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During the last two decades, a great part of the
abundant philosophical works published consisted of monographs and essays that
could best be described as historiographic and taxonomic. This phenomenon was
accompanied by an over-all decline in the publication and use of philosophical
works that are more general in scope, such as manuals. This may have been due
to changes in contemporary readers' tastes—they now seem to be turned off by
the excessively systematic approach and the high-flown erudition of many
philosophy manuals.


On the other hand, the growing penchant for
specialization and for the acquisition of a deeply historical as well as
speculative understanding of philosophical questions has diverted our attention
from one indispensable task, that is, that of providing those who would like to
go into the field of philosophy with basic knowledge that can serve as the
foundation for a fruitful assimilation of the wide repertoire of specialized
studies.


This book is meant to be a manual on basic
philosophy, that is, metaphysics—the science of
being, as it has always been understood from the time of
Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle, and St. Thomas Aquinas up to the present.
Metaphysics is especially relevant in our time as philosophy begins opening up
again to the transcendence of being
after centuries of subjectivist confinement. Contemporary studies on
phenomenology, existentialism, and analytic philosophy are once again starting
to raise questions regarding being.


Our
aim is to present metaphysical principles in a clear and orderly way for the
reader. Thus, he will be capable of tackling the various pressing philosophical
questions faced by men of our time.


T. Alvira 


L. Clavell 


T. Melendo
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The universe has always spurred men to wonder
about its origin. Men have
labored continuously, seeking an explanation for the universe—an explanation
that can be considered ultimate and universal or all-encompassing.
In this effort, various schools of thought arose throughout the course of
history, each one offering its own explanation. Some identified the most
radical basis of reality with one particular element intrinsic to it, such as
matter, the spirit, thought or motion; this would imply that everything in the
universe is just an offshoot or derivative of that element. On the other hand,
some maintained the existence of a transcendent Principle which made the
universe without forming part of it. Some thinkers proposed the existence of
only one origin of the universe, while others held that the universe came to be
from two or more sources.


These questions are not
purely speculative; on the contrary, they exert a deep influence on human
existence.
It does make a difference for a man to believe that everything—including
himself—originated from inert matter and will go back to it, or to believe that
he was created by God, who brought him into being from nothing. To regard men
as beings subject to the whims of blind destiny, or as absolute masters of
their own existence, or as creatures capable of freely knowing and loving a personal
God—all these are doctrinal options that mark out completely divergent paths
for man's life.


Initially,
the study of these questions formed only one undifferentiated body of knowledge
called philosophy, wisdom,
or science. Soon
after, however, studies on different aspects of reality (e.g., mathematics,
medicine, grammar) gave rise to special or particular sciences, which became
distinct from philosophy proper which dealt with the more fundamental questions
about reality. In turn, as the body of philosophical knowledge grew, there
appeared branches of philosophy dealing with specific objects of study, such as
nature, man, and morals. One discovers among these branches, a core of
philosophical knowledge that influences all the other branches, for it seeks
the ultimate structure of the universe, which necessarily leads to the study of
its first and radical cause. This science is called metaphysics.


1. The Notion
of Metaphysics


At this point, metaphysics may be defined as the study of the ultimate cause and of the
first and most universal principles of reality. Let us now
discuss in detail the parts of this preliminary definition.


a)   Ultimate
causes
are differentiated from proximate causes which produce in an immediate manner
some specific effects. For instance, a rise in atmospheric pressure is the
cause of fine weather; the heart is the organ that causes blood circulation.
The study of these causes pertains to the field of particular sciences.
Ultimate causes (also known as supreme causes), in contrast, extend their
influence to all the effects within a given sphere, as a political leader does
with respect to his country, or a person's desire for happiness in relation to
his entire human activity. Metaphysics considers the absolutely ultimate cause
of the universe. It strives to identify that cause, and know more about its
nature and its activity. Since God is the ultimate cause of all things, he is
evidently a principal subject matter of metaphysics.


b)   Metaphysics
also studies the first and most universal principles of reality. Aside from causes that
exert their influence on their effects from the outside, there exist internal
elements in the effects themselves that constitute them and affect their manner
of being and acting. These are usually called principles; thus, atoms are
certain principles of molecules which determine the nature and properties of
the latter; in living beings, cells act like the principles of the organism.
But metaphysics seeks the first and most universal principles, that is, those
principles Which radically constitute all things. Thus, philosophers tend to
consider some particular aspect of reality as the most basic, and as such, the
origin of everything else (for example, change or becoming, quantity, the
essence, or chance). Whenever someone considers something as the first
intrinsic principle of everything, he is already talking at the metaphysical
level. At this level, metaphysics includes
everything real within its field of study because it seeks the
ultimate cause and fundamental principles of reality; in contrast, particular
sciences study only a limited aspect of the world.


Examples
of scientific studies are: the atomic structure, the digestive system of
animals, plant diseases. These sciences advance in their own field thanks to a
body of permanent knowledge which serves as their basis, and which is always
assumed or taken for granted in every scientific research. For example, the
notions of plant life, of life in general, the material body, quantity, and the
like. Scientists ordinarily do not conduct further studies regarding these, but
if they ask, "What is life?", "What is quantity?",
"What is to know, to see, and to feel?", then they are already posing philosophical questions. There are actually questions
more radical than the previously-mentioned ones, and which are in turn
presupposed by them: "What does it mean to be?", "What is causality?",
"What is the meaning of the universe?", "What is truth?",
"What is good?"—all these questions pertain strictly to the field of metaphysics.


2. Metaphysics as the Science of Being as Being


Every science has its own object of study which
is an aspect of reality that it deals with." For instance, biology
considers the world of living beings, mathematics studies the quantitative
aspects of things, and physical geography deals with the earth's surface. The
object of study of a specific science characterizes or defines that science,
gives internal coherence to its content, and differentiates it from other
sciences.


A
distinction is usually made between the
material object and the
formal object of a science; the former is also known as the
"subject matter" of a science since it is the sum total of what is
studied, while the latter is the aspect of the material object on which the
science concentrates. Thus, the material object of biology includes all living
beings, but its formal object limits the object of study because this science
proceeds in its study from the standpoint of life. Analogously, the material
object of medicine is the human body, but its formal object is the human body
insofar as it is subject to health or sickness.


Metaphysics studies
being as being, its properties and its causes.


Particular sciences have as objects of study
some specific aspects of reality. However, there must be another science that
studies the whole of reality by focusing on the most common aspect of
everything: that everything "is", that it is "real". This
common aspect is presupposed by any other particular form of knowledge. Thus,
when a botanist studies and classifies plant species, he knows that
"plants are",
that they are "beings"; the notion of
being comes before that of any plant species. Let us consider the
parts of the above-mentioned statement:


i)
Being: this is the metaphysical term equivalent to what is called
"thing" in ordinary language.
Being signifies "that which is", or something endowed
with the act of being.
A tree is a being, and so is a bird, a man, or a diamond; but whereas the word
"bird" signifies a particular nature or manner of being, being expresses the fact
that the bird is.
The word "being" is the present participle of the verb "to
be". Just as a man, insofar as he hears, (i.e. he exercises the act of
hearing) is called "hearer", and insofar as he studies is called a
student, so, too, a man, insofar as he has the act of being is called a
"being".


ii)    As
being:
St. Thomas Aquinas, in his commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics, said:
"The other sciences, which deal with particular beings, do indeed consider
being (for all the objects of study of the sciences are beings); however, they
do not consider being as being, but as some particular kind of being, for
example, number or line or fire or the like." Hence, it can be said that
the material object of
metaphysics is reality in its entirety, for all things whatever
their nature may be—are beings. On the other hand, its formal object is "being as
being" or "being as such". The fact that the
material object of metaphysics includes all reality does not mean that
metaphysics is the sum total of different particular sciences. Neither is it
the synthesis of all particular sciences (as positivist philosophers maintain).
Metaphysics is a distinct science, for it studies a particular aspect of
reality proper to itself and presupposed by other sciences—the being of things.


iii)     The
properties and causes of being: In tackling its object of study, every science
must study its characteristics and everything that is in any way related to it.
As Physics studies the consequences of physical properties of bodies such as
their mass or energy, metaphysics studies the properties of beings insofar as
they are beings. It is also the task of metaphysics to discover aspects of being as such (for
example, "truth"), as well as those aspects which do not belong to being as being (such as
"matter" or corporeal nature).


Furthermore, any science studies a specific type
of things and their proper causes, because knowledge is not complete unless a
good grasp of the causes is reached. Metaphysics, therefore, must study the
cause of all beings insofar as they are beings: this is one of its principal
areas of study within its proper object. Just as medicine seeks the causes of
bodily health (e.g. nutrition, climate, hygiene), metaphysics leads us to the
cause of the act of being of all things—God, as Creator.


As we progress in the understanding of diverse
metaphysical questions, we shall see more clearly that the most basic
characteristics of the real world depend on the fundamental truth that all
things
are:
that they are beings. The act of being is the most basic property of all
things, for any of their perfections or characteristics, before everything
else, must be. This is the primary condition on which everything else depends. Since
metaphysics is the science that seeks the most radical element of reality, it
must necessarily focus on the act of being as its basic object of study.


Some
philosophical schools of thought have chosen other aspects of reality as the
object of metaphysics. For example, "vitalism" has life for its
object; "existentialism" has human existence; "idealism",
human thought; "historicism", historical progress. Kant held on to
conditions of scientific knowledge as object of his philosophy
("criticism"). Nevertheless, all these philosophers never managed to
avoid the study of being; what they did was to reduce being into some particular and limited
object.


Historical origin of the
science of being


Since
the time of the earliest philosophers, the science of being has been understood
as a universal knowledge whose object is to discover the primary elements of
reality. However, this element was invariably identified with some material
element (like fire, air or water), until Parmenides spoke for the first time of being as the fundamental
aspect of reality. He said: "Being is and non- being is not, it is the way
of persuasion (because it follows Truth)" (Fr. II, v.3). Without totally
disregarding Parmenides' doctrine, subsequent philosophers concentrated on
other philosophical issues. However, when Aristotle came into the scene, being regained its primacy
as the object of the science of metaphysics.


Names given to
Metaphysics


Metaphysics has been given different names which
emphasize different aspects of the same science. Aristotle called it First
Philosophy, since it studies the first causes and principles of reality. This
name aptly expresses the central place of metaphysics in philosophy, and it
also differentiates metaphysics from the other branches of knowledge which
Aristotle called "Secondary Philosophies". Metaphysics is "first"
not by virtue of chronological primacy. It is first because it has a natural
primacy within philosophy as a whole, and with respect to the rest of the
sciences.


The name "Metaphysics" (which
literally means "beyond Physics") was coined by Andronicus of Rhodes
in order to designate Aristotle's works on "First Philosophy", which
were placed after his books on Physics. The name aptly expresses the nature of
this science, which goes beyond the sphere of material reality studied by
Physics.


In
the 17th century, Christian Wolff called it
Ontology, a term derived from a Greek phrase which means
"the study of being". Rationalist philosophers preferred to use the
term "Ontology" instead of "Metaphysics". In any case,
"Ontology" also expresses the same object of metaphysics.


3. Metaphysics and Human Knowledge


Metaphysics and
spontaneous knowledge


All men have a global knowledge about reality,
acquired through the light of natural reason. They know what they mean when
they talk about "being", "truth", or "the good". They
have some knowledge regarding human nature, and the difference between
"substantial" and "accidental" realities. Moreover, they
can know God as the First Cause of the universe, who sustains and guides all
things towards their end. This kind of knowledge which we can call spontaneous,
deals with the same issues or topics studied by metaphysics. This should not
prove surprising, for man has a natural tendency to know the world, his place
in it, the origin of the universe, and other related matters. The course of his
life depends largely on the knowledge he has of these questions. Hence, it is
understandable that this knowledge has been called spontaneous metaphysics or natural
metaphysics of the human intelligence. Nevertheless, this fact
does not nullify the need for a metaphysics developed as a science, for various
reasons: because spontaneous knowledge is frequently imperfect or imprecise;
because it may not be firm or clear enough in some specific aspects; and
lastly, because it is subject to the influence of ideologies prevailing within
some cultural circles, or enjoying popular acceptance.


Besides,
one should bear in mind that
the moral convictions of every person have a decisive influence on his or her
knowledge about metaphysical questions. Experience shows that as
individuals lose their moral uprightness, they also lose their basic
intellectual convictions, thereby falling into a skeptic attitude towards the
truth. Thus, they are led to agnosticism with respect to the knowledge one can
have about God, and to relativism regarding the demands of the moral law. In
the end, man is exalted as the center of the entire universe. This is the
reason behind the existence of some philosophical systems radically opposed to
the truth, such as Marxism, agnosticism, and idealism: all these are
theoretical structures built in accordance with some erroneous basic attitudes
towards human life. As a science, metaphysics is to a certain extent influenced
by the moral life of the philosophers involved in it. This influence is more
evident in the principal points on which the more technical and special
questions depend.


The guiding role of
metaphysics in relation to other sciences


Since metaphysics deals with the most
fundamental questions of human knowledge, and since its object of study
encompasses the whole of reality, it is but natural that particular sciences
(which limit themselves to studying partial aspects of things) depend upon
metaphysics in some way. The object of study of every particular science is a
particular kind of being. That is why metaphysical principles, the properties
of being, and other basic notions about reality must somehow be reflected, too,
in the specific sector of scientific research covered by a particular science.
These principles are assumed by the particular sciences, and, though not
expressly investigated by them, are nonetheless used by these sciences whenever
necessary. For instance, when physicists conduct experiments on the dynamics of
bodies in their physico-chemical activity, they employ the principle of
causality, with all its implications. Similarly, when biologists study the
functions of a living organism, they constantly make use of the principle of
finality. At times, however, the development of a particular science may be
guided by a specific philosophical system rather than by spontaneous knowledge
of metaphysical import. This is the case of particular sciences such as History
or Genetics developed from a Marxist viewpoint.


In their effort to reach a full understanding of
their object of study, empirical scientists have frequently turned to
philosophical questions. It is not surprising therefore, that contemporary
physicists such as Heisenberg, Einstein, Planck, De Broglie, Bhor, and
Schrodinger, have written essays on metaphysical topics. The longing of
particular sciences to gain absolute independence from any metaphysical
knowledge (a consequence of positivism) has never been wholly attained.


It
can be seen, then, that metaphysics plays a guiding role with respect to
particular sciences, since it is the summit of human knowledge in the natural
order. This role is rightly called
sapiential, since wisdom has the proper role of guiding human
knowledge and activity in the light of the first principles and of the last end
of man.


4. How Metaphysics Is Related to Faith and Theology


Over and above spontaneous natural knowledge and
scientific knowledge, there exists a knowledge that pertains to the
supernatural order. The latter arises from divine Revelation itself. It is a
superior kind of knowledge for it perfects all human knowledge, directing it
toward the supernatural last end of man.


 


Faith helps Philosophy


Some metaphysical truths, though
naturally knowable for man, have nevertheless been revealed by God. Besides manifesting
supernatural mysteries to man, divine Revelation has also made known to him the
chief ultimate truths about the world, about man, and about God Himself—truths
which form part of the object of study of metaphysics. Due to original sin, men
would have found it difficult to attain knowledge of these truths so necessary
for the moral life—with firm certainty and without any trace of error. For this
reason, God revealed to men truths such as the creation of all things out of
nothing (ex
nihilo),
Divine Providence, the spirituality and immortality of the human soul, the
existence and nature of the one true God, the moral law and the last end of
man, and even the proper name of God as the Subsisting Act of Being: "I am
who am".


With the help of Revelation, metaphysics received an extraordinary boost,
unparalleled in the history of human thought. The early Christians marvelled at
the fact that even a child who had scarcely learned the truths of the faith
could give more profound and definitive answers to the greatest questions
confronting the human mind than the Greek philosophers themselves. Queries of
the mind concerning evil, human suffering, death, freedom, the meaning of life,
and the goodness of the world, were given complete and radical answers by the
Christian faith.


Due to the work carried out by the Fathers and Doctors of the Church,
progress was made not only in Christian Theology, but also in the philosophical
understanding of revealed natural truths. This development was eventually
called Christian Philosophy: "Christian" not by virtue of its
intrinsic content and manner of rational demonstration which lie within the
natural order, but rather because it has been developed under the inspiration
and guidance of the Christian faith.


The
fact that the natural truths studied by metaphysics have been revealed does not
make metaphysics superfluous as a science. On the contrary, it must spur
metaphysics on to a deeper knowledge of those truths, since God revealed them
precisely so that man may explore them further through his own mind, and
receive intellectual nourishment through them.


Philosophy at the
service of the faith


Just as reason serves
faith, metaphysics serves as a scientific instrument of theology. Once metaphysics has
been perfected through the guidance offered by faith, it becomes a valuable
instrument for a better understanding of the supernatural mysteries which
constitute the subject matter of the science of Theology.


a)   Knowledge
of the supernatural order presupposes knowledge of the natural order. This is a consequence
of the fact that grace does not replace nature but elevates it. The study of
grace itself and of the infused virtues, for example, requires knowing that the
human soul is spiritual, and that it is essentially free and directed toward
God who is man's last end. In Christology, to say that Jesus Christ is
"true man" requires a correct understanding of human nature. If sin
is to be understood theologically, one needs to know the human powers or
faculties, especially the will and passions (or emotions), and have an adequate
knowledge of the nature of good and of evil. Finally, for the study of the
Blessed Trinity and the Incarnation, knowledge about the notion of nature and
person is indispensable. (In God, there are three divine Persons with one divine
nature; Jesus Christ is one Person— the divine Person in two natures, the
divine nature and human nature). Indeed, it is difficult to acquire an adequate
knowledge of truths God has revealed without previously acquiring a deep
natural knowledge.


b)   If
theology were to disregard metaphysical knowledge, it would fail to reach the
rank of a science, and fall into error and ambiguity. Knowledge is scientific
when its content is so orderly, well-founded, and expressed with precision,
that it forms a coherent whole. Since theology must employ natural knowledge
about reality, it becomes a science when that knowledge has been enriched
beforehand by an instrumental science, which, in this case, is metaphysics.
Metaphysics gives the necessary precision to the meaning of terms arrived at
through spontaneous knowledge. Moreover, erroneous interpretations of dogma in
the course of history compelled theology to seek terminological and conceptual
precision from a metaphysical point of view. Consequently, what has been achieved
through this effort cannot be abandoned without the risk of falling anew into
the same errors. For example, terms like "transubstantiation,"
"hypostatic union," and "matter and form of the
sacraments," cannot be readily replaced, since they clearly express the
true sense of the faith; thus, possible deviations from the faith are avoided.


Besides, metaphysics is needed to understand the expressions of dogmas
proposed by the teaching authority of the Church. St Pius X, in his encyclical Doctoris Angelici (June 29, 1914) said: "If
such principles (the metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas) are rejected or
distorted, it will necessarily follow that those who study sacred sciences will
not even be able to grasp the meaning of the words used by the teaching authority
of the Church to express dogmas revealed by God. We therefore desired that all
teachers of philosophy and sacred theology be warned that failure to follow the
footsteps of St. Thomas, above all in metaphysical matters, will bring about
grave harm".


Lastly, we must also recall that the creeds employ many precise terms
which are better understood through the help of the instrumental science of
metaphysics.
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Before
tackling other topics, we need to have an initial overview of some basic
metaphysical concepts like being,
act of being, essence, and existence. Since
being is the object of metaphysics, all questions have to be
resolved in the light of the meaning of
being; accordingly, at the very outset, one must get a clear
initial understanding of what
being is all about. Then, as we advance in this study, the
questions that will be discussed in this chapter will be dealt with in greater
detail.


1. The Notion of
Being.


Being is "that which
is" (in Latin, Ens est
"id quod est".). To define being, in the strict
sense, is impossible, since a definition places the subject to be defined
within the scope of a broader concept (its genus). A car, for instance, may be
defined as a motorized vehicle for land transportation. But in order to define being, one needs a more
general concept within which
being can be included; however, no such concept exists, simply
because being encompasses
all reality. Instead of a strict definition, several descriptions of being can be given: being is "that which
is", "that which exists", or "that which is real".
Thus, a man, a bird, an airplane are all beings (in Latin entia, the plural of ens).


Strictly
speaking, however, the term being
does not have the same meaning as the term
thing, because
being is derived from the verb "to be" (esse), and it
signifies things insofar as they
are, somewhat in the same way as "runner" designates a
person who runs, or as "student" refers to one who studies.


In ordinary language, the term being is seldom used, or if it is
used, it is given a vague meaning—it stands for something which is not known so
well. It is more frequently used in juridical parlance, as when one talks about
"moral beings" or "moral entities," which are institutions
or societies formally recognized by law.


Any trace of ambiguity must be
removed from the term being. In metaphysics being has a real and specific meaning:
it is anything that exists in the world. In Spanish, seres is commonly used to designate
things that exist; however, in philosophical language it is more proper to use
the technical term ente ("being"). That way one can clearly
distinguish ente from ser (esse) that denotes the act of being. Thus, the equivocal
meaning of ser in Spanish is avoided (because it can be used as a noun and as a verb).
Furthermore, ente ("being") underlines the individuality and concreteness of
things in existence, while ser (esse, "to be"), like any other infinitive (e.g.
to read, to see) has a meaning that is still not specific.


The notion of being is
not a "simple" notion; it implies the composition of a subject (id
quod) and an act (est). Two elements are involved in this notion:
"something" which is and the very act of being of that thing. That
"something" plays the role of a subject, that is, the particular
reality to which the esse
belongs (as the subject of the act of laughing is the person who laughs).


Nevertheless, the two elements constitute a
unity: one element (ens)
implies the presence of the other element. When we say being we refer implicitly
to its esse even though we do not yet form the judgment "it is" or
that "something is". Likewise, when we hear the verb "is"
alone, we either assume its subject, or we discover the absence of a subject of
the act.


We can sum this up as follows:


1)  Being
("ens")
signifies principally the thing
which is: being designates
it insofar as it has the act of being
(esse).


2)  Consequently,
being signifies concomitantly the
esse of that thing, because a thing can only be if it possesses
the act of being.


3)    Therefore, being refers to something
which exists in reality.


"Real"
being has to be differentiated from "being of reason," which is being insofar as it is something that
exists only in the human mind, such as fictitious characters in a novel, or the
imaginary characters that inhabit one's fantasies. Of course, these notions
have a certain actuality, which consists in their being thought of by our intellectual faculty.
They are mere concepts or mental realities devoid of any existence outside the
human mind. When we say that something is real (a "real being"), we
want to differentiate it from a "being of reason"; thus, a real
person is not the product of one's fantasy, but someone existing in flesh and
blood.


2. The Essence—Manner
of Being of Things


All things
are, and at the same time, they are also "something".
Each thing is differentiated from other things due to its nature which
"specifies" it. When asked about what that thing is, we reply by
saying that it is a book, or a table, or a dog, or whatever thing it might be.
These names express what
things are, that is, their essence: what identifies them, independently of any
accidental or changeable qualities they may have. For example, an eagle is
certainly not a mere collection of different qualities; rather, it has an
internal unity, or some sort of central core from which those qualities
proceed. That core is grasped by our mind, which in turn expresses it through
the definition of the term "eagle".


Therefore, essence can
be defined as that which makes a thing to be what it is. All things have the act
of being (esse),
by virtue of which we call them beings
(entia). It is evident however, that each thing has its own
essence, by virtue of which it has a name different from that of other things.
It is by their respective essences that
a man is man, wine is wine, and water is water, and not any other thing that
exists in the material universe.


Two
constituent principles are therefore present in every reality in the universe:
the act of being (esse)
and the manner of being (essentia in Latin). These
are two necessary and inseparable components of every being that exists in the
world. Later on, we shall study in greater detail the relationship between esse and essentia and their
respective roles in constituting reality. At present, however, it is sufficient
to point out that a pine tree, a donkey, a metal, that is, the essence of
things, implies a mode
or manner of being,
a specific way of being of a thing. The universe is a harmonious unity of
various realities having esse
as a common property, but which are at the same time specifically
differentiated according to a variety of essences or natures.


3. The Act of Being (Esse)


We have to consider now the principal element of being, namely, its act: to
be (esse).
The meaning of to be
is so clear to everyone that no special intuition of it is needed—nor is such
intuition possible; nevertheless, this does not make a deeper study of its
meaning and implications on the part of metaphysics a superfluous activity.


As a verb, "to be" or "esse"
is special because it expresses simple metaphysical truth; that everything is, or that there is no
reality which is not. However, we observe, too, that no reality can claim to be in the pure and
unlimited sense of "simply being" because all things are particular
modes of the act of being (esse) and are not
esse itself. It is therefore more proper to say that a thing has esse (as its property),
than to say that a thing is pure and simple esse.


Let us now focus on
certain features of esse
as act.


a) Above all,
esse is an act, that is, a perfection of all reality. The term
"act" is used in metaphysics to designate any perfection or property
of a thing; therefore, it is not to be used exclusively to refer to actions or
operations (the act of seeing or walking, for instance). In this sense, a white
rose is a flower that has white- ness as an act which gives the rose a specific
perfection. Similarly, that "is" which is applied to things indicates
a perfection as real as the perfection of "life" in living things. In
the case of esse,
however, we are obviously dealing with a special perfection.


b)   Esse
is a "universal" act, that is, it belongs to all things. Esse is not exclusive to
some particular kind of reality, since without esse,
there would be nothing at all. Whenever we talk about anything, we have to
acknowledge, first of all, that it is: the bird "is", gold "is", the clouds "are".


c)  Esse
is also a "total" act: it encompasses all that a thing is. While other acts only
refer to some part or aspects of being,
esse is a perfection which includes everything that a thing has,
without any exception. Thus, the "act of reading" does not express
the entirety of the perfection of the person reading, but esse is the act of each
and of all the parts of a thing. If a tree "is", then the whole tree
"is", with all its aspects and parts—its color, shape, life, and
growth—in short, everything in it shares in its
esse. Thus, esse
encompasses the totality of a thing.


d)   Esse
is a "constituent" act, and the most radical or basic of all
perfections because it is that by which things "are". As essence is that
which makes a thing to be this or that (chair, lion, man), esse is that which makes
things to be.
This can be seen from various angles:


(i)  Esse is the most common of all acts.
What makes all things to be
cannot reside in their principles of diversity (their essence), hut precisely
in that act whereby they are all alike, namely, the act of being.


(ii)  Esse
is by nature prior to any other act. Any action or property presupposes a subsisting
subject in which it inheres, but
esse is presupposed by all actions and all subjects, for without
it, nothing would be.
Hence esse is
not an act derived from what things are; rather, it is precisely what makes
them to be.


(iii) We have to conclude, by exclusion, that
esse is the constituent act. No physical or biological property
of beings—their energy, molecular or atomic structure—can make things be, since all of these
characteristics, in order to produce their effects, must, first of all, be.


 


In short,
esse is the first and innermost act of a being which confers on the subject,
from within, all of its perfections. By analogy, just as the soul
is the "form" of the body by giving life to it, esse intrinsically
"actualizes" every single thing. The soul is the principle of life,
but esse is
the principle of entity or reality of all things.


The following are quotations from the writings of
St. Thomas Aquinas about esse:


"Esse is the most perfect of all
(...), it is the act of all acts (...) and the perfection of all
perfections." (De Potentia, q.7,a.2,ad 9). (This is so
because before everything else, every act or perfection must be, that is, it must have the act of
being
(esse); otherwise,
it would be nothing).


"Esse itself is the most perfect of
all things, for it is compared to all things as act; for nothing has actuality
except insofar as it is. Hence, esse itself is the actuality of all things, even of
forms themselves (whether substantial or accidental)" (Summa Theologiae, I, q.4,a.l, ad 3).


"Esse is innermost in each thing and
most deeply inherent in all things, since it has the role of form (act,
something that informs or actualizes) with respect to everything there is in a
thing." (Summa Theologiae, q.8, a.l).


 


4. The Act of Being
(Esse) as the Most Intensive Act


The
act of being (esse)
belongs to everything (being) as the first act and the source of all
perfections. When we look around us, however, we see that very diverse things
exist in the universe; hence we must conclude that the act of being is not an
act identical in all of them: it is somehow diversified in each thing. This
characteristic is not limited to
esse alone; it is also found in qualities and many other acts.
Perfections are possessed in varying degrees by their subjects. Light, for
instance, is found in different degrees of intensity; similarly, the act of
understanding or willing can be exercised with greater or lesser intensity in
the same individual or in different persons, or in intelligent beings of
diverse natures (men, angels, God).


a)
The act of being is possessed in different degrees of intensity by different
beings, ranging from the most imperfect realities all the way to God.
There is, obviously, a hierarchy of beings in the universe: an ascending scale
of perfections possessed by things, starting from the mineral world (from basic
elements up to the most complex mineral structures), and continuing through the
diverse forms of life (plant life, animal life, spiritual life), until the
greatest perfection is reached, which is that of God himself. In the final
analysis, diversity of perfections is rooted in the diverse ways of possessing
the act of being: since the source of the perfections of a thing is its esse, the degrees in which
those perfections are possessed reflect degrees of intensity in the act of
being.


God
possesses esse in
all its fullness and intensity; consequently, he has all perfections. If he
were to lack a perfection, he would not have
esse in its fullness, but would be subject to limitation.
Creatures, on the other hand, possess "less
esse," and the more imperfect they are, the lesser
"esse" they have; they enjoy a lesser degree of participation in the
act of being.


We should not think that all other perfections
(e.g., life, understanding) are added to esse. It is not that living beings are, and over and above that, they
also
live;
rather, their mode of being consists in "living", because to be
alive, that is, to live, is a higher degree of being.


 


b)
Hence, it would be incorrect to consider esse as a vague and indeterminate
attribute which would belong to all things as their least perfection.
Some philosophers understood
esse as the poorest concept, as that which is left after having
set aside all the characteristics which differentiate things from one another.
For them, it would be the most abstract and empty notion, one which can be
applied to everything (maximum extension), because it has practically no
content (minimum comprehension), and indicates no more than the bare minimum
that all things have in order to be real.


This
manner of looking at esse
is a logical approach rather than a metaphysical one, and it impedes any
understanding of esse as
the act of things, possessed in a different way in each one of them, and in the
most perfect manner in God.


This logical way of considering esse was explicitly devised by
rationalist philosophers, particularly, Wolff and Leibniz. Yet, even Scotus and
Suarez had earlier regarded esse as the most indeterminate concept whose content is
identified with the "possible essence". Thus, they made being (ens) and essence identical, and
regarded the essence as a neutral element with respect to the act of being (esse), thus reducing essence to a
simple "possibility of being". Pursuing this line of thought, Wolff
defined being as "that which can exist, that is, that whose existence is not
contradictory". He therefore divided being into possible and real; the primacy of being belongs to possible being, for real being is no more
than the former's "being put into act".


One of the main deficiencies inherent in this position is the following:
thought absorbs or assimilates being, since this extremely indeterminate notion
of
being
exists only in the human mind, as a result of logical abstraction. Therefore,
it would not be a real esse but a conceptual esse. In rationalism,
"possibility" is understood as the "non-contradictory"
character of a notion, that is, "the possibility of being thought of or
intellectually conceived."


c) "To be" (esse) is not exactly the same as
"to exist"; "esse" expresses an act, whereas "to
exist" simply indicates that a thing is factually there.
When we assert that a thing exists, we want to say that it is real, that is not
"nothing", that "it is there."
Esse, however, signifies something more interior, not the mere fact of being there in
reality, but rather the innermost perfection of a thing, and the source of all
its other perfections.


Existence designates no more than the external
aspect of esse— it
is an effect, so to speak of
esse. Since a being
has esse,
it is really there, brought out of nothingness, and it exists. To exist,
therefore, is a consequence of having
esse.


This
difference in meaning between
esse and existence is also reflected in ordinary language. For
instance, it can be said that a man
is more than a tree, and that an angel is more than a man.
However, it cannot be said that one thing "exists more than another."
Either it exists or it does not, but it does not exist more or less. Thus,
"to be" admits an intensive usage which the verb "to exist"
does not allow.


To consider esse as existence is a logical
consequence of identifying being (ens) with possible essence, separated from the act of
being. There arise two worlds, so to speak: the ideal world made up of abstract
essences or pure thought, and the world of realities enjoying factual
existence. The latter is no more than a copy of the former, since it does not
add anything to the ontological make-up of things. As Kant said, the notion of
100 real gilders does not in any way differ from the notion of 100 merely
possible gilders.


The distinction between ideal or abstract essence on
one hand, and real existence on the other, has given rise to serious
repercussions in many important philosophical questions. In the domain of
knowledge especially, this has led to the radical separation of human
intelligence from the senses: essence would be the object of pure thought,
whereas factual existence would constitute the object grasped by the senses
(this gave rise to the equally wrong extreme positions of rationalism and
empiricism or positivism; in the case of Leibniz, it gave rise to the
opposition between "logical truths" and "factual truths").


Another
consequence of this view is the attempt to prove the existence of the First
Cause starting from the idea of God (ontologism): God would be the only essence
which includes existence among its attributes, and therefore, God should exist.
This "proof" ends up with a God which exists only in the mind.


5. Meaning of Esse
as the Linking Verb in a Sentence


We have just seen how the word esse expresses principally
the most basic act or perfection of every being—its act of being (actus essendi). Due to this
fact, we can say, for instance, that "Peter is",
or "I am",
or "beings are". However, instead of saying "Peter is", we prefer to say
"Peter exists", even though "to be" is not exactly the same
as "to exist", as mentioned earlier.


Aside from expressing this principal meaning, esse turns up constantly
as a verb in every language. In fact, it forms part of all judgments linking the
subject and the predicate, since a judgment always signifies that something is
or is not, either simply or in some qualified sense. This appears explicitly in
English, for example, when we say, 'This law is incomplete", or 'Tomorrow
is Sunday". At other times, however, it is only implicit, as when we say,
"John jogs every morning" or "Ice melts." In the latter
examples, the verb to be
does not explicitly appear, although we can draw up equivalent expressions such
as "John is a
man who goes jogging every morning", or "Ice is a substance which
melts."


In grammar, this is referred to as the role of
the verb to be as
a linking verb or copula. We can single out three principal meanings of to be as copula:


a)
"To be" signifies the composition of subject and predicate present in
any judgment drawn up by the mind. For example, in the statement,
"That horse is speedy", "is" links the predicate
"speedy" with the grammatical subject "horse". In this
case, the verb merely plays the role of copula between the two terms of the
judgment or proposition. This first function of
esse as copula is carried out in the logical level; it simply
unites parts of one sentence, —even subjects and predicates which may not be
real or which may not truly correspond to one another in reality. For instance,
the statement, "Man is irrational" is a false judgment; the verb
"is" links the subject and the predicate, but the proposition does
not correspond to reality.


b)    "To
be" may indicate that some perfection actually inheres in a given subject, as when we speak of a
pencil being black: "That pencil is black," indicates that such a
particular quality (the color black) really belongs to that pencil.


c)  Besides, "to
be" in a proposition or judgment signifies that the attribution of a
predicate to the subject faithfully reflects the truth—that what is affirmed in
a proposition is indeed true. In this role of
esse, we touch upon truth and falsehood: hence, to signify that
something is not true, we say "it is not," or if a certain
proposition does not conform to reality, we say it is false.


Normally these three meanings are united in
every judgment. For example, when we say, "The earth is round," the
"is" signifies at the same time that we are forming a composition in
the statement by putting together the predicate "round" and the
subject "earth"; that "roundness" actually belongs to the
earth; and that the statement is true.


The
logical as well as grammatical sense of
esse depends on its principal meaning as act. As we have observed
earlier, esse is
the constituent act or perfection that gives rise to all subsequent
perfections. Hence, in order to state that a perfection resides in a subject,
we make use of the verb esse.


6. Characteristics of Man's Notion of Being


We have dealt with
being, the starting point of metaphysics, and some of the
features of its constituent act, i.e., its
esse. To complete our initial survey of the object of
metaphysics, we shall now consider the properties of our notion of being (ens).


 


The primacy of the
notion of being in human knowledge


The real primacy of
esse with regard to the other perfections of things gives rise to
the primacy of the notion of
being in the realm of knowledge. Every object of our knowledge,
before anything else, is perceived to
be, and consequently our intelligence first knows it as something which is, as being. For this reason,
the notion of being is implicitly contained in all other intellectual concepts.
Everyone understands that a "tree" and a "horse" are things
which are and
which possess the act of being in some particular way; he knows them as beings
which are,
with a definite essence. Hence, the constituent elements of being, which we have
already explained, are inseparably present in every intellectual knowledge we
acquire.


The notion of being is
the first among all notions which our intelligence acquires. Before we understand in
detail what a thing is and what its characteristic perfections are, we know,
first of all, that that thing is,
that is, that it is something.
Given this initial knowledge, we gradually acquire a better understanding of
that reality through our experience. Thus, even before a child is able to
distinguish well the objects found in his surroundings, he knows that they are;
this is his first perception, which takes place at the very awakening of
intellectual knowledge. Nothing at all can be understood unless it is first
understood that it is.


One must not think, however, that this is solely
an initial apprehension; man relates all aspects of reality which he comes to
know in his lifetime to the realm of
being, in one way of another. This is what we mean when we say
that all knowledge is resolved into or reduced to
being.


Our notion of being is
initially imperfect, and we gradually perfect this notion through experience,
as we come to know more beings and diverse manners of being. A similar progress
occurs in all areas of knowledge. Thus, a student of Botany already has some
knowledge of plant life, but it is only through wider experience and
observation that he acquires a deeper knowledge of its meaning. In like manner,
our knowledge of being
becomes deeper and wider as we discover its manifold characteristics and the
different manners of being.
Metaphysics endeavors to achieve this task on a scientific level.


 


"Being" is not
a generic notion


A
genus is a notion which is applied equally and indeterminately to
various things because it signifies only the characteristics which are common
to them all and leaves out the features which differentiate them. The notion
"animal", for instance, is a generic notion which is indistinctly
applied to all beings which have sensitive life (e.g., man, horse, dog). In
order to pass from a generic notion, such as "animal", to a more
particular notion, such as "man", we need to add to the former new
differentiating aspects which are not contained in the genus, namely, the
differences which we left out in order to form the generic notion (e.g.
"rational" or other distinctive properties of the various species of
animals).


