doesn’t posit 
any further reality in what exists. So the argument doesn’t 
follow.
to 11: Although having a sense of the ridiculous is inter­
changeable with being a human being, it still adds something 
extraneous to human beings, in the sense of something not 
included in their definition. But nothing can add to existing 
in this way as we have said.
As to the arguments against that:
to 1: We concede that being good adds nothing real to 
existing.
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to 2: But the second argument argues that it adds nothing 
notional either, so to this we say: understanding one thing 
without another has two senses. Firstly, it could mean under­
standing the statement that one exists without the other, and 
in this sense if mind can understand one without another 
God can make it exist that way: but existing can’t be under­
stood without being good in this sense (mind can’t under­
stand something to have existence yet not be good). But the 
second sense of understanding one thing without another is 
that of understanding a definition, in which one thing is 
understood without reference to another, in the way we 
understand animality without having to understand humanity 
and the other species; and this is the way existing can be 
understood without being good. But it doesn’t follow that 
God can make things exist without being good, since making 
precisely brings the things into existence.

Actual and Potential Being

Passage 3 
Actual and Potential Being

Source: Thomas’s public disputations on the Power of God, 1.1. 
Text from Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia, Marietti edn. (Turin, 
1953), with corrections from the Leonine text in preparation.
Date-. 1265-7, in Italy, aged 40.
Type o f passage and how to read: Sections extracted from the 
summing-up (corpus) of a disputed question and from an answer to 
an objection (see Introduction).
Notes on translation: Power, potential, potency all translate 
potentia, which I often translate elsewhere as ability, since it derives 
from the verb posse, to be able. Act, actual, actuality translate actus; 
action, active, activity translate actio— both words deriving from 
the verb agere, to do.

. . .  A thing’s power or potential is its openness to some act 
or actuality, either the primary act of having form, or the 
secondary act of action. The way we commonly understand 
the word act suggests that originally it meant action— it is 
well-nigh universally understood in that way— and was later 
adopted to mean form, because a thing’s form of existence



determines its activity and goal. So things can have a double 
potential: an active potential of the act of activity (the 
original meaning of words like potency and power), and a 
passive potential of the primary act of form (a derived and 
secondary meaning of the words).

To be acted on things must have passive potential, and to 
act they must have the primary act of form. (The word act, 
as we said, though it first meant being active, has come to 
mean this primary actuality of having form.) So God, who is 
pure and primary act, must of all things be the most active 
spreading his likeness abroad, and so must of all things be 
the most powerful or actively potential source of activity.
. . .  to 10: There can be something real corresponding to 
notions in our mind mediately or immediately: immediately 
when what mind conceives is the form of something exist­
ing outside the mind, of a human being, say, or a stone; 
mediately when the very act of understanding produces 
something which the mind reflects on, so that something real 
corresponds to what the mind is reflecting on only mediately, 
that is, by way of mind’s own understanding of what is real. 
For example, our mind understands human beings, horses, 
and many other species all to have the nature of animal, and 
reflecting on that understands animal to be a genus. Now 
nothing real outside corresponds immediately to the notion 
of genus, but to the understanding which gave rise to the 
notion there does correspond some reality.

The case of the relationship of source which the notion 
of [God’s] power adds to that of [God’s] substance is sim­
ilar: something real corresponds to it, but mediately, not 
immediately: for our mind understands creatures to have a 
relationship of dependence on their creator, and for that very 
reason— since it can’t understand a relationship going one 
way without also understanding it going back the other 
way— it understands God to have a relationship of source; 
and this corresponds to reality, but only mediately since it 
arises from our way of understanding things.
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Passage 4 
Matter, Form, Agent, and Goal

Source: On the Principles of Nature (complete). Text from De 
Principiis Naturae (Opera Omnia, Leonine edn., vol. xliii).
Date: Probably from early days in Paris, 1250s, aged about 25. 
Type o f passage and how to read: A sort of student’s vade-mecum, 
an introduction to causality, heavily dependent on Ibn Rushd’s 
interpretation of Aristotle’s teaching in Physics, 1 and 2.

[Matter]
[1] Some things are, while some things can be, but aren’t. We 
say that what can be exists potentially, and what already is 
exists actually. But existence has two senses. The essential 
existence of things as substances— a human being being 
a human being, for instance— is existing (period!); but 
non-essential existence— a human being being white, for 
instance— is existing in a certain respect.

In both senses things can exist potentially: sperm and 
menstruae are potentially a human being, and human beings 
are potentially white. And we can call whatever exists poten­
tially matter or material— whether its potentiality is to exist 
as a substance (sperm to be a human being), or to exist 
in some non-essential respect (human being to be white); 
though there is this difference: we call material with poten­
tial to exist as substance material from which, but material 
with potential to exist non-essentially material in which. 
Putting this another way, only what has the potential to exist 
as a substance is properly called matter or material, and 
what has the potential of existing in some non-essential way 
is called, strictly speaking, a subject. An indication that 
subject means what has the potential of existing in some 
non-essential way is that we talk of a subject’s non-essential 
properties as inhering in it, but not of its essential form as 
inhering in it. Matter and subject differ in this way: of itself a 
subject exists completely, needing nothing more in order to 
exist (human beings don’t depend for existence on being



white); but matter exists incompletely of itself, needing 
something more in order to exist. So, strictly speaking, form 
gives matter its existence, whereas non-essential properties 
are given existence by their subject. But sometimes we use 
these words interchangeably: matter for subject, and subject 
for matter.

[Form]
N ow  just as anything potential can be called material, so 
anything that gives existence, be the existence essential 
or non-essential, can be called form: whiteness makes a 
potentially white human being actually white, and the soul 
makes sperm— potentially a human being— into an actual 
human being. Because forms make things actual, forms are 
called actualizations or acts: substantial form makes some­
thing actually exist as a substance, and non-essential forms 
make it actually exist in various non-essential modes.

And since the change that introduces a form is called being 
generated, there are two senses of being generated cor­
responding to the two senses of form: being generated 
(period!), corresponding to substantial form, and being 
generated in a certain respect, corresponding to non-essential 
forms. Introduction of substantial form we call coming to be 
(period!); but introduction of a non-essential form we call 
coming to be such-and-such, not coming to be (period!): 
when a human being turns white we don’t talk of it coming 
to be or being made (period!), but coming to be or being 
made white. And to these two senses of being generated 
correspond two senses of decomposition: one strict, the 
other in a certain respect. Being generated and decomposing 
in the strict sense apply only in the genus of substance, but 
in the qualified sense they apply also in other genuses of 
being.

And because being generated moves from not existing to 
existing (decomposing moving in the opposite direction from 
existing to not existing), generation starts not from any sort 
of not existing but from a not existing which is potential of 
existence: statues are made from copper which is potentially 
a statue though not actually. So three things are needed for
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generation: something potential of existence— the material 
or matter, its lack of actualization— a lacking of being, and 
something to give it actualization— a form. When statues are 
made from copper, copper is the material potential of statue- 
form, its shapelessness or unworked state is the lack, and 
the shape of the statue is the form. That shape is not a 
substantial form, since copper already actually exists before 
it receives shape or form and does not depend for existence 
on the shape; like all artificial forms, it is a non-essential 
form, since art or artifice operates on material which already 
of its nature completely exists. [2] So there are three principles 
[or origins] of nature: matter, form, and lack of form; one, 
namely, form, is where generation is going to, and the other 
two characterize where generation comes from.

[Lack of form]
But matter and lack of form characterize the same subject in 
different ways: before form arrives the same thing is both 
bronze and shapeless but bronze for one reason and shape­
less for another. Lack of form, then, is a principle not in its 
own right but incidentally, because it coincides with matter; 
just as doctors build houses only incidentally, since they build 
them not as doctors but as builders, doctor and builder 
happening to coincide in one subject.

But even what is incidental can sometimes be necessary 
and inseparable (as a sense of the ridiculous is to being 
human), and sometimes unnecessary and separable (as white­
ness is to being human). And in this way, lack of form, 
though an incidental principle, is still necessary to genera­
tion, since the material must lack the form to start with; as 
existing under one form it lacks another and vice versa, as 
fire lacks that of air and air that of fire.

Note too that though generation starts out from non­
existence we don’t locate its origin in absence, but in lack; 
for absence doesn’t imply a subject. Even things that don’t 
exist can be said not to see— chimeras don’t see, and things 
like stones too that aren’t meant to see. But only things 
meant to see are called blind: lack implies some type of 
subject meant to have what is lacking. So because generating
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doesn’t start from non-existence (period!) but from non­
existence in some subject, and not just any subject but a 
particular type of subject— you can’t generate fire from any 
non-fire thing but only from a non-fire thing open to being 
fire— it is lack[, not absence,] of form that we call the prin­
ciple or origin.

Lack differs, however, from the other origins. The others 
are principles of being and of coming to be: for a statue to 
come to be you need bronze and, at the end, shape, two 
things still needed when you already have the statue; lack, on 
the other hand, is a principle only of coming to be, not of 
being: for while coming to be a statue it must be not-statue 
(otherwise it couldn’t come to be, since only before-and-after 
things [like time] are their own coming to be); but once the 
statue exists there is no longer a lack of statue, since lack and 
having can no more coexist than is and isn’t. Another dif­
ference, as we explained earlier, is that lack is a principle 
coincidentally, whereas the other two are principles in their 
own right.

Clearly then matter differs by definition from form and 
from lack of form, and can be understood as taking on 
either: copper can be understood to have shape or shapeless­
ness. And sometimes the material’s name implies lack of 
form and sometimes not: calling a statue’s material bronze 
doesn’t imply lack, for the word bronze doesn’t imply any 
unworked or shapeless state; but calling bread’s material 
flour does imply lack of the form of bread, for the word flour 
implies an unworked and unstructured state opposed to 
the form of bread. And because, in generation, the subject 
material persists whilst the lack and the complex of material 
and lack don’t, material implying lack passes away whilst 
material not implying it persists.

[Ultimate matter]
But note that some matter is already formed: bronze, for 
example, though it is statue-material, is itself formed matter; 
it contains its own material and so cannot be called ultimate 
material. Only material subject to form and lack of form but 
having no particular form or lack of form in itself can be
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called ultimate material [first matter], because it presupposes 
no other material; and another name for it is yle. But since 
we define and know things by way of their forms, ultimate 
matter can’t be known or defined as such, but only by an 
analogy, as that which relates to all forms and lack of forms 
as bronze does to statues and to shapelessness, and so is 
ultimate (period!). One might talk of matter ultimate in 
a particular genus— water, for example, as the ultimate 
liquid— but that wouldn’t be ultimate (period!), for, being 
itself formed matter, it presupposes some matter.

