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Peter A. Redpath 
 
 

Dr. Redpath (Professor of Philosophy at St. John’s University 
from 1970 to 2011) is author / editor of eleven philosophical books and 
many dozens of articles and book reviews. An internationally recog-
nized scholar, since 1980 he has given over two hundred invited guest 
lectures nationally and internationally. Among his many accomplish-
ments, he is Senior Fellow Center for the Study of The Great Ideas; co-
founder of the Gilson Society (USA) and The International Étienne 
Gilson Society; former vice-president of the American Maritain Asso-
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ciation; Founding Chairman of the Board of the Angelicum Academy; 
Member  of  the  Board  of  the  Great  Books  Academy;  member  of  the  
Board of Trustees of the Institute for Advanced Philosophic Research; 
member of Board and Executive Committee of the Catholic Education 
Foundation; Academician of The Catholic Academy of Sciences 
(USA); former member of the Carnegie Council for Ethics in Interna-
tional Affairs; former executive editor of Value Inquiry Book Series, 
the Studies in the History of Western Philosophy (SHWP), and current 
editor  of  the  Gilson  Studies  (GS)  special  series  for  Brill  Publishing;  
former associate editor, and current advisor to the journal Contempo-
rary Philosophy; a member of the original editorial board of the politi-
cal journal Telos; former member of the New York Press Club; recipi-
ent of St. John’s University’s Outstanding Achievement Award, and 
Socratic Fellowship Award from the Great Books Academy; inaugural 
inductee as distinguished alumnus of Xaverian High School; and for-
mer Graduate Fellow of SUNY at Buffalo. 

Dr Redpath is presently Rector and Senior Fellow of the Adler-
Aquinas Institute, whose Chancellor is Joseph Fessio, S.J., founder and 
publisher of Ignatius Press. He holds the presidency of The Interna-
tional Étienne Gilson Society. And he is also Chair of a recently-estab-
lished graduate concentration in Thomistic Studies at Holy Apostles 
College  and  Seminary,  CT,  USA,  and  a  contributing  scholar  in  the  
Thomistic Studies graduate program at the University Abat Oliba in 
Barcelona, Spain. 

Throughout his career, Dr Redpath has appeared on panels with, 
among others, Daniel Bell, Russell Berman, Sissela Bok, Robert Bork, 
John N. Deely, Jude P. Dougherty, Jean Bethke Elshtain, Amitai Etzi-
one,  Thomas  Franck,  John  Lewis  Gaddis,  William  Galston,  Robert  
George, Mary Ann Glendon, John and Russell Hittinger, Paul Oskar 
Kristeller, Anthony Lewis, Herbert I. London, David Little, John Lu-
kacs, Alasdair MacIntyre, Ralph McInerny, Eric McLuhan, Richard 
John Neuhaus, Michael Novak, John O’Sullivan, Paul Ricour, Joel 



 

 

9

 

Rosenthal, Robert Royal, Oscar Schacter, James V. Schall, Richard 
Schoeck, Donald Schriver, Jr., Paul Sigmund, James Weisheipl, Ken 
Woodward, and Daniel Yankelovich. 

Over the years, his scholarly research has been praised by think-
ers such as Frederick C. Copleston, Michael Novak, Henry B. Veatch, 
Ralph M. McInerny, and Jude P. Dougherty. 

Regarding one of Dr. Redpath’s works Dean Emeritus of the 
Catholic University of America’s School of Philosophy, Jude P. Dough-
erty, has said: 

Given the breadth of his historical survey and his analytic power, 
he is reminiscent of Hegel at his most sweeping. This is obvi-
ously the work of a mature scholar, the reflections of a learned 
and serious philosopher who shows clearly that ideas have con-
sequences, even when they are of the most removed and meta-
physically abstract . . . To open this book is to be captivated by 
Redpath’s unconventional view of modernity. One puts it down 
with the conviction that one has encountered a profound thinker 
at work. 

In 2014, Redpath’s book A Not-So-Elementary Christian Meta-
physics was listed by Mark Brumley, CEO of Ignatius Press, and James 
V.  Schall,  S.J.,  as  among  “The  Best  Books  I  Read  in  2014”  for  The 
Catholic World Report (January 01, 2015). 

In 2010, Dr. Redpath moved to Cave Creek, AZ, USA, in part to 
devote his time to developing organizations focused on applying the 
teachings of St. Thomas Aquinas to solving local, national, and interna-
tional problems.1 

 

                                                
1 Cf. the information posted on the website of The Aquinas School of Leadership, 
Management, and Organizational Development, LLC, http://www.aquinasschoolof 
leadership.com/, retrieved on March 20, 2016. 



 



 
 

LAUDATIO 
 
 
Lucilius  once  asked  Seneca:  “What  is  the  fullest  span  of  life?”  

His master replied: “It is living until you possess wisdom. He who has 
attained wisdom has reached, not the furthermost, but the most impor-
tant goal.”1 

An example of a thinker who learned early what true philosophy 
is—and what separates it from illusory philosophy—is our honoree, 
Peter  A.  Redpath.  He  attained  wisdom (which  is,  after  all,  the  end  of  
philosophy) already as a young professor. More importantly, he also 
understood what wisdom is and what it is not, although it might pretend 
to be. He also understood who is no philosopher, although he might be 
regarded by some as the father of philosophy.  

The fruit of Professor Redpath’s reflections was the trilogy: Car-
tesian Nightmare: An Introduction to Transcendental Sophistry (1997); 
Wisdom’s Odyssey: From Philosophy to Transcendental Sophistry 
(1997); and Masquerade of the Dream Walkers: Prophetic Theology 
From the Cartesians to Hegel (1998). With both a profound knowledge 
of the issues and an intellectual acuity, Professor Redpath has rigor-
ously sought to revise the received narrative accompanying the estab-
lished model for presenting the history of philosophy. He shows that 
the history of philosophy does not flow along one single but rather 
along two currents: the first is called “philosophy,” but in fact is really 
a poetical-rhetorical-sophistic-nominalistic stream. Its origins are found 
in Hesoid, its continuation in Protagoras, and its summit in Descartes, 
who is afforded the rank of creator of modern and contemporary phi-

                                                
1 Seneca, Epistulae, 93, 8: “Quaeris sit amplissimum vitae spatium? Usque ad sapien-
tiam vivere. Qui ad illam pervenit, attigit non longissimum finem, sed maximum.” 
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losophy. In Redpath’s view, neither Descartes nor his successors were 
philosophers; theirs was a transcendental sophistry that brought about 
enormous confusion in the subsequent history of philosophy. It was not 
true philosophy, but ideosophy (as Maritain called it), neo-sophism, 
neo-Protagoreanism, or theological neo-Augustinianism that paved the 
way for medieval nominalism. For basing the raison d’être on being a 
percept brings in its wake a return to pre-philosophical psychism or 
animism.  

The second current was philosophy, which originated precisely 
in opposition to the poetical-sophistic tradition in order to find a place 
for reason which, beginning with sensory experience, is able to inter-
pret reality (realism) by appealing to truth. That truth is measured by 
reality, not by imagination or ideas. Redpath developed that path in his 
newest book, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphsyics: Written in 
the Hope of Ending the Centuries-Old Separation between Philosophy 
and Science and Science and Wisdom. Its ambition aims at resolving 
the key problems for philosophy and metaphysics that are already indi-
cated in the title, above all the leading problem of solving the problem 
of the One and the Many. 

It appears that Redpath’s thought has much in common with that 
of the Lublin School of Philosophy, which evolved after World War II 
at the Catholic University of Lublin (KUL), Poland. Its leading figures 
included the Rev. Prof. Mieczys aw A. Kr piec, author of numerous 
works, some of which have been translated into English (e.g., Meta-
physics and I–Man: An Outline of Philosophical Anthropology), and 
Karol Wojty a (Pope St. John Paul II). Those similarities led to a close 
cooperation between KUL’s metaphysicians and the group of philoso-
phers with Peter Redpath at its head, including Curtis Hancock, Tho-
mas Michaud, and Robert Delfino. That cooperation has developed 
uninterruptedly since 2000 and borne fruit in fifteen annual interna-
tional conferences organized at KUL under the rubric “The Future of 
Western Civilization.” 



Laudatio 
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We  deem  it  both  a  distinction  as  well  as  a  pleasure  to  honor  a  
wonderful professor like Dr. Redpath with this issue of Studia Gilson-
iana, dedicated to his intellectual and organizational achievements. 
Those achievements have an international scope, reaching ever-broader 
academic, pedagogical, and popular circles. Philosophy is a discipline 
too important to be absent from the civilizational struggle taking place 
in the contemporary world, and there is nothing more dangerous than 
philosophy amputated from reality and truth. Prof. Redpath is faithful 
to a philosophy grounded in reality and truth and defends it conscien-
tiously. He is committed to it unreservedly but not alone, because of his 
growing group of students and friends of which we, with pride and joy, 
include ourselves.  

 
         Prof. dr hab. Piotr Jaroszy ski 
                       Chair of the Department of  
                  the Philosophy of Culture and Art 

                                                                      John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin 
                                        Poland 
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Universitat Abat Oliba CEU 
Barcelona, Spain 
 
 

AUCTORITAS AND RATIO  
IN SAINT AUGUSTINE AND NEWMAN 

 
 

Although it may seem unnecessary, we must begin by justifying 
the  choice  of  Saint  Augustine  as  an  author  who  can  help  us  to  attain  
better  understanding  of  the  nature  of  the  act  of  faith.  It  is  not  only  a  
question of whether Saint Augustine directly influenced certain aspects 
regarding his understanding of the act of faith that matured in John H. 
Newman over the course of his life; we must also take into considera-
tion the power and enduring validity of Saint Augustine’s thinking on 
faith and reason, something that the Magisterium has reminded us of 
repeatedly in recent times. 

We should note, particularly, the reference in John Paul II’s En-
cyclical Fides et Ratio1 and, more recently, those in the Apostolic Let-
ter issued “Motu Proprio” Porta Fidei by which Benedict XVI pro-

                                                
1 John Paul II, Fides et ratio (1998), 40: “The Bishop of Hippo succeeded in producing 
the first great synthesis of philosophy and theology, embracing currents of thought both 
Greek and Latin. In him too the great unity of knowledge, grounded in the thought of 
the Bible, was both confirmed and sustained by a depth of speculative thinking. The 
synthesis devised by Saint Augustine remained for centuries the most exalted form of 
philosophical and theological speculation known to the West. Reinforced by his per-
sonal story and sustained by a wonderful holiness of life, he could also introduce into 
his works a range of material which, drawing on experience, was a prelude to future 
developments in different currents of philosophy” (www.vatican.va, accessed on Jan 
20, 2016). 
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claimed  a  Year  of  Faith  in  2011.  From a  total  of  twenty-two  notes  in  
this latter document, Saint Augustine is cited no fewer than four times, 
the  rest  being  all  citations  from the  Magisterium or the Bible. This is 
understandable, given that:  

His extensive writings, in which he explains the importance of 
believing and the truth of the faith, continue even now to form a 
heritage of incomparable riches, and they still help many people 
in  search  of  God  to  find  the  right  path  towards  the  ‘door  of  
faith’.2 

Taking into account, moreover, the considerable influence that 
Newman exercised over the Council Fathers of the Second Vatican 
Council and his presence in no less a work than the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church,3 in which he is cited in sections devoted to the nature 
of faith and conscience, it would appear quite reasonable to compare 
Newman’s thought with that of the African bishop. 

Auctoritas and ratio in De vera religione 

From amongst the many writings to which Porta fidei refers, we 
shall focus particularly here on the treatise De vera religione. In doing 
so, we shall attempt to demonstrate the parallels that exist between the 
line of argument contained in this treatise with regard to auctoritas and 
ratio and several significant passages in the work of the English cardi-
nal. 