The notion of being is
not a genus, since no differentiating elements can be added to it, which would
not already be contained in it. The notion of animal does not include the
differences which distinguish one animal from another. The notion ens, however, indicates
not only what things have in common, but also their differentiating aspects;
the latter (the differentiating aspects) also
are, and are therefore included in the notion of ens.


Some generic notions obtained through
abstraction have a greater "extension" (they include more objects) to
the extent that they include the least number of properties which comprise
their content (their "comprehension"). "Body", for
instance, is applied to more things than "solid", since the notion of
solid adds a new characteristic, namely, the stable cohesion of parts.
"Musical instruments" would include "string instruments",
"wind instruments", and "percussion instruments", which are
more determinate species.


The notion of being, however, encompasses
everything: it has maximum extension as well as maximum notional content or
comprehension. Ens not only embraces all realities in the world in general, but
also signifies them, with all their singular characteristics. However, all
these determining factors and modes of being are signified in ens in an undifferentiated
and somewhat confused manner. Consequently, if we want to make a particular
reality known, we cannot simply say that it is a "being". We must
also explicitly indicate its particular mode of being (its essence), saying,
for instance, that it is a book, or a pen. This unique property of the notion
of ens stems from the fact that the name
ens is taken from
esse, which is the perfection of all perfections, and all other
factors that determine it are only modes of being.


A
merely abstract and generic notion of ens would exist in the minds of
philosophers who would deal with metaphysical realities as though they were
logical concepts. Thus, according to Scotus and Suarez, we first know
individual existent beings through our intelligence, and then we abstract their
"common nature", thereby obtaining their essence. Finally, we arrive
at a supreme genus, which is most abstract and separate from experience, and
this is supposed to be ens. This was the notion of ens, whose content was no longer real being, but the most general idea of
being, inherited by rationalism. This explains why metaphysics, as rationalism
understood it, was prejudicially tagged as a science that has nothing to do
with experience and the real world.


Being: an analogical
notion


Since it is so varied and rich in content, the notion of "ens" is
analogical, that is, it is attributed to all things in a sense which is partly
the same and partly different. Analogical notions are notions
that signify the same perfection found in many subjects, but possessed in
different ways. "To understand", for instance, is an analogical
notion since God, angels, and men are all said to understand, but they do so in
different ways and with varying depths of intellectual perception. The
"good" is also an analogical notion since the end of the action and
the means to achieve it are both good, though not in the same way; similarly,
some material resources and the moral uprightness of a virtuous act are both
good, yet they are not good in the same way.
Esse is the perfection capable of being possessed in the greatest
number of possible ways, since all things in the universe have esse, but in different
ways. Therefore, since being (ens)
is a notion taken from esse
(act of being), it is applied to things in an analogical manner.


This
property of the notion of being (ens)
has tremendous significance in the study of all metaphysical questions. For
example, "substance" and "accidents", "act" and
"potency", creatures and God the Creator, are very diverse realities,
but they are all "beings" in an analogical way. Consequently, they
can all be studied by one and the same science without setting aside the real
differences among them. Analogy is a principal characteristic of the
metaphysical method.


Aristotle
discovered the analogical nature of being. Before him, being was considered univocally, as
taught by Parmenides. Aristotle explained that being is predicated of different
subjects in various ways, but always in reference to a principal meaning. If being were to be understood in a
univocal manner, then all reality would be deemed to be in the same manner, which would
ultimately lead to monism. Everything would be seen as identically one, and
therefore, there would be no difference between God and creatures (pantheism).
Taking into account the analogical notion of being, however, we can speak about God
and creatures as beings, maintaining at the same time the infinite distance
between them. By way of analogy, created being leads us to the knowledge of the
divine
being
and its perfections. That is why this question is of utmost importance for
metaphysics and theology.


The relationship between
"being" and other notions


The richness of the notion of being is also reflected in
notions which express particular ways of being (called "categories")
and in other notions, called transcendental notions, that signify common
aspects of all beings.


a) The vast majority of notions limit the notion
of being
to a specific mode of being;
they designate an essence through which something is "what it is,"
and not another thing. For instance, "diamond" indicates a mineral
with a nature or mode of being different from that of any other thing, and
"virtue" refers to a kind of operative habit opposed to vices. Within
this vast group of notions we can single out certain broader notions which
indicate the most basic modes of being under which all realities can be
subsumed. These supreme genera
of reality are called "categories" or "predicaments" which
are, namely, the substance and the different kinds of accidents. We will study
them in greater detail later.


b) There are also a few notions which signify
properties of being as
such (insofar as it is being), and consequently, can be applied to all things.
For instance, since being
is a perfection or a good, everything,
inasmuch as it is,
has some kind of goodness and is able to attract other creatures and perfect
them. Furthermore, things are knowable and
true by virtue of their
esse, since the intelligence knows the truth when it grasps the act of being of things. Thus, good and truth are
properties which belong to everything that
is. These notions are called
transcendental notions, because they do not limit being to a
particular mode of being; rather
they transcend every particular aspect of being. Through them, we signify
certain aspects of the perfection proper to the act
of being, which are not explicitly expressed in the term "being". They
help us acquire a deeper and more complete view of reality. The second part of
this work deals with the transcendental properties of being.


 


[bookmark: _Toc354739234][bookmark: bookmark5]Chapter III


[bookmark: _Toc354739235][bookmark: bookmark6]THE PRINCIPLE OF NON-CONTRADICTION


There are some primary or fundamental elements
in human knowledge which serve as bases for all other truths. Just as being is the first notion
of our intelligence, implied in any consequent notion, so too, there is a judgment which is naturally
first, and which is presupposed by all other judgments. This
first judgment is as follows: "It
is impossible to be and not be at the same time and in the same respect."
When we affirm that a thing is in a specific mariner, we presuppose that it is
not the same thing for it to be in that manner and to be in another manner. If
we say that it is good to help others, we acknowledge that "being
good" is not the same as "not being good."


Since this basic principle refers to being—although it is used
in all areas of human knowledge—it is a task proper to metaphysics, which is
the science of being
as such, to study and reveal its full significance. As we study this supreme
truth, we shall delve into one of the most evident and basic characteristics of being 


 


1. The First Principle of Being


The
first judgment is called the principle of non-contradiction because it
expresses the most basic condition of things, namely, that they cannot be self-contradictory. This
principle is based on being, and
expresses the consistency of being and
its opposition to non-being (non-ens).


We know this man, that mountain, that animal,
perceiving each one of them as that which
is, as a being. Afterwards, we arrive at the idea of the negation of ens or non-being, conceptualized
not as "pure nothingness", but as a relative and limited non-being.
We notice, for instance, that this dog is a being, but it is not that other
dog. Thus, as we know particular beings, we also form the first negative
notion—non-being.


Once we have apprehended a certain
"non-being" in things, which stems from the limitation of each of
them, we understand that a being cannot both
be and not be
at the same time and in the same sense. Thus, the principle of non-contradiction
expresses the radical incompatibility between
being and non-being,
which is based on the fact that the
act of being confers a real and genuine perfection on every being
which is absolutely opposed to the privation of that perfection.


We say "at the same time," since there
is no contradiction, for instance, in the fact that the leaves of a tree are
green during one season of the year and brown or reddish during some other
season. We also add "in the same sense" or "in the same respect,"
because it is not at all contradictory, for example, for a man to be learned in
certain matters and to be quite ignorant in others.


It
is quite evident that this principle is of basic importance, not only in
spontaneous and scientific knowledge, but also in the field of human activity,
since it is the first condition of truth in any judgment.


2. Different Ways of Expressing the Principle of
Non-Contradiction


 


The first principle is, above all, a judgment
concerning reality. Thus, the more
profound formulations of this principle are those of a metaphysical nature,
that is, those which refer directly to the
esse of things. For example: "it is impossible for one and
the same thins to be
and not to be",
and "it is impossible for a thing
to be and at the same time not to
be".
We are not merely saying that "what is self-contradictory is
unthinkable," for the principle
of non-contradiction is the supreme law of reality, and not
simply an axiom or postulate of the mind for interpreting reality. Thus, what
we are really affirming with this principle is that being itself is not
self-contradictory.


However, since our intellect is geared to
knowing reality as it is, the first
principle of being is, in a derived manner, also a law of thought: it is also
the first law of logic. As a result, we also find other
formulations of this first principle of a logical nature and which refer more
to our knowledge of being.
For example: "we cannot both affirm and deny something of the same subject
at the same time and in the same sense," or "contradictory
propositions about the same subject cannot be simultaneously true."


The
mind is subject to the principle of non-contradiction. It cannot know being as
self-contradictory precisely because
being cannot be self-contradictory. It is, of course, possible for
us to contradict ourselves while thinking or talking, but this only happens
when we deviate from reality because of a defect in our reasoning. When someone
points out to us the inconsistency we have fallen into, we tend to correct
ourselves right away. In any case, although we can
assert something contradictory, it
cannot possibly be understood.


3. Inductive Knowledge of the First Principle


The principle of non-contradiction is naturally
and spontaneously known by all men through experience. It is per se notum
omnibus, that is, evident by
itself to everyone.


It is not, of course, an innate judgment,
possessed by the mind prior to the beginning of actual knowledge, or a sort of
built- in intellectual framework for understanding reality. In order to formulate
this judgment, we must first know its terms (being
and non-being). These are notions which we
grasp only when, through the senses, the intellect understands external reality
and perceives diverse beings; for instance, this piece of paper, a being distinct from that
typewriter, the "not-paper" (non-being). Since these are the first
two notions that we form, all men necessarily and immediately know this law of
non-contradiction.


At
the beginning of knowledge, of course, this principle is not expressed in its
universal formulation—"it is impossible for a thing to be and not to
be." Nevertheless, it is known with its full import, and everyone acts in
accordance with it. Even a child, for instance, knows quite well that eating is
not the same as not eating, and he behaves in accordance with his knowledge.


4. The Evidence of this Principle and its Defense
"Ad Hominem"


Since
it is the first judgment, this principle
cannot be demonstrated by means of other truths prior to it. The
fact that it cannot be proven is not, however, a sign of imperfection; rather,
we should say that it is a sign of perfection. When a truth is evident by
itself, it is neither necessary nor possible to prove it. Only something which
is not immediately evident requires proof. Besides, if all assertions were to
be proven by using other affirmations, we would never arrive at some truths
evident by themselves. Thus, human knowledge would end up ultimately unfounded
or baseless.


Defense of the first
principle against those who deny it


Although the truth of the principle of
non-contradiction cannot be proven by making use of other evident truths
(actually, there is none), it can be proven indirectly by showing the
inconsistency of anyone who would deny it. Undoubtedly, such an argument is
useful, but it is not strictly speaking a genuine proof. Besides, the absolute
certainty or validity of the principle of noncontradiction does not rest on
such indirect "proofs", but on our natural spontaneous perception of being. We may, however,
briefly expound a few of these arguments, as they are found in Aristotle's Metaphysics:


a) In order to deny this principle,
one has to reject all meaning in language. If "man" were the same as
"non-man", it would not, in fact, mean anything at all. Any word
would signify all things and would not, therefore, denote anything; everything
would be the same. Consequently, all communication or understanding between
persons would be impossible. Thus, whenever anyone says a word, he is already
acknowledging the principle of non-contradiction, since he undoubtedly wants
that word to mean something definite and distinct from its opposite. Otherwise,
he would not even speak (Cf. Metaphysics, IV, ch.4).


b)     Drawing the ultimate consequences
from this argument "ad hominem", Aristotle asserts that anyone who
rejects this first principle should behave like a plant, since even animals
move in order to attain an objective which they prefer over others, as when
they seek food (cf. Ibidem).


c)    Besides, denying this principle
in fact implies accepting it, since in rejecting it, a person acknowledges that
affirming and denying are not the same. If a person maintains that the
principle of non-contradiction is false, he already admits that being true and
being false are not the same, thereby accepting the very principle he wishes to
eliminate, (cf. Metaphysics, XI, ch.5).


Relativism as a
consequence of denying the first principle


In spite of its being evident, the principle of
non-contradiction was in fact denied by several schools of thought in ancient
times (Heraclitus, the Sophists, the Skeptics) and in an even more radical and
deliberate fashion, in modern times, by some forms of dialectical philosophy
(Marxism) and historicist relativism. These doctrines reduce reality to pure
change or "becoming": nothing is,
everything changes; there is no difference, no opposition, between being and non-being. In this way,
they reject the stable nature of things, and they deny the consistency of the act of being along with
its properties. Hence, there is no firm point of reference and no principle of
absolute truth. They maintain that mutually opposed doctrines are equally
valid: a statement is no truer than its opposite.


Since it does not seem possible to base
everything on nothing, once being has been rejected,
human subjectivity is set up as the sole basis for truth. The radical basis of
reality would then be its reference to every individual: the being of things is reduced
to their being-for-me,
to the particular use or benefit which every person might assign to them at
different moments of his life. For instance, realities such as marriage or
society would not have a nature of their own, nor any stable laws governing
them; rather, they would depend on the meaning which men might confer
arbitrarily on them.


Thus, every denial of the principle of
non-contradiction throughout history has been marked by a subjectivist
relativism which attacks human life on the theoretical and the practical
levels. The importance of the first principle can be seen with greater clarity
in the domain of moral life, since the negation of this first principle also
destroys the distinction between good and evil. Thus, the first principle in
the realm of human activity—do
good and avoid evil—is eliminated. The only motive and norm of
conduct in human activity would then be "I want to do this," without
any regard for objective
moral norms.


 


5. The Role of the
First Principle in Metaphysics


Since
it is the supreme law of being,
the principle of noncontradiction plays a leading role in all human knowledge,
both theoretical and practical, by impelling us to avoid inconsistencies in our
knowledge and activity. For instance, it would be self-contradictory for God,
who is infinite, to be subject to evolution through history (as Hegel taught);
hence, we reject the latter hypothesis. Likewise, it is absurd to consider the
world as self-generating matter (as Marx taught), since it is contradictory for
anything to be the cause of itself.


The first principle stimulates metaphysical
knowledge in a special way, since it expresses the basic property of being. The principle of
non-contradiction helps us discover the internal structure of beings and their
causes. For instance, as we analyze the spiritual nature of human
acts of understanding and willing, we find ourselves obliged to conclude that
the principle of those acts (the human soul) is also spiritual, for it would be
contradictory for a material subject to carry out spiritual acts. Likewise, in
natural theology, the limited
being of all things in the universe leads us to conclude that God
exists, for it would be contradictory for a universe having all the
characteristics of what has been caused (e.g., its finiteness, its
imperfection) not to have any cause. The
act of being of things is what obliges our intellect to attain a
greater and deeper knowledge of reality without falling into contradictions.


Our intellect obtains the rest of its
knowledge by virtue of the principle of non-contradiction. Just as all other
notions are included in the notion of
ens but cannot be obtained from it by way of analysis or
deduction, so, too, the first principle is implied in all judgments, but the
rest of human knowledge cannot be deduced from it. Strictly speaking, we come
to know, not by starting from
the principle of non-contradiction, but rather by
proceeding in accordance with it. With this first judgment alone,
and without a knowledge of the different modes of being which experience
provides, we cannot attain progress in knowledge. Hence, the principle of
noncontradiction is almost always employed in an implicit and indirect way
(without having to explicitly present it as a syllogistic premise each time) in
order to reject what is absurd, and thus lead the mind to correct solutions.


Although the role of the first principle will be
better understood in the course of our study, it can already be understood a
little better at this stage when one realizes how philosophers advanced in
their knowledge, guided by the need to avoid any contradiction.


Heraclitus, the forerunner of relativism, maintained
that reality is pure change or becoming, thereby denying the principle of
non-contradiction. For him, nothing is: everything changes. For his part, Parmenides wanted to
re-establish the truth of being, in opposition to the dissolution of reality wrought
by Heraclitus. He formulated the famous statement: "Being is, non-being is
not." Nevertheless, by understanding this principle in a rigid, inflexible
manner, he rejected every non-being, including relative non-being. Thus, he said that
all limitation, multiplicity and change are impossible. He concluded that
reality is a single, homogeneous, immobile being.


Plato
developed a metaphysics which admitted the reality of privation and affirmed
that the sensible world participates in the world of Ideas. Thus he was to
include the limited universe within the realm of being. However, it was
Aristotle who emphasized the real meaning of the relative non-being found in things, when
he discovered a real principle of limitation, namely, potency. Thus, he formulated in a more
accurate way the principle of non-contradiction: "Something cannot be and
not be at the same time and in the same sense."


6. Other Primary
Principles Based on the Principle of Non-Contradiction


 


Let us now consider other primary principles
closely linked to the first principle.


a)   The principle of the excluded middle.
It states that "there is no middle ground between being and
non-being," or "there is no middle ground between affirmation and
negation." This judgment signifies that either a thing is or is not, with no other
alternative, and therefore, it is reduced to the principle of noncontradiction.
A middle ground is impossible because it would be
and not be
at the same time. This principle is often used in reasoning, under the formula,
"every proposition must necessarily be true or false."


Although
being in potency might seem to be a middle ground between being
and non-being, it is actually between
being in act and
not being in act or
absolute non-being. This principle is valid, too, with regard to
potency: nothing can be in act and in potency at the same time, and in the same
sense; there is no middle ground between being in potency and not being in
potency.


b)     The principle of identity. It
states that "being is being" or "whatever is, is what it
is" or that "being is, and non-being is not." Although neither
Aristotle nor St. Thomas Aquinas speaks of identity as a first principle, many
neo-Scholastic authors mention it, almost always reducing it to the principle
of non-contradiction.


In many cases, especially among the followers of
Spinoza, the principle of identity is used to affirm that the world is
identical to itself, that it is homogeneous, and therefore unlimited and
undivided in such a way that it needs no other cause outside of itself. As in
the case of Parmenides, but now in a more radical way, this position entails
pantheism, in which the creature takes the place of God.


At times other principles are also included among
these fundamental principles. For example, the principle of causality ("Every effect has a
cause" or "Everything which begins to be is caused") and the principle of finality ("Every agent acts for an
end"). Strictly speaking, these are not first principles at all, since
they involve notions which are more restricted and come after the notions of ens and non-ens, (particularly the notions of
"cause", "effect", and "end"). Consequently, they
already presuppose the principle of non-contradiction, and they have a more
limited scope.
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After
seeing the nature and notion of
being and of other realities closely related to it, we can now
study the diverse manners of being in the light of those basic notions. Among
the diverse modes of being we find the
substance and several
accidents, which constitute the fundamental manners of being of
all created reality.


 


1.      The Nature of
Substance and of the Accidents 


 


Initial description of
these two manners of being


 


Aside from noticing certain more profound
changes, through which a thing ceases to be what it is (substantial changes, such
as the death of a living organism or the transformation of one chemical
compound into another), we also constantly experience accidental changes, through
which a given reality changes only in its secondary aspects, without losing its
nature. When water undergoes changes in temperature, for instance, it does not
cease to be water; similarly, a certain person continues to be the same person
notwithstanding some variations in his emotional state or in the state of his
health. These accidental alterations manifest the
presence in things of both a stable, permanent substratum—the substance—and
certain secondary changeable perfections, which are the accidents.


We realize another characteristic difference
between these two manners of being as we observe that in each being there is a single substantial core which is affected
by multiple accidental modifications. A cypress tree, for
instance, is a single subject with many secondary characteristics, such as
color, the shape of its leaves, the arrangement of its branches, its height,
and so on.


This
brief description should suffice to make us realize that all human beings
spontaneously possess a certain knowledge of what substance and accidents are,
even though it may be a very inexact knowledge. People may speak about a
"substantial" modification of some law, or a merely
"accidental" matter. We also refer to chemical substances and their
properties, the latter being a particular type of accidents. We now have to
determine more exactly the nature of these realities in order to acquire a
deeper knowledge of their characteristics and mutual relationships.


Substance


The substance is the most important element in
each thing, and we shall now consider the two basic aspects that it has.


a)     In the first place, the substance is the subject or substratum that supports
the accidents. The very name "substance" implies this aspect, since
the Latin "substantia" is derived from "substare", which
means to stand under. The substance, then, is "that which stands
beneath."


b)     This role of the
substance is itself based on the nature of the substance as something subsistent. This means
that it does not exist in something else, but
is by itself, as opposed to the accidents, which need the support
of something else, namely, the substance, in order to exist. A man, a trout,
and a bee, for instance, are all substances, because they subsist or have their
own being, distinct from the
being of anything else. Whiteness, however, and size or shape,
are accidental realities which require an existing subject.


The definition of substance is drawn from this
second characteristic: substance is
that reality to whose essence or nature it is proper to be by itself and not in
another subject. Thus, a dog is a substance, for in view of its
nature or essence, it is proper to it to subsist by itself, i.e., to be a
distinct individual separate from others and from its surroundings.


This definition states, for good reason, that
substance is that "to whose essence or nature it is proper...",
instead of directly stating that it is "a being which is by itself". In our
earlier study of being,
we saw that esse is
restricted to a special way of being precisely by virtue of the essence. Thus,
a specific being is a man because of his human nature or essence, which confers
on him a specific manner of being distinct from that of other things. It is by
virtue of this same nature that he is a subject which is able to subsist (a
substance). In contrast, the accidents are always found in something else. It
is of the very essence of color, for instance, to inhere in something. For this
reason, a "subsistent" whiteness does not exist, rather we speak of a
white wall, a white car, or a white suit. Thus, strictly speaking, a thing is a
substance and not an accident by virtue of its essence rather than by virtue of
its act of being.
Hence, in the definition of substance the essence has to be mentioned, since it
is precisely the principle of diversification of
esse.


We can, therefore, see why the term "essence" is sometimes used as
equivalent to "substance". The essence determines a
thing's manner of being, and the substance is nothing but a certain manner of
being that is actually subsisting. Nevertheless, "essence" and
"substance" are not perfect synonyms. Both refer to the same reality,
but "essence" designates it insofar as it constitutes a particular or
determinate manner of being, by virtue of which it falls under a given species
(e.g. man, dog, horse), whereas the term "substance" stresses its
being the substratum of accidents ("substat") and its receiving the act of being as its own
act (i.e., it subsists).


 


Aristotle made a distinction
between primary and secondary substance. A primary substance is an individual substance which
exists in reality, in a singular being: the substance of this horse, of that
child, of this given tree, or, in a more general way, of "this
something" ("hoc aliquid"). Secondary substance is the universal or abstract
concept of the essence of a primary substance. Thus, we may speak, for
instance, about the substances "eagle," "man,"
"sodium," and "carbon." This specific meaning is based on
the fact that it is by virtue of its essence that a primary substance is able
to subsist and at the same time pertain to a given species.


Accidents


We have earlier described accidents as multiple
perfections inhering in a single permanent subject, and as secondary or derived
determinations of the central core of a thing. What basically characterizes
them, therefore, is their dependence on the substance. For this reason, an
accident is commonly defined as a reality to whose essence it is proper
to be in something else, as in its subject. What is most
characteristic of substance is to subsist, whereas what is most characteristic
of any accident is "to be in another" (esse
in or inesse).


The substance has a nature or essence to which
subsistence is fitting, and which places the subject within a species.
Likewise, each accident has its own essence, which differentiates it from other
accidents, and to which dependence on the being of a subject is fitting. For
instance, color has an essence distinct from that of temperature, and yet to
subsist is not fitting to any of them. Rather, both of them are in some substance.


There is a great variety of accidents, but we
can classify them into four groups
according to their origin:


a)  accidents
which belong to the species: these are accidents which spring from the
specific principles of the essence of a thing, and are therefore properties common to all
individuals of the same species (e.g., the shape of a horse, the powers of
understanding and willing in man);


b)    accidents
which are inseparable from each individual: these accidents stem
from the specific way the essence is present in a given individual, for
instance, being tall or short, being fair or dark-complexioned, being a man or
a woman—these are all individual characteristics which have a permanent basis
in their subject;


c)  accidents which are separable from each
individual:
these accidents, such as being seated or standing, walking or studying, stem
from the internal principles of their subject, but they affect it only in a
transient manner;


d)  accidents
which stem from an external agent: some of these may be violent, that is, they are
imposed upon the subject against the normal tendency of its nature (e.g., a
viral disease); others, in contrast, may actually be beneficial to the subject
which receives them (e.g., instruction received from another person).


Metaphysical and logical
accidents


From the metaphysical
point of mew, that is, taking into account the being of things, there is no
middle ground between the substance and the accidents: any reality
"is" either by itself or in another. Thus, it should not be
surprising that such important properties of man as the intelligence and will
have to be included among the accidents, since they do not subsist by
themselves, but only in the human person who is their subject. It is not a
distinctive mark of accidents to be of scant importance and thus, to be
absolutely dispensable. Their distinguishing characteristic is their inherence
in something else in order to be.
There are in fact accidents of great importance, such as the action of willing,
and others of lesser importance, such as being seated.


In logic, however, since the first type of
accidents earlier mentioned are attributed in a necessary manner to all of the
individuals of a given species, they are given a special, more precise name:
"proper" accidents, or "properties". The term
"accident" is thus reserved for the other three types, which may or
may not be found in a given individual of some species. From the logical
viewpoint, therefore, one can consider "properties" as realities in
some way between the substance and the accidents.


 


In common parlance, the term
"accident" is usually taken in a different sense. It becomes
synonymous with anything extrinsic and juxtaposed, which can be dispensed with.
This attitude is of course erroneous, for accidents are closely linked to the
substance: the lives of men (substances), for instance, greatly depend on the
individual's upbringing and moral habits (accidents).


 


2. The Act of Being
Belongs to the Substance


The being of the
substance and of the accidents


 


Strictly speaking, what properly is is that which has the
act of being as an act belonging to itself, i.e., that which is by itself, and this is
true only of the substance. In contrast,
"since the accidents do not subsist, they do not have being (esse)
strictly speaking: it is their subject that is, in one way or another, in
accordance with these accidents". The weight of a horse does
not exist by itself, neither does its color or shape. Hence, it is more correct
to say that the horse is
heavy, or is white, precisely
because of having these accidents.


In the final analysis, accidents do not possess
an act of being "of
their own"; rather, they depend on the act of being of the substance,
which is their subject. Thus, a 5-kilo weight only exists in a body endowed
with that specific heaviness. This does not mean that the accidents are
nothing; they also are,
that is, they are real, insofar as they form part of a substance, and
constitute specific determinations of that subject.


Hence, the accidents always imply imperfection,
"since their being consists in 'being in another', on which it depends
and, consequently, in being part of a composition formed with some
subject".


We
can also arrive at the conclusion that the accidents do not have an act of
being of their own by observing generation and corruption. Since generation and
corruption—the acquisition and loss of being—affect that which has being, these
terms are only applied to the substance. Whiteness, for instance, is neither
engendered nor corrupted; rather, bodies become white or lose their original whiteness.
Accidents are neither generated nor corrupted. We can only validly state that
accidents are "generated" or "corrupted" insofar as their subject begins to be or
ceases to be in act in accordance with these accidents.


The substance is being
(ens) in the strict sense


Due to the diverse ways in which the act of being belongs to
substance and to the accidents, they are called
beings in an analogical sense. They are partly alike, since both are; at the same time,
however, they are partly different, since the substance is by virtue of its own act
of being, while the accidents
are only because they are supported by the substance. Therefore,
it is the substance that should properly be called
being; the
accident should rather be called "something belonging to the being."


Among analogical realities, there is always one
reality of which the analogical term is predicated principally and in a proper
sense; it is applied afterwards to the others because of their relation to the
former. For instance, the various meanings of freedom, such as political
freedom, freedom of speech, and educational freedom, point toward a primary
sense, namely, the personal freedom of the human will. In the case of being,
the principal analogue is the substance, and the accidents are secondary
analogues, which are only called beings by reason of their relationship with
the substance (such that if the substance were removed, the other meanings of being would also
disappear). In this sense, substance is the foundation and basis of all other modes
of being. Accidents can be called beings because they are related to the
substance: they may be its quantity or quality, or any of its other determining
aspects.


 


3. The Composite of
Substance and Accidents


After
the study of the nature of each of these two manners of being, it would now be
appropriate to turn our attention to the way they relate to one another in
every individual being.


Real distinction


A substance and its accidents are really
distinct from one another. This can be clearly seen by observing accidental
changes, in which certain secondary perfections disappear and give way to other
new ones without the substance itself being changed into another substance.
Such alterations are only possible if the accidents are really distinct from the
substance which they affect. The color of an apple, for instance, is something
really distinct from the apple itself, since the apple changes in color when it
ripens, but does not cease to be an apple.


The readily-changeable accidents are not the
only ones really distinct from the substance. All the accidents, by virtue of
their very essence, are distinct from their subject. For instance, to be
divisible is by nature proper to
quantity whereas substance is by itself both one and indivisible. Relation is a reference to
another; in contrast, substance is something independent.


Substance
has its own consistency, truly distinct from that of the accidents, and
superior to it. Substance determines the basic content of things and makes them
to be what they are (a flower, an elephant, a man). In contrast, accidents
depend on the substantial core, and at the same time constitute its determining
aspects.


The unity of the
composite


The real distinction between substance and
accidents may seem to undermine the unity of a particular being. This, in fact,
is the result that emerges from theories which regard the substance as a
substratum disconnected from the accidents, and merely juxtaposed to them in an
extrinsic fashion. It must, however, be stressed that the real distinction between substance and
accidents does not destroy the unity of the being. Substance and
accidents are not several beings put together to form a whole, just as various
decorative elements are combined to constitute a room. There is only one being in the strict sense,
namely, the substance; all the rest simply "belong to it." A tree,
for instance, does not cease to be a single thing even though it has many
accidental characteristics. The accidents are not complete, autonomous
realities added to a substance; they are only determining aspects of the
substance, which complete it and do not, therefore, give rise to a plurality of
juxtaposed things.


The
unity of the composite also becomes evident in the case of operations. An
animal, for instance, carries out many different actions, which do not hamper
its unity. On the contrary, its entire activity forms a harmonious unified
whole precisely because there is a single subject that acts. In the case of
man, it is neither the intelligence which understands, nor the will that
desires; rather, it is the person who understands and desires by means of these
respective powers, and consequently all his operations are imbued with an
underlying unity.


"Empiricism"
is a philosophical doctrine that considers the substance as something permanent
and unchanging that lies beneath the flux of accidental changes. Thus, within
the empiricist view of reality, one cannot speak of unity between substance and
accidents, but of a mere juxtaposition of different things. Empiricism regards
the substance as a totally stagnant underlying residue that one can readily
dispense with. It must be stressed time and again that the accidents belong to
the substance, and accordingly, every accidental change does affect the
substance, but only in an "accidental" way.


"Esse" is the
root of the unity of substance and accidents


A being is a certain whole
which is composed of a substance and certain accidents. These are elements
which form a certain unity, and do not exist separately. No accident exists without
its substance, and no substance exists without its accidents. These realities
lie in different levels, however, since the accidents depend on the being of
the substance and not the other way around. Therefore, the composite is by virtue of the act of
being (actus essendi) of the
substance in which each of the accidents also shares.


Each
thing has but one act of being.
Thus, the entire
substantial and accidental reality of a being "is" by virtue of a
single act of being, which, properly speaking, belongs to the substance.
A being has esse in
accordance with the manner determined by its specific essence, which is the
essence of the substance. This substantial perfection, in turn, gives rise to a
wide range of accidental perfections in conformity with that specific manner of
being. Hence, every man is a single being which possesses the act of being
according to his human essence or nature. From that degree of perfection of
being, his accidental perfections arise: for instance, a certain bodily
make-up, a complex of sense and motor powers, as well as spiritual operations.


A being has but one act of being (actus essendi), which is that of the
substance. Though lacking their own being, the accidents are also real, by
virtue of the act of being of the substance. There are some Thomists, however,
who speak as though accidents had a being of their own, distinct from that of
the substance. Such statements tend to undermine the radical unity of a being.
St. Thomas Aquinas does employ at times the terms esse substantiate and esse accidentale. Nevertheless, in these cases the
term
esse
does not strictly signify the actus essendi; it is used in a more general
sense—of being "real" (esse in actu); every being certainly has some
accidental realities which are distinct from its substantial reality, but it
has those accidents only by virtue of a single esse, which properly belongs to the
substance.


 


The three ways in which
substance and accidents are related


To wind up our study of the composite of
substance and accidents, it will be helpful to state briefly the three main
aspects of their mutual relationship:


a)    The substance is the substratum of the
accidents, not only insofar as it supports them, but also insofar as it gives
them the act of being.


b)  The substance is the cause of those
accidents which arise from it. The shape of a given animal, for instance, is an
effect of its essential principles, and for this reason all of the individuals
of the same species have a similar shape;


c)   The substance has a passive capacity (potency)
of receiving further perfections conferred on it by the accidents, which are
thus called accidental forms;
for instance, operations (which are accidents) are a kind of perfection to
which a substance is in potency.


The
relationship between substance and accidents may seem paradoxical: on the one
hand, the substance is the cause of the accidents, but at the same time the
substance is in potency to receive them. This paradox is resolved as soon as we
understand that substance and accidents are two principles of a thing which reciprocally
require each other and which cannot exist separately. Furthermore, in relation
to the accidents, substance is not both act and potency from the same point of
view, but from distinct points of view. The substance is act vis-a-vis the
accidents inasmuch as it gives them a share in its own being, while it is potential with respect to them to the
extent that it is perfected by its own accidents. Thus, a man carries out a
number of actions which flow from the actuality of his substance; at the same
time, these same actions affect him and give him greater perfection.


4. Our Knowledge of
the Substance and of the Accidents


Our way of knowing substance and accidents is
determined by their respective natures and their mutual relation.


In
the first place,
the substance-accident composite is known through the intelligence on the basis
of the data provided by the senses.
Sense knowledge always refers directly to the accidents of a thing; in
contrast, the intelligence grasps, through the accidents, their source and
basis, which is the substance. This, of course, is possible because the
accidents are not like a veil that hides the substance: on the contrary, the
accidents reveal the substance.


Since its proper object is being, the intellect is not
limited to grasping the more peripheral aspects of things, so to speak, but
knows "everything that is",
i.e., the entire being
with all its real characteristics. Thus, the intellect perceives being as a whole, composed
of substance and accidents and which is not merely the result of putting
together various aspects of the thing. The distinction between substance and
accidents can only be grasped through the intellect. It cannot be obtained
through the external or internal senses because these faculties perceive only
the accidents.


In the process of knowing the specific
individual being, we constantly go back and forth from the substance to the
accidents, and vice-versa. For
the sake of clarity, we may distinguish three stages in this knowledge.


a)      First, what we have is
an indistinct or vague
knowledge of the composite. Whenever we encounter an unknown
object, whose nature we are not familiar with, we immediately understand that
the qualities perceived by our senses (e.g., color, shape, size) are not
independent realities, but a unified whole by virtue of their belonging to a
single substance. Even at this initial stage of knowing an object, we know that
the accidents are secondary manifestations of a subject that subsists by
itself, notwithstanding our inability to know as yet what sort of substance it
is. Indeed, since being is
what is first known by the intelligence, and in the strict sense the substance
alone is being,
our intellect cannot grasp accidents without simultaneously perceiving their
subject.


b)     Then from the accidents we move on to the
substance. Once the subject of the accidents is known in an
indistinct way, the accidents, which reveal the substance, become the natural
path to know what the substance is, i.e., its nature or essence. The accidents of
a man (his shape, his proper operations), for instance, lead us to his essence:
rational animal. Thus, starting from the more external aspects of a being, so
to speak, we gradually come to grasp its deeper, more internal aspects. We
penetrate its substantial core through its more peripheral manifestations.


c)
From the substance, we go back to the accidents. Once we have
discovered the essence of a thing, this knowledge becomes a new, more intense
light which illumines all the accidents arising from the substance. It enables
us to acquire a more adequate notion of each of the accidents and of their
mutual relationships. No longer are we merely aware of them as mere external
manifestations of "something", whose nature is not yet distinctly
known to us. Rather, we recognize them as the proper natural manifestations of
a specific way of being. Once we have come to know the essence of man, for
instance, we can fit together in a better way his diverse accidents, since we
are aware that they stem from his nature and are dependent on it. This helps us
to have a better grasp of their real meaning. We can, for instance, perceive
the many activities of man as the result of a free rational activity, which is
itself a consequence of his specific essence, and as a result, we are able to
grasp them in their true dimension. Otherwise, even though we might obtain a
very detailed description of human activities and succeed in measuring many
aspects of human behavior, our knowledge of
the human person would remain extremely poor; we would even fail
to realize that man has a spiritual and immortal soul.


Summing up, we can say that our knowledge begins
from the sense-perceptible properties of things, perceived precisely as
manifestations of a thing which has
being. These properties reveal the essence to us, and the
accidents, in turn, are seen as stemming from this substance, which provides
the light for a better knowledge of them. This process is not, of course,
undergone and completed once and for all in an instant. In fact, an unending
flux characterizes our knowledge, as we move on from the accidents to the
substance, and from the substance to the accidents, thus gradually acquiring a
deeper knowledge of both.
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1. The Notion of the Categories


Substance and accidents are the basic manners of
being to which all reality can be reduced. Though accidental perfections
display considerable variety, they can be classified into nine groups. Substance and these nine types of
accidents constitute ten supreme classes (or genera) of being which are called
categories. These
categories describe real manners of being.


Since
being is reflected both in knowledge and in language, these
manners of being are understandably linked to corresponding types of predicates
which can be attributed to a thing. This, in fact, is the origin of their Latin
name predicamenta,
which is synonymous with the Greek term "categories." In fact, the
book on Logic written by Aristotle was titled 'The Categories".


Before discussing each one of the categories, we
can make a brief reference to them with the help of some examples. We can say
of Peter, for instance, that "he is a man" (substance), that "he
is good" (quality), that "he is tall" (quantity), that "he
is Anthony's son" (relation), that "he is in his room"
("where"), that "he is seated" (position), that "he
has a pencil and paper" (possession), that "he arrived at seven
o'clock" ("when"), that "he is writing" (action), that
"he is thirsty" (passion).