Note that neither forms nor ultimate matter are generated 
or decompose, since all generation must start and end some­
where, starting from matter and ending with form. If matter 
and form themselves were to be generated, matter would 
need matter and form form without end. So properly speak­
ing only things composed of matter and form are generated.

Note also that there is only one ultimate matter underlying 
everything. But a thing can be one by having a single deter­
minate form— the way Socrates is one, but not ultimate 
matter since in itself it is without form— or by having nothing 
to make it more than one— and this is the way ultimate 
matter is one, because it is understood without anything that 
would make it more than one.

And note that although matter in its nature is neither 
formed nor formless (as bronze in its nature is neither shaped 
nor shapeless), it never exists stripped of form and lack 
of form, but sometimes takes on one form and sometimes 
another. By itself it can never exist for it has no form of its 
own and so— because actual existence comes with forms—  
matter by itself never exists actually but only potentially. 
Nothing actually existent then can be called ultimate matter.

[Agency]
[3] So now we have shown nature to have three principles: 
matter, form, and lack of form; but these are still not enough 
for generation to occur. For what potentially exists can’t 
bring itself to actualization: copper is potentially a statue, 
but can’t make itself into a statue: it needs a workman to 
draw the statue’s form out of potentiality into actuality.
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For the form too can’t draw itself out of potentiality into 
actuality— and I am talking of the form of the thing gener­
ated, the end-product of generation, as we said— for the 
form won’t exist until the thing is made, whereas the maker 
exists in the coming to be, that is, while the thing is coming 
to be. So besides matter and form there must be some active 
principle or origin, which we call the efficient cause or mover 
or agent, from which the change originates.

[Goal]
And because to be active, as Aristotle1 says, what is acting 
must tend towards something, there must be yet a fourth 
thing towards which the agent tends, called the goal. Note 
that every agent, whether it acts by nature or by will, tends 
towards a goal, though it doesn’t follow that every agent is 
aware of a goal or deliberates about it. Something that hasn’t 
a fixed way of acting but can go either way— as willing 
agents can— must consider a goal and use that to decide how 
to act; but natural agents act in fixed ways and don’t need to 
choose the means to their goals. Ibn Slná2 gives the example 
of a guitar-player who doesn’t have to think about every 
pluck of the strings because they are now second nature to 
him; otherwise he would pause between each pluck and ruin 
the sound. And since [the guitar-player] who acts by will is 
more likely to deliberate than things that act by nature, we 
can argue a fortiori that natural agents can tend to goals 
without deliberating, where tending towards is simply hav­
ing a natural bias towards something.

[Principles, causes, and elements]
So now we see there are four causes: material, efficient, 
formal, and final. And although Aristotle3 says the words 
origin and cause are interchangeable, in another place4 he 
lays down four causes and three origins or principles. The 
causes he accepts are both intrinsic and extrinsic— matter 
and form being a thing’s intrinsic, constitutive parts, whilst 
agent and goal are outside the thing and extrinsic; but as 
principles he accepts only intrinsic causes, and lack of form, 
which is not accounted a cause because, as we said, it is only
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incidentally a principle. What we call the four causes are 
causes in their own right to which all incidental causes lead 
back, since anything coincidental must lead back to some­
thing essential. And although here Aristotle calls intrinsic 
causes principles, strictly speaking— as Ibn Rushd5 says 
elsewhere— principle» are extrinsic causes, elements are 
intrinsic, constitutive causes, and both are called causes. 
But sometimes we use the terms interchangeably, calling all 
causes principles and all principles causes.

All the same, we seem to mean more by cause than we 
usually mean by principle or origin, for any beginning, whether 
followed by existence or not, can be called an origin. Thus 
we say the knife originated from the smith, meaning he was 
the source of the knife’s existence, but also that a change 
from black to white originates in blackness (generally calling 
anything where a change starts its origin) though blackness 
is not the source of the following whiteness’s existence. A 
beginning is only called a cause, however, if it gives existence 
to what follows, for a cause, we say, is that from the exis­
tence of which another follows. So a beginning where a 
change starts cannot of itself be called its cause, even it is 
called its origin; and that is the reason lack of form, which 
is where generation starts, is called an origin but not a 
cause. Though it can also be called a cause coincidentally, as 
coinciding with the matter in the sense explained earlier.

Elements, however, are strictly speaking causes which 
form part of a thing’s make-up: material causes, then, strictly 
speaking, and again not every material cause but those which 
are part of a thing’s ultimate make-up. Thus the elements of 
a human being are not limbs, since limbs in turn are com­
posed of other things; but earth and water are called elements 
because they are not made up of further bodily components, 
but themselves ultimately make up all natural bodies. So 
Aristotle6 defines an element as what things are ultimately 
made up of, existing in the things, and indivisible in its own 
nature. The first phrase— what things are ultimately made 
up of—is explained by what we have said. The second—  
existing in the things— is there to distinguish elements from 
the sort of matter that disappears during generation. Bread,
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for example, is material for blood, but to build up the blood 
you must break down the bread, so that bread doesn’t persist 
in the blood and you can’t call it an element of blood. 
Elements must persist in some way since, as Aristotle7 says, 
they can’t be broken down. The third phrase— indivisible 
in its own nature— is there to distinguish elements from 
things that contain heterogeneous parts differing in nature, 
like hands made up of flesh and bone (which differ in nature). 
Elements, however, don’t divide into heterogeneous parts: 
every bit of water is water. For elements can be quantitatively 
divided into parts, as long as those parts are homogeneous; 
though sometimes elements are completely indivisible: letters, 
for example, are the elements of syllables.

So now we can see how a principle is something wider 
than a cause, and a cause something wider than an element; 
as Ibn Rushd says.8

[Mutual relations between causes]
[4] Now that we have seen the four classes of cause, note 
that it is possible for one thing to have many causes (copper 
and the craftsman both cause the statue, but the craftsman as 
producer, the copper as material), and for one cause to have 
opposed effects (a steersman can save or sink a ship by his 
presence or absence).

Note too that it’s possible for one thing to be both cause 
and effect of another, though in different respects: walking is 
a productive cause of health, and health is sometimes the 
goal of walking and its cause in that sense; and body is 
material for soul, whilst soul is form of body.

Productive causes cause goals inasmuch as what an agent 
does realizes a goal, and goals cause productive causes 
inasmuch as the agent can’t do anything except by tending 
towards a goal. So a productive cause causes the thing that is 
the goal— health, for example— but doesn’t cause it to be a 
goal, doesn’t cause the goal-causality of the goal, doesn’t give 
it its goalness. For example, a doctor makes health actually 
exist, but doesn’t give health its drawing power. Goals, on 
the other hand, don’t cause the things that are productive, 
but do cause their productiveness. Health isn’t what makes
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the doctor exist9— I am talking of the health his doctoring 
produces— but it does cause him to be productive. So the 
goal is the cause of the producer’s causality, the cause of his 
productiveness. In the same way the goal makes material 
material and form form, since material only takes on form 
and form only makes, something out of the material because 
of the goal. This is why the goal is called the cause of causes: 
because it causes the causality of all other causes.

Matter causes form inasmuch as forms only exist in matter; 
and similarly form causes matter inasmuch as matter can 
only actually exist under a form. As Aristotle10 says, matter 
and form are correlatives, related as simple parts to the 
composite whole they together make up.

[Priority among causes]
But since causes as such are always prior in nature to what 
they cause, note that, because of the two senses of prior that 
Aristotle11 distinguishes, something can be said to be both 
prior and posterior to one and the same thing, both cause 
and caused. For prior can mean occurring earlier in the 
temporal process of generation, or, again, ranking first in 
completeness of being. Because activity in nature moves from 
the incomplete and unachieved to completeness and achieve­
ment, the unachieved is prior to the achieved in the temporal 
process of generation, though the achieved is prior in com­
pleteness. So we say adults come before children in complete­
ness of being, though children come before adults in the 
temporal process of generation.

But though unachieved potential precedes actual achieve­
ment in things that are generated— seeing that each such 
thing is first unachieved then achieved, first potential then 
actual— nevertheless, simply speaking, achieved actuality 
comes first, for the actual actualizes the potential and the 
achieved brings the unachieved to achievement. Matter 
precedes form in the temporal process of generation, because 
what takes on is prior to what is taken on; but form precedes 
matter in achievement, because matter is incomplete without 
form. In the same way, agent precedes goal in the temporal 
process of generation, since the agent initiates the movement
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towards the goal; but goal precedes agent (as agent) in 
completeness of being, since the agent’s activity fulfils itself 
in the goal. So these two causes— matter and agent— are 
prior in the temporal process of generation, but form and 
goal are prior in regard to achievement.

Note too that necessity has two senses: absolute and 
hypothetical necessity. Absolute necessity results from causes 
prior in the process of generation: matter and agency; thus, 
death’s necessity arises from matter and the inherent conflict 
between [its] components. And it is called absolute because 
nothing can stop it; and we also call it material necessity. 
Hypothetical necessity results from causes posterior in the 
process of generation: form and goal; thus, conception is 
necessary if a human being is to be born. And it is called 
hypothetical because it is not necessary (period!) that this 
woman should conceive, but only on the hypothesis that a 
human being must be born; and we also call it necessity for a 
goal.

[Coincidence among causes]
Note that three of these causes— form, goal, and agent— can 
coincide: when fire produces fire, fire is the agent cause (the 
producer), the form that realizes the potentiality, and the 
goal that the agent tends towards in which its activity is 
fulfilled. However, there are two senses of goal: the goal of 
production and the goal of the product: in the production of 
knives, for example, the goal of production is the form of a 
knife, but the goal o f the product— the knife— is the knife’s 
own activity— cutting. So the goal of production sometimes 
coincides with the other two causes: namely, in reproduction 
of species, human being reproducing human being and olive- 
tree olive-tree; but there can’t be coincidence with the goal 
of the product. Note, moreover, that goal and form can 
coincide in the same individual, since the goal of production 
is the individual form produced; but agent can’t coincide 
in the individual but only in species: maker and made can 
agree in species but can’t be the same individual; when 
human beings produce human beings, one individual pro­
duces another like to it in species. Matter never coincides
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with other causes since it exists potentially and is by nature 
unachieved, whereas other causes exist actually and are by 
nature achieved; the achieved and the unachieved cannot 
coincide.