Saint Augustine wrote De vera religione in around the year 390, 
dedicating the treatise to his friend Romanianus, inviting him to follow 
                                                
2 Benedict XVI, Porta fidei (2011), 7 (www.vatican.va, accessed on Jan 20, 2016). 
3 Catechism of the Catholic Church (1993), 157: “Faith is certain. It is more certain 
than all human knowledge because it is founded on the very word of God who cannot 
lie. To be sure, revealed truths can seem obscure to human reason and experience, but 
‘the certainty that the divine light gives is greater than that which the light of natural 
reason gives’ (note #31: St. Thomas Aquinas, STh II-II 171, 5, obj. 3). Ten thousand 
difficulties do not make one doubt (note #32: John Henry Cardinal Newman, Apologia 
pro vita sua (London Longman, 1878) 239)” (www.vatican.va, accessed on Jan 15, 
2016). 
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the path that he himself had taken by being baptised and entering into 
the bosom of the Catholic Church. As Augustine himself had helped to 
draw Romanianus into Manichaeism some fifteen years earlier, the tone 
of the work—which was written ten years before the Confessions—at 
times takes that of one who seeks to justify his own spiritual evolution 
at  the  same  time  as  he  attempts  to  dispel  any  confused  ideas  that  his  
friend might harbor with regard to the true content and demands of the 
Catholic faith. Although we shall not discuss here the biographical or 
psychological parallels that might be found between the two converts, 
who, in any case, followed very different paths, there can be no doubt 
that Saint Augustine’s circumstances at this time were comparable to 
Newman’s state of mind when writing the Apologia pro vita sua. 

In his personal exercise of intellectual searching, Saint Augustine 
is at great pains to distinguish between that which corresponds to a 
fleetingly held false certainty and that which corresponds to a firm cer-
tainty supported by the authority of the Church. To this end, he does not 
hesitate to describe his own personal journey as an example of how 
auctoritas and ratio are present in this search: 

Ego itaque diu multumque considerans quales oblatrantes, et 
quales quaerentes expertus sim, vel qualis ipse, sive cum latra-
rem, sive cum quaererem, fuerim; hoc modo mihi utendum puta-
vi. Quae vera esse perspexeris, tene, et Ecclesiae catholicae tri-
bue; quae falsa, respue, et mihi qui homo sum ignosce; quae du-
bia, crede, donec aut respuenda esse, aut vera esse, aut semper 
credenda esse, vel ratio doceat, vel praecipiat auctoritas.4  

The exact meaning of this passage is as follows: firstly, hold fast 
to whatever truth you have been able to grasp and attribute it to the 
teachings of the Church or as being in consonance with it; secondly, 
reject what is false and attribute it to the weakness and limitations of 
the writer, even if, in this treatise, the writer is Augustine himself, who 

                                                
4 Saint Augustine, De vera religione, in Obras completas, vol. 4 (Madrid: BAC, 1948), 
X, 20. The italics are ours. 
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is nothing more than a theologian who employs ratio;5 and, thirdly and 
finally, believe what is doubtful until either reason teaches or authority 
commands  that  it  is  to  be  rejected.  In  both  cases,  these  are  non-
exclusive circumstances. We can deduce, therefore, from this passage 
from De vera religione, that there cannot exist a real incompatibility 
between auctoritas and ratio. 

In an earlier passage, Saint Augustine judges the simultaneous 
difference and complementary relationship between auctoritas and 
ratio as reflecting the admirable beauty with which God has ordered 
our faculties: 

Quamobrem ipsa quoque animae medicina, quae divina provi-
dentia et ineffabili beneficentia geritur, gradatim distincteque 
pulcherrima est. Distribuitur enim in auctoritatem atque ra-
tionem. Auctoritas fidem flagitat, et rationi praeparat hominem. 
Ratio ad intellectum cognitionemque perducit. Quamquam neque 
auctoritatem ratio penitus deserit, cum consideratur cui sit cre-
dendum: et certe summa est ipsius iam cognitae atque perspicuae 
veritatis auctoritas.6  

Authority demands faith (auctoritas fidem flagitat) but not in 
such a way as to deny the exercise of reason. On the contrary, authority 
prepares man for reason (auctoritas . . . et rationi praeparat hominem). 
And it is reason that leads to knowledge (ratio ad intellectum cogni-
tionemque perducit). Were faith, by some impossible means, to be ex-
ercised absolutely in the absence of reason, it would have no intelligible 
object, and we would not know what we believe in. In fact, we would 
believe in nothing. Moreover, ratio acts by indicating, using various 
means, who we should consider auctoritas, who we should believe in, 
cui credere. Of course, ratio operates through and for auctoritas by 
developing our understanding of the dogma, that is to say, the theology 

                                                
5 In this respect, we should remember that, when Augustine wrote this treatise, he had 
not yet even been ordained as a priest.  
6 De vera religione, XXIV, 45. 
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itself. In its unfolding, ratio comes to know and understand a truth 
whose sum or synthesis (summa) is auctoritas.  In  this  way,  no  one  is  
excluded from the saving truths due to any difficulties that may be en-
tailed in the exercise of ratio. Moreover, within these difficulties, ratio, 
we might say, comes up against auctoritas even unintentionally, by 
revealing the inexorable need to believe, in a process that at all times 
unfolds in an analogous way to that of natural knowledge: 

Sed quia in temporalia devenimus, et eorum amore ab aeternis 
impedimur, quaedam temporalis medicina, quae non scientes, sed 
credentes ad salutem vocat, non naturae et excellentia, sed ipsius 
temporis ordine prior est. Nam in quem locum quisque ceciderit, 
ibi debet incumbere ut surgat. Ergo ipsis carnalibus formis, qui-
bus detinemur, nitendum est, ad eas cognoscendas quas caro non 
nuntiat. Eas enim carnales voco, quae per carnem sentiri queunt, 
id est per oculos, per aures, ceterosque corporis sensus. His ergo 
carnalibus vel corporalibus formis inhaerere amore pueros neces-
se est; adolescentes vero prope necesse est; hinc iam procedente 
aetate non est necesse.7 

In its investigation of facts, whether current, past or future, rea-
son alone does not suffice: it needs faith. In order to know what God 
ordained in the past and has prepared for the future of all humanity, we 
need  to  know,  first,  which  people  to  ask  or  what  books  to  seek.  The  
Church shows us a continuity between the faith that spread quickly 
amongst the first Christians thanks to the miracles and the faith that has 
spread amongst the following generations due not to the continuation of 
the miracles, but to the very founding and diffusion of the Church 
throughout the world: 

Sed accepimus, maiores nostros eo gradu fidei, quo a temporali-
bus ad aeterna conscenditur, visibilia miracula (non enim aliter 
poterant) secutos esse: per quos id actum est, ut necessaria non 
essent posteris. Cum enim Ecclesia catholica per totum orbem 

                                                
7 Id.  
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diffusa atque fundata sit, nec miracula illa in nostra tempora 
durare permissa sunt, ne anima semper visibilia quaereret, et 
eorum consuetudine frigesceret genus humanum, quorum novi-
tate flagravit: nec iam nobis dubium esse oportet iis esse creden-
dum, qui cum ea praedicarent quae pauci assequuntur, se tamen 
sequendos populis persuadere potuerunt.8  

Ratio teaches us cui credere thanks to circumstantial arguments, 
which are never enough in themselves but are forces that make the op-
posite position repellent. Amongst these circumstances, what stands out 
is the successful call for unity and exclusivity in auctoritas made by the 
Catholic Church: 

Sicut  enim  in  ipsa  rerum  natura  maior  est  auctoritas  unius  ad  
unum omnia redigentis, nec in genere humano multitudinis ulla 
potentia est nisi consentientis, id est unum sentientis: ita in re-
ligione qui ad unum vocant, eorum maior et fide dignior esse de-
bet auctoritas.9 

Securus iudicat orbis terrarum: 
John Henry Newman’s tolle, lege 

This last passage from De vera religione has  parallels  with  the  
famous securus iudicat orbis terrarum argued by Saint Augustine in his 
polemic with the Donatists,10 and which John Henry Newman considers 
his own, personal tolle, lege, the solid inspiration to finally abandon the 
project of the via media (“middle way”) and direct his steps towards the 
Catholic Church. He describes this in one of the best-known passages 
in the Apologia pro vita sua, in the chapter devoted to the 1839–1841 
period. In August 1839, when the two were discussing an article pub-
lished by Nicholas Wiseman—who would go on to become Archbishop 

                                                
8 Id., XXV, 47. 
9 Id., XXV, 46. 
10 Saint Augustine, Contra epistulam Parmeniani libri tres, in Obras completas, vol. 32 
(Madrid: BAC, 1988), III, 4, 24: “Quapropter securus iudicat orbis terrarum bonos non 
esse, qui se dividunt ab orbe terrarum in quacumque parte terrarum.” 
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of Westminster and a cardinal—on the analogy between Anglicanism 
and Donatism, Robert Williams, a Protestant friend of Newman’s, led 
him to understand the meaning that Saint Augustine gave to this idea of 
the unity of the Church as testimony to its authority in the words ‘secu-
rus iudicat orbis terrarum’: 

they were words which went beyond the occasion of the Do-
natists: they applied to that of the Monophysites. They gave a 
cogency to the Article, which had escaped me at first. They de-
cided ecclesiastical questions on a simpler rule than that of An-
tiquity; nay, St. Augustine was one of the prime oracles of An-
tiquity; here then Antiquity was deciding against itself. What a 
light was hereby thrown upon every controversy in the Church!11  

The controversy that was instantly laid to rest in Newman con-
cerned the via media, which he had supported for some time, seeing the 
Church of that time as three autonomous branches (Anglican, Roman 
and Orthodox) all equally descended from the original Church. New-
man had always believed in the authority of the Scripture and in the 
authority of the original Church, especially in the authority of the Fa-
thers of the Church when they interpret the Scripture in the same way.12 
However, the securus iudicat orbis terrarum episode led him to begin 
to believe seriously that the universal Church of the time required the 
                                                
11 John H. Newman, Apologia pro vita sua (1864), 211–212 (www.newmanreader.org, 
accessed on Feb 10, 2016). 
12 Étienne Gilson, “Introduction,” in John H. Newman, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar 
of Assent (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1955), 18: “When Newman entered the 
Catholic Church, he brought with him a more purely patristic intellectual formation 
than would have been the case if, born in the Church, he had received in it his early 
theological formation. The Church alone has authority to say what place John Henry 
Cardinal Newman will later on occupy in the memory of the faithful, but it is not too 
early to say that, owing to him, the great theological style of the Fathers has been wor-
thily revived in the nineteen century. The method of demonstration followed by New-
man is characteristic in this respect. From more than one point of view it carries the 
mark of his personal experience as plainly as the works of St. Augustine bear witness to 
the spiritual history of their author. The close connection which Newman has always 
affirmed between vital and personal religion on the one hand and the articles of the 
Athanasian Creed on the other dominates his whole conception of religious assent.” 
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assistentia of the Holy Spirit in order to interpret the faith received. 
Accordingly, the believer must be in communion with the universal 
Church today; it is not enough to say that three branches without com-
munion between them each descend from the original Church: 

For a mere sentence, the words of St. Augustine, struck me with 
a power which I never had felt from any words before . . .  they 
were like the Tolle, lege, – Tolle, lege, of the child, which con-
verted St. Augustine himself. Securus iudicat orbis terrarum! By 
those great words of the ancient Father, interpreting and sum-
ming up the long and varied course of ecclesiastical history, the 
theory of the Via Media was absolutely pulverized.13  

In the pages of the Apologia that  follow this  passage,  Newman  
recounts how he gradually reached the logical conclusion that could be 
deduced from that instantaneous intuition and the consequences which, 
in all good conscience, he could and should draw from it and apply in 
his own duties with regard to faith, in the exercise of his ecclesiastical 
profession and in his responsibility for his publications. Despite the 
appearances and the words used by Newman himself, one should not 
unduly exaggerate the parallels between experiences, but rather seek 
them in the meditation that these experiences generated.14 

We should remember that it was not until the autumn of 1845 
that Newman was received into the Catholic Church, more than six 
years after that remarkable Augustinian episode. The Bishop of Hippo, 
                                                
13 Newman, Apologia pro vita sua, 212. Newman does not understand Saint 
Augustine’s phrase as if the prevailing theological opinion at any given moment in the 
Church were the criterion of truth. We remember Newman’s intense intellectual and 
human appreciation of Saint Athanasius, who was forced to fight for decades against an 
episcopacy governed by an Arian or semi-Arian majority. 
14 Jean Honoré, “Newman et Saint Augustin,” Revista Agustiniana 31 (1990): 834ff: 
“Si l’expérience de la conversion leur est commune, il semble vain de chercher dans 
l’événement lui-même la clef d’une similitude qui rapprocherait Newman et St Au-
gustin. C’est plutôt dans la leçon qu’ils tirent l’un et l’autre et dans la réflexion qu’elle 
suscite, que leurs esprits se rencontrent.” Cf. Richard Penaskovic, “Saint Augustine’s 
Confessions and Newman’s Apologia: Similarities and Differences,” Augustinian Stud-
ies 9 (1978): 81–91. 
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in his great dedication to the fight against Donatism and in favour of the 
unity of the Church—a fight that was, above all, epistolary—revealed 
the vital importance of this unity. In the Confessions, he refers on sev-
eral occasions to the Church with the affectionate words tua catholica, 
seeing it as an instrument with which to spread news of Christ’s re-
demption amongst humanity. However, in similar fashion to the way in 
which, in The City of God, Saint Augustine warns that purely visible, 
external membership of the Church is not a sufficient guarantee of 
becoming a pilgrim to the heavenly Jerusalem, so Newman mistrusts 
those who wish to convert the Protestants to Catholicism at any cost, 
using crude arguments and showing little sensitivity towards the indi-
vidual conscience. For both of these zealous defenders of the unity and 
apostolic nature of the Church the decisive factors were the ecclesiastic 
controversies that they witnessed and in which they themselves pro-
tagonised. However, apart from prudently chosen solutions to certain 
conflicts, an understanding of the relationship between auctoritas and 
ratio was decisive in the paths taken by both these men. 