Since we have already dealt with substance, we
shall now consider the distinct nature of each of the other categories. A
common property of all the accidents is inherence in the substance, that is,
they are in (esse in)
a subject, which is precisely what makes them accidents. Yet, each accident has an essence of its own,
by which it determines the substance in a distinctive way. Both
quantity and quality, for instance,
are in the substance and share in its being, but the former gives
it extension, weight and volume, whereas the latter determines it in other
ways, such as giving it color, hardness, and a definite taste and odor.


Strictly speaking, the essence of each of these
accidental realities cannot be defined, since these are the supreme genera, and
only the notion of being,
which does not enter into any definition, is more general. Besides, they are
immediately evident realities, directly known through experience (e.g.,
quantity, and qualities such as color or shape, are known immediately through
the senses). They can, however, be described and illustrated with examples.


 


2. The Classification
of the Nine Supreme Genera


Earlier
we had given a classification of accidents in terms of their origin. Now we
shall classify them according to their own essences, that is, according to the
special ways in which they affect the substance.


 


a)    In the first place,
there are accidents which
intrinsically affect the substance; this group includes both quantity and quality, (which determine
the substance in itself and in an absolute manner), and relations, (which determine
the substance in reference to others).


—All bodily or material substances have a
definite quantity, which
is revealed in their extension, size or volume: this accident is common to
everything corporeal and it arises from matter.


—Qualities are accidents which
make the substance to be of this or that sort, and they arise from its essence
(or, more strictly speaking, from its
form). Consequently, each class or type
of substance has a certain set of qualities, such as a definite color or shape,
and certain capabilities of acting. Since they stem from the form, qualities
are also found in substances which do not have matter, namely, spiritual
substances. In the case of bodies, the various qualities affect the substance
through quantity: color, for instance, needs the support of a surface;
temperature always belongs to something extended.


—Relations, which can be considered
as extrinsic accidents in view of their terminus, determine the substance in
reference to others. Brotherhood, for instance, is a mutual relationship among
brothers. Sonship is the relation which belongs to a man in reference to his
parents.


b)       Then there are extrinsic accidents, which
really affect the substance, not in and by itself, but only in an external way
and through its relationship with other objects. To be in one place or in
another, for instance, does not intrinsically modify a man, as the acquisition
of a new quality (a virtue or some knowledge) would. Like any other accident,
extrinsic accidents are in the substance which they affect and from which they
receive their being. But their immediate basis is one of the intrinsic
accidents: a body is in a place, for instance, precisely because it is
extended, like the other bodies with which it is in contact.


—The
"where" (ubi) is the localization of the substance: the
accident which arises in a body because of its being here or there. A body's
presence in a given place is a real accident which affects the localized thing,
since it gives it a relation to other bodies. Still, the "where" does
not entail any internal modification of the subject; it only determines it in
relation to other adjacent bodily substances.


—"Position" (situs) is a body's way of
being in a place, for instance, being seated, standing, kneeling, or reclining.
It differs from the "where" because it refers to the relative
internal arrangement of the parts of the localized body. A body can be in
different positions in the same place.


—"Possession" (habitus) is the accident that
arises when the substance has something contiguous or immediately adjacent to
it, (being dressed, using a pen, wearing a watch, bearing arms). In the strict
sense, only man is capable of possessing something; thus "habitus" is,
properly speaking, exclusive to man.


—The
"when" (quando) is the temporal situation of a
bodily substance. Since bodies are material, they are subject to successive
change, and they pass through different stages. The measure of these changes is
time, and "when" indicates the specific instant at any point in this change.
Hence, it is an accident which affects material beings insofar as they change
progressively.


c) Finally, there are certain accidents which are partly intrinsic and
partly extrinsic. There are countless and continual interactions
among bodies which make up the material world; they give rise to the accidents
"action" and "passion".


—Action is the accident which
arises in a substance insofar as it is the agent principle of motion or change
in another subject. Thus, pushing a table, heating water, or compressing a gas
are actions, not when they are considered in themselves, but precisely when
they are viewed as acts stemming from an agent which is the principle of the
change undergone by another. Change itself, of course, belongs to other
categories: local motion belongs to
ubi, expansion belongs to quantity, and temperature changes
belong to quality.


—Passion (passio) arises in bodies
insofar as they are passive subjects of the activity of others. Because it is
something acted upon, the passive subject is at times called
"patient". It is the accident correlative to action, and it consists,
strictly speaking, in the reception of an act that proceeds from another. In
the same previous examples, "being heated" in the case of the water,
and "being compressed" in the case of the gas, belong to the category
passion (passio) insofar as they are produced by
an external agent.


In
the strict sense these two correlative accidents are only found in transient
actions externally carried out by the agent, such as heating or cutting.
Spiritual operations, in contrast, are immanent, that is, they end within the
very same power from which they originate. When a person understands or
imagines something, for instance, there is no effect produced outside the
intellect or imagination.


There is a certain order
among the accidents


Although we have earlier seen that the substance
is the proper subject of all accidents, since it alone subsists, an accident may be called the subject of
another, insofar as the latter inheres or resides in the substance
through the former. Color, for instance, is a quality which affects a bodily
substance through the latter's quantity; a substance devoid of quantity cannot
be colored.


Likewise,
an accident may be considered in potency with respect to another accident.
Thus, a transparent body can be made luminous, and anything which has quantity
has the potency to be in a place other than that which it presently occupies.


Finally,
some accidents can be considered as the causes of other accidents,
just as the action by which a father engenders a son give rise to the relations
of filiation and paternity, and as the virtue of justice (a quality)
constitutes the cause of just deeds.


Such mutual relations give rise to a certain
order among accidents, and in this sense, quantity is said to be the first
accident of bodily substances, since all other accidents are rooted in the
substance by means of quantity.


Accidents inhering in material realities,
particularly quantity, are studied more in Philosophy of Nature. Qualities and
relations are the two types of accidents which metaphysics more fittingly
considers, since these accidents can be found in any created substance, and not
merely in material substances.


 


3. Quality


By
virtue of its essence, each substance has its own way of being (it is of this
or that kind). By virtue of their specific essences, diverse substances also
possess, over and above these primary or basic determining elements, certain
accidental characteristics which complete their distinguishing features. These
are certain qualities, such as shape, color, hardness, temperature, active
capacity (or energy), character traits, and virtues.


Quality
is an accident which intrinsically affects the substance in itself,
making it to be in one way or another. This characteristic makes quality different from the
other categories, since none of the other accidents "qualifies" or
"shapes" the substance. Quantity, for instance, limits itself to
giving extension to the substance; relation affects the substance only in
reference to other beings distinct from it. The other accidents, as we have
already noted, are more external.


Quantity
stems necessarily from matter and is therefore the basic accident of the
material world. Quality, in contrast, arises from the form and is found both in
material and spiritual substances. Quality and relation are the only kinds of
accidents found in the spiritual sphere. That is why they are of special
interest to theology, since numerous supernatural realities belong to the
supreme genus of, quality (e.g., grace, virtues, gifts, sacramental character).


Kinds of Qualities


There are many different kinds of qualities.
There are spiritual qualities, such as the will and ideas, and material
qualities, such as sweetness and kinetic energy. Some qualities are
sense-perceptible, such as odor and sounds. Others are not directly perceived
but are known only through their effects, such as magnetism, gravitation,
chemical affinity. There are qualities which belong to a species and others
which are only found in certain individuals, in a permanent or transient
fashion. This wide array of qualities can be reduced to four basic groups.


a)
Alterable qualities (passibiles qualitates) are
qualities affecting the substance in such a way as to render it susceptible to
physical change. Temperature, color and humidity belong to this type of
qualities, because bodies may be altered with respect to them (they become
warmer or colder, they change in color, they get wet or become dry). Within
this group, there are some qualities which are more permanent and others which
are more transitory. The natural complexion of a person, which is hardly
changeable, is an example of the former, while a blush, which is simply
transitory, is an example of the latter. Generally speaking, the alterable
qualities act as stimuli to the senses and they constitute the proper object of
the latter.


b)       Shape
and figure
are qualities of bodies which define the limits of quantity and give it
definite contours and dimensions. Although these terms are commonly used
interchangeably, they have distinct meanings in metaphysics. The term
"figure" is usually employed to designate the natural contours of
bodily substances, without adding any special connotation (e.g., the figure of
a bird, of a man, of a mineral). The term "shape" or
"form", in contrast, has a certain connotation of proportion among
the parts of a thing, which makes it pleasing; hence the term is often applied
to the contours of artificial beings with well-proportioned parts.


c)      Operative
powers
are qualities which enable the substance to carry out some acts. They are also
called faculties
or operative powers. They include the intelligence, the will, and the memory,
which make a human being capable of understanding, desiring and remembering.
The power of locomotion of animals, the reproductive power of plants, and
kinetic energy in inanimate beings are other examples of operative powers. They
are the proximate principles of operation of substances. Some of them, as we
shall see, are in need of further perfection—the operative habits—in order to
attain their object adequately.


d)     Habits are stable qualities
through which a subject is well or ill-disposed with regard to a perfection
that befits its nature (entitative habits, such as
health or sickness, beauty or ugliness) or its action and goal (operative habits, such as
virtues or vices, knowledge or intellectual deformation, manual skill or
clumsiness).


What makes habits differ from other qualities is
that they are either good
or bad (health, for instance, is good for a person; a virtue is
good, whereas the contrary vice is bad). Hence, they acquire great relevance in
the moral sphere, where good and evil have their most complete and strict
meaning.


Operative habits can be classified
according to the faculties they perfect. Hence, there are operative habits
residing in the intellect (knowledge, prudence), in the will(justice), in the
sense appetite insofar as it is subject to the intellect and the will
(fortitude and temperance). They can also be the classified according to their
origin. Hence, there are natural operative habits (acquired habits such as art
and sincerity) and supernatural operative habits (habits infused by God, such
as theological virtues and infused moral virtues).


The category of habits also includes dispositions, which are
characterized by greater instability since they are less rooted in the subject.
Dispositions can be lost with a certain ease, although they can also stabilize
within the subject and thereby become habits. For instance, a person who would
like to be virtuous may begin with mere good dispositions, but he may end up
acquiring good habits by constantly struggling to have good dispositions. In a
similar way, a natural aptitude for speaking can become, through repetition of
acts, the art of oratory with the distinctive marks of a habit or a stable,
acquired perfection.


 


4. Relation


The
universe is not composed of isolated individual beings. A dense network of
relations exists among them: relations of similarity, dependence, cooperation,
causality, equality, and so forth.


Relation is an accident
whose nature is a reference or order of one substance towards another. While intrinsic
accidents like quantity and quality affect the substance with respect to what
it is in itself, relation as such is simply a
reference to another, the order which one subject has with
respect to other beings distinct from it. It is "to
be-towards-another" or "to be" with respect to (esse ad aliud or esse ad).
Sonship, for instance, is an accident that links a man to his parents. Although
it is based on the fact that a son received life from his parents, sonship in itself is no more than
a relation or reference which does not add any new intrinsic characteristic or
property to the subject.


There
are two elements in every accident: (i) its nature or essence, which determines
the special way in which it affects the substance, and (ii) its
"inherence" or "being in" the substance (esse in). While the very nature of other
accidents entails their "being in" (esse in)
the substance, since they are determining elements of the substance itself
(quantity is a measure of a material substance, qualities affect their
subject), relation, in contrast, makes the substance "get out of
itself", so to speak, in order to tend towards another; its essence is "to be toward"
(esse ad). Relation as an accident is
thereby imperfect and weak, because by itself, it is a mere "reference
to".


The elements of a real
relation


Relations can be either "real"
relations or relations "of reason". Relations "of reason"
exist only in the intellect when it relates independent things among
themselves. In every real relation we find the following components: a) the subject, which is the
person or thing in which the relation resides; b)
the terminus to which the subject is related (both of these
elements are also generically called the "terms" or
"extremes" of the relation); c)
a basis of the order between these two substances; and d) the relation itself or the
bond which links one thing to the other.


In the case of sonship, for instance, the son is
the subject, the parents are the terminus, the basis is generation, which
establishes the relation of parents to the son, and sonship is the order of
dependence of the son with respect to his parents. In relations of friendship,
the friends are the terms of the relation, the relation is the bond which
unites them, and the basis is their mutual dealing as friends, which gave rise
to the harmony between them.


The
important role of the basis of a real relation must be emphasized. Since a
relation is essentially a reference to another, and not an internal determining
element of the substance in which it inheres, it must necessarily have in its
subject a basis different from itself. This basis is what gives rise to the relation.
In the case of filiation, what causes the son to be related to his parents is
his having been engendered by them; without this fact or basis, no relation
would exist between parents and children; similarly without mutual dealing as
friends, the relations of friendship would never arise.


Dialectical
philosophy disregarded altogether the need for the basis of a relation: all
reality is thus reduced to a network of relations without any subject.
Dialectical philosophy considers the existence of individuals or subsistent
subjects as the result of an abstraction which falsifies reality. Along these
lines, Marxism regards man as a tangle of relations of material production, and
asserts that the genuine subject of history is not the person but the totality of
economic relations. In this way, being (substance, ens) is reduced to a relation.
Consequently, for a real relation to exist, the first requisite is that there
be a subject, something which is in itself. Otherwise, it cannot be related
to another.


Importance of relations


In spite of their inherent weakness in terms of
being, real relations have such an immense relevance.


a)    For one thing, all beings form a hierarchical order in
accordance with their degrees of perfection. In this hierarchy,
all creatures are inherently referred to God as their first cause and their
last end, and inferior beings serve the superior ones. Thus, the material
universe is at the service of man, and it acquires its meaning when, through
it, man directs himself to God.


b)      In addition, relations also have a determining role
within the realm of knowledge. The reality of order is
presupposed and constantly verified by the sciences, which seek to find some of
the many connections (e.g., of causality, of similarity) linking things
together.


c)    Furthermore, relation is one of the bases of the
goodness which creatures achieve by means of their operations.
Things are good insofar as they have the
act of being (primary goodness), but they achieve the entire
perfection which befits them through a secondary goodness, which lies in the
actualization, through their operations, of the order which each of them has
towards its end. Thus, man is good, in the strict sense of the word, to the
extent that he acts in accordance with his relationship with God.


Types of real relations


There are as many types of relations as there
are distinct classes of bases on which they depend:


a)    Relations
according to dependence in being arise whenever the very existence of one
reality depends upon another. The most proper case is the relation of the
creature to the Creator. Creatures receive
being from God, and this gives rise to their real relation to
God. A similar relation exists between human knowledge and the objects known,
since our knowledge is measured by external reality and adjusts itself to it.
In both examples, the relation is not mutual. Only the relations of the creature to the Creator, and of knowledge to the known reality, are
real. The inverse relations are only relations
"of reason": God does not depend on creatures, and things are independent of
man's knowing them.


b)     Mutual
relations based on action and passion, such as that of a son to his parents
(sonship) and of the parents to the son (paternity), that of the ruler to the
citizens (government), and of the subjects to the authority (submission to
authority). These relations are mutual since they are rooted in the same basis
(transient causality) which entails a modification of both extremes: action in
the one and passion in the other. This is the root of the distinction between
these relations and those arising from dependence in being. The latter are not
mutual, since in their case, there is no real modification in one of the
extremes.


c)      Relations
according to fittingness based on quantity, quality, and on the substance. Relations based on
quantity arise because certain quantities are used as measurement for others.
Relations of quantitative equality or disequality, relations of distance, and
the like, are examples of this type. One country, for instance, is twice the
size of another. These dimensive relations are mutual relations, since either
of the extremes has a quantity capable of being measured by that of the other.


Analogously, relations based on quality are
relations of qualitative similarity or dissimilarity. For instance, two things
can be similar or dissimilar in terms of whiteness, hardness, and any other
quality.


Relations
based on the substance are the relations of identity and of diversity. For
example: two drops of water are identical substances, and so are two birds, two
men, and so forth.


Transcendental relation


Since the 15th century, the term transcendental relation has been appearing in some
philosophical works. It is supposed to be an order towards another, which is
included in the very essence of something, e.g., the order of potency towards
act, of matter towards form, of the will towards the good, and of the
intelligence towards being. What is supposed to be involved here is not an
accidental relation but one which is identical with the very essence of some
reality. Some authors even go as far as asserting that the relation of
creatures to God ought to be included within this type of relation and not
among the accidents at all. St. Thomas Aquinas himself, however, maintains that
it is an accident creatures have as a consequence of receiving the act of being from God.


The
use of the term "transcendental relation" gives rise to a serious
difficulty. It is tantamount to acknowledging the reality of a relation
identical with the absolute content of things, which is only possible in the
intratrinitarian relations identical with the divine essence. Besides, in the
examples mentioned (potency, matter, will and intelligence), it would be quite
improper to speak of relations, (i.e., of real relations), since none of the
realities mentioned is a being properly speaking, but only a constitutive
principle, and cannot therefore be an apt subject of a relation.


Relations of reason


Observing the weak and tenuous reality of
relations, a person may be led to think that they are not in fact real but only
the result of mental comparison. This, however, occurs only when the
intelligence compares things which are not really related. We shall briefly
consider "relations of reason," that is, relations that do not exist
outside the mind. The study of this type of relations will shed more light on
the existence of real relations.


Every relation of reason
lacks one or more of the elements required for a real relation. One of the extremes (or
both) may not be real, or one may not really be distinct from the other, or the
relation may not have a real basis in the subject.


Some examples of this type of relations are:


a)  Relations
among concepts,
studied by Logic, such as the relation of species to genus, or that of species
to the individual.


b)    Then there are relations of identity, as
when we say that something is identical to itself. In this case, we consider
the same reality as though it were two. Anything is certainly identical to
itself, but this is not a real relation, since only one extreme exists.


c)  There are relations with unreal extremes.
We occasionally relate two things, one of which, at least, is not real, as when
we compare the present with the future, or two future events with one another,
or being
with nothingness.


d)   There are relations of
reason which arise when there is
no real reciprocal relation between two things. For example, the
external world does not undergo any change when it is known by man, since the
act of knowing is confined to man's interior being. Consequently, the object
known is not altered by any relation towards the knowing subject; in contrast,
there arises a real relation of the subject with respect to the object.


The
relations which the intellect attributes to God with respect to creatures are
also relations of reason. Evidently, all creatures have a real relation of
dependence on God for he is their Creator. However, the inverse relation is not
a real one because God cannot be a subject of a relation, for the simple reason
that he has no accidents. Besides, the presumed basis of the latter relation
(God to creatures)—God's creative activity—is not an accident distinct from the
Divine Essence.


The fact that there is no real relation towards
creatures in God, does not mean that he is a distant being who is not concerned
about the universe. It simply implies that his being does not depend on the
world, and that no accident exists in him by which he could be ordered towards
creatures. God is,
however,
intimately present in all creatures, conferring the act of being on them. His nearness is much
greater and closer than that which could be established through an accidental
relation.
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After
studying the different manners of being which are to be found in things, we
shall now proceed to examine the two aspects of reality, act and potency, which are found
in all creatures and which enable us to acquire a deeper knowledge of being. Here we are dealing
with a central point of metaphysics which St. Thomas took from Aristotle, but
viewed from a broader perspective. It is of great importance for a correct
understanding of the world and for the metaphysical ascent to God.


1. The Notions of Act and Potency


We
acquire an initial knowledge of act and potency through the analysis of motion
or change. Due to a rigid conception of being as one and
immutable, Parmenides could not explain the reality of change, and relegated it
to the realm of mere appearance. In his view, being
is and non-being is
not. Consequently, being cannot come from being which already is, nor can it come from
non-being, since it is nothing. Aristotle provided a more realistic explanation
of change, which he considered not as absolute passage from non- being to
being, but as the transition of a subject from one state to another (as
initially cold water becomes warm water). Through change a thing acquires a
perfection which it did not possess before. In the subject, however, there must
be a capacity for having this quality which is obtained through change.
Aristotle's examples were clear and simple: neither an animal nor a small child
knows how to solve mathematical problems; the child, however, can learn to do
so, while the animal never can. A block of wood is not yet a statue, but it
does have the capacity to be turned into one by the sculptor, while water and
air have no such capacity.


The capacity to have a
perfection is called potency. It is not the mere privation of something which
will be acquired, but a real capacity in the subject to acquire certain
perfections. The reality of potency which breaks Parmenides' homogeneous view
of being, was
an important contribution which Aristotle introduced in his effort to
understand the reality of change.


Act, the perfection
which a subject possesses, is contrasted to potency. Some examples of act: are the sculptured
shape of wood, the temperature of water, and acquired knowledge. Motion or
change, then, is the successive actualization of the potency: it is the
transition from being something in potency to being it in act. The tree, for
instance, is potentially in the seed, but is it only through growth that it
comes to be an actual tree.


Aristotle
considered act and potency under two aspects—the physical (linked to motion or
change), and the metaphysical. Under the physical aspect, act and potency form
the elements that explain motion or change, but in such a way that to be in act
and to be in potency are never found present simultaneously in a given subject:
being actually
a statue is opposed to being
potentially a statue. Under the second aspect, act and potency
are considered stable constituent principles of all things, such that potency,
even after having been made actual, continues being a co-principle of its
corresponding act.
Thus, in all corporeal beings, which are composed of prime matter (potency) and
substantial form (act), the prime matter remains after receiving its form. We
will discuss this topic further in the next chapter.


Act


In general, act is any
perfection of a subject. Examples of acts are: the color of a thing, the qualities
of a substance, the substantial perfection itself of a being, the operations of
understanding, willing, sensing, and the like.


The
notion of act is a primary and evident one. Therefore, strictly speaking, it
cannot be defined; it can only be described by means of examples and by
differentiating it from potency. Speaking about act, Aristotle said: "What
we mean becomes evident by induction from particular ones. Certainly, one does
not have to ascertain the definition of every thing; it is enough for him to
intuitively grasp some things through analogy. Act is related to potency as one
who builds to someone capable of building, as one who is awake to someone who
is asleep, as one who sees to someone whose eyes are closed but who has the power
of sight, as that which proceeds from matter to matter itself, and as that
which has been processed to that which is still unprocessed. The former is
called act; the latter is termed potency".


Potency


Potency is also directly known through
experience as correlative to act. It must be noted that, in the case of
potency, the reference to act is unavoidable, since it is constitutive of
potency to be directed towards some type of act. Sight, for instance, is the
potency (or power) of seeing, and movability is the capacity to be in movement.
These potencies are known through their respective acts.


A potency is that which
can receive an act or already has it. We shall go over some of the characteristics
implied by this description.


a)      In the first place, potency is distinct from act.
This can be clearly seen when the act is separable from the corresponding
potency. The sense of sight, for instance, is sometimes actually seeing and at
other times is not; an animal retains the capacity to move when it is actually
resting, as well as during those moments when it is in fact moving. The
distinction between act and potency is not, however, of a purely temporal
nature. The potency may or may not be actualized, but it always remains a
potency. Even when the sense of sight is actually seeing, it does not lose its
capacity to see, which is, rather, perfected by its act. An empty glass has the
capacity to contain a liquid, and when it actually contains it, the potency
does not vanish but is fulfilled. Strictly speaking, therefore, potency is characterized by being the
capacity to have an act or by being a receptive subject.


b)     Act
and potency are not complete realities, but only aspects or principles which
are found in things. Although we can well understand that they are distinct, we
cannot represent them in our imagination, which always tends to view potency as
an already complete reality which is nonetheless empty and bare, expecting to
receive its act. Furthermore, since the object suited to our understanding is
the already constituted being,
we encounter a certain difficulty in trying to speak about its internal
principles, which can never exist separately.


c)     Potency
is to act as the imperfect is to the perfect. In the strict sense,
act is a perfection, a completion, something determinate. Potency, in contrast,
is an imperfection, a "perfectible" capacity. The figure of a statue,
for instance, is a positive quality of the marble, a perfection, an act,
whereas the shapeless block of marble is imperfect and indeterminate to the
extent that it is deprived of that figure. In this sense, there is a clear
opposition between act and potency; the latter is "that which is not in
act". Thus, a person who merely has the potency to know, but does not
actualize it, does not know;
and as long as the piece of marble has not been sculptured, it is not a statue. This
contrast clearly shows that potency is not act in a germinal or implicit state.


d)    Nevertheless, in itself potency is not a mere
privation of act, but a real capacity for perfection. A stone,
for instance, does not see, and in addition, it is not even capable of this
act, whereas some new-born animals do not see, but they do have the capacity or
power to see.


 


2. Kinds of Act and Potency


There are many kinds of act and potency. The
very examples we have been using are already a proof of this. Both prime matter
and substance, for instance, are potencies, but in different ways: the
substance is a subject already in act which receives further accidental acts,
whereas matter is an indeterminate substratum to which substantial form is
united as its first act. We have also mentioned such diverse acts as the
accidents, the substantial form, the act of being, and even motion or change,
which is an imperfect act in comparison to its terminus, since the latter is
act in a fuller sense.


Within this variety, a basic division of act and
potency can be made.


a)    There is passive potency or a
capacity to receive, and the corresponding
first act (also called entitative act).


b)    There is also active potency or capacity
to act, and the corresponding
second act, which is action or operation.


Passive potency and
first act


Strictly speaking, the metaphysical character of
potency as a capacity to receive an act pertains to passive potency. However,
it is not a homogeneous reality, but one which is found at different levels.


We can distinguish three basic types of passive
potency and their corresponding acts.


a) First, there is
prime matter and substantial form. In bodily substances there is
an ultimate substratum, prime matter, in which substantial form is received.
This form determines the matter, and thereby forms one or another type of
corporeal substance, such as iron, water or oxygen.


Prime matter is the ultimate potential
substratum, since it is of itself pure potency, a merely receptive subject
which lacks any actuality of its own. The substantial form is the first act
which prime matter receives.


b)   Next, there is substance and accidents.
All substances, whether material (composed of matter and form) or purely
spiritual, are subjects of accidental perfections, such as qualities or
relations. Unlike prime matter, the substance is a subject which is already in
act through the form, but which is of itself in potency with respect to the
accidents.


c)    Then, there is essence (potentia essendi), and act of
being (actus essendi or esse). The form, in turn, whether it is
received in matter or not, is no more than a determinate measure of
participation in the act of being. The essences "man,"
"dog," "pine tree," and "uranium," for instance,
are different ways of participating in being. With respect to the act of being,
everything is a limiting receptive potency—from the separated forms, to the
composite of matter and form, down to the accidents (which participate in the
act of being through their union with the substance).


Although
we shall take this up later, at this stage, we might as well note that in
bodily beings, the form is act with respect to matter, and it is in potency
with regard to the act of being (esse). Matter is doubly potential, first with respect to
form and then, through the form, with respect to the act of being.


Active Potency and
Second Act


Besides passive potency, there is another kind
of potency which is a capacity to produce or confer a perfection; this is also
called power,
especially in common usage. Thus we speak of the power of an engine or of a
boxer, and of nuclear power.


The act corresponding to this potency is action
or activity, which is called
second act, since operations arise in a subject by virtue of its first
act, which is stable and more internal.


Active potency has the
nature of act,
since anything acts insofar as it is in act, whereas it is, by contrast, a
passive receiver (of the act) insofar as it is in potency. In order to give or
transmit a perfection to another, the subject must first have that perfection,
since no one can give what he does not have. Light or heat is only given off,
for instance, by something which has electrical or thermal energy,
respectively.


Nevertheless, in creatures, active potency has a
certain passivity. That is why it is called potency (an active one) and not
simply act. Powers are related to their acts as the imperfect is
to its corresponding perfection. Thus, to be in potency to understand is less
perfect than to understand actually. Operative faculties are not always in act.
This clearly reveals that they are really distinct from their operations. The
will, for instance, is not the very act of loving, but the power of carrying
out that free act. Moreover, active powers have a certain passivity, inasmuch
as their transition to operation requires the influence of something external
which sets them in a condition to act. Thus, the intelligence needs an
intelligible object and the impulse of the will. Likewise, the motor powers of
an animal presuppose the apprehension of a sense-perceptible good and the
motion of instinct or of the
aestimativa ("estimative" power). No created power sets
itself in act by itself, without the influence of something outside itself,
unless it were to be active and passive with regard to the same thing, which
is, of course, impossible.


We
can speak of active potency in God (omnipotence) insofar as he is the principle
of the act of being of all things. But since this divine action does not entail
any passivity or any passage from potency to act, it is not strictly speaking a
potency, but Pure Act.


Operations and their
corresponding active powers are accidents. No created substance is identical with
its operation, but is only its cause. The human soul, for instance, is the
principle of spiritual activity, but it is not that very activity itself.
Operations stem from the internal perfection of the substance.


More specifically, active powers or faculties
are accidents belonging to the category
quality; operation, in turn, is also an accident. If it is a
transitive action, that is, an action with a resulting external effect
(building a house, tilling a field, sawing wood), it belongs to the category action. In the case of
immanent activity, which is specifically called
operation (thinking, seeing, imagining, loving) it belongs to the
accident quality.


 


3. The Primacy of Act


After considering the nature and kinds of act
and potency, we can now view from diverse angles the primacy of act over
potency.


a)      First of all, act is prior to potency with regard to
perfection. As we have already seen, act is what is perfect,
whereas potency is what is imperfect. "Each thing is perfect insofar as it
is in act, and imperfect insofar as it is in potency". Hence, potency is
subordinate to act, and the latter constitutes, as it were, its goal. A given
ability, for instance, is ordered towards its exercise, and without the latter,
the former would be frustrated. Likewise, man's body is the potential subject
which receives the soul as its act, and becomes subordinate to it.


b)   Act
is also prior to potency with regard to knowledge. Any potency is known
through its act, since it is no more than the capacity to receive it, possess
it, or produce a perfection. Consequently, the definition of each potency
includes its own act, which is what differentiates it from other potencies.
Thus, hearing is defined as the power to grasp sounds, and the will is defined
as the power to love the good. The primacy of act in knowledge is based on the
very nature of potency, which is nothing but the capacity for an act.


c)    Act
has causal primacy over potency. Nothing can act unless it is already in act,
and something receives an act insofar as it is in potency. Being a passive
subject of the action of another is equivalent to receiving a perfection it had
the potency to acquire. To act is to exert a real influence on another, and
this is possible only if one actually possesses the perfection that is to be
communicated. Thus, only a hot body can raise the temperature of the
surrounding objects; a lamp illumines only insofar as it is itself lit. In
short, what is in potency does not become actual without the influence of
something already in act.


d)      Act
has also a temporal primacy over potency. In any given subject, potency has a
certain temporal priority with respect to act, since a thing is in potency with
regard to any given perfection before it actually receives it. This potency,
however, points to an agent cause, prior in act, which actualizes it. Before a
tree could attain its full development, it must first have a potency for this
perfection while still being a seed. But the seed itself must of necessity be
the fruit of a prior tree. This temporal priority of act with regard to potency
is based on the causal primacy of act.


For
this reason, when Aristotle analyzed motion (or change) in nature, he clearly
saw that all things which pass from potency to act require a prior cause in
act, and that, consequently, at the peak of all reality there is a Pure Act,
devoid of any potency, which moves everything else. This, in brief, is the
proof of the existence of God which St. Thomas presents in the First Way. It
appears in an immediate manner as we observe the composition of act and potency
in all things that move or change.


We can conclude this topic by saying that in
terms of being, act
"is", in the principal and proper sense, and potency "is"
only in a secondary way. Something is said to be insofar as it is in
act, not insofar as it is in potency. A statue
is when the figure has already been carved, not while there is
still only a shapeless piece of wood or metal. We can say the same thing
without referring to the origin of a sculpture: the statue is a statue by virtue of
its form and not by virtue of the potency in which the form is received, since on
account of that capacity, it could be other things (e.g., a cabinet or a
table).


Being (ens), in the strict sense, is being in act. What is in
potency, in contrast, is only real by its relation to act. In so far as it is
in potency, a being is not,
but can come to be.
This capacity to be
is certainly something,
but only insofar as it is somehow linked to an actual perfection. Consequently,
both act and potency participate in
being but in an analogical manner and in accordance with an order
of propriety (secundum
prius et posterius).
What is in act has act of being
directly, whereas the potentiality of things is real indirectly, that is, only
in relation to act.


 


4. Relation Between
Act and Potency as Constituent Principles of Being


 


As we dealt with passive potency and first act
in the previous sections, we saw that act and potency are metaphysical
principles that constitute all created reality. The finite nature of being, marked by various
levels of composition (substance-accidents, matter-form, essence-act of being),
is in the final analysis always expressed in one of the many forms in which the
analogous reality of act and potency can be found. Act and potency are
principles ordered towards each another in order to constitute things. Potency
can never subsist in a pure state, but always forms part of a being, which is already
something in act. Thus, although prime matter is pure potentiality, it is
always actualized by some substantial form. In finite beings, act is always
united to potency; only in God, who is Pure Act, is potency absolutely absent.
We shall now consider in detail the relation between these two principles of being.


a)     Potency
is the subject in which the act is received. Experience does not
reveal to us any subsistent acts or perfections (e.g., justice, whiteness,
beauty); rather, it shows us acts or perfections which are received in a
potential subject (a just man, a beautiful image, a white sheet). Justice,
beauty, and whiteness are universal notions abstracted from reality. As we
discussed the kinds of act and potency, we saw that every kind of act is in a
potential subject; thus, prime matter is the subject of the substantial form,
substance is the subject of the accidents.


b)      Act
is limited by the potency which receives it. Every act or perfection
received in a subject is limited by the capacity of the recipient. No matter
how abundant the waters of a spring might be, a glass can contain only the
amount of spring water equal to its own volume. Similarly, the whiteness of a
piece of paper is restricted by the dimensions of the paper. Each man acquires
knowledge in accordance with his own intellectual capacity.


An act is not limited by
itself,
since of itself, it is perfection and does not entail any imperfection as such.
If it is imperfect, it is because of something distinct from it, which is
united to it and limits it. This results from the very notion of act and
potency. A self-limited act would be a perfection which is imperfect by virtue
of that by which it is a perfection, and this would be a contradiction. If
someone is wise only to a limited extent, for instance, this is not because
wisdom itself is limited (wisdom, of itself, is nothing but wisdom) but because
of some deficiency of the subject.


c)     Act
is multiplied through potency. This means that the same act can be present in many,
due to the many subjects which can receive it. The specific perfection
"eagle," for instance, is found in many individuals because it is
present in a potency, namely, prime matter. Whiteness is multiplied insofar as
there are many objects having the same color. The imprint of a coin can be
repeated indefinitely, as long as there is material on which it can be stamped.


Multiplicity is intimately linked to limitation.
Act can only be limited and multiplied by a receptive potency. If whiteness
were to exist on its own, without inhering in any subject, it would be unique
and thus, would encompass within itself the entire perfection of the color
white. Setting aside the illustrative example, we must say that the only
separated perfection is the subsistent act
of being, which is God; in God, the
esse is not limited by any receptive potency and consequently,
God is one. Analogously, angels are pure forms not received in matter; thus,
they are not "multiplied", as we shall see in the succeeding
chapters.


d)     Act
is related to potency as "that which is participated" to "the
participant".
The relationship between act and potency can be perfectly understood in terms
of participation. To participate is to have something partially or in part.


This presupposes the following: a) that there
are other subjects which also possess the same perfection, and no one among
them possesses it fully (e.g., all white things participate in the color
white); b) that the subject is not identical to what it possesses, but merely
possesses it; it is that perfection by participation only (e.g., Peter is not
pure humanity, but only participates in humanity.)


Having by participation
is opposed to having "by essence", that is, in a full,
exclusive way, by being identical with it (e.g., an angel does not participate
in its species, but is its own
species by essence; God is the
act of being by essence.)


The relationship between act and potency is one
of participation. Pure actuality, in contrast, is an act by essence. The
subject capable of receiving a perfection is the participant, and the act
itself is that which is participated. Thus, everything which is by participation is
"composed of a participant and a participated element".


With respect to the
act of being, any perfection or reality is a participant:
"Just as an individual man participates in human nature, every creature
participates in being (esse),
for God alone is his own being
(esse)". We will consider this in greater detail when we
deal with the composition of essence and act of being in all creatures.


e)         
The composition of act
and potency does not destroy the substantial unity of being. The combination of
several realities which are already in act, does not form a single being—e.g., a rider and
his horse, or several stones piled together. Act and potency, however, are not
subsistent beings in themselves, but only aspects or principles which concur in
the formation of a single being. Since potency is by nature a capacity for an
act, towards which it is essentially ordered and without which it would not at
all exist, its union with its act cannot give rise to two beings. The
"in-forming" of prime matter by a vital principle, for instance,
gives rise to only one living being.


 


Some
philosophers (like Scotus, Suarez, and Descartes) failed to understand this
composition correctly because they regarded potency as a reality already having
actuality in itself, thereby destroying the unity of being.


5. Potency and
Possibility


The
possible is something intimately connected with potency. The "possible" is that which can
be; this means that possibility is reduced to the potentiality of
things. Within the realm of creatures, something is possible, in a relative way, by
virtue of a passive potency (for instance, a wall can be painted because it has
a real capacity to receive color). This, in turn, points to a corresponding
active potency (man's ability to paint the wall).


We
can also speak of possibility
in an absolute sense. In this sense, everything that is not
self-contradictory is "possible". The ultimate basis of this kind of
possibility is the active power of God, who, being omnipotent, can produce any
participation in being (i.e., anything which does not of itself involve a contradiction)
without any need for a prior passive potency. In themselves, however, such
possible beings are not real; they are only in God, who conceives them in his
wisdom and can produce them by his omnipotence. Thus, before the world existed,
it was possible, not by virtue of any prior passive potency, which would be
nothing, but only by virtue of the active power of God.