[Subdivisions of causes]
[5] Note that there are several ways of subdividing each of 
these four types of cause— agent, material, form, and goal.

For we distinguish primary and secondary causes. Thus the 
doctor and his skill are both agents of health, but skill is the 
primary agency and the doctor secondary; and the same 
distinction can be made in forms and in the other types of 
cause. Note that we should always press questions back to 
the primary cause: to the question ‘What cured him?’ and the 
answer ‘The doctor’, we should ask ‘How did he do it?’ and 
answer ‘By his skill’. Note too that the distinction between 
proximate and remote causes is the same as this one, the 
proximate cause being secondary and the remote cause pri­
mary. And observe that the more general cause is always 
the more remote, and the more specialized one the more 
proximate: the proximate form of a human being is what 
defines him— a mortal animal with reason, his animality 
being more remote, and his substantiality still more so. For 
the more general is a form of the less general. In the same 
way copper is the statue’s proximate material, metal is more 
remote, and body most remote of all.

Again, we distinguish inherent and incidental causes. The 
inherent cause is the cause of something as such: builders 
the agents of houses and wood the material of stools. An 
incidental cause is something coincidental to the inherent 
cause: a grammarian builder, for example, since a grammarian 
is an agent of buildings incidentally, not as grammarian but 
as builder— who happens to be a grammarian. And similarly 
for other causes.

Again, we distinguish simple and composite causes. A 
simple cause is a cause mentioned on its own, be it inherent 
or incidental: the simple agent of the house is the builder, or 
this doctor. The composite cause is both mentioned together: 
the agent is this doctor-builder. Or we can adopt Ibn Síná’s
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explanation and say a simple cause is what can cause on its 
own, as copper without any additional material can make a 
statue, or doctors cure, or fire heat. But a cause is composite 
when several things are needed to cause something, as many 
men are needed to move a ship, and many stones to provide 
material for a house.

Again, we distinguish actual and potential causes. An 
actual cause is something actually engaged in causing, as a 
builder when building and copper when providing material 
for a statue. A potential cause is able to cause but is not 
actually engaged in doing so, as a builder when not build­
ing. Note that where actual causes are concerned cause and 
caused must exist simultaneously: if one exists so must the 
other; when a builder is an actual builder actual building 
must be going on, and vice versa. But this doesn’t have to be 
so for potential causes.

[Generality and particularity applied to causes]
Note, however, that we compare general causes with general 
effects and individual causes with individual effects: builders 
are the cause of houses, this builder of this house.

[6] Note too that when talking of intrinsic principles like 
matter and form, whether they are the same or different is 
determined by whether what they are principles of is the 
same or different. For certain things are individually the 
same, like Socrates and this man (pointing at Socrates); 
others are different individuals of the same species, like 
Socrates and Plato, who are both human beings but different 
individuals; others differ in species but not in genus, like 
human beings and donkeys, which are both animals; others 
differ in genus and are only proportionately or analogically 
the same, like substance and quantity, which are different 
genuses of being, and the same only by analogy, for they 
share being, and that is not a genus and is attributed to 
things not univocally but analogically.

To understand this last point note that what is attributed 
to a set of things may be attributed univocally, equivocally, 
or analogically. It is attributed univocally if the same word is 
used with the same meaning or definition every time it is
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attributed, as when human beings and donkeys are both 
called animals: the same word animal is used with the same 
definition: a living thing endowed with sensation. It is attri­
buted equivocally if the same word is used but with different 
meanings, as when something which barks and a star in the 
heavens are both called the dog: the word is the same but 
its meaning or definition is different (for the meaning of 
names is their definition, as Aristotle12 says). It is attributed 
analogically if it is attributed to several things with different 
meanings but all having reference to some one thing, as 
when we call organisms and medicines and complexions all 
healthy: the meaning is not altogether the same, for com­
plexions are called healthy as indications of health, organisms 
as subject to it, and medicines as causing it, but all the 
meanings have reference to the one health that is their 
goal. Sometimes the reference binding the meanings together 
analogically (in a proportion or relation or agreement) is to a 
single goal, as in the example just quoted; sometimes to a 
single agency, as when skilled doctors and unskilled old 
women and even their tools are all called healing by reference 
to the one agency of the healing art; and sometimes to a 
single subject, as when we call substances, quantities, qualities 
and all the other [Aristotelian] categories beings, for although 
quantity and the others are not beings in exactly the same 
sense as substance is being, still each of the others is called 
being because of its relation to substance as its subject. So 
being is attributed first to substance and only secondarily 
to other attributes, and that means being is not a genus 
comprising substance and quantity [and the rest]— since 
genuses are predicated equally of their species— but is attri­
buted analogically. And that is why we said earlier that 
substance and quantity are different genuses, the same only 
by analogy.

So the matter and form of one and the same individual— 
of Tully and Cicero13— are the same individually; the matter 
and form of different individuals of the same species— 
of Socrates and Plato— are the same in species but differ 
individually; and in the same way the principles of things 
that are generically the same are themselves generically the
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same— the bodies and souls of donkeys and horses differ in 
species but are the same generically; and in the same way the 
principles of things that are only analogically the same are 
themselves only analogically or proportionately the same. 
Thus, matter, form, and lack of form, or potentiality and 
actuality, are the principles of all the categories— substance 
and the rest— but the matter of substance and of quantity, 
and their form and lack of form, differ in genus and agree 
only proportionately: as the matter of substance is material 
to substance, so also the matter of quantity to quantity. 
However, substance is also the cause of the other categories, 
so that substance’s principles are also principles for every 
other category.
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Passage 5
Substance and Accidents, Action and Passion

Source-. Thomas’s commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, 3.3 (202a22- 
202b29). Text from In Aristotelis Libros Physicorum, 3.5 (Opera 
Omnia, Leonine edn., vol. ii).
Date: 1268, Italy, aged 43.
Type o f passage: Commentary with digression (see Introduction).
How to read: With one finger on the commentary and one on 
Aristotle’s text, which has been inserted, italicized, in short para­
graphs. Aristotle’s text has been translated in such a way that it can 
be compared on the one hand with modern translations of Aristotle’s 
text, and on the other with the extracts Thomas quotes in his 
commentary.

After declaring that change is an actualization both of what 
is causing the change and of what is changed, Aristotle raises 
a difficulty: and first [at This view has a dialectical defect] he 
proposes the difficulty, and then, at It is not absurd, he 
solves it.

[Aristotle’s text, 202*22-2 0 2 b4]
This view has a dialectical defect. Perhaps agents must be 
actualized in some way, and patients actualized in some way. 
What actualizes an agent is called action, and what actualizes



a patient passion: the activity and goal o f agents is action, 
and o f patients passion. Since then they are both changes, if 
different they must be in a subject: either both in the patient 
undergoing change, or action in the agent and passion in the 
patient. If someone were to call this latter action he would be 
equivocating. Now in the latter case there will be change in 
what causes change. For the same argument must hold for 
what causes change and what undergoes change, so either 
everything causing change will change, or something in 
which there is change will not change. If on the other hand 
both are in the patient undergoing change, both action and 
passion, and teaching and being taught though they are two 
are in the learner, then first a thing’s actualization will not 
exist in it, and then a second absurdity: one same thing 
will undergo two changes like one subject undergoing two 
modifications towards one form, which is impossible. Is the 
actualization one? Someone could say it is absurd that one 
and the same thing would actualize two things which are 
different in kind. Then action will be identified with passion 
and teaching with learning, to act will be the same as to 
undergo and to teach the same as to learn, all teachers will 
be learning and all agents undergoing.

[A difficulty]
And in proposing the difficulty, first he prefaces the difficulty 
with a preliminary remark, and then, at Since then they are 
both, expounds the difficulty. He starts by saying that This 
view has a dialectical defect, i.e. a logical difficulty, since 
there are plausible reasons for and against it. And he makes 
a preliminary remark, saying that agents [of change] are 
actualized in some way, and patients [of change] actualized 
in some way (which parallels what he said earlier: that 
both what causes change and what undergoes change are 
actualized in some way). What actualizes an agent is called 
action, and what actualizes a patient passion. This he proves: 
since what actualizes and achieves things is their activity and 
goals, and since, self-evidently, the activity and goal o f agents 
is action, and of patients passion, it follows that action 
actualizes agents and passion patients, as he has said.

Next, when he says Since then they are both, he expounds
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the difficulty. Clearly both action and passion are changes, 
for both are identified with change. So action and passion are 
either the same change or different changes. If different each 
must exist in a subject: either both in the patient undergoing 
change, or one of them (namely, action) in the agent, and the 
other (namely, passion) in the patient. If someone were to 
say the opposite— that passion is in the agent and action in 
the patient— clearly he would be equivocating, simply calling 
passion action and vice versa. A fourth alternative seems to 
be overlooked: namely, that both are in the agent; but he 
passes this over because he has shown change to take place 
in what is changed, which excludes this alternative of neither 
being in the patient and both in the agent.

Of the two alternatives mentioned he first pursues the 
second, saying Now in the latter case. For since as we have 
said action is a kind of change, if someone says action is in 
the agent and passion in the patient, there will be change in 
what causes change. For the same argument must hold for 
what causes change and for what undergoes change, namely, 
that everything in which there is change must change. (Or, 
the same argument must hold for what causes change and 
what undergoes change as holds for patient and agent.) Any­
thing in which there is change, then, must change; so it 
follows either that everything causing change will change, or 
that something in which there is change will not change; 
both of which seem absurd.

Next, when he says If on the other hand, he pursues the 
first alternative. If someone says both action and passion, 
though they are two changes, are in the patient undergoing 
change, and that teaching (the teacher’s side of things) and 
being taught (the learner’s side) are both in the learner, there 
are two absurd consequences. The first [a] comes from our 
having said that action actualizes the agent. If then action is 
in the patient, not the agent, it will follow that a thing’s own 
actualization will not exist in it, the thing that it actualizes. 
And then there will follow a second absurdity: namely, that 
one and the same thing will be undergoing two changes. For 
at the moment we are supposing action and passion to be 
two changes. N ow  whatever change exists in will be changed
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by that change. So if what can change has both action and 
passion in it, it will follow that what can change will be 
changed by two changes. This would be like one and the 
same subject undergoing two modifications towards one and 
the same form— one subject turning white twice at once—  
which is impossible. There’s no absurdity about one subject 
undergoing two modifications at once towards different 
forms— turning white and turning hot, for instance. But 
action and passion clearly tend towards the same form, since 
what the agent does is what the patient undergoes.