By Cords of Adam 

As Saint Augustine says, as we have just seen, that “Wherever a 
man falls, there he must lie until he is raised up,” so Newman also af-
firms, in his discourse Purity and Love addressed in 1849 to a mixed 
group of Catholics and Protestants, that 

when souls wander away from Him, He reclaims them by means 
of themselves, by cords of Adam, or of human nature, as the 
prophet speaks,—conquering us indeed at His will, saving us in 
spite of ourselves,—and yet by ourselves, so that the very reason 
and affections of the old Adam, which have been made the in-
struments of iniquity unto sin, should, under the power of His 
grace, become the instruments of justice unto God.15  

                                                
15 John H. Newman, “Discourses to Mixed Congregations: Purity and Love” (1849), 69 
(www.newmanreader.org, accessed on Feb 20, 2016). 
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Newman, closely following Saint Augustine and his treatise on 
the Gospel of Saint John, insists on this idea: 

Yes, doubtless He draws us by cords of Adam . . . There is a cer-
tain pleasure of heart, when that heavenly Bread is sweet to a 
man . . . Fruits are offered to the child, and he is drawn; in that he 
runs, he is drawn, he is drawn by loving, drawn without bodily 
hurt, drawn by the bond of the heart [cfr. St Augustine, In Ioan. 
Ev. Tr. 26, 4, 5] . . . He takes him as he is, and uses him against 
himself: He turns his affections into another channel, and extin-
guishes a carnal love by infusing a heavenly charity.16 

Auctoritas does not destroy ratio; rather, the former points the 
latter in the right direction. In the act of believing that which reason 
shows us to have great probabilities of being a divinely assisted institu-
tion,  we need the free gift  of  a  grace whose victory resides in  the fact  
that:  

He enters into the heart of man, and persuades it, and prevails 
with it, while He changes it. He violates in nothing that original 
constitution of mind which He gave to man: He treats him as 
man; He leaves him the liberty of acting this way or that; He ap-
peals  to  all  his  powers  and  faculties,  to  his  reason,  to  his  pru-
dence, to his moral sense, to his conscience.17 

Faith and Doubt 

Having emphasised that the act of faith engages the whole per-
son, Newman also seeks to avoid both an empty, merely sentimental 
concept and a rationalist posture. The English theologian finds a bal-
ance by establishing the difference between inference and assent. For 
example, in his discourse Faith and Doubt, he affirms that: 

Faith is the gift of God, and not a mere act of our own, which we 
are free to exert  when we will.  It  is  quite  distinct  from an exer-

                                                
16 Id., 71. 
17 Id., 72. 
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cise of reason, though it follows upon it. I may feel the force of 
the argument for the Divine origin of the Church; I may see that I 
ought to believe; and yet I may be unable to believe.18 

This distinction should not be taken as an excuse to systemati-
cally avoid assent to what the Church proposes. Rather, it suggests that, 
in such a situation, one must strive to shake off all those attitudes that 
may be at the origin of such an incapacity. Needless to say, one should 
not frivolously precipitate oneself, but neither should we indefinitely 
prolong our study of the arguments in favour of the Church: 

men are convinced in very various ways,—what convinces one, 
does not convince another; but this is an accident; the time comes 
anyhow, sooner or later, when a man ought to be convinced, and 
is convinced, and then he is bound not to wait for any more ar-
guments, though more arguments be producible. He will find 
himself in a condition when he may even refuse to hear more ar-
guments in behalf of the Church; he does not wish to read or 
think more on the subject; his mind is quite made up. In such a 
case it is his duty to join the Church at once; he must not delay; 
let him be cautious in counsel, but prompt in execution.19 

Faith and Conscience 

The exquisite manner in which Newman deals with the vital is-
sue of the inviolability of the conscience is particularly evident in his 
Letter to the Duke of Norfolk. Written in reaction to the attacks of 
Prime Minister Gladstone, who had questioned the loyalty of English 
Catholics with regard to their patriotic duties, the Letter should be seen 
within the context of this polemical purpose. Nonetheless, Newman 
spares no effort in supporting his argument with the necessary logical 
rigour, which leads him to considerations regarding fundamental moral 

                                                
18 John H. Newman, “Discourses to Mixed Congregations: Faith and Love” (1849), 224 
(www.newmanreader.org, accessed on Feb 20, 2016). 
19 Id., 235. Here, Newman seems to apply a relevant principle from Aristotelian ethics 
according to which one should be slow to think but quick to act. 
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theology, ordered to the purpose of clarifying the concept of con-
science: 

I  say,  then,  that  the  Supreme  Being  is  of  a  certain  character,  
which, expressed in human language, we call ethical. He has the 
attributes of justice, truth, wisdom, sanctity, benevolence and 
mercy, as eternal characteristics in His nature, the very Law of 
His being, identical with Himself; and next, when He became 
Creator, He implanted this Law, which is Himself, in the intelli-
gence of all His rational creatures. The Divine Law, then, is the 
rule of ethical truth, the standard of right and wrong, a sovereign, 
irreversible, absolute authority in the presence of men and An-
gels.  “The eternal  law,” says St.  Augustine,  “is  the Divine Rea-
son or Will of God, commanding the observance, forbidding the 
disturbance, of the natural order of things.” “The natural law,” 
says St. Thomas, “is an impression of the Divine Light in us, a 
participation of the eternal law in the rational creature.” This law, 
as apprehended in the minds of individual men, is called “con-
science;” and though it may suffer refraction in passing into the 
intellectual medium of each, it is not therefore so affected as to 
lose its character of being the Divine Law, but still has, as such, 
the prerogative of commanding obedience.20  

The dangers of such deformation, precisely, provide the decisive 
argument to establish the need for the existence of an auctoritas that 
can overcome the insufficiency of natural knowledge about God and 
the moral order: 

It is his claim [Pope’s] to come from the Divine Lawgiver, in or-
der to elicit, protect, and enforce those truths which the Lawgiver 
has sown in our very nature, it is this and this only that is the ex-
planation of his length of life more than antediluvian. The cham-
pionship of the Moral Law and of conscience is his raison d’être. 
The fact of his mission is the answer to the complaints of those 

                                                
20 John H. Newman, A Letter Addressed to the Duke of Norfolk on Occasion of Mr. 
Gladstone’s Recent Expostulation, 246 (www.newmanreader.org, accessed on Feb 20, 
2016). 
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who feel the insufficiency of the natural light; and the insuffi-
ciency of that light is the justification of his mission.21  

These meditations on the correct understanding of conscience 
connect perfectly with Newman’s view of the relations between auc-
toritas and ratio. An illustration of this is found in the same work, when 
Newman affirms that: 

Our logical powers, too, being a gift from God, may claim to 
have their informations respected; and Protestants sometimes ac-
cuse our theologians, for instance, the medieval schoolmen, of 
having used them in divine matters a little too freely. Still it has 
ever been our teaching and our protest that, as there are doctrines 
which lie beyond the direct evidence of history, so there are doc-
trines which transcend the discoveries of reason; and, after all, 
whether they are more or less recommended to us by the one in-
formant or the other, in all cases the immediate motive in the 
mind of a Catholic for his reception of them is, not that they are 
proved to him by Reason or by History, but because Revelation 
has declared them by means of that high ecclesiastical Magiste-
rium which is their legitimate exponent.22  

                                                
21 Id., 253. José Oroz Reta, “Tres grandes testigos de la luz interior: San Agustín, san 
Buenaventura y J. Henry Newman,” Augustinus 35 (1990): 274: “To confirm his doc-
trine, Newman seeks support in the two great doctors of the Church: Saint Augustine 
and  Saint  Thomas  of  Aquinas  .  .  .  The  moral  conscience  reflects,  then,  the  light  of  
God’s reason, urging man to conserve the natural order. For this reason, Newman con-
siders conscience the ‘voice of God’, a voice in which moral truth resounds. Two 
words, light and voice, help us to understand the nature of human conscience. Both 
testify to God’s existence and nature. Although they coincide substantially, Newman’s 
journey follows rails different to those expounded by Saint Augustine and Saint 
Bonaventure. Whilst, in the phenomenon of knowledge, Augustine and Bonaventure 
are impressed by the veritas aeterna as the basis for the absolute and necessary affirma-
tions with which the spirit works to decipher the world’s mystery, Newman is intrigued 
by absolute judgements of moral truth and the rules of conscience that discern between 
good and evil.” 
22 Newman, A Letter Addressed to the Duke of Norfolk, 313. 
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Conclusion: 
Catholic auctoritas Illuminates a True ratio 

And so, finally, we reach the question of the certainty in one’s 
own faith, a subject brilliantly discussed in Chapter 7.2 of the Grammar 
of Assent, which is devoted to the indefectibility of certitude. After 
explaining this point in the natural order, Newman goes on to develop 
his subject within the context of supernatural faith.23 When a change in 
religious certitude takes place, we may be sure that certain elements in 
which there was, previously, certainty will continue to be held as true 
and certain within the framework of the new faith. In fact, only a cer-
tain amount of truths common to the old and new religions can serve as 
a fulcrum to support the change. Having adopted the new creed through 
a persevering will to adhere to the truth, it is logical that one should 
maintain full sympathy and assent towards those elements in the old 
                                                
23 Newman, An  Essay  in  Aid  of  a  Grammar  of  Assent, 200ff: “The first point to be 
ascertained, then, when we hear of a change of religious certitude in another, is, what 
the doctrines are on which his so-called certitude before now and at the present has 
respectively fallen . . . There are few religions which have no points in common; and 
these, whether true or false, when embraced with an absolute conviction, are the pivots 
on which changes take place in that collection of credences, opinions, prejudices, and 
other assents, which make up what is called a man’s selection and adoption of a form of 
religion, a denomination, or a Church . . . And if this intercommunion of religions holds 
good, even the common points between them are but errors held in common, much 
more natural will be the transition from one religion to another, without injury to exist-
ing certitudes, when the common points, the objects of those certitudes, are truths; and 
still stronger in that case and more constraining will be the sympathy, with which minds 
that love truth, even when they have surrounded it with error, will yearn towards the 
Catholic faith, which contains within itself, and claims as its own, all truth that is else-
where to be found, and more than all, and nothing but truth. This is the secret of the 
influence, by which the Church draws to herself converts from such various and con-
flicting religions. They come not so much to lose what they have, as to gain what they 
have not; and in order that, by means of what they have, more may be given to them. St. 
Augustine tells us that there is no false teaching without an intermixture of truth; and it 
is by the light of those particular truths, contained respectively in the various religions 
of men, and by our certitudes about them, which are possible wherever those truths are 
found, that we pick our way, slowly perhaps, but surely, into the One Religion which 
God  has  given,  taking  our  certitudes  with  us,  not  to  lose,  but  to  keep  them more  se-
curely, and to understand and love their objects more perfectly.” 
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creed that continue to be considered true, before, during and after con-
version. 