Rationalist
philosophical trends have regarded beings as essences which at first were in a state
of possibility (not self-contradictory) and then came to be, that is, began enjoying actual
existence. In this way, what is possible would already enjoy an entity of its
own. This error eliminates the real distinction between act and potency in
creatures, since potency would be understood as mere possibility (not as a real
principle of things) and act as its "facticity," as the possible's
"state" of reality. Besides, as we have already remarked, possibility is understood by rationalism in the sense of "conceivdbility". The enormous importance it
grants to possible things, as contrasted with their actual existence, is merely
the reflection of the value it confers on human thought, which would have the
task of "constructing" that which is possible.


6. The Metaphysical
Scope of Act and Potency


As we have seen, act and potency initially
appear as principles that account for the reality of motion or change. Later
on, they are also seen as stable constituent principles of substances
themselves (substance-accident, matter-form, essence-act of being).


Act and potency transcend the realm of the
changeable and of the material world, and extend into the domain of the spirit.
No creature is exempt from this composition, which is precisely what radically
differentiates a creature from the Creator, or the finite from the infinite.
Nevertheless, the contrast between Pure Act and a being composed of act and
potency should not be understood in a way that precludes the possibility of
ascending from creatures to God. On the contrary, precisely because created
beings do have act,
and to the very extent that they do, they are a reflection of the infinite
actuality of their First Cause.


The composition act-potency is the ever-present
characteristic revealed in the study of any aspect of finite being. It always
points, by way of the primacy of act, to the subsistence of the Pure Act of
Being, which is God. It should not be surprising, therefore, that the doctrine
of act and potency holds a prominent place in the metaphysics of St. Thomas
Aquinas. All throughout his works, he presents this doctrine in a wide variety
of formulations, which are successively more perfect and cohesive.
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Having completed our study of act and potency,
we can now take a closer look at the constitutive core of being. One of the
categories, substance, is the basis and foundation of all the rest, and
therefore, of the individual being. Substance is not, however, something
simple: it is composed of two principles, essence and esse, which are
interrelated as potency and act.


Essence is the name given to
the immediate and proper potency of the act of being (esse), which together
with this act constitutes the substance, conferring upon it a specific way of
being. We shall analyze later the characteristics of the act of being. At this
point, however, we shall undertake a study of
essence, and consider how it is present in bodily substances and
in spiritual substances.


1. Essence: The Mode
of Being of a Substance


There are two basic principles in creatures:
their act of being, which makes them all "beings", and their essence,
which determines the kind of being they are. The essence, then, is defined as that by which a thing is what it is.


As we saw when we were dealing with substance
and accidents, the substance alone has an essence in the strict sense. It is
true that essence in the broad sense designates the capacity to be in one way
or another. Strictly speaking, however, only that which subsists is, i.e., that which is in
itself (the substance). "Just as the term
ens is applied in the absolute and proper sense only to
substance, and to accidents in a secondary, derived way, essence truly and
properly pertains to the substance, and to the accidents only in a certain way,
and from a certain point of view. Thus, when we speak simply of the essence of
something, without making any qualification, we refer to the essence of its
substance, not to the essence of its accidents.


All
things are subsumed under a
genus and species by virtue of their respective essences,
precisely because these notions group together objects having a similar mode of
being. The dog, the cat and the tiger, for instance, belong to the genus
"animal", because their essences make them have a similar degree of
being. Notwithstanding their respective special characteristics, all of them
are living beings endowed with sense knowledge.


Features belonging to
the notion of essence


As the "specification of the mode of being
of a thing", the essence gives rise to a series of basic properties which
give us a better understanding of
essence. These properties themselves give rise to a set of terms
which refer to one and the same reality, while differing with respect to the
aspect of that reality which is considered. They are, however, sometimes
employed in an undifferentiated way in common usage.


a)
As principle of operations, the essence is called nature. A
creature acts in one way (and not in some other way) precisely because it has
being in some definite way, determined by its essence. Each nature, therefore,
has a corresponding type of specific operations. Thinking and loving, for
instance, are natural to man because they are operations which arise from human
nature itself.


b)      Insofar
as the essence is signified by a definition, it is called quiddity (quidditas
or "whatness"). The definition expresses what a thing is, which
distinguishes it from all other things—and this is precisely its essence. When
we want to designate the essence of man, for instance, we define man as a
"rational animal".


c)       Insofar
as the essence is known, it can be referred to many individuals; for this
reason it is called a universal. The essence is really present only in
individual things. However, our understanding, setting aside the
characteristics which belong to each singular thing, considers the essence as
something universal, which can be attributed to all individuals having the same
mode of being. In accordance with the way of being which the essence of this horse has in the
human mind, it becomes a universal which is applicable to all horses.


This logical consideration of the essence, that
is, the essence as a universal, is what is called
secondary substance.


d)     
The term essence,
though capable of being used in any of the previous senses, stresses its relationship with the act
of being. It designates the principle in which the act of being
of a thing is received and by which it is restricted to a determinate form:
"it is called essence insofar as the thing has the act of being in it and through it". 


 


2. The Essence of Material Beings


 


The
definition of every corruptible thing connotes a material element and a formal
element. A kind of animal or plant, for instance, cannot be defined without
referring to both its matter and
its form,
since the hylomorphic composition, which is studied in Philosophy of Nature, is
necessarily present in this kind of substance.


It
can be easily seen for instance, that any definition of man which would fail to
mention either his matter or his form, that is, either his body or his soul,
would disfigure his true nature. It would be an error to define man as a soul
(as Plato did), or to deny the reality of his substantial form by saying that
he is pure matter.


Of
course, matter and form, which are contained in the definition of essence, do
not encompass the special characteristics present in each individual. The
definition of man does not connote the height, weight, or color of the body of
the individual person, but only indicates that every man has a soul and a body
endowed with features similar to those of other persons.


Form: the act of the
matter


The two constituent elements of the essence,
namely, matter and form, are related to one another as potency and act,
respectively. This level of composition is characteristic of all material
beings, which can undergo generation and corruption— profound changes by which
a being ceases to be what it was, and becomes another thing. The subject of
these changes is a potency which participated, at first, in an act, and then
came to participate in another. Not any kind of act is involved here, but an act
which makes it a new kind of thing or a new individual within the same species
(e.g. a man, a horse, an individual piece of iron). This subject is prime matter, which has a
corresponding "first act", called
substantial form (in this context, the substantial form is called
the "first act" in contrast to operations, which are "secondary
acts", and to the act of being, which, as we shall see, is the ultimate act of a being).


Prime matter is pure
passive potency, a mere capacity to receive an act. It is not supported by
any prior act (as, for instance, the power of locomotion is supported by the
substantial form, which is "first" act), but only by the act which it
receives, namely, the substantial form. For this reason, matter devoid of every
substantial form whatsoever could never exist. Since all reality is in some way or other
through an act, a pure potency not united to an actual principle would be a
non-existent potency; it would be nothing.


As pure capacity for
act, matter is of itself indeterminate. All its actuality and determinateness
accrues to it from the form, and for this reason, it acquires a distinct way of
being when it receives a new substantial form. Thus, matter which composes the
human body (flesh and bones) has a different configuration in a living man and
in a lifeless body.


The form is the first
act which affects matter so as to constitute the substance. Through the substantial
form, matter exists and forms part of one or another type of substance. Matter
and form do not exist separately. Without the form, matter would be nothing.
Likewise, in the case of bodily or corporeal substances, form cannot be without
matter, since its degree of perfection does not allow it to subsist
independently, but requires a potency, a subject which supports it.


Matter
and form are not themselves beings, but only principles of things. Hence, only
the composite of matter and form (the essence) is what subsists, when it is
actualized by the act of being
(esse).


The primacy of form over
matter


The more important of the two constituent
elements of the essence of corporeal beings is the form, since matter, of
itself, is pure potency and is for the sake of the substantial form, which is
"act". The determining element of the essence, which gives it a
particular essence and not another, is the form, which determines matter to be
this type of matter (a human body, a plant, a mineral) with certain specific
qualities.


So far we have been saying that being is restricted by the
essence to a determinate way of being. Now, we can give a more exact meaning of
this truth as far as material substances are concerned. The substantial form, as the determining
principle of the essence, is what limits or restricts the act of being.
For its part, matter restricts the form to certain determinate conditions and
can, in this sense, also be considered as restricting the act of being.


The form is the principle of being (esse) of a thing (ens): forma est principium essendi,
or forma dat esse.
Matter shares in esse
by means of the form, inasmuch as it is made actual by the form. Therefore,
since "generation" is the acquisition of a new act of being (via ad esse) and
"corruption" is the loss of the act of being (via ad non-esse),
"composites of matter and form are corrupted when they lose the (substantial)
form from which the act of being results", and they are engendered when
they receive a new form. Living beings, for instance, decompose when their
souls are separated from their respective bodies.


It
is important to note, however, that
in corporeal substances, the form does not have the act of being in itself, but
only insofar as it gives actuality to matter. The complete
essence, composed of matter and form, is what has the act of being (esse), not the isolated
constituent principles. Thus, the horse
is, and not its form or its matter separately.


The case of man's substantial
form is different. Being spiritual, the human soul has esse as something of its own. Whereas
in bodily beings esse only belongs to the composite, to which it comes
through the form, in man esse belongs to the soul, which lets matter share in it.


Unity of the essence


The relationship of matter to form as potency to
act explains why the essence of composite beings is one, even though it is made
up of two elements. The union of potency with its corresponding act forms a metaphysical unity which
is of a higher degree than that formed by mere aggregation. The latter is a
unity made up of a number of things already in act, related to one another in
some way. The intrinsic unity of an animal, for instance, is stronger than that
of an artifact. For this reason, the metaphysical principles which essentially
constitute an animal cannot be separated without giving rise to corruption,
which is a change in nature. In contrast, the component parts of an aggregated
unity can be separated without destroying either the nature of the whole or
that of the parts.


It is the form which
gives unity to the essence, since it is an act which overcomes the
indeterminate condition of matter. It does so by giving the latter a
determinate degree of being, through which all of its parts remain bound
together. The various elements which form an organic body, for instance, are
united insofar as they form part of a greater unity (that of the animal or
plant) which stems from the form. Consequently, when this form is separated
from them during corruption or death, the body breaks apart and loses its
unity.


Furthermore,
the composite has only one substantial form. The degree of being
of each thing is determined by the substantial form. If one and the same thing
would have more than one substantial form, then it would belong simultaneously
to different species. The single substantial form confers on the composite all
its perfections on the substantial level. By virtue of one and the same
substantial form, for instance, man has a body, he is a living being, and a
man. If we were to grant a plurality of subordinate substantial forms, we would
destroy the substantial unity of the composite. In man, for instance, besides
the human person, there would also be a body (which would already be a
substance) and an animal. The alternative would be to assume that only the
first of these forms would give a substantial degree of being to matter and
that the others would only affect it in an accidental way. But if this were
true, then the difference between plants and animals, and among different
species within these genera, would be no more than accidental differences.


There is no medium or intermediary by
which matter and form are united to one another. Their union is an
immediate union of potency with its own act. The unity of the essence is
compromised when this union is conceived in a mediate fashion, as when matter
is understood, not as pure potency, but as a certain reality which is already
in act. In man's case, this error leads to considering the body and the soul as
two distinct, independent, and hardly interacting substances.


3. The Essence in
Spiritual Substances


The primacy of form over
matter as principium essendi
makes us understand why there can be some types of forms which subsist without
matter (spiritual substances), whereas no matter can exist independently of a
substantial form. Matter is for the sake
of the form, not the other way around.


We know by faith that
apart from the human soul, whose operations reveal its spirituality even though
it is by nature ordered towards a body, there are completely spiritual
creatures, namely, the angels." The essence of a purely spiritual
substance is simple, being identical to its form, which receives the act of
being in itself as something of its own.


The lack of composition
in their essences does not, however, imply that spiritual creatures are totally
simple, since only God is absolutely simple. Just like everything created, the
pure spirits are composed at least of essence
and the act of being, since they have a limited mode of being.
They are creatures, and if they were to lack this composition they would be
identical with the Subsistent
Esse, whose essence is his very act of being. St. Thomas
explained: "If there are some forms not received in matter, each one of
them will certainly be simple inasmuch as it lacks matter. However, since any
form restricts or limits the very act of being, no one of them is the act of being;
rather, each of them is something which
has the act of being (esse).


Besides, all angels
perform operations (knowledge and love) which are really distinct from their
act of being and from their substance. Consequently, there is also a
composition of substance and accidents in them.
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OF INDIVIDUATION


 


1. The Essence of
Beings Exists Only in an Individuated Way


 


We realize that "universal" species do
not subsist; we only find particular individuals around us. There are various
individuals of the same kind, but they are distinct from one another. They
possess the same specific essence, the same degree of being which gives them a
certain mutual similarity, but the essence has its own characteristics in each
of them.


Essences do not exist, then, as something
general and abstract; rather, they are "individualized" in each
member of the same species. The human race, or human species, does not subsist;
only individual men do.


Metaphysics tries to explain how the essence can
remain specifically identical and yet be really diversified in a multitude of
individual beings. As we have already seen, act is multiplied by potency. It
can be said then, for a start, that
in the realm of the essence of corporeal beings, matter is the principle which
multiplies the forms. The form accounts for the specific
similarity of things, because it determines a common degree of being, which
makes all men to be men, and all dogs to be dogs. Matter, on the other hand, as
the receptive subject of the form, renders plurality possible within one and
the same degree of being. Because of matter, there can be many men, many dogs,
many roses, many pieces of quartz.


Aside from multiplying
the form, matter also individuates or singularizes it. Not only are the
individuals of a species many, but they are also diverse from one another, as
experience continually shows.


We might say that the diversification brought
about by matter has a "horizontal" effect, in contrast to that
produced by the form, which gives rise to a "vertical" hierarchy of
creatures having greater or lesser degrees of perfection in being. Hence, the
diversity caused by matter remains confined within the limits set by the form
of the species.


As we consider the process of individuation, we
can distinguish two aspects, which are inseparably united in reality, in view
of the two roles that potency plays with regard to act: multiplication and singularization.


 


2. The Multiplication
of the Essence in Individuals


The
plurality of individuals of the same kind reveals that their essences are
composed of two elements related to one another as potency and act. As we have
already seen, pure act at any given level is necessarily unique. Therefore, an
essence which would consist of the form alone (act in the realm of essence)
would not be multiplied in distinct individuals, but would be individuated in
itself as such.


Hence, it is matter, in which the form of the
species is received, that makes the existence of many individuals of the same
species possible. For this reason, it can be said that matter is
the first principle of the numerical multiplication of the species, insofar as
it is the subject in which the specific form is supported and multiplied.


To illustrate this through analogy, let us
consider what happens in the case of a plaster mold or the figure (accidental
form) of a statue. Several replicas can be obtained only insofar as there are
distinct portions of matter (marble or plaster) in which the figure is
impressed. These replicas are identical as regards the figure, and they are
numerically distinct only because the figure is received in distinct pieces of
material.


Of
course this' parallelism between substantial forms and accidental forms is
limited and not fully appropriate, since the marble and the plaster are already
in act by themselves, and are in potency with respect to new accidental forms,
whereas prime matter is of itself nothing if it is separated from the
substantial form it individualizes. Therefore, as we shall now see, the
substantial form somehow plays a part in the individuation of the species.


3. secularization of the
essence


Great variety is found even among things of the
same kind. Individuals of a species are perfect in different degrees; they have
qualities and abilities for action, aptitudes which are developed in different
degrees. Besides, no one among them exhausts all of the actuality suited to the
species. Human beings, for instance, have different intelligence levels; some
are male and some are female; some are more inclined to speculative thinking, while
others are more inclined to practical matters. The perfection of the human
species is only partially present in each individual; thus, every individual
has his own characteristics but lacks other perfections which also pertain to
the same species. Individuation
not only means individual diversity in the way of having a common perfection;
it also means that a given property which can be shared by many is marked by singularity by being this or that. For instance,
whiteness in general is individualized
(this whiteness) when a
surface is painted white. The surface thus acts as an individuating principle
for the form "whiteness"; it is a potential element which receives
whiteness and by doing so, singularizes it. We must note that "what is
individuated" is not, strictly speaking, the
being (since this is an individual in itself) but the common form, a property
which can be shared by many.


As
we have just seen, the root of multiplication and therefore, of the
individuation of the essence is matter. However, matter individuates
essence insofar as matter itself is singular, that is, only to the extent that
it is specified by the accident quantity.
Consequently, it is said that the principle of individuation is
quantified matter (materia quantitate signata).


It must be taken into account that quantity "in itself includes position,"
which is "the order of
parts in the whole": quantity is "that which has position".
Consequently, "many lines can be apprehended, even if they are considered
in themselves (and not in a subject that multiplies them and makes them
singular), since the diverse relative position of their parts, which by nature
pertains to a line, is sufficient for the plurality of lines."


Quantity enables matter to be in arranged
different parts, giving it an extended dimension and allow one part of matter
to be distinguished from another. The different "pieces" of
quantified matter thus individuate the substantial form, restricting it to
being the form of this
matter and not of that
other matter.


Even though its first
principle is matter, individuation also requires the intervention of the
substantial form and quantity. Matter singularizes because it is affected by
quantity, but this is an accident received only by a complete being, i.e., it
arises from matter insofar as the latter is made actual by the form.


Consequently, the process of individuation can
be broken down into three stages, which are
not subsequent to one another in time but simultaneous. There is
mutual influence of the elements: matter, quantity, and substantial form:


1.     As it actualizes matter,
the substantial form of a corporeal being causes the accident quantity to arise
in matter, since quantity constitutes the body as such;


2.    As quantity gives
dimensions to matter, it makes some parts in it distinct from other parts, thus
making it individual. By virtue of its concrete dimensions, quantity limits
matter to being this matter,
distinct from all the rest.


3. Matter, thus
singularized by quantity, individuates the specific form.


In the final analysis, matter is the principle of multiplication
of the species, inasmuch as it is an apt subject of the substantial form, which
is its proper act; it singularizes
the form to the extent that it is itself singularized due to the effect of
quantity. But since this requires the prior actualization of matter by the form
(which is, by nature, prior to matter), St. Thomas summarizes this question by
saying that "given the corporeity by virtue of the form, individuation
arises on account of the matter."


 


4. The Individuation of Accidents and of Spiritual
Substances


Accidents are
individuated by their substance


The term "individual" is applied not
only to substances, but also to accidents. The individual is distinguished from
the universal or the abstract. In this sense, it is evident that none of the
accidental determinations of a subject is a universal nature. Color, weight,
and size are all singular realities.


"It must be noted that accidents are individuated, not by prime
matter, but by their own subject, which is already in act (the substance), just
as substantial forms are individuated by prime matter, which is their own
subject". It is clear that the individuating principle is always the
potency which multiplies and limits the perfection received. Thus, it is the
substance, as the proper subject of the accidents, that individualizes them.
For instance, one and the same science is diversified and acquires singular
characteristics in accordance with the subjects possessing it; a solid body and
a liquid are affected differently by the same environmental temperature, which
acquires a particular degree of intensity in one, and a different one in the
other.


Within
the context of individuation, however, quantity has a special character which
distinguishes it from the other accidents: through quantity, the rest of the
material accidents inhere in the substance. Hence, all the other accidents are
multiplied to the extent that they are affected by quantity. For example, two
instances of whiteness of qualitatively equal intensity can only be multiplied
by being received in different parts of matter, and they cannot even be
imagined unless they are mentally located in two different places.


The inherence of the accidents in the substance through quantity is of
great importance from the theological point of view, since it helps one
understand how the accidents which remain in the eucharistic species are
individual. Even though they lack their own subject—the bread and wine—these
accidents continue to be individual by inhering in quantity.


 


Subsistent forms are
individual in themselves


In the world of the spirit, individuation
clearly does not arise from matter. This, however, does not hinder pure spirits
from being individuals; otherwise, they would be abstract realities. Since it
cannot be received in matter which multiplies the form, each angelic form is automatically an
individual essence which exhausts its entire species, that is,
there are no other individuals of the same species, and the perfections of
every angelic form are fully present in the individual essence. Aristotle had
said that "those things which have no matter are all absolutely and
essentially individuals."


Finally, God differs from every creature
precisely because he is Pure Act. His
esse is a perfection which is not received in any potency that
would restrict it. God is an individual by reason of his infinity: "Any
act becomes limited only by being received in something distinct, a potency
which restricts it. In the divine essence, however, nothing is received in anything
else, since his act of being is the subsistent divine nature itself, and this
does not happen in any creature. For every reality outside God has a received
(and therefore limited) act of being. The divine essence is distinguished from
everything else by not being received in anything else."
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1.      The Act of Being is the Ultimate Foundation of all
Reality


 


The multiplicity of creatures reveals the
existence of diverse perfections. But, at the same time, it also reveals a
perfection which is common to all beings, namely,
esse. Esse transcends any other perfection, since it is present
in an analogous manner in each one of them. Every act presupposes and reveals esse, although it does so
in different ways: life, a color, a virtue, and an action all share in the act
of being in different degrees.


This
common sharing in the act of being and the accompanying diversity in the way it
is possessed and revealed, are an expression of the fact that all creatures are
composed of an act (esse),
which eminently encompasses all their perfections, and a potency (essence),
which limits esse to
a determinate degree.


"Esse" (the
actus essendi) is an act which encompasses all perfections


Just as every man possesses a substantial form
(act on the level of essence), which makes him a man, all things have an act (esse) by which they are
all beings. If the human substantial form were to exist isolated from
individual men, it would contain to the fullest possible degree all the
perfections which individual men have in a limited manner, in terms of number
and intensity. If it is, in fact, found to be restricted, this is due to the
potency which receives it and limits it. Similarly, the act of being of
creatures, which is an image of the divine
esse, is found to be restricted by a potency (the essence) which
limits the former's degree of perfection.


There
is, however, an important difference between esse and the other perfections of
a being (the substantial and accidental forms). If any other act were to exist
separated from every potency, it would have the perfection belonging to its own
mode of being (a "subsistent humanity" would be man in his fullness),
but would not possess any of the further perfections which belong solely to
other species. In contrast, the act of being, of itself, encompasses the
perfections, not only of a particular species, but of all real and possible
ones.


"Esse" is an
act in the fullest sense


It can be seen, then, that the act of being is an act in the full
and proper sense, since it does not of itself include any limitation.
The other acts, in contrast, are particular ways of being and, therefore, only
potency with respect to the act of being. In this sense, they have the act of being, not
absolutely, but only in a specific way. Hence, it can be said that they limit
esse as a potency limits its act.


 


Since esse possesses most fully the
characteristics of act, it can subsist independently of any potency. Thus, we
are able to understand how God can be designated metaphysically as pure Act of
Being, who possesses fully and simply all perfections present among creatures.
This pure Act of Being infinitely surpasses the entire perfection of the whole
universe.


In the final analysis, esse can be fittingly
described as the ultimate act
of a being (ens), since all things and each of their perfections
or acts are nothing but modes of being or forms which possess, in a limited way
(by participation), the radical act, without which, nothing would be.


"Esse" is the act of all other
acts of a being,
since it actualizes any other perfection, making it be. Human activity, for
instance, which is "second act," has its basis in operative powers,
which constitute "first act" in the accidental order. Along with
other accidental perfections, these powers receive their actuality from the
substantial form, which is the first act of the essence. The entire perfection
of the essence, however, stems in turn from
esse, which is therefore quite fittingly called the ultimate act
and the act of all the acts of a being
(ens).


2.
"Esse" and Essence Are Really Distinct


As
the act of the essence, the act of being is necessarily distinct from the
essence, since any potency is really distinct from its act.


In the course of history this distinction has been
strongly contested by certain formalist scholastics, some of whom even claimed
the support of St. Thomas for their views. The works of the Angelic Doctor,
however, repeatedly bear witness to the real distinction. Besides, the absence
of such a distinction would make his doctrine unintelligible.


 


We will limit ourselves to three arguments which
can help us have a better understanding of how the essence and the act of being
really differ.


1)   The first argument
hinges on the limitation found in
creatures. Every creature possesses the perfection of esse in a partial manner
both in extension (i.e., it is not the only one) and in intensity (i.e., its
actuality is limited).


From the point of view of extension, it can
easily be seen that in addition to any given being, there are many others as
well; consequently, no created being exhausts the perfection of the act of
being. With regard to intensity, moreover, no creature possesses perfections to
the greatest possible degree. Thus, no matter how intelligent a man might be,
it is always possible to find another man with a more penetrating intelligence.
The goodness of one creature is always less than that of another more perfect
creature; that of a plant is greater than that of a mineral; that of the angels
is greater than that of men; and that of God is infinitely higher than that of
all creatures together.


Consequently, created beings are not identical
with their esse. they
have the act of being by participation, that is, not in a full and complete
way. As we have seen, the possession of a participated perfection entails a
real duality of principles: the "participant," or subject which
receives the perfection and limits it, and the act or participated perfection.
In this case, the act is esse,
and essence is its receptive potency.


2)    The second argument is
based on the multiplicity of
created beings. The existence of many creatures necessarily
reveals that they are composed of essence and the act of being. If something
were to exist whose essence would be identical to its act of being, it would
necessarily be one and simple. Indeed, since it is impossible for an act to be
multiplied except by being united to something distinct from itself, as, for
instance, a species is multiplied in individuals because the substantial form
is present in diverse portions of matter.


The perfection of the act of being is truly
multiplied in many individuals. This, however, would be impossible unless the esse is united to a
potency (the essence) which is really distinct from it.


3) The third argument takes into account the similarity found among beings.
If two or more things are similar, there must be something in them that
accounts for their conformity and also something that accounts for their
difference. Obviously, the source of their similarity must be really distinct
from the source of their diversity.


We
see that all creatures have the act of being, and are thus similar in this
regard. In contrast, they differ from one another on account of their essences,
which limit the act of being in diverse ways. The essence and the act of being
are therefore really distinct.


This real distinction is
the basis of the total dependence of creatures on the Creator


Although the question we have been considering
has often been reduced to complex disputes involving different schools of
thought, it is still of great interest and brings into play such an important
matter as the understanding of the relations between a creature and God. In
fact, the real distinction between essence and the act of being enables us to
have a correct understanding of how a creature depends on the Creator, of the
nature of this dependence, and of the intimate presence of God in the created
being.


God alone is Pure Act or unlimited Perfection
which subsists in itself. Creatures, in contrast, are limited, having their act
of being received from God. Hence, they are necessarily composed of act and
potency. This is only possible if the essence and the act of being (the sole
constituent principles which extend to all creatures) are really distinct. Otherwise,
the finiteness of a creature would be as metaphysically inexplicable as the
self-limitation of act.


If the distinction between essence and the act
of being were not real, the creative act of God would leave no trace in the
being of the creature. The creature
reveals its origin from nothingness, its indigence and its finitude, precisely
through its real composition of essence and the act of being,
whereby the latter is not contained in the essence in a necessary way.


Besides, this explains the nature of the
dependence which unites creatures to their Cause.
The whole of creation depends on God as its fullest and radical Principle.
The meeting point for creature and Creator is the act of being (esse), whose special
characteristics justify the full subordination of finite reality to the
Subsistent Act of Being. As we have just mentioned, this subordination of the
creature to the Creator is:


—Radical: every effect depends
upon its cause inasmuch as it has been produced by this cause. The immediate
proper effect of the divine action of creation and conservation is the esse of each creature
which is a likeness of the Divine
esse. Since esse is
the act of all other acts of the creature, the tatter's dependence on God is
radical; without the act of being, there would be nothing.


—Total and
all-comprehensive:
this dependence extends to each and all of the perfections of the composite
(substance, qualities, powers and operations), all of which are in potency with
respect to the act of being.


—Closest or most intrinsic: since "the act of
being is what is innermost in each thing." God's presence in creatures
through the act of being is more intimate than the creature's own presence in
itself.


Lastly, as the act of the essence,
"esse" provides a basis for the different degrees of necessity in
being found in created things, namely, the fact that some
creatures are corruptible and others are incorruptible. If esse were not a real
principle of creatures, but merely something extrinsic (coming from God), all
things would be equally contingent. Angels, the human soul, and animals would
thus all have the same degree of necessity in their being, since they all
equally come from God and do not differ at all as regards the fact of being created.
Since, however, esse
is an act, it is determined by the essence which sustains it, and it is,
therefore, limited by the conditions of this essence. There are essences (the
angels and the human soul) which are spiritual and immortal; by virtue of the
very nature they have received from God, they have permanence in being once
they have been created. Other beings, however, are not endowed with such
stability; for that reason they are called "corruptible" beings.


3. The Composition "Essence-Act of Being" is
the Basic Structure of Created Things


 


It
is commonly said that the composition "essence-act of being" is of a
transcendental order, since it is necessarily present in all created beings,
whether they are material or spiritual. This composition defines the creature
metaphysically, since it is the root of its finitude. It is also the source of
the other compositions found in finite realities, that of being and acting, and that
of substance and accidents. Precisely because of having their esse limited by the
essence, creatures are able to receive further perfections, which accrue to
them through the accidents, and more particularly, through operations.


Essence and act of being
are two inseparable principles of beings.


The metaphysical structure of essence and act of
being must not be understood as the result of an aggregation of two complete
and perfect realities. They are two metaphysical principles which unite to form
a single being, and are related to one another as potency to act. Essence is
potency with respect to the act of being, and it cannot exist independently of
the latter. We are dealing here with a potency which is not separable from its
act; rather, it is always united to it.


A
link of closest dependence binds these two principles. The existing beings we
see are composites of essence and act of being; they are never the essence or
the act of being alone. Essence exists only through the act of being
"since, before having esse,
it is nothing, except in the Creator's mind, where it is not a creature but the
creative essence itself". By creating, God produces beings from nothing,
that is, he produces an act of being limited by its own essence. He does not
produce two different things which are afterwards united, but one single
limited thing, composed of potency (essence) and act (esse).


The act of being in
material things


The
esse of each being is an act with regard to the essence,
analogous to the manner in which form is act with respect to matter. Both acts, esse and substantial form,
have their own fullness restricted by the subjects which receive them. There
is, however, a basic difference:
the form determines matter, drawing it to its own mode of being; the act of
being, however, does not determine the form, but is determined by it.
Prime matter is completely indeterminate, since it lacks all actuality and
thus, form determines it, making it the matter of
this or that
species. The act of being, in contrast, does not lack actuality; on the
contrary, it encompasses all acts in an eminent way. Consequently, the form
determines esse in
a sense opposite to that in which it determines matter. It determines esse by limiting its
actuality, but it determines matter by conferring actuality upon it.


 


4. Esse,
as Act, is the Nucleus of the Metaphysics of St. Thomas Aquinas


 


Esse as the ultimate act, and
its composition with essence, which is characteristic of every creature, is one
of the most fundamental themes of the metaphysics and theology of St. Thomas
Aquinas. It is to be found in the solution to countless questions which would
become less intelligible if the act of being
(esse) were not to be seen as the ultimate act of the ens.


By way of summary, we can mention some of these
questions:


1.    The
metaphysical nature of Cod. Metaphysically, God is characterized as Esse Subsistens ("the
Subsistent Act of Being"), the Pure Act of Being which subsists by itself
without being limited by any essence. His essence is his very act of being.


2. The
distinction between God and creatures. Creatures are radically distinct from
the Creator because of the composition of essence and act of being which
affects every created being, and constitutes the cause and root of all further
diversity.


3.  The
creature's similarity to God and knowledge of the Creator. By discovering that the
intrinsic constituent act of the creature is
esse, which is a likeness of the divine act of being, we get to
understand that things reflect the perfection of God and that through them we
can acquire some knowledge of their Cause.


4. The
absolute dependence of all beings on God. As
potentia essendi (potency of being), essence entails a constant
dependence of the creature on God, who, as
Esse by essence, is the creative and conserving cause of the esse which creatures
possess by participation.


5. The
distinction between spiritual creatures and material creatures. The structure of essence
and actus essendi
enables us to understand the finitude of spiritual creatures, which are also
subject to this metaphysical composition. At the same time, however, we can
acknowledge their diversity from corporeal substances which are further
composed of matter and form.


The notion of the actus essendi is of such importance that
committing it to obscurity (an unfortunate fact of history) has led to many
metaphysical errors. The rejection of esse as the act of the essence began
in the formalism of certain Scholastics after St. Thomas Aquinas. Essence was no longer seen
as the potentia
essendi,
but as something with a certain autonomy of its own. As a result of the failure
to consider esse as an intrinsic act of ens, of seeing it rather as something extrinsic (a mere
"state", resulting from divine action, without any consequence within
the very structure of created reality itself), essence took on an exaggerated
value. Instead of seeing the essence as something which is for the sake of esse, formalistic philosophers
subordinated it to essence, and essence thus became the basic component of the
creature.


Torn loose from the act of being, the essence was
then defined solely in terms of its abstract content or intelligibility, and
this provided a fertile field for any metaphysics which would give primacy to
thought over being. It is not hard to see why this "philosophy of essence" was
followed by an "immanentist metaphysics". Since esse had been maintained in a world
of essences only as an external appendage, it was finally replaced by the act
of reason, which would confer intelligibility to essences and grant them the
sole reality acknowledged by immanentists, namely, a "thought
reality".
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So far we have been mainly engaged in an
analysis of the elements which constitute reality, but our goal is a more
complete knowledge of the object of metaphysics, namely, being.


Like all natural knowledge, metaphysics begins
with a consideration of created things, which are limited and composite.
Consequently, as we dealt with the various components of created reality
(substance and accidents, matter and form, essence and act of being) we always
considered them as principles
of being. We
can now undertake a study of being
considered in its complex unity, as a
whole composed of the above-mentioned principles, or to state it
in more precise terms, as a whole which subsists, since in the final analysis,
all of these principles are bound together and actualized by a single act,
namely, the act of being.


It is not hard to see that if metaphysics were
to neglect a constant reference to
being as a composite and subsisting unity (as a whole reality) it
would stray from its proper object and relegate itself to being a particular science.
Thus, it would no longer consider things as they are, in their composite unity,
but only in partial aspects (their essences, operations, or qualities).


 


1. The Notion of the
Subsisting Subject.


In metaphysics, the name
subsisting subject or "suppositum" designates the particular being
with all of its perfections. Thus, subsisting subjects are individual
realities taken in their totality, whose distinctive characteristic is
subsistence, that is, the intrinsic possession of the act of being that actualizes
everything in its totality.


The suppositum is being in the
full sense. If the substance can be called being in the strict sense, since it
receives the act of being in itself, the term
being undoubtedly fits the
suppositum even more strictly, since the created substance never
subsists without accidents. The whole, composed of substance and accidents, is
what truly is—neither
the substance alone nor the accidents on their own. Of course, anything can be
called being,
to the extent that it is real in some way (matter, form, substance, accidents).
However, the suppositum
is being in the most
proper sense, that is, it is what subsists, what exists in itself as something
complete and finished, and distinct from any other reality. This,
as we have seen, is neither matter nor form taken separately, nor substance
apart from accidents, nor even the act of being (in creatures) separated from
essence, but only the whole which results from the union of these elements.
What is involved here is precisely a
whole and not a mere aggregate, since the other components of the
subject which subsists are in potency with respect to the single act of being,
the basis of the unity of the whole.


The properties of the
subsisting subject


We
may define the subsisting subject as an individual whole which subsists by
virtue of a single act of being and which, therefore, cannot be shared with
another. The characteristic
marks of the suppositum are:


—its individuality: only singular things
really exist. No abstract essence can be considered a subsisting subject, since
it cannot receive the act of being by itself.


—subsistence: not everything which is
individual subsists. The accidents, for instance, are individual, but they do
not have being on their own. Similarly, the material parts of a substance, such
as the hand and the head, do not have being on their own. To be individual and
to be "an individual" are not exactly synonymous. To be individual is
opposed to being universal, and it applies to both substance and accidents; however,
to be "an individual" involves subsistence and is, therefore, the
same as being a suppositum.


—"incommunicability" or "unsharedness":
as a result of its individuality and subsistence, the subsisting subject cannot
be shared by others. While a substantial or accidental form is subject to
participation by various subjects, the suppositum is not, for it exists as
something unique and distinct from other subjects. This is sometimes called
"incommunicability", but not in the sense that the substance is not
related to others.


The elements that make
up the suppositum


We observe that only complete individuals exist
by nature. By analysis, we further discover the elements which make up these
singular units. The subsisting subject is composed of: 1) the act of being, the basic
constituent element that gives subsistence to the subject; 2) the essence, which in material
beings is in turn composed of matter and form; 3) the accidents, which are
"acts" which complete the perfection of the essence.


There
is, as we already know, a certain hierarchy among these elements. The act of
being directly actualizes the essence and through the latter, the accidents as
well.


Names which designate
the subsisting subject


As in the case of the essence, so, too, in the
case of the subsisting subject, several names are used to designate it. They
differ in accordance with the property which they preferably highlight:


—it is called the
whole (totum) in contrast to each of the parts which constitute
it;


—it is called the "concrete" (from quasi congregatum), since in the sphere of
creatures this subsisting subject is made up of several united elements (and in
the same sense it is also called the composite);


—it is the
singular and the
individual, terms which apply to what subsists because it is
necessarily individual and singular, indistinct in itself and distinct from
others;


—it is the
suppositum or hypostasis
(the Greek equivalent), since the individual supports("sub-positum" = placed
beneath) a nature and certain accidents which can only be attributed to it (it
is, therefore, the ultimate subject of predication). The operations proper to
man, for instance, are, strictly speaking, attributed to the real subsisting
subject (e.g., John or James).
Subject is the term commonly used for this purpose.


—it is also the
primary substance. This term is sometimes interchangeable with suppositum, since the
individual substance necessarily includes the accidents. Nevertheless, primary
substance sometimes designates only the individual essence with its act of
being, but without the accidents.


 


2. The Distinction
Between Nature and Suppositum


Essence,
and more particularly the form, gives the individual whole a way of being
similar to that of other individuals, thus situating it in a given species. Due
to a common essence or nature, men form part of the human race or species.


As the intrinsic principle of similarity
at the level of the species, the essence can be contrasted with the suppositum or individual, which is an unshared
reality (distinct and divided from all others). Consequently, the
relation between suppositum and its nature is not that which exists between two
principles of being; rather, it is one that entails a real distinction; the
suppositum is distinct from its nature in the same way a whole is different
from one of its parts.