Next, when he says Is the actualization one?, he goes back 
to the beginning of the difficulty. Someone could say that 
action and passion are not two changes but one; but this has 
four absurd consequences. First [b], one and the same thing 
would actualize two things which are different in kind. For 
action has been said to actualize the agent and passion the 
patient, and these differ in kind. If then action and passion 
are one change, that change must actualize two things dif­
ferent in kind. The second absurdity that follows if action 
and passion are one change is [c] that action will be identified 
with passion and teaching (the teacher’s part) with learning 
(the learner’s part). The third absurdity is [d] that to act will 
be the same as to undergo and to teach the same as to learn. 
And the fourth consequence is [e] that all teachers will be 
learning and all agents undergoing.

[Aristotle’s text continued, 202b5 —22]
It is not absurd that the actualization of one thing should 
exist in another, for even if teaching actualizes the teacher, it 
tends into another thing without break; it belongs to this 
thing yet exists in that. Nor is there anything to prevent 
something that actualizes one thing from actualizing another, 
as long as it differs in being, like what exists potentially to an 
agent. Nor is it necessary for all teachers to be learning even 
if to act and to undergo are one and the same: provided 
they’re not the same by definition, as raiment and dress are, 
but as the road from Thebes to Athens and the road from 
Athens to Thebes are the same, as was said earlier. For things 
which are the same in a certain respect don’t have to be
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altogether the same, but only if they are the same by defini­
tion. Nor even if teaching was identified with learning would 
to teach be to learn; just as when one distance separates two 
things this’s distance from that and that’s from this are not 
one and the same thing. Altogether it should be said that it 
doesn’t follow that action and passion are the same, or 
teaching and learning, but only that the change they pre­
suppose is one and the same change; for it is defined in one 
way as the actualization o f this thing received in that, and in 
another as the actualization of that thing issuing from this.

[Aristotle’s solution of the difficulty]
Next, when he says It is not absurd, he solves the preceding 
difficulty. For from what we have said it is already clear that 
action and passion are not two changes but one and the same 
change, called action in so far as it is caused by an agent, and 
passion in so far as it takes place in a patient. So we don’t 
need to solve the absurdities that follow from suppos­
ing action and passion to be two changes, except for one 
absurdity [a] that needs solution even if action and passion 
are one and the same change: for since action is an actualiza­
tion of an agent as we have said above, if action and passion 
are one and the same change, it follows that what actualizes 
the agent is somehow in the patient, and that means what 
actualizes one thing exists in another. But there were four 
absurdities consequent on the other supposition; so five 
await solution.

So first he says that It is not absurd [a] that the actualiza­
tion o f one thing should exist in another, for even if teaching 
actualizes the teacher, it is something coming from him and 
tending into another thing without break or interruption; so 
that the same actualization belongs to this thing, namely, the 
agent, as that from which it comes, and yet exists in the 
patient, as that in which it is received. This would only be 
absurd if what actualized one thing were to exist in the other 
in exactly the same way in which it actualized the first thing.

Next, when he says Nor is there anything to prevent, he 
solves another absurdity, namely [b], that one and the same 
thing would be actualizing two different things. Nor, he says,
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is there anything to prevent something that actualizes one 
thing from actualizing another, as long as, however one it is 
in reality, it differs in some aspect of its being, just as it was 
earlier said that one and the same interval relates two to one 
and one to two, and what exists potentially to an agent and 
vice versa. One and the same actualization in reality relates 
to each of the two in a different respect: to the agent as 
coming from it, and to the patient as existing in it.

To the remaining three absurdities, which are deduced one 
from another, he responds in reverse order. Firstly, to the 
one he mentioned last, as the most absurd. So his third 
response is to the fifth absurdity [e]. Nor, he says, is it 
necessary for all teachers to be learning or all agents under­
going even if to act and to undergo are one and the same: 
provided we’re not saying they’re the same by definition, as 
raiment and dress are, but only that they’re the same in 
subject and differ in definition, as the road from Thebes to 
Athens is the same as the road from Athens to Thebes, 
something he said earlier. For things which are the same in a 
certain respect don’t have to be altogether the same, but only 
if they are the same both in subject (or in reality) and by 
definition. So, even were we to suppose that acting and 
undergoing were the same thing, because, as we have said, 
they would not be defined the same way, it wouldn’t follow 
that whatever is acting must also be undergoing.

Next, when he says Nor even if teaching, he replies to the 
fourth absurdity [dj. And he says that it wouldn’t follow, 
even if teaching was identified with learning, that to teach 
would be to learn, since teaching and learning are abstract 
concepts, but to teach and to learn concrete actions. That 
means they are pursuing goals and ends and as such receiving 
the different definitions of action and passion. Just as we talk 
of one distance separating two things abstractly considered, 
though if we orient it towards one end or the other, calling it 
this’s distance from that and that’s from this, these are not 
one and the same thing.

Next, when he says Altogether it should be said, he replies 
to the third absurdity [c], demolishing the argument that if 
action and passion are one and the same change then action
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and passion are one and the same. And he says that in the 
final analysis it should be said that it doesn’t follow that 
action and passion are the same, or teaching and learning, 
but only that the change they presuppose is one and the same 
change. This change is defined in one way as action and in 
another as passion. For it is defined in one way as the 
actualization of this thing received in that, and in another as 
the actualization o f that thing issuing from this. Change is 
called action inasmuch as it actualizes an agent by being 
from it; and it is called passion inasmuch as it actualizes a 
patient by being in it.

Thus it is clear that change, belonging both to what causes 
the change and to what is changed by it, is still one thing 
which abstracts from these different respects, whereas action 
and passion differ because they include these different respects 
in their meaning.

[Further difficulties: a digression by Thomas]
The above shows that change, since it abstracts from what 
defines action and passion, cannot belong in either the 
[Aristotelian] category of action or in that of passion, as 
certain people have asserted. However, two difficulties 
remain about this. Firstly, if as we have said action and 
passion are one and the same change and differ only in the 
way the change is defined, then it seems they shouldn’t name 
two categories, since categories are classes of things. Again, 
if change is either action or passion then how can there 
be change in [the other categories of] substance, quality, 
quantity, or place, as we have said there are? Surely there can 
only be change in action and passion?

[Preliminary discussion by Thomas of the Aristotelian 
categories]
For clarity on these matters note that being is divided [by 
Aristotle] into ten categories not as a genus is divided into 
species, univocally [as though being had one meaning], but 
according to different senses of being. These senses of being 
correspond to the ways in which something can be said to be 
something. When we say: This is thus, we ascribe [predicate]
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one thing to another; and so the ten genuses of being are 
called ten ascription-categories [predicaments].

N ow  there are three ways of ascribing. Firstly, we can 
ascribe to a subject something that is of its essence, as when 
we say: Socrates is a human being, or: A human being is an 
animal; and this is tjie category that ascribes substance. 
Secondly, we can ascribe to a subject something not of its 
essence, but nevertheless existing within it. And that will 
either be something consequent on the subject’s material—  
the category that ascribes quantity, for quantity is a charac­
teristic consequence of materialness: thus Plato saw bigness 
as something material— or something consequent on the 
subject’s form— the category that ascribes quality, so that 
qualities presuppose quantity, like colours a surface and 
shapes lines and surfaces— or something relating the subject 
to other things— the category that ascribes relationship, for 
when I call this human being a father I ascribe to him not 
something he has as standing alone, but something which 
though intrinsic to him yet relates him to something outside 
him.

There is a third way of ascribing, in which we ascribe to a 
subject something existing outside it, but which still qualifies 
it in some way. For even intrinsic1 accidents are ascribed to 
substances in that way [as qualifying]: not by saying a 
human being is whiteness but by saying a human being is 
white. Such qualification by something outside is in one way2 
common to every sort of thing, but in another way special 
to human beings. The common way in which something 
external can qualify a subject is as a cause or as a measure, 
for things are qualified as caused or measured by things 
outside them. Now there are four kinds of cause. Two of 
these— matter and form— are parts of the thing, of its 
essence; so any ascription to a subject made on their account 
will fall into the category that ascribes substance: as when 
we say that human beings are rational or have bodies. And 
goals don’t cause except through agents, for a goal counts as 
a cause in so far as it moves an agent. So we are left with 
agents as the only causes which can give rise to qualification 
of a subject by something outside. To qualify something by
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its agent cause falls into the category that ascribes a passion 
[or change suffered], for suffering or undergoing change is 
nothing more than taking on something from an agent; and 
the opposite qualification of an agent cause by its effect falls 
into the category of action, for action is an actualization 
from an agent in something external, as we have said above. 
As to measures, some are extrinsic and others intrinsic. 
Intrinsic measures are things like a subject’s own length, 
breadth, and depth, which qualify it by what inheres in it 
intrinsically, and so belong under the category that ascribes 
quantity. External measures are a thing’s time and place. To 
qualify a thing by its time belongs to the category when; to 
qualify it by its place belongs to the category where, and 
also to the category position, which adds to place how the 
subject’s parts are disposed in that place [sitting, standing, 
etc.]. Such an addition is not needed in the case of time, 
since being in time already implies a disposition of parts in 
time: time being the measure of the before-and-afterness of 
changes. So stating a thing’s when or where qualifies it by its 
time or place.

What is left is the special case of human beings. Other 
animals are sufficiently equipped for survival by nature—  
they have horns to defend themselves, thick hairy skin to 
cover them, and hooves or the like for getting about without 
injury. And so when we call such animals armed or clothed 
or equipped with hooves, we are not in a way qualifying 
them by anything external but by parts of themselves. So this 
will belong to the category that ascribes substance, just like 
calling human beings handed or footed. But nature can’t give 
human beings the same sort of equipment as animals, partly 
because that wouldn’t go with the more subtle constitution 
of their bodies, partly because nature couldn’t devise fixed 
tools to suit the variety of things that reason enables human 
beings to do. So instead of such equipment human beings 
must use the reason they have to devise for themselves 
external substitutes for what in other animals is intrinsic. As 
a result, when we call human beings armed or clothed or 
shod we are qualifying them by something external to them 
which is neither cause nor measure, and so belongs in a
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special category that ascribes equipment. But note that this 
category does also apply to other animals, not of their own 
nature, but as used by human beings: as when we call horses 
caparisoned or saddled or armoured.