Therein lies the secret of the attraction exercised by the Catholic 
faith: it contains—and claims as its own—all truth, wherever it may be 
found. Or, as we have seen in the words of Saint Augustine, “Hold fast 
to whatever truth you have been able to grasp and attribute it to the 
teachings of the Church.” The auctoritas of the Church not only does 
not oppose the conscience, but would cease to have meaning if the per-
sonal path of the conscience were to be replaced, if the exercise of ratio 
were to be abolished. 
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PHILOSOPHY 

 
 

What is philosophy? What does it study? What is its method? 
What  is  its  aim? How is  philosophy related to modern science? Many 
of the battles among contemporary philosophers and academics can be 
traced back to the different answers given to these questions. Unfortu-
nately, there is so much disagreement among contemporary philoso-
phers concerning these questions that philosophy as a discipline is 
rightly said to be in a  crisis.  And this  crisis  affects  not  only the acad-
emy, but the whole of Western civilization itself—for our civilization 
was founded on some important philosophical principles that have in-
creasingly come under attack over the last four centuries.1  

Scholars of different disciplines have discussed the decline of the 
West, but philosophers, in particular, have written with urgency about 
it. For example, after the horrors of World War II, Étienne Gilson dis-
cussed how the loss of God, noted by Friedrich Nietzsche, was at the 
root of significant cultural changes in the West. For millennia, the men 
of the West had always believed in God or gods but now “all of a sud-
den, there is no longer one, or rather, we see that there never was one! 

                                                
1 Peter A. Redpath, “Justice in the New World Order: Reduction of Justice to Tolerance 
in the New Totalitarian World State,” Telos 157 (2011): 190. 
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We shall have to change completely our every thought, word and deed. 
The entire human order totters on its base.”2  

Indeed, with the advent of modernity, and especially during the 
Enlightenment period, the West increasingly grew secular and this had 
a dramatic effect on philosophy and modern science. For example, 
Jean-Paul Sartre described his philosophy of existentialism as “nothing 
else but an attempt to draw the full conclusions from a consistently 
atheistic position.”3 In addition, Alasdair MacIntyre, in After Virtue, 
argued that the West has largely lost its understanding of what genuine 
morality is. Alluding to the fall of the Roman Empire, and with a sense 
of foreboding, he advocates “the construction of local forms of com-
munity within which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be 
sustained through the new dark ages which are already upon us.”4  

Citing After Virtue,  Peter A. Redpath makes a more provocative 
claim—that what MacIntyre has argued about morality can be applied 
with “equal veracity to the condition of contemporary Western philoso-
phy as  a  whole .  .  .  [and to its]  cultural  institutions in general.”5 With 
respect to modern science, Redpath argues that it has divorced itself 
“from any essential connection to wisdom, virtue, and human happi-
ness,  a  human  soul,  human  habits,  and  a  creator-God  .  .  .  In  place  of  
these, it has gradually identified itself with an intellectually-blind urge 
(misnamed “will”)  to  power,  to  torture the physical  universe to reveal  
its secrets.”6 Additionally, he has argued that utopian socialism, “as a 
historical/political substitute for metaphysics,” was used to “justify the 

                                                
2 Étienne Gilson, The Terrors of the Year 2000 (Toronto: St. Michael’s College, 1984), 
8. 
3 Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existentialism and Humanism,” in Sartre: Basic Writings, trans. P. 
Mairet and ed. S. Priest (London: Routledge, 2000), 45. 
4 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 3rd ed., 
2007), 263. 
5 Peter A. Redpath, Cartesian Nightmare: An Introduction to Transcendental Sophistry 
(Amsterdam and Atlanta: Editions Rodopi, B.V., 1997), 1. 
6 Peter  A.  Redpath,  “The  Nature  of  Common Sense  and  How We Can  Use  Common 
Sense to Renew the West,” Studia Gilsoniana 3: supplement (2014): 479. 
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false claim that the whole of truth is contained within modern science 
generically and specifically understood.”7 

Clearly, a large part of the crisis discussed above concerns phi-
losophical questions about the nature of human knowledge and science. 
Thus one of the necessary conditions of cultural renewal is to recover 
the correct understanding of the nature of philosophy and its relation to 
other  disciplines,  such  as  modern  science.  Here  I  think  the  work  of  
Redpath is particularly important, and in honoring him I shall discuss 
his understanding of the nature of philosophy and his account of how 
erroneous understandings of philosophy have led to the decline of the 
West. These are themes that Redpath discusses in many of his works.8  

The Wonder of It All 

Philosophy in the West began among the ancient Greeks. Tradi-
tion holds that Pythagoras coined the word ‘philosopher,’ which ety-
mologically means “lover of wisdom.”9 The goal of philosophy is to 
obtain knowledge of the causes of things. In the Posterior Analytics, 
Aristotle says we “possess unqualified scientific knowledge of a thing 
. . . [when] we know the cause on which the fact depends, as the cause 
of that fact and of no other, and, further, that the fact could not be other 
than it is.”10 In discussing ‘scientific knowledge,’ it is important to un-
derstand that science and philosophy are the same thing for Aristotle. 

                                                
7 Peter A. Redpath, “The Essential Connection between Modern Science and Utopian 
Socialism,” Studia Gilsoniana 3 (2014): 204. 
8 Redpath’s most comprehensive treatment of these topics occurs in his trilogy of books 
about philosophy and its history: Cartesian Nightmare: An Introduction to Transcen-
dental Sophistry (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Editions Rodopi, B.V., 1997), Wisdom’s 
Odyssey from Philosophy to Transcendental Sophistry (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Edi-
tions Rodopi, B.V., 1997), Masquerade of the Dream Walkers: Prophetic Theology 
from the Cartesians to Hegel (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Editions Rodopi, B.V., 1998). 
Other important books and articles are cited in these footnotes. 
9 Joseph Owens, A History of Ancient Western Philosophy (New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, 1959), 32. 
10 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 71b8-12, trans. G. R. G. Mure, in The Basic Works of 
Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 1941), 111. 
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This is in contrast to the prevailing view today, which tends to reduce 
science to the modern experimental sciences (such as biology and phys-
ics), thereby excluding philosophy (such as metaphysics and ethics) 
from the genus science. Indeed, ending the centuries-old separation 
between philosophy and modern science is one of the important themes 
of Redpath’s work, and later on we shall discuss it in greater depth. 

For now, let us focus on the following question. Why did humans 
begin to philosophize? That is, why did humans begin to search for the 
causes of things? In the Metaphysics, Aristotle argues that philosophy 
began because of wonder: 

For  it  is  owing to their  wonder that  men both now begin and at  
first began to philosophize; they wondered originally at the obvi-
ous difficulties, then advanced little by little and stated difficul-
ties about the greater matters, e.g. about the phenomena of the 
moon and those of the sun and of the stars, and about the genesis 
of the universe. And a man who is puzzled and wonders thinks 
himself ignorant (whence even the lover of myth is in a sense a 
lover of Wisdom, for the myth is composed of wonders); there-
fore since they philosophized in order to escape from ignorance, 
evidently they were pursuing science in order to know, and not 
for any utilitarian end. And this is confirmed by the facts; for it 
was when almost all the necessities of life and the things that 
make for comfort and recreation had been secured, that such 
knowledge began to be sought.11 

Drawing on Aristotle and piecing together St. Thomas Aquinas’ 
teachings about wonder, fear, and hope, Redpath gives a more precise 
account of how wonder is the first principle (the starting point) of phi-
losophy.12 Three stages are involved in his account. The first stage in-

                                                
11 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 982b12-24, trans. W. D. Ross, in The Basic Works of Aris-
totle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 1941), 692. 
12 Peter A. Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics: Written in the Hope 
of Ending the Centuries-old Separation between Philosophy and Science and Science 
and Wisdom (Manitou Springs, CO: Socratic Press, Adler-Aquinas Institute Special 
Series, vol. 1, 2012). See also Redpath, “The Essential Connection between Common 
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volves fear. Redpath notes that Aquinas taught that wonder is a species 
of fear.13 Wonder comes from a recognition of ignorance, which is born 
of the fact that we do not know the causes of the things that produce 
wonder in us. This recognition of ignorance is a recognition of personal 
weakness and it produces fear about the danger and difficulty ignorance 
can pose for us. The second stage involves dissatisfaction. In this stage, 
we experience dissatisfaction (intellectually, volitionally, and emotion-
ally) about being in a state of ignorance and we desire to eliminate it.14 
The third stage involves hope. Our dissatisfaction coupled with hope 
that  we  can  succeed,  prompts  us  to  search  for  the  causes  of  things.  
When, finally, through philosophy, we learn the causes of the things 
about which we initially wondered, wonder ceases. 

Redpath’s account of wonder as the first principle of philosophy 
is important for several reasons. First, as I will explain shortly, his ac-
count helps illuminate other first principles of philosophy. To be correct 
about the starting points of any discipline is important because, as Aris-
totle and Aquinas have warned, a “slight initial error [if left uncor-
rected] eventually grows to vast proportions.”15 Indeed, Redpath effec-
tively argues that one of the reasons modern philosophy went horribly 
wrong was because its founder, René Descartes, did not employ the 
correct starting points.16 This leads to a second reason why Redpath’s 
account is important. That is, knowing the proper starting points of 
philosophy helps one to understand the decline of Western philosophy 
                                                
Sense Philosophy and Leadership Excellence,” Studia Gilsoniana 3: supplement 
(2014): 605–617.  
13 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 209. Aquinas discusses won-
der as a species of fear in Summa theologiae, I-II, 41, 4, ad 5. 
14 Redpath, “The Essential Connection between Common Sense Philosophy and Lead-
ership Excellence,” 608. 
15 Aquinas, De Ente et Essentia, prologue, in Thomas Aquinas on being and essence, 
trans. and ed. Armand A. Maurer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 
2nd rev. ed, 1968), 28. See also Aristotle, On the Heavens, 271b8-13. 
16 See Redpath, Cartesian Nightmare, and “Why Descartes is not a Philosopher” in The 
Failure of Modernism: The Cartesian Legacy and Contemporary Pluralism (Washing-
ton, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1999). 
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and helps to light the way for its renewal. Third, Redpath’s account is 
important because we can learn much about philosophy itself from 
studying its first principles. Let us turn to that task next. 

The First Principles of Philosophy 

One thing we learn by reflecting on Redpath’s account of how 
philosophy begins in wonder is that philosophy presupposes pre-
philosophical knowledge (common sense). According to Redpath, 
common sense consists of “principles rooted in sensation that make all 
human experience, sense wonder, and philosophy/science possible.”17 
Some of the most important principles of common sense are: (1) things 
exist  and  have  natures  (that  is,  things  act  for  an  end,  as,  for  example,  
animals seek out food), (2) the way a thing acts reflects its nature, and 
(3) human knowing faculties of sense and intellect are generally reli-
able and capable of learning the truth about the nature of things.18 

Without these common sense principles philosophy would not be 
possible. For example, wonder, and thus philosophy, is not possible 
unless humans are able to know that things exist. And to the extent that 
wonder is a species of fear overcome by hope, wonder is not possible 
unless humans possess a faculty psychology.19 By a faculty psychology, 
I mean that humans possess different mental powers that allow for in-
tellectual understanding and emotions such as fear and hope. And the 
hope that we can learn the causes of things, which prompts us to pursue 
philosophy, would not be possible if we did not have reliable faculties. 
More importantly, hunting, farming, and the general ability of humans 
to survive in their environment would not be possible if our knowing 
faculties were unreliable.  