The
real distinction between nature and
suppositum can be seen in two ways: a) in every individual, there
is a distinction between the individuated essence and the whole subsisting
subject; b) every individual is distinct from the common specific nature (taken
as a universal perfection which all individuals share, and which sets aside
particular characteristics).


3. The Act of Being
Belongs to the
Suppositum


The constituent act which makes the suppositum real is esse. What is most proper
to the individual is to subsist, and this is solely an effect of the act of
being. Nevertheless, one cannot disregard the essence in explaining the
subsistence of a subject, since a being receives
esse if it has an essence capable of subsisting; that is, it must
be a substantial essence, not a mere accidental one. For instance, as man is
able to receive the act of being in himself and to be a suppositum because he
possesses human nature, an essence meant to subsist in itself (and, thus, not
to inhere in something else, as in the case of accidents).


However, the specific nature of a thing does not
subsist unless it forms part of a subsisting subject (the individual). That is
why it is not quite correct to say that the act of being belongs to the nature;
it only belongs to the suppositum.
However, since esse
affects the whole by virtue of the essence, we can say that "esse" belongs to the
suppositum through the nature or substantial essence. Nature
gives the whole the capacity
to subsist, although it is the whole which does
in fact subsist
through the act of being.


 


"Esse" is the
root of the unity of the composite


Since
esse is the ultimate act of a being, which gives actuality to
each of its elements (which are no more than potency with respect to esse), these parts are
united to the extent that they are made actual by this constituent act, and
referred to it.


It
is quite correct, therefore, to claim that
"the act of being is the basis of the unity of the suppositum".
No part of the whole, taken separately, has
esse of its own; it
is, by virtue of the
esse of the composite. To the very extent that the parts of the
whole have esse,
they must be a unity, since there is only a single act of being that actualizes
them. Matter, for instance, does not subsist independently of the form; rather,
both matter and form subsist by virtue of the act of being received in them.
Operations are no more than an expression of the actuality which a being has
because of its esse,
and the same thing can be said of the other accidental modifications as well.
In spite of the variety of accidents, the unity of the suppositum can easily be
seen if we consider that no accident has an act of being of its own. All
accidents, share in the single act of being of the substance.


All the perfections of a
being must be referred to the "suppositum"


We have seen that the entire actuality of a
being has its ultimate basis in the perfection of its act of being. Since the suppositum is the natural
seat of the act of being, all the perfections of the suppositum, of whatever
type they might be, have to be attributed to the
suppositum as their proper subject. Actions, in particular, have
to be attributed to the subsisting subject. Thus, it cannot correctly be said
that the hand writes, that the intellect knows, or that the will loves. In each
case, it is the entire man who acts through his powers. Only that which subsists can act.


It
could be further stated that the
manner in which an individual acts follows its nature, which is
what determines its manner of being. It can, therefore, be claimed that acting
belongs to the subsisting hypostasis in accordance with the form and nature
specifying the kind of operations it can carry out. Thus, only individuals act,
since they alone exist. There is a certain similarity, however, among the
activities of the members of a species, since all of them share in a common
nature. Men think and laugh; dogs bark; each one of the elements of the
periodic table behaves in a particular way. This also explains why no individual
can act beyond the limits set by its own species.


The recognition of the individual as a single
subsisting whole provides the metaphysical basis for avoiding any kind of
dualism (between matter and spirit, between senses and intelligence) and any
division of things into stagnant compartments in which the unity of the whole
would be compromised.


This doctrine equally denies the validity of
philosophies which acknowledge the universal as the primary reality (like in
Hegelian, historicism, socialism, and marxism), thereby absorbing the
individual, robbing it of its metaphysical significance. The actus essendi, as the single act of the suppositum, impedes any reduction of being
to a mere relation or to a set of relations within the same class or category,
as these philosophical systems purport to do.


 


4. The Person


The notion of
"person"


In
conformity with Boethius, St. Thomas Aquinas defines a person as an individual
substance of a rational nature (individua
substantia rationalis naturae).
A person is a particular type of suppositum:
one which possesses a spiritual nature.


"Person"
is the name used to designate the most perfect beings that exist, namely, God,
the angels, and men. Since all perfections stem from esse, the excellence of
these substances is due either to the possession of the fullness of the act of
being (God as Esse Subsistens), or to a high degree of
participation in esse
which angels and men have. In the final
analysis, to be a person amounts to possessing a likeness of the divine esse in
a more sublime way, that is, by being spiritual; it means having
a more intense act of being. This nobler way of sharing in the act of being is
made possible by the higher degree of perfection of the nature which receives
the esse,
and it shows in certain operations only a person can carry out. Angels and men,
for instance, are able to perform certain acts similar to those proper to God,
such as understanding and loving.


Ultimately, the entire dignity of the person, the
special greater perfection of his operations, is rooted in the richness of his
act of being. The latter is what makes him a person and provides
the basis of his psychological uniqueness (self-knowledge, spiritual love,
etc.) and of his moral and social value.


Consequently,
neither consciousness nor free will, neither responsibility nor inter-personal
relations can constitute a person. All these perfections are merely accidents
whose being is derived from the act of being, the only real core of
personality.


Besides,
by virtue of its single act of being, the suppositum's intrinsic unity rules
out any distinction between the individual and the person in the case of
rational creatures. Individuation encompasses the entire spectrum
of the human essence, (including its material and spiritual aspects). The soul's being actualizes the body
as well, and constitutes the root of all personal operations.


 


Some characteristics of
the person


As the image of God, a person has an exalted
dignity manifested by numerous perfections. Some of the most notable
perfections a person is endowed with are the following:


a)   Freedom: only persons are
masters of their own acts, since their rational nature makes them capable of
knowing the last end as such and of directing themselves towards it. They have
"dominion over their own acts;
they are not merely moved as other creatures are, but act of themselves".
Closely linked to freedom are the right to possess the means necessary for
attaining the last end (e.g., private property), and the ability to be subject
to laws and obligations.


b)  Responsibility: since man is free, he
can choose to direct himself towards his end (God) or not to do so, thus making
him deserve rewards or punishments, respectively. Individuals, not social
communities, are the subjects of responsibility; hence, merit and demerit,
virtues and vices, are always to be imputed to the individual and not to the
collectivity. No can evade the consequences of his own actions, which stem from
the innermost core of the person, which is only accessible to God and to the
person himself.


c)  Friendship
or benevolent love: because of his special dignity, only a person can be loved
for his own sake, and not as a means for another end. Furthermore, only a
rational being can know other beings as persons, towards whom he can show a
benevolent love.


d)    The
ability to direct all his actions towards God: since man has the
capacity to tend toward his last end, all his free actions are within the moral
sphere—any action of his is ultimately directed either towards or away from
this end (God). Thus, all human activity always has a transcendental value.


 


Some theological
implications


An adequate knowledge of the reality of the
person and of its relationship to nature has broad applications in the sphere
of Theology.


For instance, the metaphysical notion of person
provides a good instrument for expounding the dogma of the Blessed Trinity. It
also sheds some light on the mystery of the Incarnation: in fact, the two
natures of Christ, the human and the divine, are united in the single person of
the Word, since in Christ there is only one act of being, which is divine. For
this reason, the Blessed Virgin Mary is the mother of God, since she is the
mother of Jesus Christ, in whom there is only one person (the divine person of
the Word). It should also be noted that the human operations of Christ stem
from his human nature as their principle, even though it is his person who
performs them, since the subject of all activity is the person. The
relationship between person and nature is also of help in understanding the
reality of original sin as a sin of nature which affects all human individuals,
and how it is transmitted from parents to children.
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[bookmark: _Toc354739255]THE
TRANSCENDENTAL ASPECTS OF BEING


After considering the constituent principles of
being as such (its levels of composition and internal structure),
Metaphysics must also study some aspects that are derived necessarily from
being— the transcendental properties: unity, truth, goodness, and
beauty. These are characteristics present in every being insofar as it is— whether
Creator or creature, substance or accident, act or potency... For this reason,
the study of the transcendental properties of being has a special place
in Metaphysics.


The origin of this study can be traced to
Scholastic philosophy at the beginning of the 13th century. The first known
treatise on the transcendentals was Philip the Chancellor's Summa de bono (1236),
but it was St. Thomas Aquinas who dealt with the topic more thoroughly.
Aristotle had already referred to the transcendentals in various places of the
corpus aristotelicum, but he did not go into a systematic study of the
topic.
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Transcendental Notions and the Categories


We observe great variety of things around us,
e.g., trees, houses, books, men. At first glance, we may find many of them not
very much related to other things. Nevertheless, all of them possess something
in common: all these things "are", in one way or another; they are
all beings.


As we already know, the "entity" of an
object (its being real) is what we first grasp when we come to know it.
Being is the first reality understood by our intelligence and all further
knowledge is resolved into it. "That which the intellect first conceives
as, in a way, the most evident notion, and into which it resolves all other
notions, is the notion of being. Consequently, all the other notions of
the intellect are acquired by way of addition to the notion of being".


Without having to explicitly formulate the notion
of being every time that we know something, we do, nevertheless,
perceive any reality as something related to being. Man, horse, and
plant, for instance, are all determinate modes of being; they are types of
beings. Essence and the act of being, whiteness, size and the other
modifications or determinations of substances are all constituent principles
of beings. Parents, precisely as parents, are causes of new beings,
and children are the effects of prior beings. We could indefinitely
continue giving examples along these lines. Everything around us is either a
being in itself or an aspect or property of being.


Consequently, the notion of being
permeates any kind of knowledge we acquire, similar to the way the idea of life
sheds light on all the biologist's notions. We are simply unable to know any
perfection alien to being, since apart from being there would
only be nothingness. Nonetheless, man does not exhaustively capture the
abundant variety of things in a single notion. It is not enough to say that
"this thing is,"; we have to add something more, for instance,
that it is man or horse, or that it is good. We advance in our knowledge of
reality, with the help of experience, precisely by explicitly identifying the
classes of beings, and by expressing the characteristics and properties of this
or that being.


On the other hand, "nothing can be added to
the notion of being as something alien to its nature, in the way that
difference is added to a genus, on an accident to a substance because any
nature whatsoever is essentially being. Consequently, notions other than
that of being do not signify anything outside being; rather, they
constitute some special mode of properties of it, that is, realities which the
notion of being does not explicitly connote. The leopard, for instance,
is a being, a kind of being. When we say the word "leopard", we
allude to something which is not expressly contained within our notion of
being. The same thing happens when we say that a thing is good, true,
or beautiful.


We
advance in our knowledge of being in two ways


a) By grasping categorical notions which
express particular modes of being. Examples of these are: being by
itself (substance) and being in another (accidents); being large or
small (quantity), being fair or dark-complexioned (quality). Consequently,
although everything which exists can be called being, a categorical
notion refers solely to a given class of things to the exclusion of others,
which are likewise beings. It designates "a special way of being, since
there are diverse degrees of being which give rise to different manners of
being; in turn, the different manners of being give rise to the names of
different genera or classes of things. The notion of substance, for instance,
does not add to the notion of being any new difference as regards the
esse (a substance is also a being); rather, it expresses a special way of
being, namely, being by itself (ens per se). And this is also the case
with respect to the other supreme genera of things.


In short, each of the categories signifies a
certain essence of something (e.g., man, lion, horse, whiteness). Obviously,
these are not identical with being; they but are rather "ways of
being" which are mutually exclusive: whatever is a substance is not an
accident; quantity is neither quality nor relation, and neither is it any of
the other accidental properties. These notions are said to be categorical
because they fall under the categories, which are the supreme classes or genera
into which all created reality is classified.


b) By acquiring transcendental notions
which designate aspects belonging to "being" as being. These
notions express some properties which follow upon being in general, that
is, properties belonging to all things (not solely to the substance, or to
quality, or to some other particular type of reality). Goodness, beauty, and
unity, which, as we shall see, are among the transcendentals, are attributed to
everything which can be called being; they have the same universal scope
as the notion of being. For this reason, they are called
transcendentals, they transcend the domain of the categories. Thus,
goodness is not something limited to the substance; it is also found in all
other categories (like qualities, quantity, and actions; insofar as they
"are," they are good).


[bookmark: _Toc354739257]2. The
Transcendental Aspects of Being


How many transcendental notions are there, and
what are they? What can be attributed to every being as such?


A) Considering a being in itself, that is,
without comparing or relating it to any other being, we can say that any being
is a single thing, that is, it is one.


(1) In a positive way, without introducing
any negations, we realize that the only characteristic common to everything
that exists is that of having an essence through which it exists in one
way or another. This is something which belongs to all created reality. Being
is never found in the "abstract" state: what we see are plants,
horses, diamonds, and men, for instance, each of them having a specific way of
being which results from its own essence. This restriction of every being to a
determinate mode of being is what the philosophical term res
("thing") signifies. However, "thing" and
"being" are not perfectly synonymous; "the name being
(ens) is taken from the act of being (esse), while the name
"thing" expresses the quiddity or essence of the ens." -
that is, its restriction to a particular and specific degree and way of being.


(2) In a negative sense, that is, by
denying internal division, we can say that every being has unity.
Anything is one; it has a certain unity. If it loses this unity by being
divided, by that very fact it ceases to be this being, and it will be something
else.


B) Considering a being in relation to others,
we can see that it has two opposite attribute, namely, its distinction from all
other beings and its conformity with certain other things.


(1) In view of the distinction among
beings, we can say that each of them is "something" (aliqiud).
When we see that there are multitude of beings, we immediately understand that
each being differs from all others. This separation or division, which is
manifested in the distinction of one being from another gives rise to the
transcendental which concerns us here.


"Something' should be understood not
as a notion opposed to nothingness, but in a more strictly technical sense of
being "another something" (aliud quid), i.e., another nature.
It depends on the notions of being (ens) and on unity; rather than
stressing the lack of internal division in the being, it emphasizes its
distinction and separation from all other beings. This being is
"another" in relation to that other being.


(2) The conformity of a being with
other things can only be considered in relation to something which encompasses
being as such (and, therefore, every being), namely, in relation to
the intellectual soul. The soul is "somehow all things" (quoddammodo
omnia) because of the universality of the objects of the intellect and of
the will. The last three transcendentals—verum, bonum, pulchrum—arise
from this relationship.


—In its conformity with the intellect, being
is true (verum), in the sense that being and only being,
can be the object of a genuine act of understanding.


—In its relation to the will, every being
is characterized as good (bonum); that is, as something capable of being
loved and of drawing the voluntary appetite towards it.


—Finally, in accordance with the conformity of
being with the soul through a certain interaction of knowledge and appetition,
beauty (pulchrum) is a property of every being, that is, being
causes a certain pleasure when it is apprehended. The beautiful is usually
defined as that which is pleasing to behold.


Accordingly, we come across six transcendental
notions in addition to the notion of being: thing (res), unity (unum),
something (aliquid), truth (verum), goodness (bonum), and beauty
(pulchrum). Four of them are more basic and apply to God as well as to
creatures; they are unity, truth, goodness, and beauty. In the following pages,
we shall deal especially with these four.


Thing and something
are transcendentals as far as creatures are concerned (they apply to all of
them), but then cannot be applied to God in the strict sense.


[bookmark: a]a) 'Thing"
(res) does not express a property of being as such, but only the
name which befits a being in view of the other constituent principle (essence)
of every created thing. Consequently, strictly speaking, the notion
"thing" does not apply to God, who is Esse Subsistens himself
and whose act of being is not received in an essence. But, in the case of
creatures, the name "thing" gives greater stress (in comparison with the
name "being") to composition and limitation which essence puts on the
act of being.


Besides, the Latin term res
is the origin of the term "reality". The notion of
"reality" is abstract and is resolved into that of being:
something is real because it is. In any case, the term real is
sometimes used to indicate expressly that a being is not a being of reason, but
rather, extra-mental. It also means something opposed to what is only
apparent. In addition, the related term "thing" is often used
to refer to non-rational subjects, or to inanimate substances as distinct from
persons.


In metaphysical theories of a
rationalist bent, the term reality has a special meaning:
"real" denotes the factual or existential order as
opposed to "possibility" or "essence." Thus, the whole of
metaphysics is centered on the realm of the logical possibility of essences,
and the particular being is reduced to a mere state extra causas, that
is to say, to the mere setting of the thing outside of its causes.


b) In a certain sense, the
notion aliquid could be attributed to God. God is, in fact, the
"Other" par excellence, infinitely superior and transcendent to
the world. However, the application of this term to God entails the danger
of making man, or the world, as the absolute reference point, with God becoming
something relative (since God would be called other in relation to the
universe).


The notion aliquid
properly belongs to created being, where multiplicity holds sway. Unity,
truth, goodness and beauty, however, are properties flowing from esse
and they are resolved into it. The gradations of these aspects in creatures
correspond to the degrees of participated esse, even as the fullness of
divine truth and goodness flows from the fullness of God's act of being.
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Being: Foundation of the Transcendental Properties 


The
transcendentals as aspects of being


Are the transcendentals realities or merely
notions? We have to say that they are both. As real things, they are absolutely
identical to being. Unity, truth, goodness, and the other transcendentals,
are not realities distinct from being but only aspects or properties of being.


They are, so to speak, "common
properties" of every being. Just as all of the individuals of a given
species have certain common properties as a result of belonging to the species
(men have understanding and will, lions are mammals, snow is white), all things
are good and true and endowed with unity by virtue of their act of being.


Two short clarifications are
necessary in this respect. In the first place, "properties", in the
more technical sense, flow from the specific essence. The transcendentals, on
the other hand, flow from the act of being and can, therefore, be attributed to
everything that in some way exists. Secondly, properties are accidents; whiteness,
for instance, is something inherent in snow, and the will is an accident proper
to all men. The transcendentals, however, are not accidents, but are identical
with the subject itself.


Consequently, when we say that being is good, or
that it has unity, we are not adding anything real (a substance, a quality, a
real relation). We are merely expressing an aspect which belongs to very being
by the mere fact that it has the act of being. Because every being
"is," it is good, and it has unity. Being, the good and
the true are identical realities. This is usually expressed by saying that
ens et unum (et bonum, et verum) convertuntur: that being, unity, and the
other transcendentals are interchangeable or equivalent.


This equivalence is shown in the possibility of
predicating one transcendental of another. We can say, for instance, that
"every being is good, one and true". We would never dare say,
however, that "every being is an animal," or "every being is a
plant." Besides, the term being and the other transcendentals can
exchange their roles as subjects and predicates in a sentence. We can say that
"anything good, to the extent that it is good, is a being." But we
could just as well say that "any being, to the extent that it is being, is
good." This interchangeability is a sign of the real identity of the
transcendentals.


The
transcendentals are notions distinct from that of being


Nonetheless, as far as our knowledge is
concerned, the transcendental notions are not synonymous with the notion of
being, since they explicitly express aspects which are not expressly signified
by the notion of being. Though they are interchangeable as predicates of the
same subject, they are distinct notions. The transcendentals add new facets
to the notion of being, not because they add new realities to being,
but rather because of our way of knowing reality. We call one and the same
thing being because it has the act of being; and we call it true
because it is knowable; we call it good because it is desirable, and we
call it one because of its internal unity.


Something similar happens when we talk of God's
perfections. In God, who is supremely simple, everything is identical; his
being is identical with his acting; his intelligence is identical with his
will: they are not two distinct powers but the divine Esse itself.
Nevertheless, when we say that God is Almighty, Infinite, or Intelligent,
although we refer to one and the same reality, these attributes make known to
us diverse aspects of the unlimited perfections of God. Another example: when
we say that every spirit is immortal, we advance in our knowledge about
spiritual substances; yet the immortality of spirits is not, in reality,
something distinct from their spirituality and added to it.


What then do the various transcendentals add to
our knowledge?


1) The
notions "unum" and "aliquid" add a negation to the notion
of being. Unum discounts any internal division in a being, whereas aliquid
denies the identity of one thing with other things. They do not, therefore,
really add anything, but only express characteristics which a being already has
of itself, as when we speak of a "blind mole" (since moles do not
have the power of sight).


2) Truth, goodness, and beauty add a
relation of reason to our notion of being. By claiming that the perfection
of being becomes the object of the intelligence and the will, we
certainly do not assert that being is really directed towards these
powers or really depend on them. Quite the contrary is true. The intelligence
and the will are directed towards truth and goodness, respectively, and they
depend on these to be able to act. Consequently, these powers are really
related to being as true and as good; truth and goodness, however, do
not depend on our knowledge or our appetition, respectively, since things are
true and good to the extent that they have esse and not to the extent
that they are known or desired by us. Thus, truth and goodness are the measure
of our intelligence and will, respectively, and not the other way around.


3) As we have already seen, the notion of
res or "thing" does not add anything real to being either.
Strictly speaking, "thing" refers solely to created being,
designating it insofar as it has an essence, and essence is a necessary
constituent of any created and limited reality.


Since the transcendentals are notions which are
distinct from the notion of being, they are very valuable for our
knowledge. They enable us to have a better understanding of the richness of
esse which is shared by creatures and which is displayed in varied facets.
We can thus achieve a much greater knowledge of as well as a greater
appreciation for the reality created by God and of which we form part. The
transcendentals also help us to get a better glimpse of the divine perfections:
God is Subsisting Esse, Subsisting Truth and Goodness, Subsisting Unity
and Beauty.
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Being and Its Properties are Analogical


We have already seen that being is
predicated of various subjects in an analogical manner. A detailed study
of analogy pertains to Logic. We shall, however, strive to see in what sense
being and the other transcendental notions are analogically attributed to
reality, and how this analogy is based on the act of being which beings share
in different degrees.


One and the same term is analogically
attributed to two realities whenever it is attributed to each of them in a way
which is partially the same and partially different. This is what happens
in the case of being. This term is attributed to everything which
"is," but it does not apply to everything in the same way. As is the
case in any other predication, the ultimate basis of analogy lies in the very
realities to which the analogical term refers: they are partly the same and
partly different. Hence, being is attributed to God and to creatures
analogically, because there is a certain similarity between creatures and the
Creator, but it goes with a dissimilarity which is equally clear: God and
creatures "are" (similarity), but God "is" by essence,
whereas creatures "are" by participation (dissimilarity). Even
within the realm of the categories, being is attributed analogically to
substance and to accidents. They both "are" and can, therefore, be
called "beings" (similarity); the substance, however, "is"
by itself, whereas the accidents always "are" in something else,
namely, in a substance (dissimilarity).


The basis of the analogical predication of
"being" is the act of being, since anything can be called
"being" to the very extent that it has "esse". Esse is
possessed either by essence or by participation, by the substance itself or in
the substance, actually or only potentially, and in the case of creatures,
always as something received from God, who is the Subsisting Esse.
Whatever the relation each thing has to esse, it can, to that extent, be
called a being. The substance can more fully be called being because it
has esse by itself; quantity, qualities, relations and the other
accidents can be called "beings" less fully because they
receive their act of being in the substance. Thus the metaphysical root of analogy
is participation in the act of being, which God has fully and by essence, and
which creatures have in varying degrees of intensity and levels of composition
(of act and potency, of substance and accidents).


This type of analogy also applies to the other
transcendentals, which are really identical with being and have the act of
being as their basis. Unity, truth and goodness are not to be applied
equally to God and creatures, or to more perfect and less perfect beings. They
are attributed to all of them in the same way esse is, namely, according to
degrees of participation in these perfections. God is infinitely Good, True and
One, whereas creatures possess these perfections in a limited way. And within
the sphere of creatures, spiritual substances enjoy a greater goodness and
truth and have a greater unity (for they are simple) than material substances.
This will all become much clearer when we study each of the transcendentals
separately.
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BEING
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Transcendental Unity


We shall now consider the unity of being,
which does not imply that there is only one being, but that anything
which exists is intrinsically undivided, that is, it has a certain unity.


Things have internal cohesiveness in different
degrees. The unity of a substance, that of a family, that of civil society, and
that of an artifact are not all the same. Nevertheless, common experience shows
that every being is one precisely to the extent that it is a being. The
destruction of unity, by internal division, necessarily entails the loss of
being. If an automobile is taken apart, it ceases to be what it was; when each
piece is separated it can hardly be considered an automobile. If the human body
is dismembered, the substantial unity of man is dissolved, the soul ceases to "in-form"
the body, and the person dies. Likewise, when the soul is separated from the
body, the vital unity of the organism disappears: the tissues decompose, the
various members lose the unity which made a single whole of them. Unity is
always linked to being. That is why animals, persons, and societies of the
most varied sort, tenaciously defend their unity; their very survival is at
stake.


We should differentiate
transcendental unity, which belongs to every being, from quantitative
unity. The latter is a consequence of matter and is the origin of numbers,
which arise from its division. When we cut a piece of quartz, for instance, we
obtain 2, 3 or more distinct pieces, which stem from the division of the
quantified substance. Since quantitative unity stems from the accident
quantity, it is only found in bodily substances. Thus, it is quite clear
that it is not a transcendental. The study of this sort of unity does not
pertain to metaphysics but to Philosophy of Nature or Cosmology.


Being and Unity


Transcendental unity is nothing but the
undividedness of a being. Through this notion, we add nothing real to things,
but only the negation of internal division, that is, the undividedness which
every being has of itself by virtue of its esse. Similarly, when we call
a mole "blind," we do not add anything to it, since it is unable to
see by its very nature.


In our knowledge, however, the notion of one
constitutes a further disclosure of being; it manifests the absence of
internal division in any reality. Consequently, it is evident that we
apprehend being before we apprehend unity. For instance, only after having
somehow come to know a tree and its distinctness from other things do we come
to understand that it is "one," that is, that it is a being, or a
tree, by itself, and distinct from others. Unity protects, asserts and
discloses the reality of being. Unity is always understood as something
belonging to being, as an aspect of it.


Being and unity are in reality one and the
same thing. Consequently, just like being (ens) unity is based on the act of
being. When a thing's act of being is nobler, it is "more a
being" (more perfect) and enjoys a greater unity. In God's case this is an
evident truth.


God is Subsisting Esse, limitless, and is,
therefore, supremely perfect. He is at the same time supremely One; there is no
sort of composition whatsoever in him, neither that of essence and esse
nor that of substance and accidents, nor that of matter and form, nor that of
operative powers and operations. The supremely one and simple being also has
the maximum and infinite perfection.


Something similar is also true in the realm of
creatures. Indeed, nobler creatures also possess greater unity. Pure
spirits are simpler, more fully one, than men and other material creatures. The
essence of an angel, for instance, is simple or totally one; there is no
composition of matter and form in him. Where there is less composition, there
is more act of being.


The same holds true in the realm of the
accidents. Thus, a person's activity is said to be more perfect to the extent
that it is more unified or integrated, that is, to the extent that his various
powers are more subordinated to his understanding and to his will, and to the
extent that all of his actions are directed towards a single supreme objective.
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Types and Degrees of Unity


Diverse degrees of being give rise to different
classes of unity. The most perfect unity is unity
of simplicity: the unity of a being devoid of parts or of a multiplicity of
constituent principles and elements. This unity is only found in God.


Creatures, in contrast, have a lower degree of
unity, which entails a multiplicity of elements. It is called unity of composition. Among finite
beings, the degrees of unity depend on the levels of composition found in them.
We can thus distinguish three kinds of unity in them: substantial unity, accidental unity, and relational unity (or unity of
order). In the case of substantial unity, we need to differentiate the
unity of purely spiritual creatures from the unity of creatures composed of
matter and form.


a) Purely spiritual creatures (angels)
are the beings which get closest to the simplicity of God. On the
substantial level, they are composed only of their essence and act of being.
Since the act of being is received by the angelic spiritual form, there is a
certain composition in every angel. But the angel's specific way of being, the
angel's essence, is not divided into several individuals; there is only one
angel in each species, and he exhausts all the perfections belonging to that
species. Moreover, the angel's essence is spiritual and cannot be divided or
separated. The angel is neither actually nor potentially divisible. Its greater
degree of unity is also displayed in its activity. An angel, for instance,
shows great simplicity in his intellectual operations. He knows more than the
human mind does, and knows in a better way, through a non-discursive process of
knowledge which does not need to have recourse to the senses nor to abstraction
nor to comparison of ideas.


b) A lower degree of unity is found in
material beings. In the first place, corporeal beings have a more complex
structure. Besides being composed of essence and act of being, their essence
needs matter in order to subsist. That is why material things are
corruptible or perishable; when matter can no longer support the form, the
separation of the form from matter is provoked, and the being ceases to be.
Furthermore, since they possess the accident quantity, they are divisible.
The extended parts can be separated from one another, giving rise to the
dissolution of the whole.


c) The unity of the substance and an
accident is less than the unity between the principles of the substance.
The union of the metaphysical principles essence and act of being, and matter
and form, gives rise to a tightly-knit unity which cannot be broken without
destroying the being itself. If the soul is separated from the body, the man
dies. The union of the substance and an accident (a white man) gives rise to a
unity of a lower rank, since the being of the subject does not depend on its
union with the accident; when a man becomes pale or blushes, he does not cease
to be a man.


As we have already remarked in our discussion on
the act of being, these three types of composition receive their unity from the
"esse", which is the ultimate, radical act in which all the
perfections of the composite share.


d) Another type of unity is relational unity
or unity of order, which is based on the accident relation. An army, a
family, and a civil society, for instance, are relational units. A unity of
order is made up of substances, but it does not have a substantial form of its
own. Its "form" is the very relationship among its various parts; in
other words, it consists of the relations which link the individuals together.
The relations of parenthood and filiation, for instance, along with the
relations of fraternity, give rise to the family. The origin of these societies
and their basis is the involvement of all the constituent members with regard to
a single purpose. The function of the family, for instance, is the propagation
of the human race; its structure and the relations among its members stem from
this.


Aggregate unity, which
results from a gathering together of elements without mutual order (a pile of
bricks), is like relational unity. The unity of cause and effect, and
the unity of an agent and its instrument (such as the unity between a
driver and his car), and the like, are also similar to unity of order.


3.
Multiplicity


Multiplicity ("multitudo") is
opposed to unity in the same way that what is divided is opposed to the
undivided: things are multiple inasmuch as they are divided from one another.
As far as the order of our apprehension is concerned, the notion of division is
subsequent to the notion of being and of non-being, and it marks
the distinction between them. What we first grasp is a being (a man or a dog);
then we notice that this being is different from others (this being is
not that other one). The knowledge of separation and distinction among
beings arises from this. Then we understand the unity of each of them as
internal undividedness, or the absence of intrinsic separation. Multiplicity
then adds a further negation, namely, the privation of unity among various
beings. They are said to be many, even though there is intrinsic unity in each
of them.


We can summarize in a schematic way the process
of apprehending these metaphysical notions as follows: being, non-being,
division (this being is not that one), unity (or negation of internal
division), multiplicity (or negation of identity among many individuals).
Multiplicity is constituted by many beings which are "one."


The multiplicity of things means that they are
not a single thing, that there is no perfect unity. We can see, therefore,
that the notion of multiplicity or multitude depends on the notion of unity,
and not the other way around: "unity" entails the denial, not of
multiplicity but of division. Otherwise the notion of being would depend
on the notion of the multiple.


Consequently, many things cannot
form a multitude unless each of them enjoys a certain unity. The collective
does not exclude the individual; rather, a community of things is necessarily
subsequent to the being of each of them. There could be no multitude if the
prior intrinsic unity of the parts were not to be preserved, and were to be
dissolved instead in order to form the collectivity. Therefore, in opposition
to Marxist collectivism, it must be maintained that society is only real to the
extent that it participates in the being of each individual and,
accordingly, in his individual unity. What society adds to individual unity is
the relationship of order among its different members.


The notion of "multitude" is subsequent
to unity and must, therefore, be included in some fashion among the
transcendentals, even though multitude is only found in the realm of
created being (only God is both One and Unique). "Multitude",
however, does not refer to unity solely by negating it. Its dependence on
unity is such that every multitude has a certain unity, since everything that
"is" is in some way one. Thus, many parts form the unity of a
composite or give rise to relational unity. Many individuals are one in
species; different species belong to one genus, and the individuals of diverse
genera have in common their act of being, in which they participate in
different degrees.


Therefore, multiplicity always signifies a
certain unity, but does not completely express it. The universe is an
example. The multitude of beings that make up the universe somehow reflects a
unity in their being and in their Cause, although it does so
imperfectly. In a multiple and divided fashion, the universe displays some
similarity with the infinite, supremely simple perfection of God. For this reason,
as an imperfect unity and limited perfection, multiplicity invites us to seek
the perfect Unity and unlimited Perfection, which is God.3


Transcendental multiplicity
differs from quantitative multiplicity in the same way transcendental unity
differs from quantitative unity. Material or quantitative plurality
stems from that unity which is the origin of numbers, and like the latter, it
depends on the composition of matter and form; it is only found among corporeal
creatures. Transcendental or formal multiplicity, in contrast, is
much broader and encompasses all created beings, whether they are spiritual or
material. This latter sort of multitude requires that each of the elements
composing it be intrinsically one. It results from the division really existing
among all things, giving rise to the "multitude," which falls, not
within any determined genus but within the transcendentals.
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Notions Derived from Unity, and Notions Opposed To It.


Identity, equality and similarity are all
relations which stem from unity. In a normal conversation, there is greater
flexibility in the use of these terms. In philosophy, however, these terms have
precise meanings:


a) When there is unity in substance,
there is identity. In the strict sense, of course, identity means a thing's
own coincidence with itself. In a broader sense, however, it means the
conformity of distinct things with one another inasmuch as they have something
in common (such as a genus or species). In this broader sense, it can be said
that this horse and that horse are identical in species.


b) When there is unity as regards the
accident quantity, there is equality. This is true in the proper sense
(e.g., two trees are equally tall) or in the extended sense which applies to
the "quantity" (amount) of power or perfection (e.g., two men are
equally strong or wise).


c) When there is unity as regards the
possession of a quality, there is similarity. Two persons may be similar or
alike because they are both endowed with prudence, or a given complexion, or a
certain temperament.


Diversity,
difference and distinction are relations which are opposed to unity.


a) Where there is "multitude"
as regards essences, there is diversity, which is opposed to identity.
Thus, a dog and a man are said to be of diverse natures.


b) Difference is a type of diversity.
Things are different when they are diverse in one sense but in conformity with
one another in another sense. Peter and John, for instance, may be alike in the
sense that they are both engineers; yet they may differ because one is a naval
engineer and the other is a civil engineer.


c) Distinction is the negation of
identity. It may refer to the substance and its constituent principles, or it
may refer to quantity or to relation. We say, for instance, that the nature of
man is distinct from the nature of a dog, that matter is distinct from form,
that the number 4 is distinct from the number 3, or that the terms of a real
relation are really distinct.


The term is applied especially to the constituent
principles of a thing, which are distinct even though they are not separated.
Thus, we speak of the real distinction between essence and act of being,
or between matter and form. Distinctions of reason, in contrast, are
those which our mind makes between aspects which are really identical (e.g.,
that between being and the true).


The term distinct (in
Latin, alius) often refers to the suppositum; diverse, in
contrast, always refers to a distinction in nature, that is, a
difference. Thus, the Persons of the Blessed Trinity are really distinct (the
Athanasian Creed states: "alia est enim persona Patris, alia Filii,
alia Spiritus Sancti"), but they are neither diverse nor different,
because each of them is God, that is, each one is identical with the divine
nature.
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Aliquid ("Another" or "Something")


We have already seen that "another" (aliquid)
is equivalent to "another something" (aliud quid). It
expresses the distinction of a being with respect to others: this man is
other than that man.


When we say that this man is another, we refer to
his unity, but in relation to other things, inasmuch as unity entails internal
undividedness and also separation from other things. Consequently, this
transcendental is resolved into unity and makes the meaning of the latter more
explicit.


Aliquid can also be equivalent to
"something", and in this sense "something" means that
being is perfectly opposed to absolute non-being (nothingness).
Thus, we say: "whereas we did not have anything before, now we do have
something". Lastly, "something" may also signify the individual
essence as it is known in an indeterminate way. For instance, we can say:
"There is something appealing in that place." In this sense, it is
more akin to the transcendental res ("thing").
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Being and Truth


Truth is something principally attributed to
judgments of our understanding. We say, for example, that a person has spoken
the truth or that a statement is true. Truth belongs to those acts of the
intelligence which conform with reality and express it faithfully. A judgment
is true when it asserts that something which exists does exist, or when it
asserts that something which does not exist really does not.


However, truth of the understanding depends on
being. If the intellect is true when it conforms with reality, it is clear
that the actuality or being of things and their ability to be grasped by the
intelligence is presupposed by truth, and that it is the basis and measure of
truth.


In other words, the intellect would not be true
in the act of knowing if things did not already have their own truth in
themselves, namely, ontological truth. In this sense, St. Thomas says
that "veritas supra ens fundatur"; or, in St. Augustine's
words:"what is true is true to the extent that it is being".
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Truth is a Transcendental Property of Being


The basis, then, of the truth of knowledge is
ontological truth, or the truth which belongs to being as such. Truth
is identical unth being. However, it adds to being a relation of conformity
with an intellect capable of knowing it. Like unity and goodness, it is a
transcendental property of being. While goodness adds to being
the aspect of "desirability," truth adds to being a reference
to an intellect.


The
truth of things: ontological truth


Being is true insofar as it is intelligible,
that is, insofar as it has an essential aptitude for being the object of a true
act of understanding. Being has intelligibility to the extent that it
has the act of being, since this is the root of all intelligibility. "That
which is" can be known; "that which is not" is unknowable.


For this reason, "ens et verum
convertuntur", being and truth are equivalent. 'To the extent that
each thing has being it is knowable... Truth, like goodness, is interchangeable
with being. The more perfect beings, therefore, are by themselves
more intelligible, just as more intense light gives rise to greater visibility.
Given the imperfection of the human intellect, however, what is by itself most
intelligible (the essence of God) is more difficult for us to understand. We
have the analogical experience of the sun and brightness that blinds us.


From this it follows that each
thing is knowable insofar as it is actual, not insofar as it is potential.
Things are understood through their acts; more specifically through their act
of being, their substantial form and their accidents (accidental forms).
Potency, in contrast, can only be understood in relation to its act (we realize
that Peter can run, only by knowing the act of running); matter
can only be understood insofar as it is the potential subject of the form (we
know the prime matter of corporeal substances insofar as it is the matter of
gold, of silver, or of something else).