[Thomas’s solution of his difficulties]
So now we see how change can be one single thing, and yet 
give rise to two categories of ascription ascribing qualifica­
tions by different external things. For the agent, to which 
the category ascribing passion refers, is one external thing 
qualifying the subject; whilst the patient, referred to when 
qualifying something as an agent, is another. And so the first 
difficulty is solved.

The second difficulty is easy to solve. For our notion of 
change is made up not simply of what corresponds to it in 
the real world, but also of what our reasons have made of 
that. In the real world there is no more to change than 
an incomplete actualization, the start of some complete 
actualization in what is changing: in something turning white 
there is some beginning of whiteness. But this incomplete 
actualization can be seen as change only if we understand 
it as a kind of transition between two things: something 
preceding (which relates to it as potential to actual, so that 
change is seen as an actualization) and something following 
(which relates to it as complete to incomplete or actual to 
potential, so that change is seen as [actualization] of some­
thing that exists in potentality, as we said earlier). Unless 
incomplete actualizations are seen as tending to further com­
pleteness, they will be seen as results of change, not as 
changes that something is still undergoing: as, for example, 
the state of something which had started to turn white but 
got interrupted immediately. With respect then to what is 
real in it, change belongs reductively to whatever genus the 
result of the change belongs to, in the way anything in­
complete is reductively what it would be if complete, as we 
have said. But with respect to what our reasons have made of 
change, namely, a sort of transition between two extremes, 
the notions of cause and effect are already implied, since 
without an agent cause nothing can be brought from poten-
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tiality to actualization. In this respect change belongs to the 
categories of action and passion; for these two categories 
derive from the notions of agent cause and effect, as we have 
seen.

[Aristotle’s text, 202b23—29]
What then change is we have stated both generally and in 
particular. It is not difficult to see how to define each of its 
species. A modification of properties is an actualization of 
what is capable o f modification of properties precisely as 
such: more clearly that change actualizes the potentialities of 
both agent and patient, generally and also in particular, 
building and healing, and the same o f other changes.

[Summing up]
Next, when he says What then change is, he defines change 
in particular. And he says that we have stated what change is 
both generally and in particular, since from what has been 
said about how to define change in general it is not difficult 
to see how to define its species. For if change is an actualiza­
tion of what is capable of change precisely as such, then a 
modification o f properties is an actualization of what is 
capable of modification of properties precisely as such, and 
so on for other types of change.

And because a difficulty was expressed about whether 
change actualized what caused it or what underwent it, and 
it was shown that it actualized the agent by being from it, 
and the patient by being in it, to remove every difficulty 
let us say a little more clearly that change actualizes the 
potentialities o f both agent and patient. And that also can be 
said in particular: building actualizes both builder and what 
he builds as such. And the same with healing, and other 
changes.
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Passage 6 
Essence and Existence

Source: On Being and Essence (complete). Text from De Ente et 
Essentia (Opera Omnia, Leonine edn., vol. xliii).



Essence and Existence 91
Date: 1252-6, first stay in Paris, aged about 30.
Type o f passage and how to read: The work reads like an attempt to 
summarize and mediate between remarks made by past masters on 
the subject of essence and universals: especially Ibn Síná and Ibn 
Rushd. It marks an early stage in the rejection by Thomas of a 
form-matter composition in non-bodily substances; and the conse­
quent ascription of an essence-existence composition to them.
Notes on translation: The words translated as ‘being’, ‘existence’, 
and ‘essence’ all derive from the Latin verb esse (‘to be’). St Thomas 
conceives the being of a thing on the model of an activity which that 
thing exercises: call it the activity of being be-ing being. The quasi­
activity of ‘be-ing’ he refers to as esse or actus essendi, the ‘to be’ or 
the ‘act of be-ing’, and it is customary to translate it ‘existence’, 
though that English word is not as flexible as the Latin. What exerts 
this quasi-activity, the ‘being’ which is, he refers to as ens, a sort of 
bastard present participle of esse. And the complement, the ‘being’ 
that a being is, what it is, is referred to by many terms, of which 
essentia is one, a sort of abstract noun derived from yet another 
bastard present participle of esse. It corresponds to a similarly derived 
Greek word: ousia. An English equivalent might be ‘beingness’. So 
this work should really be called ‘On Being and Beingness’, or ‘On 
Beings and their Being’. I have given way to custom and translated: 
‘On Being and Essence’.
Parallel reading: Cf. Passage 21: God is his own existence. 

[Prologue]
Since Aristotle1 says big mistakes grow from small begin­
nings and Ibn Síná2 says understanding begins with the 
notion of being [what is] and essence [isness], lest ignorance 
of these notions lead us astray, we must dispel their difficulty 
by saying what is meant by the word essence (and being), the 
various forms in which we come across it, and its relation to 
logical notions like genus, species, and differentiating charac­
teristic. And because human beings get their knowledge of 
simple, primary things from what is later and more complex, 
it will be best to start from what is easiest for us, learning 
first about being [what is] and then about essence [isness].

[Being]
[1] Note then that Aristotle3 says there are two proper uses 
of the term being: firstly, generally for whatever falls into
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one of Aristotle’s ten basic categories of thing, and secondly, 
for whatever makes a proposition true. These differ: in 
the second sense anything we can express in an affirmative 
proposition, however unreal, is said to be; in this sense lacks 
and absences are, since we say that absences are opposed to 
presences, and blindness exists in an eye. But in the first sense 
only what is real is, so that in this sense blindness and such 
are not beings.

[Essence]
The word essence [isness] then refers to what is in the first 
sense, not the second; for things like lacks that can be in the 
second sense still don’t have [isness or] essence. Hence Ibn 
Rushd4 comments that being in the first sense expresses the 
isness of things. And because, as we have just said, being in 
this sense applies generally to all ten categories, essence must 
be something all the natures that sort different beings into 
their various genera and species have in common: being 
human is the essence of human beings, for example, and 
similarly for other things. N ow  what sorts things into their 
proper genus and species are the definitions that express 
what they are; so some philosophers have used the word 
whatness for essence, Aristotle himself frequently calling it 
the what-it-is-to-be-that: i.e. that which makes something 
what it is. The word form is also used, which Ibn Slna5 says 
means what gives a thing its stable identity. And yet another 
name is nature, in the first of four senses assigned to that 
word by Boethius:6 as meaning whatever understanding can 
grasp; for it is definition of essence that makes things under­
standable. In this sense Aristotle7 called every substance a 
nature. However, nature so understood seems to express 
essence as what underlies a thing’s characteristic behaviour 
(for nothing lacks a characteristic behaviour), whereas what­
ness expresses it as underlying the thing’s definition, and 
essence refers to it as that through which and in which a 
being has existence.

But because being is used in a primary unqualified sense of 
substances, and in a secondary qualified sense of incidental 
properties, essence too belongs properly and truly to sub-
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stances, but to incidental properties in a qualified sense. And 
though composite and non-composite substances both have 
essence, simple non-composite things have it more truly and 
excellently since they exist in a more excellent way, as the 
cause of composite things (this is true of God at least, who is 
the first of all simple sybstances). But because the essence of 
such substances is more hidden from us, it will be best if we 
start with what is easier, learning first about the essence of 
composite substances.

[Essence in composite substances]
[2] Note that what composes composite substances is 
material and its form (humans, for example, contain body 
and soul), and neither of these by itself can be the thing’s 
essence. This is clear enough for anything’s material, because 
things are known and sorted into species and genus by their 
essence, but a thing isn’t known by its material, and we 
determine its species or genus not by its material but by the 
way that material is actualized. But neither can form alone 
be a composite substance’s essence, though some think so. 
For a thing’s essence, we have said, is expressed by its defini­
tion, and unless the definition of a physical substance included 
not only its form but its material, definitions of natural 
objects wouldn’t differ from those of mathematical objects. It 
won’t do to say that the material only enters the definition of 
a physical substance as something added to its essence from 
outside, since that kind of definition characterizes incidental 
properties, which have an incomplete essence and need to 
refer in their definitions to their subject, lying outside their 
own genus. Clearly then essence involves both material and 
form. But it doesn’t simply express a relationship between 
material and its form or something supervening on both, 
because this would be incidental and extraneous to the thing 
and not identify it to the mind, as essence must. For form 
actualizes its material and makes it into a this-thing, actual 
and existent, so that anything that supervenes can no longer 
actualize the material, simply speaking, but only in this or 
that way as incidental properties do: whiteness making it 
actually white, for example. Acquiring such a form is not
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coming to be, simply speaking, but only in this or that 
respect.

So what is left is that in composite things essence expresses 
a composite of material and form. This agrees with Boethius’ 
comment8 that ousia means the composite, where ousia, as 
he also tells us,9 is Greek for essence; and with Ibn Síná’s 
assertion10 that the whatness of composite substances is their 
very compositeness of form and material, and also with Ibn 
Rushd’s comment11 that the nature that species of generable 
things have is a sort o f mixture, i.e. composite of material 
and form. And it also agrees with reason, since the existence 
of a composite substance belongs not just to its form or to its 
material but to the composite itself. Now it is by having 
essence that things exist; so the essence which allows us to 
call it existent must consist not of form alone or material 
alone but of both; even though form alone causes— in its 
own way— that existence. For things composed of several 
elements are always named in this way: not because of any 
single element but because of the complex of both; a sweet 
taste, for example, is caused by the action of digestive heat 
on moist matter, but though heat causes sweetness we don’t 
call hot bodies sweet, only bodies with that complex of hot 
and moist that constitutes a sweet taste.

But now, because their material makes things individual, it 
could seem that an essence made up of material and form 
together would not be general but particular, and that, since 
definitions express essence, nothing could be given a general 
definition. So note that what makes things individual is not 
material as such but demarcated material, by which I mean 
material thought of as underlying certain defined dimensions. 
Now material thought of in this way doesn’t enter the defini­
tion of human being as human being (though it would enter 
Socrates’ definition if he had one); what enters the definition 
of human being is undemarcated material, not this flesh and 
these bones but flesh and bones in general, the undemarcated 
material of human beings. Clearly then Socrates’ essence 
differs from human essence only by being demarcated. 
Socrates, as Ibn Rushd12 says, is nothing more than animality 
plus rationality; those are what he is.
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And the specific essence of something also differs from its 

generic essence by being demarcated, though the method 
of demarcation is different: for individuals are demarcated 
within species by dimensionally defined material, but species 
within genus by a defining differentiation taken from the 
form. This determination or demarcation of species within 
genus is not because of anything existing in the specific 
essence that was totally absent from the generic essence; 
indeed everything present in a species is present in the genus 
in a non-determined way. For if only part of a human being 
and not the whole was animal, human beings wouldn’t be 
animals, since wholes aren’t named after parts.