                                                
17 Redpath, “The Nature of Common Sense and How We Can Use Common Sense to 
Renew the West,” 471. 
18 Id., 472. Aristotle notes that both living and non-living natural things have a nature, 
see Aristotle, Physics, 192b8-193b22. 
19 Redpath, “The Essential Connection between Common Sense Philosophy and Lead-
ership Excellence,” 610. 
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For  these  reasons,  Redpath  argues  that  the  ancient  Greek  phi-
losophers were sense realists. Sense realists begin philosophy with 
knowledge of real things known through the senses. Real things are 
things that exist independently of our minds, such as lakes, trees, and 
other people. Philosophy must begin with the knowledge of such things 
because these are the first things that we know. As Redpath explains: 

The point of departure for philosophical reasoning for the ancient 
Greeks . . . is the evident reality of individual physical objects 
external to the knowing subject apprehended through the human 
senses. The intellectual products first grasped by a human being 
in reflection upon sensory apprehension of the physical world 
constitute the primitive first principles of Greek philosophy, and 
of philosophy for all time. The order of apprehension of philoso-
phical principles follows the order of apprehension of existence. 
Philosophy is an intellectual reflection upon something already 
known. Philosophy, therefore, follows an inexorable law of de-
velopment: The first realities which we know to be are always 
the first principles of philosophical reasoning, for everyone. 
Since the first realities which we know are sense realities, the 
first principles of all philosophical reasoning must reside within 
sense realties. Other philosophical principles are refinements of 
knowledge added through judgments and conclusions of reason-
ing processes to these initial first principles.20 

As mentioned earlier, one reason why modern philosophy is in 
such bad shape is because Descartes did not begin with the correct 
starting points.21 Descartes did not begin with sense knowledge and 
wonder, but with universal doubt and a complete distrust of the senses. 
In his Meditations on First Philosophy, not only does he say that some-

                                                
20 Redpath, Wisdom’s Odyssey, 3–4. 
21 Redpath traces the origin of the separation of philosophy, science, and wisdom earlier 
than René Descartes. He discusses the role of William of Ockham and medieval nomi-
nalism, as well as the doctrine of the double truth held by the Latin Averroists at the 
University of Paris during the thirteenth century. See Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary 
Christian Metaphysics, 224. 
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times his senses deceive him, he confesses that he cannot distinguish 
his waking experience from what he experiences in dreams!22 Even 
worse, Descartes takes seriously the idea that perhaps there is an evil 
demon deceiving him about what he sees and experiences—and thus 
what  he thinks to be “the air,  the earth,  colors,  figures,  sounds and all  
external things are nothing other than the playful deceptions of dreams 
by means of which he has set traps for my credulity.”23 

Having rejected the reliability of the senses, Descartes must look 
for something else upon which to build his system of thought. He 
searches for a first principle that he cannot doubt. He finds this princi-
ple in the famous cogito, “I think, therefore I am,” though in the second 
meditation he expresses it as the immediate intellectual intuition “I am, 
I exist.”24 Thus Descartes begins philosophy not with the knowledge of 
real things known through the senses (sense realism), but inside of his 
mind with ideas (idealism). Choosing the cogito as the first principle of 
his system of thought has important consequences. For example, Des-
cartes cannot know by means of his senses that a world external to his 
mind exists. Instead, Descartes must give an argument that  such  a  
world exists. That is, he must prove that what he thinks is the external 
world is not merely a dream of his mind, or the deceit of a demon. 

Unfortunately, Descartes did not realize that this is an impossible 
task. As the great historian of philosophy, Étienne Gilson, has argued 
“The idealist . . . because he goes from thought to things, cannot know 
whether what he starts from corresponds with an object or not.”25 In-
deed, Descartes’ activity is so radically different from what the ancient 
Greek philosophers were doing, Redpath notes that some contemporary 
                                                
22 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. and ed. George Heffernan 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 91. 
23 Id., 97. 
24 See René Descartes, Discourse on Method, trans. and ed. Donald A. Cress, 
(Indianapolis, Indiana: Hackett Publishing Company, 3rd ed., 1998), 18; Meditations on 
First Philosophy, 101. 
25 Étienne Gilson, Methodical Realism, trans. Philip Trower (Virginia: Christendom 
Press, 1990), 128. 
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philosophers, such as Jacques Maritain, have denied that Descartes was 
practicing philosophy.26 In  the  Peasant of the Garonne, Maritain, 
speaking  of  Descartes  and  the  idealists  who  came  after  him,  says  the  
following: 

All these men, begin with thought alone, and there they remain, 
whether they deny the reality of things and of the world (Des-
cartes still believed in it, but on account of a wave of the magic 
wand by the God of the cogito), or whether, in some way or an-
other, they resorb this reality into thought. What does this mean? 
They impugn from the outset the very fact on which thought gets 
firmness and consistency, and without which it is a mere 
dream—I mean the reality to be known and understood, which is 
here, seen, touched, seized by the senses, and with which an in-
tellect which belongs to a man, not to an angel, has directly to 
deal: the reality about which and starting with which a philoso-
pher is born to question himself: if he misses the start he is noth-
ing. They impugn the absolutely basic foundation of philosophic 
knowledge and philosophical research . . . They are not philoso-
phers.27 

Agreeing with Maritain, Redpath argues that Descartes was not a 
philosopher in the sense of the ancient Greek sense realists; instead, he 
was a proponent of a subjectivist “secularized theology,” which Red-
path refers to as “Transcendental Sophistry.”28 To defend this view, he 
devotes most of his book, Cartesian Nightmare, to a detailed analysis 
of Descartes’ Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philoso-
phy.29 

                                                
26 Peter A. Redpath, “Poetic Revenge and Modern Totalitarianism,” in From Twilight to 
Dawn: The Cultural Vision of Jacques Maritain, ed. Peter A. Redpath with an introduc-
tion  by  James  Y.  Schall  (Notre  Dame,  Indiana:  American  Maritain  Associa-
tion/University of Notre Dame Press), 231. 
27 Jacques Maritain, The Peasant of the Garonne: An Old Layman Questions Himself 
about the Present Time (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1968), 100. 
28 Redpath, Cartesian Nightmare, 6. 
29 Id., 20–132. 
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Philosophy is the Study of  
the One and the Many 

Returning to Redpath’s account of philosophy as understood by 
the ancient Greeks, and as exemplified by Aristotle, Redpath argues 
that philosophy is the study of the one and the many.30 The study of the 
one and the many is only possible because humans are capable of per-
forming acts of abstraction. Abstraction is an act of the mind whereby 
we mentally separate a one (a universal) from a many (a multitude of 
things).  For  example,  if  I  study  the  drawings  of  many  triangles  I  can  
ignore the fact that they have different sizes and colors. Instead, I can 
mentally focus on what they share in common (the one in the many, the 
universal). That is, I can abstract triangle, understand its nature (a plane 
figure with three straight sides and three angles), and realize that trian-
gle is predicable of all the drawings I am studying. 

In addition, I am aware that “three sides” is a necessary property 
(a per se effect) of being a triangle. That is, by their nature triangles 
have exactly three sides. In contrast, while triangles can be blue, there 
is nothing about their nature that determines that they must be blue. 
Unfortunately, terminologically speaking, Aristotle calls both qualities 
such as blue and quantities such as three “accidents.” This is because 
they are not substances in their own right. Everything that exists be-
sides a substance is either predicated of a substance or present in a sub-
stance.31 However, Aristotle makes an important distinction between 
per se accidents (necessary properties) and non-per se accidents (inci-
dental properties).32 In our example about triangles above, blue is an 
incidental property, and having three sides is a necessary property. 

Science would be impossible if necessary properties did not ex-
ist.33 To engage in science is to demonstrate a relation between a proxi-

                                                
30 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, chapter 6. 
31 Aristotle, Categories, 2b15-17. 
32 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 90b 14-16. 
33 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 142–143.  
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mate subject and its necessary properties. To understand the role of a 
proximate subject, consider the differences between how geometricians 
and biologists study the human body. Geometricians focus on the sur-
face  of  the  body  because  the  geometrical  shapes  they  study  require  a  
surface in order to exist. That is, the surface body is the proximate sub-
ject and principle of different geometrical figures, which are its per se 
effects. For example, a geometrician might note how, concerning the 
eye, the pupil is inside of the iris as one circle is within another circle. 
But studying the surface body is not enough for the biologist. Biologists 
must study the living body, which is the proximate subject and principle 
of life. The living body is a system of organs, processes, etc.—and to 
study that requires much more than merely studying the surface of the 
body. As such, biology studies a different proximate subject than ge-
ometry. 

Each science has its own proximate subject that it investigates in 
order to understand how its per se effects (necessary properties) are 
related to their cause. Terminologically, Aristotle uses the word ‘genus’ 
in this context, saying: “A single science is one whose domain is a sin-
gle genus.”34 Here, as Redpath explains, a genus is “a kind of whole” 
that is a proximate subject “of different per se accidents, unities, or 
properties with the genus.”35 In addition, Redpath cautions us not to 
understand genus in this context as the genus of the logician.36 The 
logician uses univocal predication when relating one idea to another 
idea. To borrow an example from Armand A. Maurer, the logician 
univocally predicates substance (a genus) of material and immaterial 
substances (species) because the logician considers them only as con-
cepts in the mind. However, as Maurer explains, the philosopher can 
only analogously predicate substance of material and immaterial things, 
because the philosopher considers “the natures of things as they actu-

                                                
34 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 87a38. 
35 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 146. 
36 Id., 146–147. 
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ally exist in reality, and in actual existence the substance of material 
things is not the same as that of immaterial things.”37 

Redpath expresses these points by saying that the logician con-
siders the genus abstractly and as existentially neutral; in contrast, the 
philosopher, although initially using abstract reasoning, considers the 
genus concretely and causally, as the generator of per se effects that 
exist and which we experience.38 Consider the science of medicine. 
Here the genus is the healthy body and it is helpful to understand the 
genus as an organization of parts (such as the heart and lungs) ordered 
to a goal (health). By understanding how these parts interact to cause 
health, and how, under some circumstances, they can also cause the 
contrary of health (disease), we can recognize when patients are ill and 
we can help treat them so that they will get well.  

By drawing on the above points, Redpath argues that all sciences, 
including the modern experimental sciences, involve the problem of the 
one and the many: 

By observing the effects that qualities and movements have on 
dimensive bodies, a mixed practical or productive science like 
mathematical physics uses mathematics to study opposing 
physical movements, forces, qualities (the many, like hot, cold, 
acceleration, deceleration, and so on) with the chief aim of 
understanding how mathematically to measure qualitative 
changes  from  a  state  of  prior  uniformity  (equality)  so  as  to  be  
able to predict and regulate such changes, give them 
mathematical unity and productive intelligibility and regulation. 
Hence, no science, no division of philosophy, can study its 
subject-matter without, simultaneously, studying the problems of 
the one and the many and opposition. This is because, strictly 
speaking, (1) as the major philosophers of ancient Greece clearly 
understood, philosophy and science are identical; (2) philosophy, 

                                                
37 St. Thomas Aquinas, Expositio super Librum Boethii de Trinitate, trans. Armand A. 
Maurer, The Division and Methods of the Sciences (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Medieval Studies, 4th rev. ed., 1986), 83, note 15. 
38 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 147. 
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or science, chiefly studies substance in terms of contrary 
opposites; (3) contrariety and opposition always involve the 
problem of the one and the many; (4) all philosophical and 
scientific study for all time essentially involves the problem of 
the one and the many.39  

Philosophy is a Habit 

The section above clarifies how philosophy is certain knowledge 
demonstrated through causes. To produce and understand a 
philosophical demonstration is a skill that comes through repeated 
practice. Mere memorization of facts does not make someone a 
philosopher or scientist. As such, philosophy is a habit that takes time 
and effort to acquire. Following Aristotle, Aquinas understood a habit, 
in a general sense, as a stable disposition we acquire that inclines us to 
act in a way that is good or bad.40 For example, temperance in food and 
drink is a good habit (a virtue) because it disposes us to act in a way 
that is perfective of our nature. In contrast, licentiousness (routinely 
overindulging in food and drink) is a bad habit (a vice) because it is 
contrary, and thus harmful, to our nature.41 In  the  case  of  a  scientific  
habit what we acquire is a simple quality of the intellect that enables us 
to demonstrate (prove) the necessary properties of a genus through their 
causes or principles.42 Because science helps perfect our intellect, 
science is an intellectual virtue; and, as Redpath notes, “by perfecting 
our intellectual operations, the whole of art and science chiefly exists to 
enable us to become happy.”43 

                                                
39 Id., 208. See also Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1018a9-1019b9. For more on the problem 
of the one and the many in the modern sciences, see Charles Bonaventure Crowley, 
Aristotelian-Thomistic Philosophy of Measure and the International System of Units 
(SI), ed. Peter A. Redpath (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, 1996). 
40 Aquinas, Summa theologiae, I-II, 49, 1, resp.; Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1022b10-14. 
41 Id., I-II, 71, 1, resp. 
42 Id., I-II, 54, 4. 
43 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 168. 
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Following Aristotle, Aquinas divides the sciences into theoretical 
sciences such as natural philosophy (ancient physics), mathematics, and 
metaphysics, and practical sciences, such as ethics, economics, and 
politics.44 Practical sciences, such as ethics, aim at obtaining knowledge 
for the sake of action. We study ethics so that we can make good 
choices and live a good life. Theoretical sciences, such as metaphysics, 
aim at obtaining knowledge for its own sake. In the science of 
metaphysics, which Aristotle called Wisdom, we search for the first 
causes and principles of things because we want to know the truth 
about them.45  

Aquinas is clear that the theoretical sciences, because they aim at 
truth, must have their foundation in real things. But the theoretical 
sciences are not distinguished according to incidental distinctions 
among real things; instead, as discussed above, science seeks to 
demonstrate the necessary properties of a genus. Earlier we discussed 
the science of geometry, which studies the genus surface body, and the 
science of biology, which studies the genus living body. In this case it is 
clear that both sciences study bodies, but from different perspectives. 
Aquinas calls this perspective the formal object. 