Truth
in reference to God and in reference to man's mind


We can now take a further step, and affirm that
things are true in different ways, depending on whether they are referred to
God's intellect or to the human intellect. 'Things are not said to be true
unless they conform to an intellect... Natural things are situated between two
different intellects, and they are said to be true in different senses,
depending on their conformity with each of these two intellects. In accordance
with their conformity to God's intellect, they are true to the extent that they
accomplish that to which they have been directed by God's intelligence... In
reference to the human intellect, they are true when they are able to provoke a
true comprehension, and things are said to be false when their appearance does
not conform to what they are or the way in which they are. It is in this sense
that we say that a metal which looks like gold is in fact false gold.


This two-fold reference has the following
consequences:


a) The truth of things is the basis and
measure of the human intellect: natural things, from which our intellect
draws its knowledge, measure our intellect. As St. Thomas states, "any
being is known to the extent that it is actual, and consequently the actuality
of each thing is a sort of light within that being". This inner light
(which is, in the final analysis, nothing but the act of being) is what makes
it true and intelligible. Hence, the relation of beings to man's intellect is
merely a relation of reason; things do not acquire any new (real) relation when
they are understood by men. Their truth does not depend on whether or not men
know them; on the contrary, our intellect has a real dependence on ontological
truth.


"The truth attributed to
things in reference to the human intellect, is in some way accidental to them,
since they would still exist by themselves (in their essence) even assuming
that man's intellect did not or even could not exist. But the truth attributed
to things in reference to the divine intellect is inseparable from them, since
their very subsistence depends on God's Intellect, which gives them the act of
being.


Being cannot, therefore, be
reduced to its intelligibility for man: being is not the same as being
understood, or being perceived as Berkeley claimed ("esse est
percipi"). Immanentist philosophies consider intelligibility as the
basis of being, thus seeing everything the other way around. For instance,
idealism considers things only insofar as they are objects of knowledge. But
"object" in idealism does not mean the thing exterior to man's
intellect; rather it is the thing as represented in the intellect. In
short, truth in idealism is no longer the conformity of the intellect with the
thing; rather, it is conformity with its "object", which is only
another way of saying that the intellect "knows itself".


b) The truth of created beings is based on God's
Intellect. Creatures have a real relation of dependence with respect to
God's creative Intellect. Things are measured by God's Intellect in which all
creatures are present, as artifacts are present in the artisan's mind. In other
words, the truth of things is predetermined in God's Mind, which is their
exemplary cause. Hence to be open to the truth of things is to subject oneself
to God.


St. Thomas summarizes this doctrine by saying
that: 1) 'The divine Intellect determines ("measures") all things,
but is not determined by anything"—mensurans non mensuratus; 2)
"Natural things determine (the human mind) and, they in turn, are
determined or measured (by God's intellect)"—mensurans et mensurata;
3) "Our intellect is determined by things and it does not measure
them"—mensuratus, non mensurans.
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Truth in the Human Intellect


The truth of the human intellect, or logical
truth, is the conformity of the intellect with reality: "adaequatio rei
et intellectus". We can truthfully state that "Peter is
running" if this is really happening; this judgement would be false if
Peter were standing still.


In the strict sense, falsehood can only arise in
the human intellect (as a defect), since being as such is always true.
It might seem that something is ontologically false if it is such that it leads
into error, like counterfeit money. In itself, however, counterfeit money is
truly what it is, and it does have the necessary conditions to be correctly
understood. Its "ontological falsehood" is accidental, for it is not
based on its being but on its similarity with other things.


The human intellect is of itself directed
towards the truth, since it is capable of knowing things as beings,
which animals cannot do. The conformity of the intellect with being,
however, is ultimately based on the act of being of both intellect and things.
This is not a simple conformity between similar things which are on the same
level (two realities of the same species: two men or two horses), but the
conformity between what is superior (the act of being) and what is inferior
(intellect), or the conformity between an image reflected in a mirror and the
object producing it, or between a seal and the mark it makes in wax. When the
intellect is true it does not physically become the thing known. It only
conforms to it operationally (accidentally) by participating in its act of
being in a certain way, called "intentional". This capacity for
conformity stems from the act of being of the things known (if they did not
exist they could not be understood) and from the act of being of the intellect
(beings not endowed with an intellect do not have intellectual knowledge).


Consequently, it must be maintained that the
intellect's capacity to know the truth, or its openness to being, is not
something alien to being, as though it were an a priori of the
human spirit. It is something which stems from the act of being, which is the
basis of truth.


Subjectivism bases truth not on
being but on "being-for-me" (i.e., the way I see it or the way it
is present in my consciousness). Aristotle refuted this error (held by
the Sophists) in this way: "For it is not because we think that you are
white that you are truly white; rather, it is because you are white that when
we affirm it, we are speaking the truth" (Metaphysial, Bk. IX, ch.
10, 1051b).


Heidegger stresses that truth is
apophansis: the mere "appearance or manifestation of things to human
consciousness. Others identified with analytical philosophy
(Strawson, for instance) speak of truth as redundance: truth is thus reduced
to a common meaning understood by two or more persons regarding a particular
matter on which they had agreed beforehand.
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Nature of Goodness 


Being
and goodness


We constantly employ the notion of goodness in
daily life. Things that have some usefulness are said to be good (a good job, a
good tool). We also say that something is good for our health or for our
relaxation or for one activity or another. We also employ this term for things
which are thoroughly finished and endowed with perfection (e.g., a good
painting, a good poem). We speak of material things as "goods", and
we also use this term in the realms of culture, morality, and scientific
knowledge.


What do we mean when we call many diverse things
good? In the final analysis we refer to the being of things and
whatever preserves or maintains their being or their nature. Acting,
living, perfecting oneself, in a word, being, is good. Each thing's good
is to be in accordance with its nature. Consequently, evils are those privations
which are opposed to a thing's natural perfection, that is, opposed to living,
to acting, to knowing (sickness, death, ignorance, sin).


We can, therefore, initially say that being
and goodness are interchangeable or equivalent (ens et bonum convertuntur). The good is not a reality
distinct from being: "everything that is, is good". Things
are good to the extent that they have esse. They have as much goodness
as they have the act of being. The intrinsic value or perfection of things is
rooted in their act of being and in their essence. Consequently, something is
good in accordance with its esse: it will be a potential good if its
esse is potential; it will be a participated good if its esse is
participated. And in the case of the Esse Subsistens (God), it will be
the supreme good. Every being insofar as it is such, is good.


Consequently, "the Divine
Essence is goodness itself, but this is not the case in all the rest. God is
good by essence, whereas other things are good by participation. Each thing is
good in accordance with its actuality. Since, then, God alone is his own act of
being, he alone is his own goodness."


The
good is being insofar as it is desirable


What, then does goodness add to being?
This leads us to a precise determination of the nature of goodness, that is,
that aspect which characterizes this notion, an aspect implicit in the notion
of being but only expressly apprehended by our intellect through the
notion of the good.


Goodness adds to being its desirability to an
appetite. What "goodness" expresses is that the perfection of
things is desirable, lovable, capable of being esteemed by the power which some
creatures have, not only of being aware of being (intelligibility) but
also of desiring or wanting it (desirability). In other words, being is
said to be good insofar as it is desirable, in the same way it is said to be
true insofar as it is intelligible.


"Being good lies in a
thing's being desirable; that is why Aristotle says that the good is what all
desire (Bonum est quod omnia appetunt). It is evident, however, that
anything is desirable to the extent that it is perfect, since all things desire
perfection. But something is perfect to the extent that it is actual. Hence it
is clear that something is good insofar as it is a being, since esse is
the actuality of all things, as has been seen above. It is evident then that
good and being are really identical, but with one difference, namely,
that the notion of the good adds the aspect of desirability which is not
expressed by the notion of being."


It should be noted that the goodness of things,
their capacity to arouse love or their intrinsic value, depends on their act of
being and not on human desire. Goodness is not the desire awakened in us but
the perfection which gives rise to it. Things are not good because we want
them; rather, we want them insofar as they are good. Consequently, men tend
to choose the more perfect instruments or those which they consider best suited
for a given purpose. For this reason the noblest realities (God, spiritual
beings) provoke a more intense love when they are known. Goodness is something
objective; it does not depend on the opinion or desire of the majority.
Although the good is "what all desire," it is good not because of the
fact that all desire it; rather, it is desired by creatures precisely to the
extent that it is perfect or is a being.


Just as in the case of truth, the good adds to
being a relation of reason in reference to an appetitive power, which, in
the final analysis, is the will (since only the will apprehends the formal
aspect of goodness present in things). Nevertheless, the relation of created
goods to God's will is distinct from their relation to the creature's will
(human or angelic). Creatures want or love things to the extent that they are
good. God, however, does not want things simply because they are good (as
though he were subject to some superior thing); rather, he endows being
and goodness on them because he loves them; God's love is the basis of the
goodness of creatures.


This does not, of course, mean
that the good is prior to being. If God's love is prior to the being and
goodness of created realities, it is because divine love is the Ipsum Esse
Subsistens, the fullness of perfection. God necessarily loves his own
supremely perfect Being, his supreme goodness. Through sheer generosity, or by
the superabundance of his love, God creates the universe, which contains the
likenesses of his own Esse. He loves creatures and, therefore, makes
them good insofar as they reflect his Being, to the extent that their act of
being is a participation of God's Esse.
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Goodness and Perfection


So far, we have seen that the good as a
transcendental property of being manifests the capacity of every being
to be the object of a spiritual faculty—the will. The will, it must be
remembered, moves towards its object, only if that object is endowed with a
certain degree of perfection. If the notion of perfection is inseparable from
that of the good, the notion of perfections deserves further discussion.


Notion
of perfection


Something is perfect insofar as it is in act, and
whatever potency is present in a being renders it imperfect. Thus, what is
perfect is synonymous with being in act. Consequently, every being,
by virtue of having the act of being, is said to be perfect (i.e., it is good).
And when we talk about God—the Pure Act of Being—we conclude that He is Supreme
Perfection and the fullness of Goodness. Creatures are said to be good, but in
a restricted sense, because they only have perfection; they do not
possess the perfection in its fulness because they have potentiality in their
being.


Even though a creature is limited by the potency
of its essence, it can be considered perfect in the sense that it possesses the
degree of perfection that corresponds to its specific nature. Thus, we say that
a thing is perfect if it does not lack any perfection that belongs to its
nature; in short, completeness connotes perfection.


What has been said above is summarized by
Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas in this manner: Something is said to be
complete or perfect according to three different perspectives—(i) with respect
to its dimensions (quantitas continua): thus, a rose is perfect if its
petals are naturally well-proportioned; (ii) with respect to its operative powers
(quantitas virtutis): thus, in this sense, a speedy horse is perfect;
(iii) with respect to the attainment of its end (consecutio finis):
thus, in this sense, a man who has acquired wisdom is perfect.


Lastly, that which is perfect is said to be so if
it can perfect other beings. This is especially true for spiritual
creatures—men and angels—who have the capacity to communicate to others their
own perfection.


Types
of Goodness


Based on the meanings of perfection, and the
correspondence between what is good and what is perfect, there are three types
of goodness:


a) "Every thing which is" is
good: this is known as ontological goodness, or "the good"
as a transcendental property of being (bonum transcendentale). Every
being, insofar as it has the act of being, has a degree of perfection, and
accordingly, a degree of goodness.


b) That which reaches its end, is good.
This is the fullest meaning of what is good. Even in ordinary language, when a
person does not qualify his statements, the term good is understood by
others in this sense. Thus, a thing is bonum simpliciter (i.e., good,
without any further qualification) if it fulfills its end; in contrast, the
term bonum secundum quid (i.e., the good, in a certain sense) merely
refers to a thing's ontological goodness. For instance, when we talk of a good
sprinter, we mean that he runs fast; we do not refer primarily to his
act of running. The end of a sprinter is to reach the finish line within the
shortest possible time in order to win the race; if he does, that achievement
adds some goodness to himself, because it perfects him. In the moral life, a
man is good if he directs himself towards his last end (God) through the
practice of the moral virtues.


St. Thomas Aquinas often affirms that only in God
is there perfect identification between Being and being good,
since God has no end outside Himself; He is Infinitely Perfect, so nothing
outside the Divine Essence can perfect Him. In contrast, creatures cannot claim
to be good by simply being: an evil person is precisely called
evil simpliciter because he has a disorderly life that is not directed
to his last end; he is good only secundum quid, to the extent that he
has the act of being.


Goodness is also the result of the attainment of
what we may call an immanent end, through the acquisition of the perfections
proper to a particular nature—the quantitas continua and quantitatis
virtutis mentioned above. Thus, the dimensive quantity of a child is
directed to an end which is immanent to the child himself, that is, the physical
development proper to an adult; in this sense, we say that an adult is more
perfect than a child. Likewise, considering the operative (physical or
spiritual) powers of man, we call "good surgeon" a person who
possesses the knowledge and skills required for the competent practice of
surgery.


c) That which spreads goodness is good. We
have seen that what is perfect has the capacity to transmit its perfection to
others. A truly perfect being spreads its goodness precisely to the extent that
it is perfect. St. Thomas Aquinas says: "For just as it is better to
enlighten than merely to shine, so is it better to make known to others the
truths one contemplates, than to simply contemplate them." This is the
meaning behind the adage Bonum est diffusivum sui, the good tends to
spread or to share itself (in a necessary way in material creatures and in a
free fashion in spiritual creatures).


God is supremely good in this sense, too, since
he is the source from which springs all the goodness dispersed throughout the
created universe. Secondarily, and in dependence on God, human beings are said
to be good when they concern themselves with the good of others in an effective
way. Thus, when creatures communicate their goodness, they become more like
God. Aristotle went to the extent of saying that the most perfect way through
which animals can imitate God is by perpetuating their own species in the act
of generation (De Anima, II, ch.4, 415a 26 ff.). Among men, the highest
perfection consists in spreading their spiritual goodness; by doing so, they
imitate God more fully.


[bookmark: _Toc354739275]3. Good
and Value


"Value" in common usage is no longer
limited to its strictly economic connotation; it has become interchangeable
with the good. Friendship, for instance, is at times called a good;
at other times, it is called a value. Similarly, a work of art may be
called either called "good" or "valuable". Dante referred
to this meaning when he described God as "the primary and ineffable
value."


The word value has taken on a rather special
meaning in modern philosophy, particularly in the so-called Phenomenology of
Values. Max Scheler, the most outstanding exponent of this philosophy,
attempted to dislodge the good as the object of Ethics, and replace it
with value. Although this topic pertains to the field of Moral
Philosophy, it would be useful to make a brief mention of it here in order to
illustrate what would happen if value were to be divorced from being,
or from the good.


Since Scheler considered esse as the mere
fact of existing, he denied that it could be the foundation of morality. In
fact he criticized classical ethics for having identified the good with
being. He argued: If this were so, then why is the fact of stealing
considered bad? Scheler came up with this apparent problem because he failed to
realize that being implies perfection above all, and not only the fact of being
(existence). Thus, although the act of stealing also has some entity, and as
such possesses some degree of goodness, it is good only secundum quid. Nevertheless,
the act is evil simpliciter, because it lacks a perfection due to it.


For Scheler, the basis of morality is value,
which is not derived from the good (or being). It is something purely
ideal and a priori, independent of any experience.


To complete the study of the transcendental
property bonum, we would have to mention evil as the privation of
good, and bring up the question of moral goodness (the goodness of free
creatures in relation to the last end). These questions, however, are dealt
with in detail in Ethics. It is the task of Metaphysics to study the good
insofar as it is a property of being, thereby laying the foundation for
moral doctrine.
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[bookmark: _Toc354739278]1. The
Nature of Beauty


We call something good because of its relation to
man's appetitive faculty: a thing is good if it possesses perfection and the
capability of perfecting others. Moreover, we call it true because of its
conformity to man's intellect, insofar as it is knowable. Reality is further
related with the soul in a third way. When things are known, their truth and
their goodness bring pleasure and delight to the person who beholds them. We
refer to this property of things when we say that something is beautiful.


It is not easy to define beauty (pulchrum).
St. Thomas Aquinas describes it through its effects, by saying that "the
beautiful is that which is pleasing to behold." Beauty is a transcendental
perfection which results from the act of being of things, and the richness and
variety of its diverse forms stem from the different degrees and modes of
being. Thus, the supreme beauty of God is quite different from the finite
beauty of creatures. Even within the realm of creation, however, we find
different levels of beauty, analogous to different levels of unity and
goodness. There is an intelligible beauty which is proper to spiritual
life, and a sense-perceptible beauty of a lower rank. Intelligible
beauty is linked to truth and to moral goodness in a necessary fashion. Thus,
ugliness (the privation of beauty) is characteristic of error, ignorance, vice
and sin. Furthermore, there is a natural beauty, which flows from the
nature of things, and an artificial beauty, found in man-made works (the
object of art, or of fine arts, is precisely the making of beautiful
things).


The beauty of things is perceived by the knowing
powers: by the senses (especially sight and hearing), by the intelligence, or
by the concurrence of both. In other words, it is related to knowledge.
Nevertheless, the apprehension of the beautiful adds to simple knowledge the
pleasure or delight which results from that knowledge. A thing is beautiful
if the intellectual or sense perception of it is pleasing. A rambling or
insipid description of an event will not produce in the reader the same
pleasure provided by a masterful account written by a good novelist or by an
adept poet. Hence, beauty adds something to mere knowledge.


Beauty
and goodness


Beauty can be considered as a special type of
goodness, since it is the object of a certain natural tendency
("appetite") that is set at rest by the contemplation of the
beautiful. It is a specific kind of good, different from other types of
goodness. Every good thing engenders joy when it is attained; beautiful things,
however, give rise to a special delight simply by being known.


Let us consider, for instance, a particular field
for sale. If it is ideal for raising wheat, and a prospective wheat farmer
happens to see it, he may well set his heart on it, and be highly interested in
buying it. Thus, acquiring that piece of land has become his goal, and he goes
through the required negotiations until he finally attains it. It may also
happen, however, that another person comes across the field and gets delighted
by the scenic view it offers, even though he has no interest in buying the
field. The former has apprehended the field as an end or as something good, and
consequently begun taking some steps in order to possess it. The latter has
perceived the field as something beautiful and was therefore satisfied by
simply contemplating it.


The beautiful brings the appetite into play. It
is the appetite that gives rise to the enjoyment or delight characteristic of
aesthetic appreciation. This delight depends on the "contemplation"
or knowledge of the object, not on its possession. That is why St. Thomas Aquinas,
referring to transcendental beauty, says that it designates the suitability of
things with respect to "a certain concurrence of the understanding and the
will". What is beautiful is pleasing (to the will or sense appetites)
insofar as it is known (by the intellect or senses).


The
basi[bookmark: aa]s of beauty


Although the contemplation of the beautiful is
always accompanied by delight, beauty is not the pleasure or delight itself,
but rather those properties which are pleasing to behold. "I will
ask," wrote St. Augustine, "whether things are beautiful because they
are pleasing, or if they are pleasing because they are beautiful. Undoubtedly,
the answer will be that things please me because of their beauty." Just as
goodness is not an attribute arising from the will of the subject which desires
it, but rather a perfection of the desired object, so too, things are
beautiful, whether or not there are men capable of appreciating their beauty.


As in the case of goodness and unity, the
characteristics which make something beautiful arise, in the final analysis,
from its act of being. For this reason God, who is Esse in all of
its fullness, is also supreme and absolute Beauty.


[bookmark: _Toc354739279]2.
Beauty and Perfection


If the basis of beauty is the act of being,
necessarily it must also be equivalent to it and interchangeable with it.
Nevertheless, as we have done in the study of bonum as a transcendental property of being, we must look into other aspects of pulchrum. It is true that things, by simply being, already possess a perfection, which is the esse. This is the foundation of beauty,
but it is not the only aspect of beauty.


Something
is beautiful in the fullest sense (simpliciter) if it possesses all the
perfections that correspond to its own nature. For example, we say that the
gazelle is a beautiful animal to the extent that it has the harmony and
perfection proper to its nature (we can call this pulchrum simpliciter)
and not only because it has the act of being (pulchrum secundum quid).
This principal meaning of beauty is manifested through some characteristics
which immediately produce an aesthetic pleasure. St. Thomas Aquinas mentions
three basic features of it:


1) The first is a certain harmony or
proportion in the object itself and also with regard to its surroundings.
Proportion does not exclude variety; it does not mean monotony or an absence of
shades or nuances. Examples go from the marvelous arrangement of the universe
in its totality, which delights both the senses and the intellect, to the
cadence of a piece of classical music or the harmonious organization of a
living organism.


2) Another element of the beautiful is the
integrity or completeness of the object with regard to the perfections
required by its substantial form or by its accidental forms. A beautiful thing
is complete, not only in the principal meaning of the word, but also in the
sense of receiving the finishing touch that transforms a moderately good or
tolerable work into an accomplished work of art.


3) A third characteristic is clarity,
both in the material and in the spiritual sense. For the intellect, clarity
means intelligibility, truth, being. In the case of the sense of sight, it
means light, color, brightness, limpidity. In the case of the sense of hearing,
it means the arrangement or composition of sounds that makes listening to them
more pleasant.


These three characteristics take on diverse forms
in each case, but they are somehow present in everything which is beautiful simpliciter.


All these three aspects of beauty constitute the
objective basis of aesthetics, which is a form of knowledge altogether distinct
from metaphysics, but nonetheless linked with it through the notion of
pulchrum simpliciter. Thus, we can say that everything which has harmony,
completeness and clarity is objectively beautiful, which does not automatically
mean, however, that it will satisfy all aesthetic tastes.


3.
Degrees of Beauty


Divine beauty, which is unique and supremely
simple, is reflected in creatures in varying degrees. Because they only
participate in the act of being, creatures possess a limited beauty. No one
among them possesses beauty in its entirety; rather, each one is endowed only
with that beauty in accordance with its own particular mode of being, which is
determined by its form. We shall now consider separately the two main divisions
of the created universe, that is, the spiritual world and the world of material
beings, in order to analyze how beauty is found in each of them.


a) Spiritual substances, whose forms are not
limited by matter, have the full beauty which pertains to their degree and mode
of being. To the very extent that an angel has esse, it is good and
beautiful. Consequently, there is a gradation in the beauty of pure spirits,
which is a faithful reflection of the hierarchy formed by their degrees of
being (pulchrum secundum quid).


The beauty simpliciter of angels is
identical with their beauty secundum quid. This is so because every
angel is a species in itself, and has all the perfections (quantitas
virtutis) proper to its
nature in their fullest possible degree.


We can also consider the beauty of an angel with
regard to its transcendental end (God), which it attains through its free acts.
Here lies the real beauty simpliciter of an angel, since, as mentioned
above, its beauty in accordance with its nature is resolved into its beauty
secundum quid. The characteristics of beauty simpliciter (harmony,
integrity, and clarity) are lost by an angel through sin, which separates it
from its last end.


b) Within the realm of material beings, beauty
is more fragmentary and scattered, because at this level, the limitation of
the substantial form by matter hinders any individual from possessing all of
the perfections of its species.


No material being manifests beauty in all of its
extension, not even all the beauty which pertains to its genus or species,
since in different individuals the substantial form is affected by various
accidental forms, which are adapted to its nature in different degrees.
Besides, any given individual will hardly be beautiful in every aspect. A horse
may have a marvelously elegant figure and may show astonishing gracefulness in
racing or jumping, and yet its color may leave much to be desired. A poem may
have very suggestive stanzas and still have relatively less accomplished lines.


Like spiritual beings, material substances also
have degrees of beauty secundum quid, in conformity with their degrees
of being. With regard to beauty secundum quid, the more perfect species
are naturally more beautiful. However, with respect to beauty simpliciter,
an individual of an inferior species may be more beautiful than another of a
superior species. A perfectly formed rose, for instance, would be more
beautiful than a deformed horse.


What has been discussed above refers only to the
interior perfections of spiritual and material beings in their natures. There
is, however, a higher level of beauty which is attained when a being directs
itself towards its transcendent end (God). Truly, this constitutes the
summit of beauty, for the attainment of the transcendent end is the summit of
perfection. Especially in the case of man, bodily beauty pales in comparison
with that beauty acquired through free actions that lead to God. Hence, when we
talk of the ugliness of sin, we are not merely using a metaphor; on the contrary,
we refer to a real disharmony and darkness produced in a soul that has freely
committed a sin. Such discordance and ugliness surpasses any ugliness due to
physical deformity.


[bookmark: _Toc354739280]4.
Man's perception of beauty


Even though all things are good in themselves,
some are harmful to men, e.g., poisonous substances. Something similar happens
in the case of beauty. All creatures have their own beauty, which is greater or
lesser in keeping with their perfection. However, for man to be delighted by
the beauty of things, there has to be a certain proportion between his knowing
powers and the beauty which he apprehends. It is this conformity with the
object that causes delight by making one's knowledge of it more easily
attainable and more adequate. Our powers, created by God for knowing being,
rejoice in the contemplation of what is perfect.


The need for this proportion arises above all
from our corporeal nature and from sense knowledge. That is why there are
aspects of beauty which "elude" some men, just as there are truths
which are incomprehensible for certain persons. That is also why a certain
"aesthetic education" is often necessary to be able to perceive the
beauty of certain artistic productions.


This merely confirms the fact that beauty is an
attribute of things. Even though human subjectivity sometimes seems to prevail
in the arts (especially in contemporary times) the beauty of an object does not
depend on what "each person likes" or on "each person's
taste," that is, on what anyone deems as beautiful. Otherwise, it would be
meaningless to speak of beauty and ugliness. Both ordinary experience and
artistic experience reveal that natural beauty, as well as the beauty
arising from human activity, transcends man and is based on the nature of
things. Consequently, it could happen that a person may have a disordered
artistic taste or capacity to appreciate or compose beautiful things.


The study of how man can fashion
beauty in his creations is not a concern of Metaphysics but of aesthetic or
artistic theory. Neither is it the task of Metaphysics to resolve the question
of human deficiency in perceiving beauty. That is a matter reserved for
Psychology and Aesthetics. A few brief remarks will suffice:


a) Since beauty which is
perceived is composite, the knowing subject may pay more attention to a
particular manifestation of it. If he is dazzled by a partial superficial
aspect, he may overvalue it and thus lose sight of the real value of the beauty
of the whole. Clarity in presentation, a wealth of images, or the rhythm of a
discourse sometimes induces people to admire an erroneous doctrine and to
consider it beautiful in its intelligible aspect.


b) Besides, acquired habits
make man's spiritual powers better suited to some objects than to others. Thus,
education makes some people more adept at apprehending certain facets of
beauty; likewise, there are people who can more easily grasp mathematical
truths or the value of certain acts of virtue. These same habits are the
reasons behind the never-ending flux of artistic styles.
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[bookmark: _Toc354739284]KNOWLEDGE OF
REAL CAUSALITY


After having studied the internal structure of
being, and its transcendental aspects, we shall now focus our attention on
another aspect of a thing, insofar as it influences the being of another:
this is the aspect of causality. We can describe causality as the dynamic side
of being which, through the act of being, has the capacity to
communicate its perfections and to produce new things. The study of causality
in its four forms—material, formal, efficient, and final causality—provides us
with a vision of the order in the universe and of its internal unity. It leads
finally to the knowledge of the ultimate Cause of the universe, and of its
relationship with secondary causes. Thus, we reach the end of our metaphysical
itinerary: through our knowledge of creatures, brought into being and sustained
in existence by God, we are led back to the Creator.


1. The
Experience of Causality


The notions of cause and effect are among the
notions we refer to most often in our cognitive life. Every day we perceive
beings that carry out some acts, and beings that are acted upon. A stone, for
instance, falls into the water and gives rise to a series of concentric waves;
the sun warms bodies exposed to its rays; men produce all sorts of artefacts.


Both our practical behavior and our scientific
activity rest on the conviction that things do effectively depend on one
another. Nevertheless, in the course of history, some philosophers denied the
most evident experience and claimed that causal influence is merely a
chronological succession of phenomena. This distortion inevitably leads to the
denial of the possibility of genuine scientific knowledge. Since science is, in
fact, a certain knowledge through causes, once causality is denied, science
necessarily gives way to some form of skepticism.


We do not have to resort to special experiments
to find evidence of causality. Our life is full of experiences in which
causality is revealed:


—As regards our external experience, we observe
the mutual influence of things external to us; it is an influence which can
easily be distinguished from mere contiguity in time. No one would think of
claiming that "three" causes "four" just because
four always comes after three in any numerical series. Neither would anyone
claim that night causes day, or that spring causes summer, notwithstanding the
invariable sequence of hours and seasons. In fact we know that the real causal
origin of these sequences is the periodic motion of the earth around the sun.


—As regards our internal experience, every
individual is also aware that he is the cause of his own actions, such as
moving his hand, walking or standing still, and he experiences the effective
power of his will over his other internal powers. Whenever we want to,
we recall past actions, we imagine things, or we engage in a train of
reasoning.


—There is also a concurrent internal and
external experience of causality. We are conscious of our causal activity
on other things and of the influence that surrounding things have on us. We
are, for instance, able to mold certain substances, to instruct other persons,
and to move them by our example. Moreover, fire burns the hand placed near the
flame, and our cultural milieu influences our ideas.


The examples we have given refer especially to
efficient causality, which is what is normally meant by "cause" in
ordinary usage. Nevertheless, we are also familiar with other ways of causality
(where cause is taken to mean "whatever in any way influences the being
of something"). Our free actions, for instance, provide us with a
privileged experience of final causality as well as an experience of efficient
causality: we always have some motive for acting, which is what makes us
activate our powers. The causality of matter and form is also evident in many
things which result from the conjunction of these two principles: man exists
through the union of his body and his soul; a statue comes to be when its
figure is carved into a block of stone.


The
nature of our experience of causality


The existence of causality in the world is an
evident truth (per se nota) which needs no demonstration. What we need
to do is to study it and examine its basis. This basis is provided by being
(ens), which is able to cause because of its act of being (esse).


A general understanding of causality requires a
prior knowledge of certain beings, since causality is a process stemming from
certain things (called causes), and affecting other things (called
effects). Sometimes, we first become aware of certain effects that are
produced in a given substance (e.g., sickness), and only then do we start
acquiring a knowledge of their adequate proper causes (e.g., a virus). The
study of causality leads us back to the realm of being, which is the
fundamental concern of metaphysics.


In any case, the fact that we perceive causality
does not mean that we have an exhaustive comprehension of it. We know that
there are causes, and we also know what being a cause means, but this does not
furnish us with a perfect knowledge about causes. Facing causality is, for us,
somewhat like facing being. This should not at all be surprising, since
causality rests on being. Here, we are faced with a very profound
reality, but the imperfection of our understanding hinders us from apprehending
all of its intelligibility.


2. The
Principle of Causality


When we become aware of causality, we do not
grasp the notions of "cause" and "effects" separately;
rather, we realize that they are inseparably linked. They entail one another to
such an extent that we cannot understand one of them without the other.
Anything which is a cause is a cause of something, and a given effect
necessarily entails a causal origin.


From the ontological point of
view, there is always a real relation of dependence of effects on their causes.
The relation of the cause to its effect, however, may be no more than a
relation of reason. If the cause does not undergo any change or acquire any
perfection by producing its effect (for instance, the case of God in relation
to the world), the cause is obviously not relative to the effect.


The cause-effect dependence between things can be
expressed in a universal fashion under the so-called principle of causality.
It should be noted, however, that we are only speaking about efficient
causality here, which in one sense is the most basic sort of causality.
Material and formal causes are, as we shall see, based on the efficient cause
which always transcends the effect. As far as the final cause is
concerned, it is closely united to the agent (or efficient) cause, but we shall
deal with this later.


Various
formulations of the principle of causality


Sometimes the principle of causality is
formulated in such a way that its scope is restricted to a limited realm of
created being. There are also other more universal formulations of it. All of
them, however, express the basic condition that every effect needs a causal
basis.


a) Everything which begins "to
be" has a cause. This principle can be applied to any perfection of
things which has a beginning in time. It is evident that something which lacks
a certain act cannot confer that act upon itself, but has to receive the
influence of something else which does have that act. A thing which is not red,
for instance, will only become red if it is made red by an active power which
is capable of doing that. (Such an active power is often external to the
subject, such as a paint brush. Sometimes, however, it is internal to it, as in
the surge of blood in a person who blushes. In either case, however, it is
always distinct from the passive potency which it actualizes by its
influence.)


This principle has an even more far-reaching
application in the case of anything which begins "to be" in the
absolute sense, that is, as a substance. Here, it is even more obvious that
"anything which has not always been, and begins to be, needs a
cause of its being.


This is not the most universal
and absolute formulation of the principle of causality. If the world had always
existed, that is, if it had no beginning in time (something we know by faith to
be false but which is not philosophically impossible), it would still be
caused. Its instability, finitude and limited being would still demand the
existence of a Cause.


b) Anything which moves is moved by
something else. Historically, this was the first formulation of the
principle of causality, drawn up by Aristotle, and found in his Physics
(Bk. VII, ch. 1, 241b 24). In a general sense we can use the term
"movement" or "motion" for every transition from potency to
act, or from a certain non-being to being. The demonstrative
force of this formulation lies in the total irreducibility of act to potency
and the impossibility that anything potential could ever confer actuality upon
itself.


The rigorous application of this principle led
Aristotle to discover the existence of a First Mover which is Pure Act—the
first and most radical cause of movement in things.


c) Everything contingent requires a
cause. In the broad sense, anything which can act differently in some
particular respect is called contingent (e.g., any action which does not always
attain its objective, or any perfection which is not required by an essence).
With respect to being, anything which in itself has a potentiality for
ceasing to be is contingent. This, of course, is limited to the case of
material creatures, which are corruptible because they are composed of matter
and form. Since anything contingent in itself can either "be" or
"not be", if in actual fact it is, then there must be a cause
of its being actual. If that cause is something contingent itself, then we have
to look further for an adequate cause. We have to continue our search until we
reach an absolutely necessary being (i.e., a being which cannot not
be). In fact, this is the procedure St. Thomas Aquinas follows in the
"third way," which leads to God as the Necessary Being.


d) If something possesses a perfection
which is not derived from its essence, that perfection must come from an
external cause. Every being has perfections which depend on its nature;
hence, man is naturally intelligent, and he has particular bodily proportions.
Since these perfections pertain to his nature, we do not have to look for their
cause beyond man's essence. One man may be more or less intelligent than
another man, but that can be explained without having to resort to an extrinsic
cause.


Nonetheless, those perfections which a thing may
have not only by reason of its own essence, must be caused by an agent distinct
from that thing. For instance, human knowledge, even though it is in part due
to our human nature, also originates from an external agent or cause, which can
be the teacher or any book read.


This formulation of the principle of causality is
of great significance when applied to the act of being. It can be considered as
the most perfect and universal formulation of the same principle.


It has been emphasized in the first part of this
book that esse as a perfection does not pertain necessarily to an
essence. Thus, it must originate from an extrinsic cause which is really
distinct from the essence. Esse cannot come from the essence because the
essence is a principle of differentiation among individuals: the essence of a
thing is what makes it to be what it is, and different from other
things. In contrast, the act of being (actus essendi) is the principle
of unity or similarity among all things because all beings have it; they all
participate in it, whatever essence each thing may have. The only conclusion we
can arrive at is this: the act of being of a thing must come from a
cause, and it is distinct from the essence of the same thing.


It is also evident that the act of being is found
in the universe in various degrees, giving rise to a hierarchy of beings. The
multiplicity and finitude of beings show that no single being possesses esse
in its fullness, but only in part, that is to say, "by
participation". If the act of being is possessed by things only by
participation, it must be present in a being that possesses it in its fullness;
that Being is God. This is the basis of the "fourth way" of St.
Thomas Aquinas to demonstrate the existence of God.


It must be pointed out that the notion of
participation does not necessarily entail the notion of causality. Hence, the
formula "all that is by participation is caused by that which is by
essence" must be qualified. Evidently, we cannot conceive of a subsistent
"yellowness" as the cause of the yellow color exhibited by gold and
all yellow things. That formula is true only when we refer to the perfection of
the act of being (esse); and the
transcendental perfections interchangeable with being. Thus, it is more
fitting to state the principle in this manner: 'That which has esse by
participation, is caused by that which is esse by essence". We have
just seen that those beings whose esse does not pertain to their
essence, receive that esse from an
extrinsic cause. They have the act of being only partially, never in its
fullness. This ontological condition of all things demands the reality of an
extrinsic cause which possesses the act of being "by essence" (i.e.,
His essence is esse itself), and that is God.


All of these formulations of the principle of
causality make it clear that nothing can be the cause of itself, since
it would be giving itself the act of being in order to be, and that
implies that it would both be and not be at the same time, which
goes against the principle of non-contradiction. Consequently, when we know
that a thing is limited, we immediately infer that it is caused, and that it is
caused by a principle which transcends it. The principle of causality
(of efficient causality) necessarily leads us to another being (the effect has
its perfections ab alio, that is, received from another).


The principle of causality also yields an
important corollary: nothing can produce an effect superior to itself
(or "something lesser cannot give something greater", or
"nothing can give what it does not have"). A cause is required
precisely to explain the origin of a perfection which a being possesses but
could not have conferred upon itself. If the purported cause did not have the
perfection which we observe in the effect, it would not be the true cause. The
new result would have simply come from nothing, and nothing comes from
nothing. This truth is diametrically opposed to the viewpoint of
materialist philosophy, which posits matter (the lowest form of cause) as the
causal principle of the universe and of all its perfections.


The
scope of the principle of causality


The principle of causality is clearly
subsequent to the first principle of metaphysics (that of non-contradiction).
As we have already seen, the notions of cause and effect connote the notion of
being. Nevertheless, the notion of being as such does not imply either
the notion of being caused or the notion of causing.