To see how this is possible, contrast body as component of 
an animal with the genus of bodies, for they must be dif­
ferent. The word body has several senses. As naming a sub­
stance, it names something of such a nature as to occupy 
three demarcated dimensions, the three dimensions demarc­
ated being body-as-quantity, [the solid body of mathematics]. 
N ow  things with one perfection are not excluded from 
further perfections: human beings, able by nature to sense, 
are further able by nature to understand. And in the same 
way things by nature able to occupy three demarcated dimen­
sions can add to that perfection others like life or the like. So 
this word body sometimes means a thing of a form such that 
it can occupy three dimensions, but stopping there: in other 
words the form produces no further perfection, so that any­
thing extra lies outside the meaning of body so understood; 
and in this sense body names a component and material part 
of animals, with its animating soul lying outside the meaning 
of body so defined and supervening upon it, so that the 
animal is made up of two component parts, body and soul. 
But the same word body sometimes means a thing of a form 
such that it can occupy three dimensions, whatever form that 
be, whether producing further perfections or not; and in this 
sense body names a genus that includes animals, since now 
there is nothing in animal that isn’t already implicit in body. 
For the animating soul isn’t a different form from the one 
enabling the thing to occupy three dimensions, and when we 
said body is anything o f a form such that it can occupy three



dimensions we were meaning whatever form that be: be it an 
animal soul, or stone-ness, or anything else. And in this way 
the animal form was implicit in the form of body, body being 
its genus.

The same relation holds between animal and human. If 
animal names only things perfect enough to be able to sense 
and move about of themselves, stopping short of any further 
perfections, then any supervening perfection would be a fellow 
component with animal and not something already implicit 
in the notion of animal, and animal would not name a genus. 
Animal as genus means anything of a form able to sense and 
move about, whatever form it be: a soul that only senses, or 
one that both senses and understands. In this way then a 
genus expresses non-determinately the whole of what the 
species expresses (not only the material), and in the same 
way a differentiating characteristic expresses the whole (not 
only the form), and the definition or species also expresses 
the whole: but all in different ways. The genus expresses the 
whole through a name which determines the thing’s material 
but falls short of the [full] determination proper to the form: 
though not itself that material, it bases itself on the material; 
body is a clear example, naming something of a perfection 
such that it can occupy three dimensions, a perfection which 
is a sort of material for further perfections. A differentiating 
characteristic on the other hand names something by its 
determinate form, abstracting at first from the material 
it determines; living is a clear example, meaning endowed 
with soul, for this doesn’t determine what is living, a body 
or something else; which is why Ibn Slná13 says genus is 
not part of the essence of a differentiating characteristic 
but something extraneous to it in the way subjects enter 
the definitions of their incidental properties, and also why 
Aristotle14 remarks that genus is not predicated of dif­
ferentiating characteristics as such except perhaps in the way 
subjects are predicated of their properties. But a definition or 
species comprehends both the determinate material expressed 
by the name of the genus and the determinate form expressed 
by the name of the differentiating characteristic.

And now we can see why genus, species, and differentiat­
ing characteristic correspond to material, form, and com-
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posite in the natural world, though differing from them; for 
a thing’s genus is not its material but a name for the whole 
derived from its material, and its differentiating characteristic 
is not its form, but a name for the whole derived from its 
form. Thus we call humans logical animals made up of body 
and soul, but not made up of animality and logicality; for 
a human being is a third thing composed from two com­
ponents, body and soul, both differing from the whole (for a 
human being is neither soul nor body). Whereas if human 
being were said in some sense to be composed of animal 
being and logical being, that would not be two component 
things making a third thing, but two component concepts 
making a third concept. The concept animal expresses a 
thing’s nature without determining its specific form, seeing it 
only as material for that final perfection; the concept logical, 
the differentiating characteristic [of a human being] pro­
vides the determination to that specific form; and the concept 
of the thing’s species or definition puts these two concepts 
together. And just as a thing made up of two others is not 
identified with them, so a concept isn’t identified with any of 
its component concepts: the definition is neither the genus 
nor the differentiating characteristic.

N ow  the fact that a genus expresses the whole essence of 
its species doesn’t mean that all its different species have one 
and the same essence. For the genus’s unity is precisely one 
of non-determination and undifferentiation: what the genus 
expresses is not one single nature present in the different 
species upon which some other thing— the differentiating 
characteristic— supervenes, determining it like a form deter­
mining a single material; but the genus expresses a form 
without determining it to be this or that form, and the 
differentiating characteristic expresses it determinately, 
the form being the same one expressed non-determinately by 
the genus. This led Ibn Rushd15 to say that the ultimate 
material of things has the unity of total formlessness, whereas 
a genus has the unity of the commonness of the form it 
expresses. Clearly then adding differentiating characteristics 
removes the non-determination that unified the genus and 
what we are left with is species differing in essence.

And because, as we said earlier [pp. 94—5], a thing’s specific



nature leaves undetermined which individual it is (just as its 
generic nature leaves undetermined what species it is), the 
species of an individual expresses— indistinctly— the whole 
essence of that individual (just as the genus of a species 
expresses implicitly but indistinctly the whole of what the 
species expresses determinately). And because this is the way 
the phrase human being expresses the essence of his species, 
we say Socrates is a human being. But if the same specific 
nature were to be expressed in a way that explicitly excluded 
the demarcated material which made him an individual, then 
the specific nature would be conceived of as a component 
part: the way the word humanness expresses it, since human­
ness means what makes humans humans. Now demarcated 
material isn’t something which makes humans humans, and 
can’t be included among what makes humans humans. 
Humanness, however, is a concept including only what 
makes humans humans, so that demarcated material is clearly 
cut out or excluded from its meaning; and consequently, 
since we don’t call the whole its part, we don’t say a human 
being (or Socrates) is his humanness. That is why Ibn Síná16 
says no composite is its own ‘whatness’, even though that 
whatness is itself composed; humanness, though composite, 
is not a human— it needs to be taken on by something, 
namely, demarcated material.

But because, as we have said [pp. 9 4 -5 ] , form demarcates 
species within a genus whereas material demarcates in­
dividuals within a species, our word for the generic in a 
thing— cutting out the form as determinately perfecting the 
species— names a material part of the whole (in the way 
body names the material part of humans). In contrast, our 
word for the specific in a thing, cutting out demarcated 
material, expresses a formal part. So humanness expresses a 
sort of form called the form of the whole: not meaning 
something added over and above a thing’s entitative parts—  
its form and material— as the form of house is added over 
and above its component parts, but rather meaning the form 
which is the whole, the complex of form and material cutting 
out only what serves to demarcate the material.

So human essence is expressed by both words: human
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being and humanness, but differently, as we have said 
[p. 98]. For the phrase human being expresses it as a whole (not 
cutting out demarcated material but including it implicitly 
and indistinctly in the way we said a genus includes its 
differentiating characteristics): so individuals can be called 
human beings. But the .word humanness expresses it as a part 
(including in its meaning only what belongs to humans as 
humans and cutting out all demarcation), and so we don’t 
call an individual human being humanness. This is why the 
word essence is sometimes asserted of things (Socrates, we 
say, is an essence of sorts) and sometimes denied (Socrates’ 
essence, we say, is not Socrates).

[How essence relates to logical notions like genus, species, 
and differentiating characteristic in composite substances]
[3] So now that we have seen what the word essence means 
in composite substances, we must see how it is related to the 
notions of genus, species, and differentiating characteristic.

N ow  notions like genus, species, and differentiating charac­
teristic attach to something that can be attributed to this 
demarcated singular. So general notions like genus or species 
can’t attach to essence as a component part (expressed by 
words like humanness or animalness). This is the reason Ibn 
Síná17 says logicalness is not a differentiating characteristic 
but a source of differentiation, and for the same reason 
humanness is not a species and animalness not a genus. In 
the same way a notion like genus and species can’t attach to 
essence as something existing outside singulars in the way 
Platonists propose, for then genus and species could not 
apply to this individual: one can’t say Socrates is something 
separated from him, nor would that separate thing help you 
to know this singular. So the only alternative is that notions 
like genus and species attach to essence as the whole (ex­
pressed by words like human being or animal), as implicitly 
and indistinctly including the whole of what is present in the 
individual.

However, nature or essence so understood can be con­
sidered in two ways. Firstly, on its own, considering what 
properly defines it, so that only what belongs to it as such is



true of it and everything else attributed to it false. Thus, 
being logical and animal and whatever else defines human 
beings belongs to them as human, but being white or black 
or anything else not included in humanness doesn’t belong to 
human beings as human. So, asked whether nature con­
sidered in this way is one or many, one should answer 
neither, since neither is contained in what we understand by 
humanness though both can belong to it coincidentally: if 
manyness was contained in humanness it could never be one 
as it is in Socrates, and if oneness was part of its definition 
then Socrates would be Plato and the nature couldn’t be 
realized more than once. The second way of considering 
nature is as existing in this or that: and considered in this 
way something can be attributed to it coincidentally by reason 
of what possesses the nature, as a human being can be called 
white since Socrates is white though white doesn’t attach to 
human beings as human. Nature in this sense exists firstly in 
singulars and secondly in the mind: in both cases certain 
things are true of it coincidentally, and in singulars it also 
exists more than once in a diversity of singulars. None of 
these existences belong to nature in the first sense, considered 
on its own. For it is false to say that human being as such 
exists in this singular: if existing in this singular belonged to 
human beings as human no humans could exist outside it, 
and if not existing in this singular belonged to human beings 
as human that singular could never be human. But it is true 
to say that human being— though not as human being—  
exists in this or that singular or in the mind. Clearly then 
human nature considered on its own abstracts from all these 
existences but cuts none out, and it is nature considered in 
this way that is predicated of all individuals.