Although the formal object of a theoretical science has a 
foundation in real things, understanding science as a habit of the human 
intellect, Aquinas notes, entails that the formal object also derives 
partly “from the side of the power of the intellect.”46 Redpath expresses 
this by saying that “philosophy’s . . . formal object includes its content 
and method.”47 With respect to method, human beings use different 
kinds of abstraction in order to understand the different genera they 
study. For example, in the case of natural philosophy, the kind of 
abstraction is called abstraction of the whole. This type of abstraction 
                                                
44 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1141b28-43; Aquinas, The Division and Methods of 
the Sciences, V, 1, reply, p. 12. 
45 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 981b27-29. 
46 Aquinas, The Division and Methods of the Sciences, V, 1, reply, p. 13. 
47 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 129. 
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does not completely exclude materiality because natural philosophy 
studies what depends on matter for being and being understood. As 
Aquinas explains, in abstraction of the whole, “The nature of man, 
which his definition signifies and which is the object of science, is 
considered without this flesh and these bones, but not absolutely 
without flesh and bones.”48 

In the case of mathematics, however, abstraction of the form is 
used.49 This kind of abstraction considers things that do not include 
sensible matter (the matter we perceive with our senses) in their defini-
tions. Consider, for example, a line. Sensible matter is the subject in 
which a line inheres. For instance, a line exists in a flower stem. Yet, 
we can understand what a line is without considering the color or the 
smell of the stem. Mathematics makes use of this kind of abstraction to 
study what is dependent on matter for being but not for being under-
stood.  

Finally, the formal object also takes into account the aim of a 
science. The formal object of a theoretical science, such as geometry, 
studies the genus surface body in order to understand it. In contrast, the 
formal object of a practical science, such as medicine, studies the genus 
healthy body in order to improve it. As Redpath, following Aquinas, 
explains: 

[T]he knowledge a scientist must have of a nature he studies 
must extend as far as understanding the essential relation the 
nature has to the chief end of the science. So, for example, since 
the chief aim of medicine is health (that is, since the medical 
doctor chiefly studies the “health-generating body” as his 
scientific subject), a medical doctor must study the nature of a 
nerve as “health-related” (or generated) while, since the chief 
aim of a biologist is to study life (the “life-generating body”), the 

                                                
48 Aquinas, The Division and Methods of the Sciences, V, 2, resp. As Aquinas explains, 
“individuals include determinate matter in their nature, whereas universals include 
common matter,” 29. 
49 Id., V, 3, resp. 
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biologist must study the same nerve as “life-related” (or 
generated). In both cases, both scientists must understand the 
nature of a nerve (its distinctive kind of unity, the unity of 
opposing principles that make it distinctively one, or what it is), 
but from a different formal perspective that is mainly determined 
in relation to the chief end (unity) of the science. Hence, while 
the “health-generating body (or nature)” is the scientific subject 
of study for the medical doctor, the “life-generating body” is the 
subject of study for the biologist.50 

Unfortunately, the understanding of science as an intellectual 
habit unified by its formal object, which had a foundation in real things, 
began to unravel towards the end of the middle ages. First, nominalists, 
such as William of Ockham, eliminated the formal object from science. 
Ockham conceived of real things as radically individual and therefore 
they shared nothing in common. As Maurer notes, it was generally 
agreed by Ockham’s predecessors that “individuals in some way 
contain natures or essences which are the foundations of our universal 
concepts and which serve as the objects of science.”51 However, 
Ockham completely rejected such a view. 

Second, Descartes eliminated the understanding of science as a 
habit. As Redpath notes, Descartes conceived of science as a “logical 
system of clear and distinct ideas,” using deductive mathematical 
reasoning as his model.52 Indeed,  the  importance  of  mathematics  to  
modern science, methodologically speaking, finds one of its roots in 
Descartes. Third, Kant rejected classical metaphysics, which was 
anchored in the being of real things, as the foundation for the sciences. 
As Maurer notes, Kant held that each “science is an organic unity built 

                                                
50 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 191; my emphasis. 
51 Armand A. Maurer, “The Unity of a Science: St. Thomas and the Nominalists,” in St. 
Thomas Aquinas, 1274-1974, Commemorative Studies, vol. 2, ed. Armand A. Maurer 
(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1974), 281. 
52 Peter A. Redpath, “Philosophy’s Non-Systematic Nature” in A Thomistic Tapestry: 
Essays in Memory of Étienne Gilson,  ed.  Peter  A.  Redpath (Amsterdam and Atlanta: 
Editions Rodopi, B.V., 2003), 32. See also Redpath, Cartesian Nightmare. 
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around an a priori idea, that is to say one that is not derived from 
experience but is furnished by reason itself.”53 Aristotle and Aquinas, 
however, would argue that it is a serious mistake to reject metaphysics 
as the foundation of the sciences. Let us examine why next.  

Metaphysics is the Final Cause of  
the Arts and Sciences 

As mentioned earlier, Aristotle called metaphysics Wisdom, and 
he held it studied the first causes and principles of things. For example, 
Aristotle notes that the law of non-contradiction—“it is impossible for 
anything at the same time to be and not to be”—is the most certain of 
all principles and it is presupposed by every other science.54 
Metaphysics also investigates notions such as cause and truth, which 
are  essential  to  science.  In  this  way  metaphysics  provides  the  
foundation for all of the arts and sciences. And, as Redpath argues, by 
providing justification for  the  principles  used  by  the  other  sciences,  
metaphysics exonerates them of the charge that they are merely 
“matters of belief or arbitrary dogmatism.”55 

Unfortunately, however, Aristotle was not always clear about 
what metaphysics studied. For example, he had said that other sciences, 
such as  mathematics,  “cut  off  a  part  of  being [quantity,  in  the case of  
mathematics] and investigate the attribute of this part” but metaphysics 
“treats universally of being as being.”56 What, precisely, Aristotle 
meant by being as being is not easily discerned from his writings. 
Aquinas, however, famously argued for an existential interpretation of 
being as being, holding that metaphysics studies things insofar as they 
exist (have being). And, undeniably, questions about the existence of 
things are some of the most important and profound questions we can 
ask. Our knowledge of reality is woefully incomplete if we ignore 
                                                
53 Maurer, “The Unity of a Science: St. Thomas and the Nominalists,” 269–270. 
54 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1005b1-1006a28. 
55 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 2. 
56 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1003a20-25. 
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questions about the existence of things. In this context, consider the 
comments of the famous physicist Steven Hawking: 

Even if there is only one possible unified theory, it is just a set of 
rules  and  equations.  What  is  it  that  breathes  fire  into  the  
equations and makes a universe for them to describe? The usual 
approach of [modern] science of constructing a mathematical 
model cannot answer the questions of why there should be a 
universe for the model to describe. Why does the universe go to 
all the bother of existing? Is the unified field theory so 
compelling that it brings about its own existence? Or does it need 
a creator, and if so, does he have any other effect on the 
universe?57 

Modern science is incapable of answering such questions about 
existence because existence cannot be investigated through 
mathematics or the experimental method. Having narrowed its methods 
to experimentation and mathematical modeling, modern science 
excludes metaphysics (and other branches of philosophy) from the 
genus science. But as Redpath noted earlier, and I have argued 
elsewhere, the modern experimental sciences need metaphysics as a 
foundation and justification for their principles.58  

And not only does modern science need metaphysics, it also 
needs God. In addition, to calling the science of metaphysics Wisdom, 
Aristotle also called it Theology (not a religious kind of belief, but 
instead the natural knowledge of God, understood as the first cause, we 
can acquire through philosophy).59 Indeed, as Redpath notes, Aristotle 
argued that “the existence of an Unmoved Mover [God] was a neces-
sary condition for the intelligibility of all science, not just physics.”60  

                                                
57 Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time (New York: Bantam, 1988), 74. 
58 Robert  A.  Delfino,  “The  Cultural  Dangers  of  Scientism and  Common Sense  Solu-
tions,” Studia Gilsoniana 3: supplement (2014): 485–496. 
59 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1026a19. 
60 Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 145; Aristotle, Metaphysics, 
1072b13-29. For a contemporary defense that modern science is incompatible with 
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However, with modernity’s loss of belief in God and its rejection 
of metaphysics as a science, Redpath has argued that utopian socialism 
has become an historical/political substitute for metaphysics.61 He 
argues that this utopian socialism largely stems from Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, who understood the whole of science as the “historically 
progressive project of emergence of human conscience from backward 
states of religion to enlightened states of ever-inclusive feeling, of love 
for the utopian-socialist vision of humanity.”62 

Conclusion 

There are always great dangers when science is governed by 
political forces. Indeed, Albert Einstein himself expressed similar 
worries when he commented that “the man of science” has “slipped so 
much that he accepts slavery inflicted upon him by national states as his 
inevitable fate. He even degrades himself to such an extent that he helps 
obediently in the perfection of the means for the general destruction of 
mankind.”63  

With a resounding clarion call, Redpath explains how we have 
reached this fateful moment in history and why we need to recover the 
proper understanding of philosophy and end the centuries-old 
separation between philosophy and modern science and modern science 
and wisdom: 

Once we replace intellectual and moral virtue as the chief, 
proximate, intrinsic principles of science within a human being 
with socialistically-enlightened and mathematically-regulated-

                                                
atheism and requires monotheism, see Benedict M. Ashley and John Deely, How Sci-
ence Enriches Theology (South Bend, Indiana: St. Augustine’s Press, 2012), 15–28. 
61 See Redpath, “The Essential Connection between Modern Science and Utopian 
Socialism,” and A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 51. 
62 Redpath, “The Essential Connection between Modern Science and Utopian Social-
ism,” 213. 
63 Albert Einstein, “The Scientist’s Responsibilities,” in What’s the Matter?, ed. Donald 
H. Whitfield and James L. Hicks, science consultant (Chicago: The Great Books Foun-
dation, with support from Harrison Middleton University, 2007), 501. 
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and-restrained efficiency of will, what had been real science 
becomes essentially separated from natural pursuit of the human 
good, human happiness, and becomes essentially subordinated to 
the arbitrary social agreements of utopian socialists: to sincere, 
enlightened, feelings that some self-appointed intellectual elite 
(like university presidents and politicians) agree they share. In 
such a situation, by nature, human beings no longer incline to 
pursue science. Science must be imposed upon us against our 
natural inclination, by collective political fiat, collectively 
determined, mathematically-regulated technologies of violence.64 

Redpath, through his many books and articles on the nature and 
history of philosophy and its relation to modern science, has put us all 
into his debt. Like a voice crying out in the desert, his message is an 
important  one;  and  time  will  tell  if  the  West  heeds  the  call.  If  it  does  
not, then, as MacIntyre has warned, we must try to preserve what 
wisdom we can in these new dark ages which are already upon us.65 

 
 

 
 

REDPATH ON THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY 

SUMMARY 

In this article the author discusses Peter A. Redpath’s understanding of the nature of 
philosophy and his account of how erroneous understandings of philosophy have led to the 
decline of the West and to the separation of philosophy from modern science and modern 
science from wisdom. Following Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas, Redpath argues that 
philosophy is a sense realism because it begins in wonder about real things known through 
the senses. Philosophy presupposes pre-philosophical knowledge, common sense, which 