"Being caused by another is not a property
of being as such; otherwise all beings would be caused", and we
know that God, who is Esse by essence, is not caused. Furthermore, the
act of creation, which is the first causal act on which the entire universe
depends, is not a necessary act of God but the result of a free divine choice.
Were it not for God's creative will, there would be neither causes nor effects;
there would, however, still be being, namely God's being, which is
infinite and contains all the perfections of creatures in a infinitely eminent
way.


A creature is not an effect insofar as it is a
being, but precisely to the extent that it is not fully being, that is, by
having a deficient, finite and limited act of being. The fullness of being
(God) is radically opposed to being caused, since any effect is necessarily
something imperfect and deficient. Consequently, although being as such
does not imply being caused, the finite being certainly does require being
caused. "Even though the relation to its cause is not part of the
definition of a thing caused (insofar as it is being), it is something that
flows from its essence (insofar as it is a limited being). The fact that a
thing has the act of being by participation leads us to conclude that it is
caused by another. Hence, no such being can be without being caused, just as no
man can exist without having the capacity to laugh."


The principle of causality cannot be deduced
from the notion of being. It is discovered inductively through our
experience which makes us aware of the limitation and finitude of any given
effect. As we become aware of the constitutive imperfection of everything
created, causality provides us a natural approach to the knowledge of God as
First Cause and Absolute Perfection.


The five ways which St. Thomas Aquinas
drew up to prove the existence of God have their starting point in our
experience of causality. This is undoubtedly one of the safest ways to comply
with our unavoidable natural duty to know God.


Severing the principle of
causality from experience, and considering it as an a priori principle
which applies to being as such, led some rationalist philosophers to
apply the principle of causality indiscriminately both to creatures and to the
Creator. Hence, they considered God as "the Cause of himself" (Causa
sui), rather than as the
"Uncaused Cause". Accepting the same assumptions, other
philosophers (like Hegel) ended up subordinating the First Cause to its effects
(God to creatures) and claimed that God would not be God if he did not produce
the world.
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[bookmark: _Toc354739286]THE NATURE
OF CAUSALITY AND THE KINDS OF CAUSES


1. The
Nature of Causality


A cause can be defined as that which really
and positively influences a thing, making this thing dependent upon it in some
way.


Some of the most characteristic observations we
can make after considering the notions of "cause" and
"effect" are the following: a) The effect's dependence on the
cause as regards the act of being is the counterpart of the real influence
of the cause on the effect. A cause is a cause precisely to the extent that the
effect cannot come to be or exist without it. A house, for instance, would not
remain standing without the materials of which it is made and without a
suitable arrangement of these elements. Neither would the house actually exist
without the work of the people who built it, even though this work more
directly influenced the coming into being of the house than its actual being.
This two-fold way of influencing the effect enables us to define a cause as
anything on which something depends with regard to its being or to its
coming into being.


b) The real distinction between the cause
and the effect is evident, since a real dependence of one thing on another
necessarily implies their being really distinct from one another.


c) The primacy of the cause with respect
to the effect: every cause is, by nature, prior to its effect, since the
perfection which the cause confers on or produces in the effect must first be
present in the cause in some fashion. In many cases, this natural primacy also
entails precedence in time. Thus, parents come before their offspring, and a
sculptor preceded the statue he makes. As far as the causal action itself is
concerned, the effect and its cause are correlative and simultaneous. The cause
is a cause when it is causing; the effect is an effect at the time it is being
caused.


2.
Cause, Principle, Condition and Occasion


The most essential aspect of the nature bf a
cause is its positive influence on the being of the effect and the
effect's correlative dependence on it. This is what distinguishes a cause from
other similar realities (like a principle, a condition, or an occasion) which
do not always have a positive influence on the effect.


a) A principle is that from which some other
thing arises in any way whatsoever. Every cause, therefore, is a principle,
but not every principle is a cause. The term "principle" indicates a
beginning or an order, but does not necessarily include any positive influence
on the being of what arises from it. A point is considered to be the
principle (i.e., the beginning) of a line, the first words of a speech are the
beginning or principle of the entire discourse, and the flag-bearer is the
beginning or principle of a military parade. Yet, none of these is a cause of
what comes after it.


A cause, then, is a kind of
principle, which involves a dependence of the effect on its origin. Theology
teaches that there are relations of procession within the Blessed Trinity,
which do not entail causality at all. Even though the Son proceeds from the
Father, the former cannot be said to "depend" on the latter, since
that would imply an imperfection in the act of being of the Word. Hence, God
the Father is the principle of the Son, and both of them are the principle of
the Holy Spirit; however, the Father cannot be considered as Cause of the Son,
and neither should the Father and the Son be held as the Cause of the Holy
Spirit.


Besides this type of principle, which could be
called a positive principle, there is also a negative principle, namely,
privation: the lack of a given perfection can be considered as a principle
of the acquisition of that perfection. When St. Thomas Aquinas speaks about the
principles of corporeal beings, he includes privation along with matter and
form, specifying that the latter two are causes, whereas privation is only a
principle.


b) A condition is a prerequisite or
necessary disposition in order to make causality take place. It is
something merely auxiliary which makes possible or impedes the action of a
cause. As such, a condition is not endowed with causality. The existence of
suitable climactic conditions for instance, is a condition for holding an
athletic meet, but it is not its cause.


Some conditions are necessary but insufficient
(e.g., a person has to enroll in the university in order to obtain a degree),
whereas others are both necessary and sufficient (e.g., to go to heaven, a
person must die in the state of grace). Necessary conditions are usually called
conditions sine qua non. There are also other conditions which are
simply favorable or suitable, but not indispensable (e.g., the reading of a
recommended book in order to pass a course).


c) An occasion is something whose
presence favors the action of a cause: it is like an advantageous though
not indispensable situation for causality to take place. A sunny day is a good
occasion for taking a walk, but it is neither a cause nor an indispensable
prerequisite with respect to the act. A harmful friendship may be an occasion
for leading a dissolute life, but the cause of such immoral conduct is always
the individual's will.


Even though the distinction
between a cause and other similar realities is clear, there has been undue
confusion in dealing with them in the course of history. Some philosophers, for
instance, have reduced the reciprocal influence of creatures to a mere occasion
for the action of God, which they held to be the only real cause
(Occasionalism). Others viewed the relationship of succession as a relationship
of causality, and thus applied the false axiom "post hoc, ergo propter
hoc" (it happens after that, therefore it happens on
account of that), which has given rise to various kinds of historicism
(Hegel, Comte, Marx).


3. The
Main Kinds of Causes


Since the distinctive feature of causality is the
effect's dependence on the cause as regards the act of being, we can
classify causes according to the various ways real subordination (i.e.,
dependence in being) takes place.


In the first place, we can see that there is a
dependence of the effect on its intrinsic constituent principles. If
something loses the matter of which it is made or the form
imposed on that matter, it ceases to be what it was. Thus the being of a
statue depends on the material of which it is made and on the form which shapes
it. Thus, we find two general kinds of causes, the material cause and
the formal cause, which are present in all corporeal beings.


Moreover, the being of an effect is also
dependent on two extrinsic principles, namely, the efficient cause
and the final cause. Something which is in potency can only become
actual by virtue of another being already in act. Wood cannot turn itself into
a chair; it needs the action of an external agent which actualizes its capacity
to be a chair. The agent, in turn, always acts for some purpose, and if that
purpose is eliminated both the action and the resulting effect will not take
place. If the carpenter did not intend to make a chair or a cabinet or a table,
these pieces of furniture would be no more than mere possibilities.


In short, the matter from which something is
made is a cause (material cause); the intrinsic form of the thing, which
actualizes that matter, is a cause (formal cause); the principle which draws
out the form from matter is a cause (efficient cause); and, finally, the goal
towards which the agent tends is a cause (final cause).


Other kinds of causes can be reduced to these
four types. The causality of a substance with respect to its proper accidents
is material causality and to some extent also efficient causality, but from
different points of view. The causal influence of the act of being on the
essence can be likened to that of the form on matter. The causality of an
instrument, in turn, is a type of efficient causality. The causality of models
or prototypes, which an artist imitates in producing his works, is formal as
well as final causality. God's causal influence on creatures is the most
perfect type of efficient causality.


"Per
se" causes and "per accidens" causes


Besides causes in the proper sense, or per se
causes, there are also certain accidental, or per accidens causes.


"Accidental" causality takes place when
the effect produced lies beyond the specific end of an action. For example, the
act of studying is the per se cause of knowledge, and also a per
accidens cause of an academic award. This "accidental" effect can
come about in either of two basic ways: on the part of the cause, or on the
part of the effect.


a) In the first case, an accidental cause is
anything which is joined to a "per se" cause but is not included
within its nature as a cause. A per accidens cause does not itself produce
the act of being of the effect, but is only extrinsically united to the proper
cause. For instance, if the same person is both a musician and an architect,
his musical training would only be a per accidens cause of the houses he
builds. Similarly, the evil actions of a Christian in his professional work
cannot be blamed on the Catholic Church, nor on the person as a Catholic,
since his being baptized is accidental with respect to the proper cause of his
professional deficiencies. Frequently, this distinction is not properly taken
into account in man's day-to-day living.


b) On the part of the effect, there is a
"per accidens" causality whenever the proper effect of a cause is
accompanied by another effect which is not, strictly speaking, due to the power
of the given cause. There are three main cases of this: the removal of an
obstacle, a fortuitous secondary effect, and a temporal coincidence.


(i) The first case, often called that of
removens prohibens, involves removing something which impeded an effect, so
that the cause could attain its natural and specific end. For instance, a
person who cuts a wire holding up a lamp is the per accidens cause of
the lamp's falling, whereas the proper cause is the mutual attraction between
the lamp and the earth due to gravitational force.


In a similar fashion, original
sin is a per accidens cause of death and the other consequences
naturally derived from possessing a human nature, but which were impeded by the
state of original justice in which God had created human nature. Because of the
corruptible nature of the body, death is a natural fate of all human beings.
However, God gave man in the state of original justice a set of privileges (in
addition to grace) which impeded certain consequences of possessing a human
nature. By destroying the state of original justice, sin became the per
accidens cause of those natural effects.


It should be noted that whenever accidental
effects necessarily flow from the action of a per accidens cause, they
can be attributed to it, even though the latter does not directly produce them
in the strict sense. This is the case in the previously-mentioned example of
the lamp. Likewise, when the head of a school does not oppose the hiring of a
teacher with erroneous and pernicious doctrine (although he is empowered to do
so), he becomes responsible for the harm caused in the formation of the
students.


(ii) The second case is that of
fortuitous secondary effects. This arises when the effect proper to a cause
is accompanied by another which is not necessarily required by its causal
influence. If a farmer finds a buried treasure while plowing a field, the
discovery cannot be considered as the proper effect of his action, but only as
something which happens in that particular case, and not in many other similar
cases.


(iii) In a less strict sense, we can also speak
of a per accidens causality in the third case, that of temporal
coincidence. In this case, there is no real relationship between two
effects but only a temporal coincidence which serves as the basis for someone
to think that a real link exists. This type of accidental causality is
often mistakenly regarded as causality in the proper sense. For instance, since
the development of the experimental sciences coincided with an evident decline
in metaphysics, some people claimed that the decline of philosophical studies
is the cause of the flourishing of the sciences.


The study of per accidens
causality has a very wide application in Moral Theology. Like any evil, sin
does not have a per se cause. The proper effect of the causality of the
sinner is always something positive, something good in itself (e.g., the
acquisition of material goods, in a robbery; the satisfaction of the sense
appetite, in gluttony); nevertheless, the good chosen lacks the due order
towards the last end of man; consequently, it becomes a moral evil.
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[bookmark: _Toc354739288]MATERIAL
CAUSE AND FORMAL CAUSE


Matter and form, as intrinsic principles of all
bodily realities, are extensively studied in Philosophy of Nature. They are
also covered in part by Metaphysics in the study of the essence of material
beings. These components must now be analyzed from the point of view of their
causal influence. We must now consider the sense in which each of them is a
cause, then, the various kinds of material and formal causality, and the proper
effect of each of them.


1. The
Nature of Material Causality


Anything out of which and of which something
is made is a material cause ("ex qua et in qua aliquid fit").
Thus we say that a chair is made out of wood, or that a statue is made
of bronze; the wood and the bronze are their respective material causes. We
also see that the accidental form which shapes the bronze into a statue, or the
wood into a chair, is something which affects the bronze or the wood
respectively; it inheres in those materials which act as the
"subjects" of their respective accidental forms.


In comparison to other types of causes, a
material cause can be characterized as: a) a passive potential principle, b)
remaining within the effect, c) indeterminate.


a) It is, first of all, a passive
potential principle. All four kinds of causes are principles, since the
effect to which they give rise somehow comes from each of them, although it
does so in different ways in each case. The material cause is a passive
potency that contains the effect in the way a potency contains its act,
that is, in an imperfect manner—as a mere capacity. A block of marble, for
instance, is capable of being given the shape of a statue by the action of a
sculptor. This shape can be said to be "educed" (put into act) from
the potency of the matter (marble) since the marble itself has the capacity for
it.


b) It is also a principle which remains
within the effect. In a way this can be considered as a consequence of the
preceding characteristic. Since it is a passive potency, matter plays the
role of receptive subject of the form. Like the form itself, the matter
remains within the effect as something intrinsic to it, since both matter and
form are constituent principles of the effect.


In view of these two characteristics (a potential
source and a subject), Aristotle defined the material cause as "that
from which, as a constituent, something is generated" (Aristotle,
Metaphysica, Bk. II, ch.2, 1013a).


c) Matter is also indeterminate: this
is another distinctive feature of the material cause, which is also closely
related to its being a passive potency. As something potential, matter is
incomplete, indefinite, and open to different possibilities. This indeterminate
nature of matter is removed precisely by the form, which actualizes one of
those possibilities. For instance, as long as a block of marble is still only
potentially sculptured, it can receive many different figures and thus become
any of many different statues. It is indeterminate with respect to them. The
same thing is true of wood, which could be made into many different pieces of
furniture, or of bronze which could be cast into a vessel, a bell, or some
decorative item.


Different
types of material causality


The characteristic features of material causality
are found in different ways. We can first of all distinguish two kinds of
material cause in the strict sense: prime matter and secondary matter.


a) Prime Matter has the features of a
material cause in the fullest sense. It is a subject which remains
in every substantial change in which a new substantial form is received.
It is a purely passive potency, in itself devoid of any act or activity.
Hence, it is eminently imperfect and unable to exist unless it is
actualized by some form which is distinct from it. It is altogether
indeterminate and can, therefore, be a component of any sort of corporeal
being: its configuration will depend on the substantial form it receives. It is
a principle or cause of every corporeal being because, as we have
already seen, in order to subsist, non-spiritual substantial forms need the
support of a distinct potency, which is precisely prime matter. The causal
character of prime matter can be clearly seen by observing that creatures can
only produce a material effect by acting upon some material in which that
effect somehow preexists.


b) Secondary matter is none other
than the substance itself, which exercise material causality with respect to
the accidental forms which it is able to receive. In the case of glass, prime
matter is the material cause of its being glass. But the glass itself,
as a subsisting reality, is the material cause of its various accidents, such
as color or shape. Substance is called secondary matter since it already
presupposes prime matter.


Since the notion of matter
entails imperfection, or being the subject of an act, and being in potency with
respect to it, anything which has these characteristics can be called a
material cause, although the term may at times be applicable only in an
improper sense. Thus, we can call spiritual substances the "material
cause" with respect to their own accidents, since they are perfected by
them. We can even speak of accidents as "material causes" insofar as
they dispose substance (in their role as proximate subjects as they dispose
substance (in their role as proximate subjects of other accidents) to be the
subject of further accidental perfections as quantity does with respect to
color, and as the intelligence does with respect to intellectual habits and
operations.


2. The
Formal Cause


A formal cause is an intrinsic act of
perfection by which a thing is whatever it is, either in the realm of substance
or of accidents. That which makes man to be man, namely, his soul, is a
form, and so, too, is that which makes him white (his color) or that which
makes him heavy (his quantity) or that which makes him good (his virtue) and so
forth.


Any form is a cause in relation to the matter it
"in-forms," since it gives that matter the actuality of a determinate
manner of being. The form without which a being would be nothing at all is
called substantial form. Those forms which affect an already actual
being by conferring on it further modifications are called accidental forms.
The substantial form gives a thing its basic manner of being, making it a
substance: a man is a man and therefore he is, because of his soul. The
accidental forms, in contrast, only give a substance certain secondary
configurations, which obviously can only affect something which is already a
substance.


The substantial form is the act of prime matter,
which is the subject which receives it. Accidental forms modify the substance
which supports them (the secondary matter).


Exemplary
Causality


On special importance is the exemplary cause,
the model or pattern which guides an agent in the execution of his work. In
artistic, manual, technical and similar activities, the plan conceived in the
mind of the agent, or an external image which serves as his inspiration,
determines the kind and characteristics of the future effect. The agent tends
to shape some concrete matter (secondary matter) according to a preconceived
exemplary form. To that extent, the exemplary cause is equivalent to the
intrinsic formal cause, even though it always remains external to the object.
Considering that Nature in its entirety is no more than a work of art of the Creator,
we have to conclude that in the divine intelligence there are exemplary ideas
or patterns of all created things, even as an artist has in mind patterns of
all his different works.


Exemplary causality is found in all causal
processes: however, it should be seen, not as a fifth kind of cause, but as a
type of formal cause and as an essential condition for an agent to be really a
cause. Indeed, no agent can produce an effect which it does not already
possess in its own nature, though it may possess the effect in a different
manner (no one can give what he does not have). Hence, every adequate and
proper agent cause (i.e., not per accidens causes) is also the exemplary
cause of its effects. This takes place in either of two ways:


a) Natural causes possess a
perfection which they impart in a natural way. A living organism, for instance,
transmits its species and cannot produce an effect which would be superior to
its own ontological perfection.


Of course, natural causes may produce superior
effects when they act as instruments of higher causes. The physical and
chemical elements of body, for instance, do cause vital activity, because they
act in dynamic dependence on the soul.


b) Intelligent causes possess, in an
intentional or spiritual way, the perfection which they produce: it is the
"exemplar" or "model" conceived by the intelligent agent.
This is then imposed upon some matter (in the case of a created agent) or
simply created (in the case of God, who is the First Cause).


[bookmark: b]3. The Relationship Between Material and Formal Causes


As we have seen, we can express the relation
between matter and its corresponding form by stating that "matter is
potency with respect to form, and form is the act of matter". We must
now examine the sense in which they are mutual causes of corporeal beings.
Obviously, in studying this question, we must remain within the domain of
bodily substances, since they alone have a material cause in the strict sense.


Matter
and form are causes of a corporeal substance


The strict dependence of a bodily substance on
its intrinsic principles makes it clear that matter and form are causes of the
entire substance of a corporeal being.


A corporeal being depends on its prime matter
and on its substantial form for its act of being and for the specific degree in
which it has the act of being. Consequently, if either matter or form is
removed, the thing ceases to be, and if there is a change of substantial form,
it becomes another type of substance. It is evident, for instance, that no
animal can subsist without a body and that it ceases to be what it is when it
loses its substantial form.


Something similar can be said
regarding the close interaction between the substance (material cause) and its
accidents. For a given accidental perfection to exist, a suitable substance is
required (secondary matter) and so, too, is the actual modification of the
substance by the accidental form. The senses, for instance, are accidental
forms which can only be present in animals. As regards the second requirement,
we notice, for instance, that evaporation is a property of liquid substances;
we say that it is an accidental form exclusive of liquids, even though it is
true that not all liquids evaporate.


Matter
and form are mutual causes


Just as a being cannot subsist without its
intrinsic components, the matter and the substantial form of bodily substances
cannot exist separated from one another. Their causality is mutual.
"Matter is said to be the cause of the form in so far as the form is
not, except in matter. Similarly, form is the cause of matter insofar as
matter does not have any actuality except through the form."[bookmark: footnote1]1Hence, in a certain
way, matter is the cause of the form, and form is the cause of matter, although
their respective causal roles are distinct:


a) In the case of prime matter and substantial
form, the form is the cause of matter insofar as it gives it a specific
organization and confers being on it, that is, insofar as it gives the
composite the act of being by which both matter and the form subsist.
Matter, in contrast, does not give being to the form, but only supports it.
In material substances, the form, due to its imperfection, cannot participate
in the act of being unless it is received by some matter. It is from this point
of view that matter makes the form come to be, and thus, causes it.


Because of their diverse roles in constituting
being, it must be said that matter is by the form and for the sake of
the form, and not the other way around. This also helps us to see why
spiritual forms, which are more perfect than bodily forms, can exist without
being received in matter (angels) or independently of the matter which they
inform (human souls). "Since it is through the form that matter receives
determinate and actual being (i.e., restricted to a specific manner of being),
and not the other way around, there is nothing that prevents certain forms from
receiving esse in themselves and not in a subject distinct from them.
For a cause does not depend upon the effect, but the other way around.


b) The reciprocal causal roles of substance and
accidental forms have certain characteristics analogous to those of prime
matter and substantial form. In both cases, the form is an act and makes its
respective matter actual. But whereas the substantial form makes something
to be in an absolute sense, and has as its subject pure potency, the
accidental form does not make something to be absolutely, but only to be
such and such, that is, in a secondary manner (e.g. have a quantity, a
quality), because its subject is already an actual being (the substance).
Furthermore, accidents are through the act of being of the substance,
even though they confer new modifications on it.


Consequently, "since that which is less
primary exists for the sake of that which is more primary, matter (that is,
prime matter) therefore exists for the sake of the substantial form; while on
the contrary, the accidental form exists for the sake of the perfection
of the subject (secondary matter)".
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[bookmark: _Toc354739290]EFFICIENT
CAUSES


The intrinsic causes found in corporeal creatures
require the action of an external agent. Since matter and form are two distinct
principles by themselves, they cannot bring about the formation of a thing;
they need an external cause that has to put them together. Besides, experience
shows that a corporeal being only acquires a new substantial or accidental form
by virtue of an actual extrinsic principle whose precise role is to make matter
acquire a new form.


From this point of view, the efficient cause is
by nature prior to the material and formal causes. The latter cannot exert
their causal influence on one another without the prior influence of the
efficient cause. Therefore, the study of matter and form alone is not
sufficient; it should naturally lead to a consideration of the efficient cause.


[1].
The Nature of the Efficient Cause


An efficient or agent cause is that
primary principle or origin of any act which makes a thing to be, or to be in a
certain way.


In corporeal beings, the efficient cause always
acts by altering some (secondary) matter so as to educe a new form from it.
Hence, it can also be called a moving cause (causa movens). "The
efficient cause is the cause of the causality of matter and form, since by its
motion or movement it makes the matter receive the form, and makes the form
inhere in matter". In the case of created causes, the agent always
requires a potency upon which it exerts its activity, or, in other words, a
subject on which it acts in order to obtain a new effect. God alone, as we
shall see, causes without any need for a pre-existing reality, since He produces
the totality of the effect.


Distinctive
characteristics of efficient causality


Some of the features of the efficient cause are
the following:


a) Unlike the material and formal causes,
the efficient cause is a principle extrinsic to the effect. It gives the
effect an act of being which is really distinct from its own, even though that
esse actually stems from it (the efficient cause). The material and formal
causes, in contrast, do not have any act of being other than that of the
composite in which they subsist.


b) The efficient cause imparts to the
subject the perfection which makes it an effect of the agent, a perfection
which the agent must actually have. A teacher, for instance, is the efficient
cause of the knowledge of the student, because he imparts to the student a
portion of his own actual knowledge.


In this respect, as we have earlier seen, the
efficient cause is always an exemplary cause, since no one can give another a
perfection which he does not himself have. Thus, only an actual being can impart
actuality to an effect, and it can only do so to the extent that it is itself
actual (every agent acts insofar as it is in act).


c) The effect always pre-exists in its cause
in some way. The perfection transmitted may be found in the cause either in
a more eminent manner or at least in the same degree. A man, for instance, can
engender another man. To warm another body, the warming body must have a higher
temperature.


Consequently, when an agent acts, it always
produces something like itself. The likeness does not refer to any
perfection whatsoever, but precisely to that perfection by virtue of which the
agent acts in the given instance. Fire, for instance, does not warm insofar as
it is actually luminous, but insofar as it is actually hot. Producing an effect
means imparting to matter a form which is like that possessed by the cause.
Since this form may be possessed in either of two ways, either naturally or
intellectually, the likeness of the effect may refer to either. A colt is like
the horse with respect to the form which is possessed by both in a natural way.
A cathedral, however, is not like the architect, but like the model which the
architect conceived in his mind.


Furthermore, the principle by virtue of which
something acts in producing an effect is its form, and not its matter,
since it is by virtue of the form that it is actual. This is true both in the
case of the substance and of the accident: 1) The specific actions of a
substance stem from its substantial form and from its consequent operative
powers. If man can think and will, this is because he has a spiritual soul,
which is endowed with intelligence and will. 2) Acquired perfections in the
sphere of activity stem from operative habits. Thus, only a person who has the
knowledge and skill of the architect can design houses.


2. Types of
Efficient Causes


There are per se and per accidens
causes (a distinction we have previously seen). There is a first cause
(the causality of God) distinct from secondary causes (the causality of
creatures), which we shall study in greater detail later. Aside from these,
there are other types of efficient causes.


Total
cause and partial cause


By reason of the scope of their influence,
efficient causes may be either total or partial. A total cause is the
complete cause of the effect in any given order, whereas a partial cause only
produces a portion of it. For this reason, partial causes are always
coordinated. Each of the horses in a team, for instance, is a partial cause of
the movement of the carriage or of the plow. Men are partial causes of peace in
society, since it is attained through the good will of individuals.


Universal
cause and particular cause


This classification refers to the coverage or
extension of the causal influence or the set of specifically distinct effects
to which it extends. A cause is universal if it extends to a series of
specifically distinct results; it is particular if it is restricted to a single
type of effects. In the strict sense, God alone is a universal cause, since
He alone is an efficient cause who creates and sustains in existence every kind
of creature. In a wider sense, however, a cause is universal if its causal
efficacy extends to all the specifically distinct effects within a given
sphere. In the construction of a building, for example, the architect is a
universal cause with respect to the many other agents (carpenters, bricklayers,
plumbers, etc.), who work together to build the structure.


In a different sense, a universal cause is a
cause which produces a given effect from a more universal point of view.
God, for instance, produces all things from the supremely universal point of
view of being. A particular cause, in this sense, is a cause which achieves
its effect from a more limited point of view. A man, for example, produces
a cabinet insofar as it is a cabinet, but not insofar as it is a being.


The more actuality a cause has (that is, the more
perfect it is), the greater its operative power is, and the wider the field of
influence it has. As we ascend in the hierarchy or degrees of being in the
universe, we find a greater causal influence. The causal influence of plants
goes further than that of inanimate things. In the case of man, through his
intelligence, he achieves a wide span of effects inconceivable in the world of lower
living things and of inanimate things, which are rigidly directed towards a
determinate kind of effect. God, who is supremely Perfect Act and is,
therefore, at the peak of efficient causality, infinitely transcends all causal
influence of creatures as regards both intensity and extension.


Univocal
cause and analogical cause


This classification of causes refers to the
degree of likeness of the effect to its cause. A univocal cause produces an
effect of the same species as itself. Fire produces fire; one tree produces
another tree. An analogical cause produces an effect of a different and
lower species than itself, although there is always some likeness to itself.
God is an analogical cause of creatures: the act of being which He gives them
does result in a likeness to God, since it is a participation of that act which
He has by essence. However, since the creature's act of being is restricted by
an essence, the created esse is infinitely distinct from that of God.
Man is an analogical cause of the artifacts he produces (a bed, a poem, a car),
since these are of a species different from man. Artificial things are subdued
likenesses of the human spirit, since their forms (received in matter) are
similar to the spiritual forms which the artisan conceives in order to do his
work.


The entire natural activity of creatures is
univocal, since it is limited to a definite kind of effect: the effect is of
the same species as the agent, by virtue of the substantial or accidental form.
Activity which arises from the spirit, however, is analogical. A man naturally
engenders another man, but under the guidance of his will and his intellect he
produces very diverse effects.


Principal
cause and instrumental cause


We have so far stressed that the efficient cause
is always superior to its effects. Experience clearly shows, however, that
there are certain effects which surpass the perfection of the causes which
produce them. A surgeon's knife, for instance, restores health to a patient; a
combination of uttered sounds enables a man to convey his thoughts to another
man. As we can easily see, the enormous efficacy of these causes stems from the
fact that they are employed as instruments by some other higher cause.


An instrumental cause is a cause which
produces an effect not by virtue of its own form, but on account of the motion
or movement conferred on it by a principle agent. A principal cause, in
contrast, is a cause which acts by its own power.


A distinction has to be made between two effects
of an instrumental cause, namely, that stemming from the instrument's own form
(proper effect) and that arising from the influence of the principal
cause (instrumental effect). The proper effect of a paint brush, for
instance, is the transfer of paint to the canvas; its instrumental effect,
however, is the landscape scene impressed on the canvas by virtue of the skill
of the painter, who is the principal cause.


The action of the instrument as an instrument
is not different from the action of the principal agent, since the power
which permanently resides in the principal agent is acquired in a transient
manner by the instrument insofar as it is moved by the principal agent. The
skillful painter always has the ability to do an excellent work, but the paint
brush only has it while it is being used by the artist.


Consequently, the effect of the instrumental
action has to be attributed to the agent rather than to the instrument.
Strictly speaking, miracles are not attributed to saints but to God, just as a
literary work is not attributed to the author's typewriter but to the author
himself.


It is quite obvious, however, that in order to
obtain certain effects the agent needs suitable tools. To cut something, for
instance, a sharp hard instrument is required. One should keep in mind that
the instrument achieves the instrumental effect through its proper effect. Once
a saw has lost its sharpness, it will not anymore be suitable for cutting and
cannot be utilized for furniture-making.


Instrumental causality has
considerable importance not only in daily life, but also in the supernatural
dimension of human life in relation to God, who makes use of the natural
actions of creatures as instruments to obtain supernatural effects. This is why
instrumental causality is dealt with quite extensively in Theology.


Necessary
cause and contingent cause


This classification bears reference to the way an
efficient cause produces its effect. A necessary cause always and
unfailingly produces its proper effect; a cause which does not always produce
its proper effect is a contingent cause. In corporeal substances, the
imperfection or contingency we now refer to arises from matter. The matter of a
thing may so weaken the actuality of the form that its causal effectiveness can
become deficient. Matter may also weaken the passive potency of a subject,
divesting it of its natural capacity to receive the influence of the agent. A
flame may be unable to kindle an adjacent object for either of two reasons: it
may not be sufficiently hot (deficient active power), or the adjacent body may
be humid (deficient passive potency).


Consequently, the natural effectiveness of a
material substance is contingent. Its effects are produced only most of the
time, that is, when they are not impeded by one of the above-mentioned reasons.
Thus, the natural result of generation is a new offspring, but at times a
defective offspring may ensue.


In contrast, there can be no defectibility in the
non-voluntary natural activity of spiritual creatures. Angels, for
instance, can never err when they know something. Causal necessity, in this
sense, is in fact a sign of perfection, whereas contingency reveals the
precarious actuality of material beings.


Obviously, in this sense,
necessity is not opposed to freedom but to imperfection or defectibility. Among
free causes, God  infallibly produces His
effects whenever He wishes to act. In this sense, therefore, He is a necessary
cause. In contrast, bodily creatures do not always achieve their effects and
are, therefore, contingent causes.


On the other hand, prior to the
actual possession of the last end, the free activity of spiritual creatures is
defectible by virtue of their freedom. This is a contingency which does not
arise from matter but from the inherent finitude of a creature. Men and angels
can fail to attain their last end through their free activity, precisely
because their freedom is imperfect in comparison with God's freedom.


Determined
cause and free cause


A determined cause is a cause which produces
its proper effect as the result of the mere "vitality" of its nature.
These causes are sometimes called necessary causes, in another divergent
sense. A plant, for instance, spontaneously produces its flowers and fruit.
Consequently, in the absence of any impediment, these causes necessarily
produce their effects and can never act in a different way.


In contrast, a free cause is a cause which
produces its effect with mastery over its own operation, thus being able to
produce it or not, by virtue of its own decision. A man, for instance, can
decide to go for a walk or refrain from doing so. Free causes have mastery over
the goal which they seek, because they know it and tend towards it by their own
will.


The effects of determined causes somehow
pre-exist in their respective causes in such a way that the movement of the
cause of itself allows one to foresee its effects. The study of the nature of a
living organism enables a person to know how it will act subsequently, taking
into account its contingency. Free causes, in contrast, are not determined
towards a single end. They may or may not act, and they may act in a particular
way or another. Knowledge of their nature does not enable one to foresee their
effects. This is true in the case of the activity of men and of angels, and of
God's activity with regard to the created world.
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Unlike material and formal causes, which exert
their proper and constituent influence by the mere fact of being, the created
efficient cause is not causally effective merely by virtue of being, but
through something added to its substance, namely, operation. Thus, efficient
causality is accidental to a substance. We have to bear in mind that material
and formal causes are not beings in themselves, but only principles of being.
In contrast, the agent cause is a substance. Therefore, its efficient causal
influence has to arise from some intrinsic principle in it, the most immediate
principle being the accident action, which arises in turn from the
active potency of the agent cause.


Ordinary experience shows that all things are
capable of activity; through their operations they reveal their intrinsic
perfection and confer a like perfection on other things. The inner wealth of a
being is shown in a series of actions which are a sign of its own perfection.
Such external manifestation of inner perfection runs from the highly imperfect
and hardly noticeable activity of inanimate things to the supremely perfect
operation of God. In God's case, however, His operation is not something added
to his substance; it is identical with his Being.


Activity has various implications. By means of
their activity creatures attain their end, acquire some relationship with one
another (thereby engendering an order among themselves) and perfect themselves
and others. Since things are more perfect to the extent that they possess
greater actuality, created beings are said to be more noble and sublime when
they perform some activity, through which they reflect God's perfections more
fully.


We should bear in mind that here
we are referring to good and upright and thus truly perfective activity.
Useless, disorderly, destructive or evil actions are not so much a doing (agere)
as an undoing (deagere; for example, sin). An act which deprives
something of goodness is more negative than positive and does not, properly
speaking, confer an increase in perfection. It rather diminishes perfection by
preventing the agent from attaining its last end. It is true that an expert
thief improves his ability to steal by practice, as a result of committing new
crimes. In this sense one can speak of a greater actuality of his expertise as
a thief. However, since this gives him a greater facility for evil, it actually
separates him from God. Thus, instead of perfecting him, it really harms him.


1. The
Nature of Activity


To act is to make something actual; it is to accomplish any sort of
activity. A person who builds a road or a house acts; the same thing goes for a
person who writes a letter or conceives an idea. The end result (the road, the
house, the letter, the idea) is the effect of efficient causality. The action
or operation is the act by which the agent accomplishes that effect.


In common usage "action" and
"operation" are often employed indiscriminately. Metaphysics,
however, uses them in a technical sense in order to distinguish two different
ways of acting:


a) Those actions which stem from an agent
and affect some external object by transforming it (such as illuminating or
cutting), are transient actions. These are simply called
"actions" in the technical sense.


 


Aristotle used the term
"poiesis" —from the verb "to make"—to designate this kind
of action. The Latin equivalent is facere; in English, to make.


b) In contrast, those actions which produce an
effect not in some external object but in the agent itself by perfecting it
(understanding, listening to music, studying, loving) are immanent
operations. In the technical sense they are simply called operations. The
Aristotelian term for this is 'praxis'; in Latin, the verb is agere, and
in English, to do or to act.


An action is characterized by being transitive
and perfective of something outside the agent, whereas an operation perfects
the subject which carries it out.


A transient action flows from the agent to the
receiver of the action. It is an activity which springs from one being but
affects another. Consequently, in the strict sense it is a perfection of the
effect rather than of the cause. Since an operation, in contrast, ends in the
agent, it is in every sense a perfection of the agent. Every activity
characteristic of sensorial and intellectual life is an immanent operation.


In the stricter sense, an "effect" is
the result of a transitive action. Even though immanent operations produce an
effect which differs from the operation itself (e.g., the concepts which are
products of simple apprehension), this effort does not go outside the agent.
Hence, instead of alluding in this case to efficient causality, one should more
properly speak about an internal process which takes place in a subject,
somewhat like the emanation of an accident from a substance (in this sense we
say that a person who rejoices, or reasons out, or conceives some idea, acts).
Nevertheless, to the extent that these activities entail a transition from
potentiality to act, real causality is involved; the moving principle here is
the soul, or simply the nature as the principle of operations.


Transient actions are the result of the
intrinsic perfection of things, and oftentimes, of their immanent operations.
For instance, only a person who knows (immanent act) can teach others
(transient act). Likewise, only a living organism can transmit life
(generation). In the supernatural order, only a person who has supernatural
life (sanctity) can do apostolate (external activity). Similarly, God creates
the universe and adorns it with perfections because He is the Subsistent Act of
Being, Wisdom and Love (in God, all these attributes are identical).


Immanent operations, therefore,
have nothing to do with selfishness but rather with the intrinsic perfection of
things. Immanent activity ought to be directed towards the last end (knowledge
and love of God), and it becomes disordered when it is directed towards a
creature as last end. Once a subject attains its own intrinsic perfection (being,
nature, activity) in an orderly way, it is able to impart the same perfections
to others as a result of its actuality.


2. The Basis of Activity


Since
acting means imparting in some way one's own actuality, any agent acts to
the extent that it is actual.


Act of Being
("esse"): The ultimate source of activity


Since esse is the source of the
actuality of any act of the substance, it is also the root and ultimate basis
of the latter's operations. In this sense it must be said that acting follows
or results from the act of being (operari sequitur esse), since it stems from the ultimate
and most radical perfection of a substance, namely, its act of being.


Consequently, things manifest a wider and more
effective activity to the extent that they have greater participation in
esse.


"Anything acts to the extent that it is
actual; therefore, the lesser act of being a thing has, so much the less active
it is. This is evident in the case of prime matter, which does not have any
active power at all, because it holds the lowest place among beings."