Nevertheless, one can’t say general notions attach to 
nature so understood, since the notion of generality involves 
unity and commonness, neither of which belong to human 
nature considered on its own: for if commonness were part 
of what we understood by human, then wherever humanness 
was found commonness would be found too, which is false: 
for we don’t find commonness in Socrates but everything in 
him is individuated. Nor can one say that notions like genus
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and species attach to human nature as it exists in individ­
uals, since human nature is not present in individuals as 
a single unified something attaching to all in the way the 
notion of generality requires. So the only alternative is that 
notions like species attach to human nature as it exists in our 
understanding.

For human nature itself exists in our understanding 
abstracted from all individuation, but with a definition uni­
formly applicable to all individuals outside the mind, since it 
is a likeness of them all equally, and leads us to know them 
all as human beings. And out of this relationship the nature 
has to all individual human beings, our understanding con­
structs the notion of species and attributes that to the nature; 
so that Ibn Rushd18 says it is our understanding that works 
generality in things, and Ibn Slná19 says the same. And 
although nature in the understanding possesses this generality 
in regard to things outside the mind (being a single likeness 
of them all), it still, as existing in this or that understanding, 
is a particular mental idea. And that shows up Ibn Rushd’s 
mistake20 in wanting to argue from the generality of the 
form in the understanding to a unity of mind in all men; 
because the generality attaches to the form not as existing in 
this understanding but as referring by way of likeness to 
things; just as the image or species present in one bodily 
statue and representing many men would undoubtedly have 
its own single existence in the statue’s material despite its 
relationship of commonness as a common representation of 
many.

And because it is human nature considered on its own that 
is attributed to Socrates, and the notion of species doesn’t 
attach to the nature considered on its own but is something 
coincidentally true of it as existing in understanding, the 
word species can’t be attributed to Socrates (you can’t say 
Socrates is a species). This you couldn’t avoid doing if the 
notion of species attached to human being as existing in 
Socrates, or to human being as human, considered on its 
own, for whatever attaches to human beings as human can 
be attributed to Socrates. Nevertheless, attributability to 
things is an essential property of a genus, forming part of its



definition. For attribution is something mind brings to com­
pletion by constructing propositional connections and dis­
connections, basing itself on the real-world unity possessed 
by the things being attributed to one another. So the notion 
of attributability can form part of the logical notion of genus 
which is likewise brought to completion by an act of mind; 
though what mind attributes the notion of attributability to, 
what it connects it with, is not the notion of genus itself, but 
rather that to which it also attributes the notion of genus, 
e.g. what it means by animal.

This then explains the relationship between essence or 
nature and the notion of species: the notion of species is not 
something attaching to essence considered on its own, nor 
something coincidentally true of it as existing outside the 
mind (as whiteness and blackness would be), but something 
coincidentally attached to it as existing in the mind. And this 
is also the way the notions of genus and differentiating 
characteristic attach to it.

[Essence in simple non-composite substances]
[4] At this point, we still have to see how essence is present 
in separated [immaterial] substances like human minds, 
[angelic] intelligences, and the first cause.

[The simpleness of intelligences]
Now, though everyone concedes simple non-compositeness 
to the first cause, some people have wanted to introduce a 
compositeness o f material and form into intelligences and 
minds, a position apparently first adopted by Ibn Gebirol.21 
It contradicts the common opinion of philosophers, who had 
called such substances separated, i.e. from material, and 
proved them to exist without any material. The strongest 
such proof is drawn from their power of understanding. For 
we see that forms are only actually understandable when 
separated from material and material conditions, and the 
only thing that can make them actually understandable in 
this way is the power of some intelligent substance taking 
them in and acting on them. But if that is so all intelligent 
substances must be entirely free from material, neither con-
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taining it nor even being the sort of form material takes on 
(i.e. forms of matter). Nor can one say that intelligibility is 
impeded only by bodily material, not all material; for if only 
bodily material did it, since bodiliness comes from taking 
on bodily form, material’s impeding of intelligibility would 
come from that form» But that can’t be true, because this 
form too is actually intelligible, just like other forms, when 
abstracted from material.

So in minds and intelligences there is no composition of 
material and form to give them the same kind of essence that 
bodily substances have, but they are composed of form and 
existence, as we read in the book of Causes:22 intelligence is 
what has form and existence, where form means the simple 
whatness or nature they have. How this can be is easy to see, 
for when things are so related that one causes the other to 
exist, the cause can exist without what it causes but not vice 
versa. N ow  material and form are so related, form giving 
existence to the material. Material then can’t exist with­
out form, but form, precisely as form, is not dependent on 
material. When we do find forms which can’t exist except in 
material this is incidental to them and due to their dis­
tance from the ultimate pure actualization which is their first 
source; forms nearest to that first source subsist by them­
selves without material (for the whole genus of forms doesn’t 
need material, as we have said), and such forms are the 
intelligences, in which essence and whatness doesn’t have to 
differ from the form itself.

The difference then between the essence of composite and 
the essence of simple substances is that the former is not just 
form but a complex of material and form, whereas the latter 
is just form. And two other differences follow from this. The 
first is that, because of demarcated material as we have said, 
the essence of composite substances can be expressed as a 
whole or as a part, so that you can’t say a composite thing is 
in all respects its own essence: a human being is not his 
whatness. But the essence of simple things— their form— can 
only be expressed as a whole, since there is no other thing 
taking the form on. So a simple substance is its own essence 
in every sense, and Ibn Síná23 can say: the simple’s whatness
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is its very self, nothing else takes it on. The second dif­
ference is that entities of composite things when taken on by 
demarcated material are multiplied by the material’s divided­
ness, and many individuals can exist in the same species. 
Because the essence of simple things is not taken on by 
material it cannot be multiplied in this way, and in such 
substances one can’t have many individuals in one species, 
but each individual is a species, as Ibn Síná24 explicitly 
asserts.

[The compositeness of intelligences]
Such substances then are just forms without material. How­
ever, they are not totally simple, not pure actualizations, 
but have potentiality mixed in. And this can be shown as 
follows. N o essence or whatness can be understood without 
its parts. So what isn’t contained in our understanding of an 
essence must be something extraneous added on to it. But all 
entities and whatnesses can be understood without under­
standing their existence: I can understand what humans or 
phoenixes are without knowing whether such things really 
exist; so clearly a thing’s existence differs from its essence or 
whatness. A possible exception would be something whose 
essence was its own very existing, but there could only exist 
one primary thing like that; for, to be many, things must add 
some differentiating characteristic to a genus to make many 
species, or one form must be taken on by different material 
to make many individuals in a species, or one must exist on 
its own while the other exists in something (in the way heat, 
if it could exist separately, would by its very separateness 
differ from heat existing in something). N ow  the thing we 
are positing— something that just is existence, so that its 
very existing subsists— can’t add on differentiating charac­
teristics without ceasing to be just existing and becoming 
existence plus form; and even less can it add on material, 
because then it would straight away be not subsistent but 
materialized existence. So there is no alternative: only one 
thing that is its own existence can exist, and all other things 
must have an existence differing from their whatness or 
nature or form. Intelligences then must have existence over
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and above their form; and that explains the saying: intel­
ligence is what has form and existence.

Now a thing’s attributes are caused either from within its 
nature (like a human being’s sense of the ridiculous) or by 
some extrinsic source (like light in the atmosphere by the 
sun). But the very existence of a thing can’t be caused by its 
own form or whatness— I am talking of agent causality—  
because then something would be causing itself and bringing 
itself into existence, which is impossible. So everything in 
which existence and nature differ must get its existence 
from another. And because all getting from another must 
eventually lead to something possessing of itself, there 
must be something which can ultimately cause everything’s 
existence because it is its own existence; otherwise the causes 
would go on for ever, with everything which is not just 
existence requiring a cause of its existence, as we have said. 
Clearly then intelligences are form and existence, and get 
their existence from a first existent which is just existence: 
the ultimate cause which is God.

N ow  whatever acquires something from another has a 
potentiality for what it acquires, a potentiality that what is 
acquired actualizes; so the very whatness or form which an 
intelligence is has a potentiality for the existence it acquires 
from God, and the acquired existence actualizes it. So there 
is potentiality and actualization in intelligences, though if we 
called that form and material we would equivocate in the 
way that Ibn Rushd25 says we would equivocate were we to 
say intellectual substances, like bodily substances, underwent 
change, or took on or were subject to form (all of which 
seem to apply to material things as such). Now because, as 
we have said, the whatness of an intelligence is the intel­
ligence itself, the whatness or essence is that which exists, 
and the existence it receives from God is that by which it 
really subsists in nature; so some people say such things are 
composed of that which and that by which, or from that 
which exists and existence, as Boethius26 says. But because 
there is this potentiality and actuality in intelligences, there is 
no difficulty about having more than one of them, some­
thing that would have been impossible in the absence of
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potentiality. As Ibn Rushd27 says: if we hadn’t known mind 
could be ‘possible’ [i.e. receptive] we wouldn’t have been 
able to have more than one separate substance. So they are 
distinguished among themselves by their degree of potentiality 
and actualization, higher intelligences nearer to their source 
being more actualized and less potential, and so on down 
until you finally reach the human mind, the lowest ranked 
of intellectual substances. According to Ibn Rushd,28 our 
receptive mind is related to forms that can be understood, as 
ultimate material (lowest ranked of what can be sensed) is 
related to forms that can be sensed; and Aristotle29 for 
that reason compares it to a blank slate. And, being of all 
intellectual substances the most potential, it so borders on 
material things that it even draws one of them in to share its 
own existence, and from mind and body there results a single 
existent composite thing, although mind’s possession of that 
existence is not dependent on body. And below the form 
which is our mind we find other forms more potential, so 
close to material that they can’t exist except as forms of 
material; and these are ordered in degree right down to the 
first forms of elements, nearest of all to material, and active 
only in the sense of clothing material with the active and 
passive and other qualities needed to dispose it for form.

[Essence in God, intelligences, and material things]
[5] What we have been saying explains the diverse ways 
things have essence. For there are three ways substances 
possess essence.