                                                
64 Redpath, “The Essential Connection between Modern Science and Utopian Social-
ism,” 210. Despite his critique of modern science, Redpath does acknowledge and 
celebrate its technological achievements, which have improved human life. See Red-
path, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 171–180. 
65 I would like to thank Peter A. Redpath, who was one of my early philosophy profes-
sors, for all of his help and encouragement throughout the years. I also feel blessed to 
have met and learned from Armand A. Maurer. My gratitude also extends to Curtis 
Hancock, for his wise counsel over the years, and to Stephen B. Greeley for his friend-
ship and comments on an earlier draft of this essay. Et Deo Gratias. 
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consists of principles rooted in sensation that make human experience, sense wonder, and 
philosophy possible. Philosophy is certain knowledge demonstrated through causes and thus 
philosophy is the same as science. Redpath understands science as a habit that we acquire 
through repeated practice. More precisely, a scientific habit is a simple quality of the 
intellect that enables us to demonstrate (prove) the necessary properties of a genus through 
their causes or principles. In this way, science is the study of the one and the many. Redpath 
argues that metaphysics is the final cause of the arts and sciences, providing the foundation 
for all of the arts and sciences and justifying their principles. Finally, he argues that with 
modernity’s loss of belief in God and its rejection of metaphysics as a science, utopian 
socialism has become an historical/political substitute for metaphysics. 
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PETER REDPATH’S  
PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 

 
 
Peter Redpath is the author of a magisterial three-volume study 

in the history of philosophy.1 This trilogy shows that he is an excellent 
historian. His trenchant analysis of key developments in the history of 
Western thought demonstrates that he is also an outstanding philoso-
pher. This comes as no surprise. He is committed to the belief that the 
history of philosophy is the laboratory of philosophical discovery and is 
the best way to obtain a philosophical education. Because Redpath aims 
self-consciously to understand philosophy in its historical and philoso-
phical context, and because he maintains that philosophical ideas pro-
foundly influence history, I am disposed to call him a “philosopher of 
history.” Those familiar with his work might find such a description 
unacceptable. After all, is not the philosophy of history of modern 
provenance? Ought we to associate someone who has spent his life 
laboring in the vineyard of St. Thomas Aquinas with the likes of Rous-
seau, Kant, and Hegel, whose names come to mind when we speak of 
“the philosophy of history”? Aren’t these the thinkers whom Redpath 
condemns as incorrigible nominalists and “transcendental sophists”? 

                                                
1 See Cartesian Nightmare (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1997); Wisdom’s Odyssey: 
From Philosophy to Transcendental Sophistry (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1997); 
and The Masquerade of the Dream Walkers (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1998).  



Curtis L. Hancock 56

How could I dare put him in their company? The association appears 
even less acceptable when, according to Redpath’s own account, these 
anti-realists and nominalists essentially nullify classical philosophy and 
replace it with a program of utopian politics. Besides, as a philosopher 
under the influence of Aristotle, wouldn’t Professor Redpath accept 
Aristotle’s judgment that history is the lowest of the sciences, even 
below poetry?2 

These  are  points  well  taken.  Then,  again,  St.  Augustine  was  a  
philosopher of history, arguably the father of the subject. So, there is a 
precedent. A philosopher of history seeks to discern its meaning. Since 
one is not obligated to interpret history simply through the lens of mod-
ernist thought, one can explain the philosophy of history in an alterna-
tive way. Redpath finds an alternative in his philosophical anthropol-
ogy, a philosophy of the human person influenced by the principles of 
St. Thomas’ Christian philosophy, an integration of Aristotelian sense 
realism, metaphysics, and Christian theology. One might say that Red-
path has an analogous philosophy of history. History has meaning but 
not in the way modern idealists understand it. 

Professor Redpath aims to understand history through an inten-
sive examination of the history of philosophy. Convinced that ideas 
have consequences, he believes that a deep understanding of the history 
of thought enables one to understand the philosophical significance of 
the past and how it bears on the present and the future. Anyone whose 
aim is to grasp the principles of history in this way is a philosopher of 
history. In spite of the influence of Aristotle on his thought, Redpath is 
not limited by Aristotle’s conception of history. As a Christian philoso-
pher he looks at history differently from the way the ancient Greeks 
understood it. As a Christian philosopher, Redpath is sensitive to the 
metaphysics of creation specific to Christianity. Time and space are not 
determined eternally as in the ancient Greek worldview. God’s free 

                                                
2 Aristotle, Poetics, Ch. 2, 1451b, 5-7. 
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creation of the cosmos and special creation of the human person make 
history significant in a way that Aristotle could not have understood.  

This background makes it possible to discern a philosophy of his-
tory in Redpath’s grand tour of the history of philosophy. To show this, 
my article will have two tasks. First, I will provide a synoptic narration 
of the history of philosophy, outlining those developments highlighted 
in Redpath’s trilogy. In other words, I will summarize the history of 
philosophy as Redpath sees it. This narration outlines the content from 
which he extrapolates a philosophy of history. My second task will be 
to illuminate the central features of this philosophy of history. One 
might say that I will first present the subject matter (an outline of  the 
history of philosophy) and afterward elucidate its form (an outline of 
his philosophy of history). By accomplishing this latter, I will also be 
able to comment on Professor Redpath’s diagnosis of Western society’s 
current moral and political malaise and his prescriptions for reversing 
its decline. Such a commentary is relevant because Professor Redpath 
believes this decline is directly related to the loss of philosophy in cul-
ture.  

PART ONE 

Classical Early Greek Philosophy:  
Origins and Forecasts 

Most histories of ancient philosophy open with the prosaic report 
that philosophy began in Miletus in the sixth century B.C. While a typi-
cal history of philosophy will surely recognize philosophy’s origin, it is 
treated more as a curiosity than as a revolutionary event. The beginning 
of philosophy is sometimes discussed as if it were merely an occasion 
for a succession of philosophers who followed. For Redpath, however, 
philosophy’s origin was an earth-shaking event. In fact, it was some-
thing  of  a  singularity.  There  were  several  reasons  for  this.  First,  the  
philosophers re-defined wisdom and broke the monopoly of elites who 
claimed its ownership. As a corollary to this change, Greek philoso-
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phers reinforced democratic sensibilities that may have already existed 
in Greek culture. Secondly, by virtue of how the ancient Greeks defined 
philosophy, they were undoubtedly the discoverers and originators of 
the discipline. Accordingly, they have ownership of the nature of phi-
losophy, obligating one to test whether subsequent thinkers are bona 
fide philosophers only in light of whether they conform in their thinking 
to the Greek’s understanding of the discipline. Thirdly, the philoso-
pher’s conception of wisdom enabled them to distinguish themselves 
from the class of poets and sophists. This distinction was important in 
the rise of Socrates and the development of Plato’s philosophy. More-
over, it is arguably a predictor for the whole development of the history 
of philosophy, a tension between philosophers and poets, as prophesied 
by Plato in the tenth book of the Republic.3 A brief narration of the 
defining events in Greek philosophy will support these claims.  

The ancient Greeks declared that philosophy begins in wonder, a 
state of mind that generates insecurity. Aristotle is famous for this dec-
laration,4 an announcement that also explains why he opens the Meta-
physics with his classic statement that human beings desire to know.5 
Wonder motivates a human being to seek explanations of things. Un-
comfortable with perplexities about nature and the human condition, 
the human person seeks explanations. Explanation genuinely takes 
place when one knows causes. Of course, the pursuit of explanations 
alone does not suffice to specify philosophy, for poets seek explana-
tions too. Aristotle admits this fact and concedes that poetry, like phi-
losophy, is inspired by wonder.6 What differentiates the philosopher 
from the poet? The poet seeks explanations in light of primary causes. 

                                                
3 See my essay: “Why Can’t Philosophers and Poets Get Along? Reflections on an 
Ancient Quarrel,” in A Piercing Light: Beauty, Faith & Human Transcendence, ed. 
James M. Jacobs (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2015), 
267–285. 
4 Aristotle, Metaphysics, Bk. 1, 2, 982b12-14.  
5 Id., Bk. 1, 1, 980a1-982a10-15. 
6 Id., 982b17-18.  
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In other words, the poet relies directly on the gods as the causes of 
things. The philosophers seek explanations in light of secondary causes.  

This quest for knowledge of causes points to Greek genius. The 
hallmark of Greek philosophical culture was its interest in knowledge 
for its own sake. At least for the Greek philosophers, contemplation 
(theoria) had value unto itself in a way that other cultures had ne-
glected. While the usefulness of things (praxis) arrested the attention of 
other societies, theoria was a unique fascination of the Greeks. Werner 
Jaeger states the matter succinctly:  

Perhaps what is most characteristic among the merely human 
features of these first philosophers (who were not yet called by 
this Platonic name) was their specific spiritual attitude, their 
complete dedication to knowledge, and their immersion in con-
templation, which to the later Greeks (but also certainly to their 
contemporaries), seemed completely unintelligible, yet evoked 
the highest admiration.7 

By this interest in secondary causes, the philosophers did not in-
tend to discount the gods. But they did not make the gods constitutive 
of their explanations of nature. Thales accepted that the gods exist. Did 
he not say everything is full of gods? Presumably, he accepted that 
Poseidon had some relationship to water on earth. But he sought an 
explanation that did not appeal to mythic explanation. He and his phi-
losophical descendants looked for proximate explanations, not remote 
ones based on the gods. Proximate explanations relied on the evidences 
of the activities of natural things. The philosophers, perplexed by in-
formation given to the senses, sought to resolve the perplexity (wonder) 
by identifying proximate causes.  

                                                
7 Werner Jaeger, Paideia, Vol. 1, trans. Gilbert Highet (Oxford, United Kingdom: 
Oxford University Press, 1965), 179. For helpful observations on this aspect of Greek 
thought see Piotr Jaroszy ski, Science in Culture (Amsterdam, the Netherlands: Edi-
tions Rodopi, 2007). In fact, the above quotation appears on page 13 of Jaroszy ski’s 
book.  
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Proximate or “secondary” causes are principles accessible to 
anyone of ordinary intelligence, should he or she inquire successfully 
into the natures of things. While this search for secondary causes seems 
innocent enough, it actually produced cultural reverberations through-
out  the  ancient  Greek  world.  The  reason  for  this  is  that,  prior  to  the  
emergence of the philosophers, the ancient Greek poets and priests had 
a monopoly on wisdom. From time immemorial the cultural presump-
tion had been that, if someone was wise, he must have had a privileged 
relationship with the gods. But the philosophers dared to proclaim that 
anyone, not just someone belonging to the priestly or poetic caste, 
could be wise, provided he or she exercised the proper discipline of 
mind observing and interpreting what is evident to the senses. Hence, 
the advent of philosophy was actually a revolutionary event. Aware of 
this assertion of democratic sensibilities in the culture, the poets and 
priests took exception to the influence of the philosophers. Their disap-
proval sometimes expressed itself as overt hostility, even having politi-
cal consequences. Pythagoras, Anaxagoras, and Socrates were the most 
famous targets of the poets’ disfavor. 

Although the philosophers intended no disrespect of the gods, the 
poets misunderstood the philosophers’ project, the investigation into 
secondary causes. In the poet’s mind the philosophers were atheists. Of 
course, the word “atheist” for an ancient Greek meant something differ-
ent from what it means today. An atheist was not someone who denied 
the existence of the gods. The ancient Greeks accepted the existence of 
the gods as obvious.8 So atheism in the modern sense was not an issue 
for them. Instead, an atheist was someone who worshipped gods differ-
ent from the established pantheon. The poets’ reasoning was straight-
forward, even if mistaken: since the poets believed wisdom could only 
be obtained by someone’s privileged relationship with a god or god-
dess, they presumed that the philosophers had alliances with gods. But 
                                                
8 Just as they accepted that the universe had been around forever. That the gods might 
not exist or that the universe might not be eternal did not enter the Greek mind.  
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since the philosophers did not invoke the gods of traditional mythic 
explanation, the poets inferred that the philosophers must be guilty of 
worshipping different gods, gods not authorized by orthodox polythe-
ism. This background explains Meletus’ curious charge that Socrates 
was an atheist. How could Socrates be an atheist when everyone knew 
he revered his daimon, who, Socrates infers, must be a god or goddess 
or son or daughter of a god or goddess?9 Meletus did not handle the 
charge adroitly, but his charge had its context because of the traditional 
poets’ understanding of atheism. Socrates was an atheist because he 
worshipped a god not authorized by the state.  