Nature
as the specific principle of operations


Creatures are not pure act of being; they have
esse which is limited and restricted by an essence that receives it. The
substantial form determines the degree of perfection of finite things and makes
them be in one way or another. Therefore, the form, which is the
specifying principle of the composite, becomes the specifying principle of
operations; it determines the way in which things act. The way in
which anything acts follows or results from the way it is, and the gradation of
the capacity of things to act is determined by the form's degree of perfection
in being. An animal cannot think, and a stone cannot feel, since they do not
possess suitable substantial forms from which the acts of thinking and feeling
could arise.


Consequently, the substance is revealed mainly
through its activity. Whinnying reveals the presence of a horse; barking
reveals the presence of a dog; voluntary and rational operations reveal the
spirituality of human nature.


Nevertheless, even though the act of being and
nature are principles of any creature's activity, it is the subject that really
acts. Neither the esse nor the essence acts; rather, it is the being
composed of esse and essence which acts. Here, too, we find an
application of the principle that acting follows or results from the act of
being. "Action belongs to the composite, even as esse does, since
only that which exists acts". By virtue of their essence, only
rational beings are able to do works of art. When they do them (e.g., when a
writer produces a novel), they exercise powers which are naturally fit for
obtaining this effect (memory, intelligence, and imagination for conceiving it;
pen or typewriter to put it down on paper). The author of the work, however, is
the whole person (the novelist) and not his mind or imagination. He is
responsible for the beneficial or detrimental influence his writings may have
on his readers.


3.
Operative Powers as the Proximate Principles of Activity


Although each individual has a single substantial
form, it performs many specifically distinct operations. This clearly reveals
that the substantial form is neither the sole nor the immediate principle of
the individual's activity. A man thinks, loves, sees, imagines, runs, and
carries out a great number of activities. Since these are all specifically
diverse actions, they clearly cannot arise in an immediate manner from a single
principle. Otherwise, man would be continually performing every possible kind
of activity, since his soul is always actually present in him.


We must conclude, then, that the substantial form
does not cause the individual to be actually acting at every given moment: when
the subject acts, it does so through its capabilities (active powers)
which need to be actualized each time the subject acts.


The immediate principles of activity are the
operative powers or faculties, which draw their own capacity to act from the
actuality of the substantial form. In each of its operations, the
substantial form employs one or more specific faculties as the proximate
principle of an operation. The individual sees through the sense of sight,
hears through the sense of hearing, and employs a series of motor powers to
play sports or to paint a portrait. These faculties naturally stem from the
substantial form even though they are not identical with it. The possession of
a spiritual soul, for instance, necessarily entails the presence of an
intellect and a will.


The distinction between the essence and its
faculties is easily seen in the case of man. The powers of the soul are ordered
to one another and influence one another. Any person is aware that he only
studies when he wants to (the will sets the intellect in motion). He also
realizes that frequent dealings with his friends leads him to have greater
esteem for them (knowledge nourishes love). Internal senses, such as the
imagination and the memory, presuppose the action of the external senses. Sense
appetites, like hunger or thirst, are aroused as a consequence of a cognitive
apprehension of an object good for the person. This interplay of actions and
affections, or mutual influence of the powers, could not take place if the
powers were identical with the essence of the soul.


The
active powers and all activities are accidents


Since the active powers are not identical with
the substance, they are obviously accidents, and the same thing is true of all
activity. This is a characteristic of beings with a participated esse: no
creature is its own activity. Only God's operation is identical with his
divine act of being.


The composition of esse and essence, which
is characteristic of every creature, entails a composition (and necessary
distinction) of being and acting in the dynamic order.
"There is no identity between esse and operation in any created
substance, since that is a property exclusive to God". Only the Pure Act
is not potential with respect to its acts; it has them as totally and fully
identical with its very substance. Creatures, in contrast, have to be
perfected through their activity, in a way analogous to that by which a
container receives something different from itself, or as a potency receives
its act.


Ordinary experience reveals the distinction
between being and acting: a) Each thing's being is one, whereas its
operations are manifold; b) action is never continuous in time, but rather
passing; in contrast, the act of being and its subject are permanent and
stable; c) if being were the same as acting, a man would not be a man
when he is sleeping or when he is still a child.


Some current trends of modern
philosophy have, nevertheless, regarded the esse of things as something
identical with their operations, thus making the latter the inmost core of
things and the source of their entire perfection. In this view, man would not
be a creature who has received his esse from God, but rather the result
of his own self-production (a product of thought for Hegel; of sense
knowledge for Feuerbach; of economic activity for Marx). These philosophies
attempt to attribute to man a perfection which belongs to God alone. Making
the creature's activity the principle of its own being (as in idealism and
Marxism) upsets the order of creation by making man the absolute master of his
being and of his destiny. Acknowledging that activity stems from the act of
being of things, however, makes us aware that our operations must conform to a
transcendent norm. It is not always possible for us to do whatever we want,
since we act to the extent that we are (nothing can act beyond the
limits of its species), and therefore we act for the sake of an end which
measures our deeds and determines their goodness or malice. An agent can act in
accordance with the perfection possible to its species or in a less perfect
way, but definitely, no agent can surpass in its activity the degree of
perfection proper to its own species.
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We have seen that a creature is not an agent
simply by being, since it needs to put into act its own efficient
causality. Now, this causality is neither the ultimate reason for its own
existence; it must bear reference to another principle, namely, the final
cause.


Ordinary experience shows that every activity of
creatures has a definite direction. In their activity, they tend towards some
objective, and this objective is in some way the cause of the activity. Plants,
for instance, have a vital cycle which is always directed towards the
production of flowers and fruit, giving rise to new individual plants. Animals
move towards some object which is the goal of their operation. Men act for the
sake of certain objectives which they hope to achieve; otherwise, they would
not act, since they would then realize that their activity would be useless.
Consequently, the analysis of efficient causality has to be completed by the
study of finality, a real principle of created activity.


1. The
Nature of a Final Cause


A final cause is that for the sake of which
something is done ("id cuius gratia aliquid fit"); in other
words, it is what determines the agent to act, or the goal towards which
it tends through its operations. Thus, a carpenter works on wood in order to
make a table; a father does his professional work in order to support his wife
and family; and the parts of an organism act in a precise manner in order to
safeguard the well-being of the whole.


The
distinctive features of a final cause


As we have done in the case of the other causes,
we shall now briefly present some of the distinctive characteristics of final
causality in order to acquire a better knowledge of its nature.


a) First of all, a final cause causes by
way of attraction. This is precisely what differentiates final causality
from other types of causality. Matter and form exercise their causality by
their corresponding union as potency and act; an agent does so by conferring a
new form on matter. A final cause or end carries out its causality by
attracting an agent towards itself, setting in motion some sort of appetite or
natural propensity, and thereby actualizing the operative powers of the
efficient cause. What is therefore proper to the final cause is to attract.


b) Furthermore, a final cause attracts
insofar as it is something good. An end is something which sets an
appetitive power at rest, or satisfies a particular inclination. The desire of
knowing, for instance, is set at rest when knowledge is acquired, since this is
its end. The terminus of any tendency is a perfection for the subject, since it
is an act to which the subject is in potency; for this reason, it is something
good. An end attracts precisely because it is good and as such, it can
perfect others. This is the root of its desirability, which sets in motion
the activity of an agent, as it seeks its own perfection. In other words, an
end, or "that towards which an agent tends is necessarily something
suitable to it, since it would only move to obtain it when it is something
appropriate. Since that which is suitable for someone is his good, it follows
that every agent acts for the sake of the good".


c) Lastly, an end is a true causal
principle. Anything that positively influences the being of something else
is a cause. Moreover, the effect is undoubtedly truly dependent on the end,
since the agent would not act without the final cause, and consequently there
would be no effect without it.


2. Types
of Final Causes


An end can take on many different forms,
depending on the aspect in which it is considered. A person who sets out on a
journey can have several ends: the city to which he is travelling is the end
of his trip; closing certain deals is the end which moved him to
undertake the trip; furthermore, he goes through all the negotiations with the
end of getting a promotion in his firm, which, in turn, will improve the
financial status of his family.


On account of such diversity, there can be different
ways of considering final causality.


Intrinsic
end and transcendental end


The natural result of an action is the
intrinsic end of that action. In this sense, an increase in temperature of
adjacent materials is the end of the heating action of fire. The end of
reproduction in animals is the new substantial form which is educed by means of
it; the end of a carpenter's work is the table which is produced through that
work. The intrinsic end is also called finis operis, or end of the deed
itself, since it is the product of the action performed.


The objective towards which an action is
directed is its transcendent end. A dog goes to a particular place, for
instance, because it senses that it can spend the night there or receive the
food it needs; in this case, rest or nourishment is the transcendent end of the
dog's motions.


In the case of free intelligent agents, the
transcendent end is often the consequence of the agent's free choice. A man,
for instance, can seek fame or greater prestige as the goal of his everyday
work. In Ethics, this end is called finis operantis, or end of the
agent, in contrast to the intrinsic end of the action, i.e., finis operis.


Last
end and proximate ends


In a series of dependent final causes, the
last end is that for the sake of which all the other ends are sought in a given
context; a proximate end, in contrast, is an end which is sought with a view to
some further end. The re-establishment of peace which had been lost by war
is the final cause of an army, since the various partial victories are
proximate ends directed towards a final victory.


In the absolute sense, the last end of all
creation is God, since He alone is Esse by essence and Infinite
Goodness. Since things have the power to attract (or to be ends) to the extent
that they are good, only that which is totally good by itself can be the last
End, on which all other ends depend. As we shall see at length in Ethics, free
creatures which are naturally directed towards the supreme good, may
inordinately choose, through a wrong use of freedom, something other than God
as the last end of their free actions.


Honorable
good or end, pleasurable good and useful good


This classification is studied by Ethics in
greater detail. Here we shall merely define these aspects of goodness which
give rise to corresponding types of finality.


a) An honorable good or end is one which
is desired for its own sake, insofar as it is good for the subject which
desires it.


b) A pleasurable good is the same
honorable good insofar as it sets desire at rest and produces joy, which
results from the possession of the good.


c) A useful good is one which is desired
as a means; it is not desired in itself, but in view of an honorable or
pleasurable good.


For instance, a medicine is a useful good, for it
is not desired in itself, but in view of bodily health. Knowledge and virtue
are honorable goods which perfect their subject. The satisfaction that a virtue
gives, and knowledge insofar as it satisfies one's desire to know, are
pleasurable goods.


Produced
end and possessed end


Some actions result in the production of an
object which did not exist beforehand; they "produce their end" (factivae
finis). Others, however, do not produce some new thing, but only relate the
agent to a pre-existent reality (adeptivae finis). When an artist
fashions his work in a certain medium, he actualizes an end which he had in
mind; he is the author of that particular end. When a man loves another person,
however, he does not produce the person loved, but only unites himself to that
person by an act of the will.


In the former case, the production of the end
reveals the perfection of the agent imparting to another a perfection of
its own. For instance, in loving creatures, God creates them and gives them
their goodness. In the latter case, however, the opposite is true. A person who
wishes to possess material goods reveals his own incompleteness, or his
need to be perfected by something external, and thus, reveals his own
imperfection. Creatures tend towards God in order to fulfill the desire for
happiness inherent in their nature. They tend towards Him not as an end
produced by them, but as something more perfect which they ought to reach
through their own operations.


Usually an agent is said to desire the end
which he does not possess and which supplies for his incompleteness, whereas he
is said to love the end he seeks solely for the sake of imparting his
perfection out of sheer goodness or generosity. In this sense, God acts by love
and not by desire. Creatures, in contrast, act for the sake of desired goods,
even though they also impart their goodness to others and do not always seek
their own perfection alone. When they act in a disinterested fashion, they
become more like God.
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The presence of finality is most easily
discovered in the case of free agents, but it is in all beings to the extent
that they are causes: every agent acts for the sake of an end. This is
revealed in the order and regularity observable in the activities of nature:
one can see the same effects resulting from the same causes with certainty, and
notice that causes are directed towards obtaining certain results, which are
their proper ends. Free beings, as well as those agents which act in a
necessary way, act precisely in order to attain their ends; otherwise they
would not act at all. "Besides, if an agent were not inclined towards some
definite effect, he would remain indifferent towards all possible effects. Now,
he who looks upon a manifold number of things with indifference no more succeeds
in doing one of them than another. Hence, from an agent contingently
indifferent to alternatives, no effect follows, unless he be determined to one
effect by something. Thus, it would be impossible for him to act. Therefore,
every agent tends towards some determinate effect, and this is called his
end."


To act for an end does not imply
perceiving it as such an end. It only implies a precise direction in the
agent's operations. In free activity, the terminus of the action is known
beforehand and exercises its final causality precisely insofar as it moves the
will after having been known through the intelligence. However, even
non-intelligent beings and those devoid of all knowledge act for the sake of an
end and move towards something specific, even though they are not aware of it.
"In the case of things which obviously act for an end, we call that
towards which the inclination of the agent tends 'the end.' For, if it attains
this, it is said to attain its end; but, if it fails in regard to this, it fails
in regard to the end intended, as is evident in the case of the physician
working for the sake of health. As far as this point is concerned, it makes no
difference whether the being tending to an end is a knowing being or not. For
the target is the end both for the archer, and for the motion of the arrow.
Now, every inclination of an agent tends towards some definite end."


Finality
in natural activity


The existence of a final cause in non-free
processes can be inferred from an attentive observation of nature.


a) There is, first of all, an internal
order in the activity of nature. It is obvious that in all processes
ordered towards an end, the earlier stages are followed by the latter stages
because of this end. The end is the cause of order. Nothing explains why
certain events follow one another regularly except the existence of an end
common to the entire process. All natural processes are endowed with a precise
order: the child goes through different stages before reaching his full
development as a man; the butterfly passes through the same successive phases:
larva, chrysalis, adult; plants produce fruit as the result of the fecundation
of the flower.


The existence of finality is also verified in
nature through the examination of the structures of natural things. In a living
organism, for instance, each organ has its function (the teeth are for
eating, the lungs for breathing, the eyes for seeing). In
inanimate things, it is more difficult to perceive finality precisely because
the absence of life connotes less perfection. Nevertheless, it is clear that
inanimate substances are for the sake of living beings, thus providing for
their nourishment or sustenance.


b) Regularity in natural processes
reveals that these tend towards an end. The absence of finality, in
contrast, is revealed in chaotic phenomena and in things which happen by sheer
chance. The occurrence of environmental conditions favorable to the development
of human, animal and plant life openly reveals the existence of a finality in
those climatic processes. A torrential rain, an earthquake, or the formation of
frost may accidentally damage crops or hinder the survival of some animal
species. Considered within a wider perspective, however, atmospheric phenomena,
geological formations, and seasonal as well as geographic variations in
temperature favor the survival of living things, and are ordered towards it.
The constancy which can be seen in the processes of natural generation is
another proof of the presence of finality in nature, which makes the preservation
of the natural species possible: the cow engenders the calf, the horse, the
colt, and trees produce their own fruit.


c) The existence of physical evils also
implies, by contrast, the presence of an end in natural activity. If
actions were not directed toward specific goals, no one could properly speak of
anything evil, nor of the failure to attain an end, since something is bad to
the extent that it does not reach the perfection towards which it tends.


The existence of deformed offspring in natural
generation, for instance, is a confirmation of the existence of an end (the
normally constituted offspring), without which the defective progeny could not
be considered a physical evil.


Neither the existence of natural
defects nor chance happenings are opposed to finality. They simply reveal the
contingency of natural agents, which do not always attain their ends.


We have to acknowledge then, that in all things
there is a natural propensity to act in accordance with a determinate purpose.
This end is always the greatest possible actuality or maximum perfection within
a given genus. We can say, then, that the immediate end of every being is
the perfection of its species. All the physical and chemical processes of
an animal are directed towards having and maintaining its substantial
form so that it may not be lost, but rather, attain further development in
all its potentialities. This is true of all things. Furthermore, all creatures,
by tending towards the perfection of their own species, tend to become more
and more like God according to the degree of their participation in the act
of being. In addition to secondary ends related to the harmony of the universe,
the end of a stone, of the sea, of mountains, or of anything else, is to give
glory to God by being a representation of the Beauty and Goodness of God.


The inclination we are speaking about is called
the natural tendency ("appetite") towards an end, since it
springs from the principles of a thing's own nature and not from a knowledge of
the end as such. This is the origin of its characteristic necessity.


The tendency or appetite which results from
knowledge is called "elicited," and it is an active power (which is
determined towards one end in the case of sense appetites, but free in the case
of the intellectual appetite or the will).


Finality
in free activity


Intelligent beings tend towards their ends in an
special way. They know the end as an end, as an intention of their faculties,
and consequently they have dominion over the actions related to it. Man can
propose to himself one objective or another, and direct a whole set of
activities towards attaining it. A carpenter, for instance, can decide to make
a table and carry out a whole series of operations aimed at producing it (cut
and prepare wood, assemble several materials, varnish the product). Analogous
sets of activities arise when a person decides to raise a family, embark on a
career or establish a business firm. These questions, however, are studied in
detail in Psychology and Ethics.


Natural
finality demands an ordering intelligence


We have seen that finality in natural activity is
a fact observable from experience. Now, "for the action of an agent to
attain its end, it must be made proportionate to it, and this cannot be
accomplished without the help of some intellect which knows the end and the
intelligible nature (ratio) of the end, as well as the conformity of the
end with respect to what is directed towards it. Otherwise, the suitability of
the action with regard to the end would be a matter of chance (something belied
by ordinary experience). The intellect that confers this prior ordering to the
end is sometimes joined to the agent or mover, as in the case of man in regard
to his actions, and sometimes it is separated, as in the example of the arrow
which tends towards its target, not by means of an intellect joined to the
arrow, but by the intellect of the archer who aims it."


Since creatures which lack knowledge cannot
direct themselves toward their end as a consequence of apprehending it, they
must be directed towards it by some higher intelligence. The order and
finality of the universe provides one of the most effective ways of acquiring a
knowledge of God as the supreme ordering Intelligence. In fact, it is the way
most often used in order to obtain a natural knowledge of God.


4. The
End is the Cause of the Other Causes


The end is the first of the four causes, or the
necessary prerequisite for the other types of causality. As we have already
seen, "the end is the cause of the causality of the agent, since it
enables the latter to produce its effect. Similarly, it makes matter a material
cause and form a formal cause, since matter does not receive the form except
for the sake of the end (i.e., so as to produce a new being or a new accidental
perfection), and form affects matter for the same purpose. This explains why
the end is called the cause of the causes (causa causarum), for it is
the cause of the causality of all causes". If, for instance, an architect
decides to build a house (final cause), it is by virtue of this motive that he
begins to act (efficient causality) and makes a design of the new construction
(formal cause), and in view of the structure of the building he chooses certain
materials (material cause). Houses are not a protection against bad weather
because they have walls and a roof. Rather, they have walls and a roof in
order to give protection from heat and cold. The same thing is true in natural
affairs and phenomena. Human bones, for instance, do not support the body
because they "happen" to be solid, rather; bones are solid
precisely because they are meant to support the body.


Even though the end is what is reached last in
the accomplished effect, it is what causes first in the order of intention.
Thus, it is usually said that the end is what is "last in execution and
first in intention." Nothing will begin to act unless it is inclined
towards the end either by its own natural form (through its appetite or desire)
or by an intellectual apprehension of the end. This inclination becomes
actualized and attains its goal, however, only after the efficient cause has
acted and the material and formal causes (as the case may require), have played
their respective roles. A person will not begin his studies unless he is moved
by the natural desire to know and secure for himself a decent living (first in
intention). The result of this activity, namely, scientific knowledge, is
attained only after several years of study (last in execution).


Interconnection
of causes


The dominant role of the end, and the dependence
of the other causes on it reveal the intimate link binding the four kinds of
causes: the end moves the agent, the agent "educes" the form, and
the form actualizes matter.


The four causes should not be conceived as
juxtaposed or separated elements; they produce their causality in keeping with
a definite order which can be briefly summarized as follows:


a) With respect to extrinsic causes,
the agent is the cause of the end from the point of view of its fulfillment or
acquisition, since the end is attained through the operations of the agent. The
efficient cause does not, however, cause the end to be an end, nor does it
cause the causality of the end. As we have already seen, the reason behind the
desirability of the end is its own goodness, or the fact that it is a
perfection. Therefore the agent does not cause the end to be an end (to be
good), it only brings about the attainment of the goodness which the end
presupposes.


In this sense, the agent is moved by the end (it
is a moved mover: movens motum)
whereas the end is not moved by anything (within its genus, it is an unmoved
mover: movens immobile).


b) With respect to intrinsic causes,
form and matter, as we have already seen, are reciprocal causes as regards
being. The form actualizes matter and gives it the act of being, and matter
supports the form as potency supports the act.


c) Extrinsic causes are causes of
intrinsic causes. Matter and form (intrinsic causes) do not form a
composition without the action of an agent, which, in turn, does not act unless
it intends an end (extrinsic causes).


This mutual relationship among the causes is of
great importance in the sphere of spiritual life. The governing role of the
final cause is a sign of the pre-eminence of the will (whose own object is the
good as such) with regard to various human faculties. Besides, in the sphere of
efficient causality, the free will is the most perfect cause, since it
possesses a certain mastery over the end. Precisely for this reason, it can be
said that spiritual beings alone are not moved by others but rather move
themselves, since they are agents in the strictest sense of the term.


Since the end is the cause of order, it is
obvious that a deviation from the pre-ordained end subverts the link that binds
the causes, hampering the proper exercise of causality. Failure to attain the
end is the absolute failure of the causal process. Consequently, the causal
power God has given to man suffers in its entirety and becomes sterile as a
result of sin, which is a disorder with respect to the last end.


[bookmark: _Toc354739295]Chapter VII


[bookmark: _Toc354739296]THE
CAUSALITY OF GOD AND THE CAUSALITY OF CREATURES


We have just considered the link binding the
different kinds of causes, the influence causes exert on one another, and how
the final and efficient causes act on the material and formal causes. We have
clearly seen that causes are not isolated, independent realities: some causes
are subordinated to others.


Even within the sphere of efficient causality,
causal interdependence exists. For instance, although an instrument certainly
is the cause of its effect, it receives its entire efficacy from the principal
cause. Interplanetary gravitational attraction, for instance, determines the
orbit of the moon; the latter, in turn, has a decisive influence on ocean
tides, which, in turn, produce coastal erosion, or even land subsidence.


Aside from this dependence of inferior agent
causes on superior ones, there is a more radical dependence of all causes on
God, who is the First Cause and the principal efficient cause of all the
causality of creatures. We now have to consider the characteristics of the
First Cause and its relation to created agents.


1. The
Limits of Created Causality


"Becoming" and forms constitute the
proper object of the efficient causality of creatures


The action of a created agent is the cause of
the coming into being ("fieri") of the effect; however, it does not
produce the being of the effect as such. It effectively brings about the
production of a new reality, (in the case of generation and corruption) or the
acquisition of a new mode of being by an already existing being (in accidental
changes). However, once the action of the natural agent ceases, the effect
remains in its being, which reveals the effect's actual independence
with respect to the cause which produced it. When an architect builds a house,
for instance, he imparts a new accidental form to already existing materials,
making them suitable for dwelling. In this way, he effectively brings about the
construction of the building or its coming into being (becoming). Once
the construction activity is finished, however, the house preserves its being
by virtue of certain principles which no longer depend on the builder in any
way. The same thing happens in the case of a new animal begotten by its progenitors.


The proper terminus of created causality, in the
processes of generation and corruption, is the form, which is the primary act
of a corporeal substance. In the case of accidental changes, the terminus is a
new accident of the substance. The proper effect of the causality of
creatures is always the eduction of a form. We can see this clearly if we
recall that a substance is a cause to the extent that it really influences its
effect, or, in other words, to the extent that the latter cannot exist if the
former is suppressed. It is obvious, however, that what disappears when a
created efficient cause is removed is the process of "in-forming"
some matter or the production of a new form, which is where the influence of
the agent of itself ends. The very reality of the effect, which continues in
its own being, is not eliminated.


Consequently, the created agent is not the
sole or the absolute cause of its effect; rather, it is the cause of the
production of the effect. Generation, which is the most profound type of
causality in material things, has to be considered as a via in esse or
as the way by which an effect comes to be, namely, by receiving a new
substantial form. Consequently, "when the action of the agent in
generation is removed, the transition from potency to act, which is the coming
into being (fieri) of the begotten, ceases, but the form itself, through
which the begotten has the act of being, does not cease. Hence, when the action
of the agent in generation ceases, the being of the things produced
persists, but not their becoming.


Creatures
are particular causes of their effects


The finitude of created causes becomes even more
manifest as we take into account the way in which they act:


a) Natural agents always act by
transforming something. Both in the case of accidental changes and the
production of a new being, creatures act by merely altering an already existing
reality.


b) Hence, in their activity, created
causes presuppose a preexisting object. If they are bringing about an
accidental change, they need an actually existing subject that will be affected
by this modification. If they are generating a new substance, they also need
prime matter from which they can educe the new substantial form, while
divesting it of the form it previously had. Fire engenders fire in another
material substance; plants grow from seeds, with the help of some other
elements provided to them by their material surroundings. Animals beget their
offspring by means of their own bodies.


c) The efficient causality of finite beings
is limited by their own active capacity and by the conditions of the subject on
which they act. It is evident that one cannot produce more perfection than
what he himself possesses (no one can transmit knowledge which he does not have
or generate a substantial form different from his own). Besides, the efficient
power of a cause is restricted by the potentiality of the matter which it
transforms or influences. No matter how intelligent a scientist may be, he can
never transmit more knowledge than what his students are able to grasp.
Similarly, the skill of a sculptor is hampered by the poor quality of the
marble he carves.


d) Consequently, the act of being of their
effects is not the immediate and proper effect of the causality of creatures.
The causality of a creature cannot account for the effect in its totality; it
can do so only for some of its perfections, which the efficient cause is able
to impart, and the subject, because of its conditions, is able to receive.
Consequently, no created cause produces the total being of its effect.
Even in the case of generation, it does not produce being from absolute
non-being (from nothingness); rather, it produces this thing from
something which was not this thing. This is how a new plant grows from
seed.


What the created cause immediately and directly
influences is the effect's manner of being, (as a substance or as an
accident), rather than its act of being. Strictly speaking, its causal
influence ends in the form. A horse, for instance, is the immediate
cause, not of the colt's being (its having the act of being), but of its
being a colt.


This does not mean that the
created cause does not influence the being of the effect (otherwise it
would not really be a cause). It truly does, but in an indirect and mediate
fashion, that is, through the form, which is its proper effect. No creature can
be a cause of being as such, since its activity always presupposes
something which already is or has the act of being (esse).
Created agents "are not the cause of the act of being as such, but of
being this—of being a man, or being white, for example. The act of
being, as such, presupposes nothing, since nothing can preexist that is outside
being as such. Through the activity of creatures, this being or a
manner of being of this thing is produced; for out of a preexistent being,
this new being or a new manner of being of it comes about."


Hence, it must be said that in relation to the
act of being, created causes are always particular causes; in other
words, they attain their effect not insofar as it is being but only
insofar as it is a particular kind of being. Besides, everything acts to the
extent that it is actual, and since creatures possess a limited act of being
(they are not pure act of being), they necessarily have to cause limited
effects in the ontological order.


Created
causality requires a first cause which is the cause of the act of being


Summarizing the conclusions of the two preceding
sections, we can say that the efficient causality of creatures is not
sufficient to explain the being of an effect. We have underlined the fact that
it extends only to the tatter's "coming into being" or becoming.


At the same time, we have also emphasized that
the created cause is a real cause. Hence, to say "a created thing causes a
new substance" is perfectly valid. Even though the form is the end of the
act of generation, the effect is a new substance. But it is also evident that
this new substance proceeds not only from the active power of the agent, but
also from the preexistent passive potency of matter (ex materia).


Therefore, all causality of creatures
necessarily demands the act of being that is presupposed. The cause of this
act of being (esse) is God, the Subsistent Esse, the First and
Universal cause, in contrast to which other beings are merely secondary
causes. Only divine causality can have esse as its proper object.


God has the act of being as the proper object of
his causality, both in terms of creation and the conservation of all things in
being. Creation is the act of giving the act of being (esse) of
creatures out of nothing. In God, creation is an act co-eternal and one with
Himself (ab aeterno), but from man's point of view, creation is carried
out in time. The duration in time of that divine act is known as conservation,
which is not really distinct from the act of creation. As a consequence, if God
had not created, nothing would exist; seen from the angle of conservation
(which is the same as creation), everything would fall into nothingness if God
would not maintain in being what he had created.


To give the act of being ex nihilo is
exclusive of God, for only God is the Subsisting Act of Being, as well as the
only universal and omnipotent Cause. Let us consider this briefly:


a) He is the Subsisting Act of Being and
Being by essence. Only the Absolute and Unlimited Being, the Fullness of
Being, can have the act of being of creatures as its proper effect. In
contrast, a particular manner of being, with a finite and participated
esse, lacks the power to reach anything which transcends that restricted
mode of being.


b) He is omnipotent. We have already
seen that creatures presuppose some substratum on which they act. To the extent
that this substratum is more or less distant from the act which it is to
acquire, a more or less powerful efficient cause is required to actualize the
potency. For instance, to make a piece of iron red-hot, a thermal power greater
than what suffices to set fire to a piece of wood is needed, since the latter,
compared to iron, is in much more proximate potency to ignition. Since the act
of being does not presuppose anything, an infinite power is needed to cause it.
It is not simply a matter of bridging a great gap between act and potency, but
of overcoming the infinite chasm between nothingness and being.
Omnipotence is an attribute of God alone, since He alone is Pure Act which is
not restricted by any essence.


c) He is the only universal cause.
The act of being is the most universal effect, since it embraces all the
perfections of the universe in terms of extension and intensity. It includes
the perfections of all beings (extension) and all the degrees of perfection
(intensity). Hence, no particular cause immediately affects the act of being;
rather, esse is the proper effect of the first and most universal cause,
namely, God, who has all perfections in their fullness.


God alone, then, is "the agent who gives
being (per modum dantis esse), and not merely one that moves or alters
(per modum moventis et alterantis.)


This does not mean that God creates continuously
out of nothing. It means rather that in his creative act, God created all
being— whether actual or possible—. This act gave rise not only to those beings
God created at the beginning of time, but also to those that would come to be
through natural and artificial changes in the course of time.


2.
Characteristics of the Causality of the First Cause


The terms First Cause (God) and
secondary causes (creatures) are equivalent to others which are also often
used: cause of being (esse) and cause of becoming (fieri); universal
cause and particular cause; transcendental cause and predicamental cause.


The cause of the act of being is the first
cause since it is presupposed by any other cause, just as being is
prerequisite to every other effect. It is an absolutely universal cause
since it embraces each and every created perfection, whereas particular agents
only influence a certain type of effect. It is a transcendent cause for
the same reason, since its proper effect, being, transcends all the
categories; in contrast, predicamental causes only produce determinate modes of
being.


In contrast to secondary causes, the First Cause
can be defined by the following characteristics:


a) It is the cause of the species as such,
whereas secondary causes only transmit them. A man, for instance, cannot be the
cause of human nature as such, or of all the perfections belonging to it,
"for he would then be the cause of every man, and, consequently, of
himself, which is impossible. But this individual man is the cause,
properly speaking, of that individual man. Now, this man exists
because human nature is present in this matter. So, this man is not the cause
of man, except in the sense that he is the cause of a human form that comes to
be in this matter. This means being the principle of generation of an
individual man... Now, there must be some proper agent cause of the human
species itself;... This cause is God."


b) It is also the cause of matter,
whereas creatures only give rise to successive changes of the form. As we have seen,
in the production of any new effect, creatures presuppose a prior subject,
which in the case of generation is matter. Matter, which is the ultimate
substratum of all substantial changes, is the proper effect of the causality of
the supreme cause.


c) It is the most universal cause, in
contrast to creatures, which are only particular causes. Acting by way of
transforming, all secondary causes produce a type of particular effects, which
necessarily presuppose the action of a universal cause. Just as soldiers would
achieve nothing for the final victory of the army without the overall plan
foreseen by the general and without the weapons and ammunition provided by him,
no creature could exist or act, and consequently produce its proper effects,
without the influence of the First Cause, which confers the act of being both
on the cause and on the subject which is transformed.


d) It is a cause by essence, whereas
creatures are only causes by participation. Something has a perfection by
essence when it possesses it in all its fullness. In contrast, the perfection
is only participated if the subject possesses it only in a partial and limited
way. Since everything acts insofar as it is actual, only that which is Pure
Act or Subsisting Act of Being can act and cause by essence. Any creature,
however, which necessarily has the act of being restricted by its essence, can
only cause by participation, that is, by virtue of having received the
act of being and in accordance with the degree it is possessed.


Consequently, God alone has causal power in an
unlimited way, and for this reason He alone can produce things from nothing
(create them) by giving them their act of being. Creatures only possess a
finite and determinate causal capacity proportionate to their degree of participation
in the act of being. Besides, for their proper effects, they presuppose divine
creative action which gives the act of being to those effects.


Creatures produce their proper effects, which
are only "determinations of being," insofar as they are conserved by
God. "That which is some kind of thing by essence is the proper cause
of what is such by participation. Thus, fire is the cause of all things that
are enkindled. Now, God alone is Being by essence, while other beings are such
by participation, since in God alone is Esse identical with his essence.
Therefore, the act of being (esse) of every existing thing is the proper
effect of God. And so, everything that brings something into actual being does
so because it acts through God's power."


3. The
Relationship Between the First Cause and Secondary Causes


The being and the causality of creatures are, as
we have seen, based totally on God who is the First Cause and the Cause by
essence. This entails a relationship of total subordination, and not merely of
parallel concurrence in which God's power and that of creatures would combine
to produce a single effect. To illustrate the relationship between God's
efficient causality and that of creatures, we can recall the relationship
between the principal cause and an instrumental cause, instead of that between
two partial causes which are extrinsically united to attain a single result (as
two horses joining forces to pull a carriage). Just as a paint brush would be
unable of itself to finish a painting, a creature would be devoid of its
being and its power to act if it were to be deprived of its dependence on
God.


Nonetheless, some clarification
has to be made regarding this matter:


a) A created instrumental
cause is truly dependent on the agent only with respect to the action of the
instrument, whereas the creature is also subject to God with regard to its own
act of being.


b) A creature possesses a
substantial form and certain active powers which truly affect it in a permanent
way; these are the root of its activity, to such an extent that in natural
activity, the actions of secondary causes are proportionate to their causes. In
an instrument, however, in addition to the form it has, by which it can produce
its own non-instrumental effects, there is also a new power present in a
transient manner, capable of producing an effect disproportionate to the
instrumental cause. Hence, in the stricter sense, creatures are called
instruments when they are used by God to produce effects which exceed their own
capacities, especially in the realm of grace. They are called secondary
causes when they act in the natural order.


Three consequences can be drawn from the total
subordination of secondary causes to the First Cause:


a) Compared with the secondary cause, the
First Cause has a greater influence on the reality of the effect.
Analogously, a painting is more correctly attributed to the artist than to the
paint brush or palette which he used. "In the case of ordered agent
causes, the subsequent causes act through the power of the first cause. Now, in
the order of agent causes, God is the first cause... thus, all lower agent
causes act through his power. The principal cause of an action is that by whose
power the action is done, rather than that which acts; thus, the action springs
more strictly from the principal agent than from the instrument. Therefore,
compared with secondary agent causes, God is a more principal cause of every
action.


b) Both the First Cause and secondary
causes are total causes of the effect in their own respective order, since
the effect is entirely produced by each of them, and not partly by one and
partly by another. "The same effect is not attributed to a natural cause
and to divine power in such a way that it is partly done by God, and partly by
the natural agent; rather, the effect is totally produced by both, in different
ways, just as the same effect is wholly attributed to the instrument and
likewise wholly attributed to the principal cause."


As we have seen, the proper and adequate effect
of a secondary cause is the form (substantial or accidental), and
creatures receive a particular degree of participation in the act of being
through the form. The immediate proper effect of God, however, is the act of
being of all things, and through the act of being, his own power influences all
the perfections of creatures. The all-encompassing character of divine
causality arises from the special nature of esse as the act of all acts
and the perfection of all perfections of a created substance. "Since any
creature as well as everything in it shares in its act of being... every being,
in its entirety, must come from the first and perfect cause".


Therefore, divine Providence
embraces everything which exists in the universe. It includes not only the
universal species but also each individual, not only the necessary or
predetermined activity of inferior beings but also the free operations of
spiritual creatures. It extends not only to the most decisive actions of free
creatures (those which alter the course of mankind's history) but also to their
seemingly unimportant daily activities, since both kinds of actions share in
the actuality of the esse of the person doing them. This act of being is
the immediate effect of divine efficient causality.


c) The subordination of secondary causes to
God does not diminish the causal efficacy of creatures; rather it provides the
basis for the efficacy of their activity. God's action increases and
intensifies the efficacy of subordinate causes as they progressively get more
closely linked with God, since a greater causal dependence entails a greater
participation in the source of operative power. This is somewhat like the case
of a student who faithfully follows the instructions of the professor guiding
him in his studies, or that of the apprentice who conscientiously does what the
accomplished artist tells him. They experience greater efficacy in their
activity.


Secondary causes have an efficacy of their own,
but obviously they have their power by virtue of their dependence on higher causes.
A military officer, for instance, has authority over his subordinates because
of the power invested in him by higher officers of the army; the chisel
transforms the marble because of the motion imparted to it by the artist.


Hence, "the power of a lower agent depends
on the power of the superior agent, insofar as the superior agent gives this
power to the lower agent whereby it may act, or preserves it, or even applies
it to the action." Since God not only confers operative power on secondary
causes but also maintains them in their being, and applies them to their
effects, their efficacy is multiplied as they become more submissive to divine
action.


The great significance of this
profound reality can be seen in practical activity, especially in the sphere of
human freedom. Submission to God's law does not in the least diminish the
quality of men's actions. On the contrary, it invigorates them and confers on
them an efficacy that surpasses natural standards.
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