[God]
God’s essence is identified with his own very existence; so 
that some philosophers have denied any essence or whatness 
to God at all, because he hasn’t essence distinct from his 
existence. As a result he isn’t a member of any genus: for all 
members of genuses must have whatness distinct from their 
existence, since they are not diversified in their generic or 
specific whatness or nature as nature, although each differs 
in existence. Saying God is simply existence doesn’t force us 
into the error of those who say God is the existence in
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general by which each thing exists. Existence in God is of 
such a sort that it can’t be added to, distinct therefore from 
all other existence by its very purity; as the book of Causes30 
says: its own pure goodness makes the first cause, pure 
existence, individual. But existence in general is not con­
ceived as either including addition or prohibiting addition; 
for otherwise nothing that added anything to existence could 
be conceived of as existing. In the same way, that God is 
simply existence doesn’t mean he has to lack other perfec­
tions and excellences. Rather he possesses every perfection 
of every genus— his perfection is without qualification, as 
Aristotle31 and Ibn Rushd32 both say— possessing them 
more excellently than anything else can because in him is 
unified what in others is diverse. And this is because all these 
perfections belong to him simply as existing; just as someone 
exercising the activities of all qualities through one quality 
would possess all qualities in that one, so God in his very 
existing possesses all perfections.

[Intellectual substances and essence]
Created intellectual substances realize essence in a second 
way: in them essence, though immaterial, differs from 
existence. So they don’t have a stand-alone existence, but an 
acquired existence, circumscribed and limited to what the 
acquiring nature can take on; though they have a stand-alone 
nature or whatness, not acquired by any material. And 
so intelligences are described in the book of Causes33 as 
unlimited below but limited above: limited in existence 
which they acquire from above, but unlimited below since 
their forms are not limited to what some acquiring material 
can take on. Consequently, in such substances there is only 
one individual in a species, as we have already said [p. 104]. 
The exception is the human mind, because of the body it is 
joined to. And here, though its individuality depends to start 
with on what body it happens to be joined to (since it 
acquires individual existence only in the body it actualizes), 
nevertheless its individuality doesn’t have to perish when the 
body is taken away, because the existence it has in its own 
right— an existence individuated by it being made the form



of this body— from then on always stays individuated. As 
Ibn Síná34 says: that minds are one or many depends on 
bodies in the beginning but not in the end.

[Intellectual substances and genus and species]
Again, because whatness in these substances differs from 
existence, they are categorizable, and can be assigned genus 
and species and characteristic differences, though what those 
differences really are we can’t see. Even when things can be 
sensed we don’t know what really differentiates them but use 
consequent incidental differences as symptomatic of dif­
ferences in essence, in the way effects are symptomatic of 
causes: two-legged, for example, to distinguish humans. But 
even incidental characteristics of immaterial substances are 
unknown to us, and so we can’t distinguish them either in 
themselves or through incidental differences.

Note, however, that genus and differentiating charac­
teristic don’t arise in the same way in these substances and in 
substances we can sense. In the substances we sense genus 
arises from what is material in a thing and the differentiating 
characteristic from what is formal in it. Thus Ibn Síná35 says 
that in things composed of material and form the form is a 
simple differentiation of what it forms (though, as Ibn Síná36 
himself says, the form makes rather than is the differentia­
tion), where the differentiation is called simple because it 
arises from a single part of the thing’s whatness, namely, its 
form. Immaterial substances, however, are their own simple 
whatnesses, and differentiation in them must derive from the 
whole of their whatness and not just a part of it, and so Ibn 
Síná37 says that only species whose essence is composed of 
material and form have a simple differentiation. And in such 
things genus too derives from their whole essence, but in 
a different way. For immaterial substances agree with one 
another in immateriality but differ in perfection measured on 
a scale running from potentiality to pure actualization. So 
genus derives from features like intellectuality, consequent on 
their immateriality, whilst differentiation derives from their 
degree of perfection, something unknown to us. You can’t 
argue that such differences of degree are incidental because
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not differences of kind: true, taking on one and the same 
form more or less perfecdy doesn’t make a difference in kind 
(white and less white are degrees of the same whiteness), but 
when the shared forms and natures themselves are of dif­
ferent degrees of perfection we get difference in kind, as in 
Aristotle’s38 account jof nature advancing by degrees from 
plants through intermediate things to animals. Nor must 
intellectual substances always be pairwise divided by true 
differentiations, since Aristotle39 notes that this can’t be the 
case for everything.

[Composite substances]
Substances composed of material and form realize essence in 
yet a third way, in which both existence is taken on and thus 
limited by being acquired from another, and their nature 
or whatness too is taken on by demarcated material. Such 
substances then are limited both above and below; and 
already, because of the divisions in demarcated material, 
have more than one individual in a species. And how essence 
in such things is related to logical concepts we have said 
earlier [p. 99].

[How essence is realized in incidental properties]
[6] N ow  that we have explained how essence is realized in 
all substances, it remains only to see how it is realized in 
incidental properties.

And since, as we have said [p. 92], essence is what is 
expressed in a definition, incidental properties will have 
essence in whatever way they have definition. Now they 
are not completely definable; any definition of them must 
mention their subject too, because they cannot exist on their 
own apart from their subject but incidental property and 
subject join together to yield something that exists in an 
incidental sense. In the same way, form and material join to 
yield something that exists as a substance, so that forms and 
material of substances also have incomplete entities; for in 
defining forms of substances too we must mention what is 
formed, adding in something outside their genus, just as in 
defining incidental forms: thus a natural philosopher’s defini-



tion of mind will mention body, since his interest in mind is 
its role of giving form to the physical body.

However, substantial and incidental forms differ to this 
extent: not only does substantial form have no existence of 
its own apart from the material upon which it supervenes 
but the material doesn’t either, so that existence of a self- 
subsistent thing waits on the joining of the two into some­
thing essentially one, a joining, therefore, which yields an 
essence. Form then, though having no complete essence of 
its own, forms part of a complete essence. But that which 
incidental properties supervene on already exists complete in 
itself, subsisting in its own existence, an existence naturally 
prior to anything that incidentally supervenes. So when what 
supervenes is joined to that, it produces not the kind of 
existence in which things subsist as self-existent, but a kind 
of secondary existence: an existence that the subsistent thing 
can be conceived to exist without, in the way we can con­
ceive anything that comes first without what comes second. 
From subject and incidental property, then, we get something 
incidentally, not essentially, one, and the joining doesn’t 
yield an essence as the joining of form and material does. So 
an incidental property neither has complete essence nor does 
it form part of a complete essence: because it exists only in a 
qualified sense it has essence only in a qualified sense.

But because what is most fully and truly of a certain kind 
is the source of all later instances of the kind (fire, the 
supremely hot, is the source of the heat of hot things, as 
Aristotle40 says), substance, as primarily existent, most fully 
and truly having essence, must be the source of incidental 
properties, which are existent in a secondary and qualified 
sense. N ow  this happens in different ways, for a substance 
has parts— its material and its form— and certain incidental 
properties derive principally from form and certain from 
material. N ow  there is one form— mind— which can exist 
independently of any material, but no material can exist 
except as formed; so, among incidental properties con­
sequent on form, one— understanding— has nothing in 
common with material, making use of no bodily organ as 
Aristotle proves,41 while others consequent on form—  
sensing— have their material side; but, among incidental
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properties consequent on material, all have their formal side. 
Yet there are differences among these incidental properties 
consequent on material: some of them are consequent 
on material in a certain specific form— male and female, 
for example, on material in animal form, according to 
Aristotle42— and persist only equivocally in the absence of 
animal form; but others are consequent on material in its 
general form, so persist in the absence of the specific form—  
the African’s black skin derives not from his human form but 
from a chemical compounding of elements which persists 
after death. And because material makes things individual, 
and form gathers them into genus and species, incidental 
properties consequent on material are incidental to individ­
uals, distinguishing them within the same species, whereas 
incidental properties consequent on form characterize genuses 
or species and are common to all members of the genus or 
species: a sense of the ridiculous, for example, which is 
consequent on the human form, since the ridiculous is some­
thing only human minds can grasp.

Note too that a substance is sometimes the source of 
incidental properties in full actualization— the heat of fire 
never fails to be hot— and sometimes the source only of a 
susceptibility which some exterior agent must actualize— as 
an independently shining light must actualize the transparency 
of the atmosphere; and that in the latter case the susceptibility 
is an inseparable incidental, but the completion by a change 
or the like is separable, because it has a source outside the 
thing’s essence or not forming part of it.

[How essence relates to logical notions like genus and species 
in incidental properties]
Note too that genus, differentiating characteristic, and 
species arise in a different way in incidental properties and 
in substances. Since form and material in substances yield 
something essentially one, joining into a single nature 
categorizable in the strict sense as a substance, the concrete 
nouns expressing the composite thing— e.g. human, animal—  
express its strict genus and species; form and material them­
selves, however, are not categorizable in this way, but only 
reductively in the way elements of a thing are said to belong



to its genus. But subject and incidental property yield nothing 
essentially one, their joining resulting in nothing to which 
the concept of genus or species can be strictly applied. So 
incidental properties as expressed by concrete nouns—  
whites, musicians— belong to a category reductively, and not 
as species or genus unless they are expressed abstractly—  
whiteness, musicality.

Note too that incidental properties aren’t composed of 
material and form, so genus in them can’t derive from the 
material nor differentiating characteristic from form as in 
composite substances. Their primary genera [or categories] 
must derive from their very mode of existing, in the way 
existing is divided into a hierarchy of senses by Aristotle’s ten 
categories: quantity as measuring substances, for example, 
and quality as modifying them, and so on for the others.43 
The differentiating characteristics of incidental properties on 
the other hand derive from the diversity of sources causing 
them. Properties peculiar to a subject derive from intrinsic 
factors peculiar to that subject, so the subject itself takes the 
place of a differentiating characteristic in definitions of the 
property abstractly expressed and strictly categorized—  
snubness is curvedness of nose. But conversely, in definitions 
of the property concretely expressed, the subject takes the 
place of the genus, and it is then defined as composite sub­
stances are, by deriving the genus from the matter— the snub 
is a curved nose. A similar thing happens when one accident 
is the source of another, as acting, being acted on, and 
quantity cause relationships, and so are referred to by 
Aristotle44 when distinguishing relationships. But because the 
exact cause of incidental properties is not always clear, we 
sometimes differentiate incidental properties by their effects, 
differentiating colours, for example, as dark and light, 
which are effects of the abundance or scarceness of light that 
diversifies colours.

[Summing-up]
In this way, then, it is clear how essence is realized in 
substances— composite and simple— and in their incidental 
properties, and how logical concepts of generality arise in all

112 Structures o f Things in General



113
except the first supremely simple [being], whose simpleness 
refuses to be placed in either genus or species, and cannot 
therefore be defined, in whom may this discourse have its 
end and its fulfilment. Amen.
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