As  far  as  Plato  was  concerned,  this  confusion  showed  the  shal-
lowness  of  the  poetic  class.  He  blamed  them for  Socrates’  death,  and  
did not forgive them. In the dialogues, he depicts them as being in 
league with the sophists, a class of rhetoricians who, Plato believed, 
were undermining the common good of Athenian civilization. The 
sophists believed that because of the significance of their high birth or 
ancestry they had gifts of discourse that entitled them to dominate oth-
ers. They believed that through wit and words, they could conquer any-
one personally or dialectically. But since they could not dominate Soc-
rates, they learned to despise philosophers on the rebound. 

Aristotle’s achievement was to deal with the sophists, the poets, 
and his predecessors by specifying the different kinds of knowledge. In 
The Posterior Analytics he explicated the principles and elements of 
science, universal and necessary knowledge in light of causes. Aris-
totle’s account of science is important because (1) it equates philosophy 
(philosophia) and science (epist ), indicating that the modern pre-
sumption that philosophy (a discipline now consigned to the so-called 
humanities, a repository of opinion and aesthetics) is not the same as 
science is misguided, and (2) it explicates that Aristotle’s predecessors 
were striving to understand science as a resolution of the problem of the 
one and the many, finding intelligibility and causal explanation in a 
                                                
9 Plato, The Apology, 26b-27e. 
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multitude of things. Aristotle’s philosophy of science has profound 
influence on St. Thomas Aquinas. I’ll defer my comments further on 
the matter until I discuss him. 

Since the Greek’s were philosophy’s founders, much of Profes-
sor Redpath’s philosophy of history will emanate out of his reflections 
on the significance of the Greeks. I will re-visit this point in Part Two 
of this article.  

Hellenistic and Medieval Thought:  
The Eclipse of Philosophy 

There is an accepted view that Plato and Aristotle continued to 
dominate Greek culture after their deaths. This belief does not agree 
with the facts. The prevailing Greek culture was materialistic and skep-
tical. The culture could acknowledge that Plato and Aristotle had ar-
gued in a convincing way that there were divine principles and that the 
universe had metaphysical significance. But their arguments were too 
abstract, the objects of their metaphysical speculations—Plato’s Forms 
and Aristotle’s God—were too remote to make a personal and practical 
difference in the life of a Greek citizen. As a result, the prevailing skep-
tical mood of Greek society ignored the speculative wisdom of Plato 
and Aristotle. The Greeks’ distaste for speculation inclined them to 
practical thought, a tendency reinforced by political circumstances, as 
Greece was first dominated by the Macedonian regime and eventually 
absorbed into the Roman Empire. When the individual is submerged 
under an impersonal political sovereignty, survival is paramount and 
speculation is devalued. This political circumstance also encouraged the 
formation of major schools, whose concentrations were mainly practi-
cal  in  nature.  Membership in the Cynic,  Cyrenaic,  Epicurean,  or  Stoic  
school gave a person social standing, a sense of belonging, and pre-
scriptions for living.10 

                                                
10 A philosopher’s identity was measured by a kind of quasi-religious allegiance to his 
school. These schools made one conspicuous in dress and behavior. “Gilson notes that 
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Under these circumstances Hellenistic culture lost the early clas-
sical Greek’s conception of philosophy. Stoicism was most influential 
in this turn toward a different conception of philosophy. By the time of 
Cicero (first century B.C.), philosophy was generally understood to 
mean knowledge of things human and divine and of their causes. This 
definition represented a poetic turn and a departure from the earlier 
Greek conception of philosophy as the exercise of the intelligence to 
reduce sense wonder to causal explanation. For the Greeks philosophy 
was about reflection on things evident to the senses. It was not a focus 
primarily on the human in relation to the gods. To look at philosophy in 
that way was to revert back to the original poetic conception of wis-
dom. Such a reversion fit well into the Stoic view of reality, according 
to which the divine principle of things, alternatively called Zeus, Cos-
mic Reason, and Logos, was immanent in all things, so much so that the 
Stoics sometimes spoke of the human being as a god in miniature, or a 
microcosm of the Divine Reason animating the universe. Philosophy 
was no longer a Socratic, objective, dispassionate examination of in-
formation first presented in sense awareness. Philosophy became a 
poetic interpretation of experience, as the human person sought to relate 
to god so as to live an undisturbed life. To be wise the philosopher must 
think like Zeus. The circle back to the poets was complete. Friendship 
with Zeus became the aim and measure of wisdom. For this reason 
Seneca would declare that the epics of Homer anticipated all the wis-
dom of the philosophers.11 Why not? For the Stoics philosophy ought 
never to have left the poet’s domain in the first place.12  

                                                
in the second century people could often as easily recognize a philosopher on a street as 
today we can identify a member of the clergy. A philosopher did not live, talk, or dress 
like other people.” Redpath, Wisdom’s Odyssey, 41. See Étienne Gilson, History of 
Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (New York: Random House, 1955), 11.  
11 Seneca, “On Liberal and Vocational Studies,” in Seneca’s Moral Epistles, Vol. 5, 
trans. Richard M. Gummere, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Har-
vard University Press, 1917), 253.  
12 Plotinus and the Neoplatonic school broke the trend the Stoics advanced. Relying on 
dialectical method, the Neoplatonists made philosophy’s starting point a reflection on 
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The Stoics prepared the way for Christian culture. The Stoic be-
lief that philosophy was a practical wisdom making one god-like had 
perhaps an analogous counterpart in Christian praxis. After all, had not 
Cicero also defined philosophy “as an expeller of vices and searcher of 
virtue.”13 The Stoic program seemed somewhat congenial with the 
Christian aim of moral perfection. Early Christian Church Fathers had 
motives for relying on the Stoics and other philosophers to make Chris-
tianity presentable to the prevailing pagan culture. The Church Fathers 
borrowed from the philosophers to make Christianity palatable to the 
intellectuals. They sought an apologetics “to reconcile the truths appre-
hended through unaided natural reasoning with those revealed in Scrip-
ture.”14 For early Christian intellectuals “the whole domain of philoso-
phy becomes susceptible to the regulation by the higher poetry of di-
vine revelation and incomplete in its nature without such regulation.”15 
They interpreted this regulation to mean that philosophy is subordinated 
to theology, either as a preparation or a servant.  

This subordination of philosophy to theology became explicit in 
Augustine. For Augustine philosophy became the material object of a 
subject whose formal object was theology. As a rhetorician Augustine 
studied philosophy as a liberal art, a skill or set of skills to explore and 
clarify articles of faith. Philosophy is of assistance in “faith seeking 
understanding.” St. Thomas expressed Augustine’s attitude toward 
philosophy in this way: “Whenever Augustine, who was imbued with 
the doctrines of the Platonists, found in their teaching anything consis-

                                                
how unity appears in multiplicity in sense experience. While the philosopher began in 
sense wonder, he terminated his quest for wisdom by transcending philosophy alto-
gether in mystical monism. Ironically, the Neoplatonists’ influence was most decisive 
in the formation of Christian theology, which Plotinus and Porphyry despised.  
13 Marcus  Tullius  Cicero,  Tusculan Disputations, trans. Andrew P. Peabody (Boston, 
Massachusetts: Little, Grown, 1886), 253.  
14 Redpath, Wisdom’s Odyssey, 33.  
15 Id., 117–118. 
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tent with faith he adopted it; and those things he found contrary to faith 
he amended.”16  

If we take poetry in the broadest sense to mean a way of knowing 
under the guidance of inspiration, late antiquity and the early middle 
ages subordinated philosophy to poetry. In the wake of Pagan and 
Christian reinterpretations, the early classical Greek meaning of phi-
losophy was lost, replaced by a variety of competing definitions. The 
encyclopedist Cassiodorus (sixth century) reports that philosophy had 
come to mean one of six things: (1) knowledge of what exists and how 
it exists; (2) knowledge of divine and human things; (3) preparation for 
death; (4) assimilation of man to God; (5) art of arts and science of 
sciences; (6) love of wisdom.17 Evidently, philosophy had been taken 
up  into  a  kind  of  rhetoric  as  a  liberal  art  in  service  of  theology.  The  
rhetorical and religious traditions of Stoics and Christians shaped these 
definitions. The historian Michael Curtius observes that by the close of 
the Roman Empire, the word “philosopher” had blended with “rhetor” 
and “sophist” and “theologian.”18  

A “rhetor” and a “sophist” are products of training in rhetoric 
and dialectic. Once the word “philosopher” was understood in these 
ways, it was natural to think of philosophy as one or more of the liberal 
arts. This conception of philosophy dominated the middle ages until the 
thirteenth century. 

By the eleventh century, the art of dialectic became pre-eminent, 
a cultural phenomenon that convinced most intellectuals that philoso-
phy is so much logic. (There is a similar tendency to identify philoso-
phy with logic today.) The dialecticians especially tried to resolve the 
problem of universals, a controversy they inherited from the works of 
Boethius and Porphyry. However, the dialecticians were unsuccessful 

                                                
16 Id.  
17 Id.  
18 Id., 43. 
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because, unlike Boethius and Porphyry, they mistook the problem of 
universals for a problem of logic instead of metaphysics. 

Aquinas: From the Water of Philosophy to  
the Wine of Theology 

The discovery of the Arabicized Aristotle in the thirteenth cen-
tury profoundly changed the course of medieval philosophy. Simply 
put, it was the occasion for the rediscovery of the nature of philosophy 
itself. Upon commenting on Aristotle, St. Thomas Aquinas discovered 
that medieval conceptions of philosophy did not conform to what Aris-
totle, and presumably the other ancient Greeks, meant by the term: the 
habitual exercise of the intellect so as to reduce sense wonder to causal 
explanation. Having lost an appreciation of sense realism, medieval 
thought confused philosophy with various rhetorical traditions. Having 
realized this, Aquinas judged decisively that “the seven liberal arts do 
not sufficiently divide theoretical philosophy.”19 This  is  not  to  imply  
that St. Thomas labeled himself a “philosopher.” He called the philoso-
phers “pagani,” in deference to the fact that the pre-Christian ancient 
Greeks discovered or originated the discipline. St. Thomas was a phi-
losopher in an analogical sense: a Christian philosopher. This is phi-
losophy governed by a higher science, the science of theology. For St. 
Thomas philosophy was the material object of a higher science, whose 
formal object was revelation. 

By becoming Christian philosophy, philosophy does not lose its 
power or significance. Christian philosophy, which is really theology, is 
not less efficacious than classical pagan philosophy. Grace does not 
destroy but perfects nature. Science for St. Thomas is a habit, the per-
fection of a faculty or power integrated with the knower’s other human 
powers. Reflecting on knowledge as habit formation, Gilson notably 

                                                
19 St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the de Trinitate of Boethius, q. 5, a. 1, ad 3, in 
The Division and Methods of the Sciences, trans. Armand Maurer, 4th edition (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1986), 17.  
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observes that the whole knower is engaged in any act of knowing. We 
sense with our intelligence; we intellectualize with our senses.20 So 
understood, the knower integrates all his faculties or powers, including 
the efficacy of grace in his life. After all, the whole (integral) knower 
knows. Knowledge is not merely the activation of a discrete power—
say, external senses, imagination, memory, or intelligence—as though 
any one of these could operate independently of the other human know-
ing faculties. If knowledge is a habit, it is existential, involving the 
entire person. Therefore, for a Christian the philosophical habit must be 
under the higher regulation of grace. Christian philosophy is natural 
understanding subordinate to theology. St. Thomas’ analysis of knowl-
edge as a habit is rich in its implications. Once he discovers what phi-
losophy is, he recognizes how his activity of thought differs from the 
habitual activity of the classical philosophers. He is not a philosopher in 
the strict sense, because he is not one of the pagani. And yet, he has 
discovered what classical Greek philosophy is. He recovers the genuine 
nature of philosophy which has been lost since classical times. 

By recognizing that philosophy was part of Christian philosophy, 
Aquinas could readily reply to those who challenged whether the dis-
covery of pagan philosophers would be relevant to Christian wisdom. 
To this challenge, Aquinas replies simply that the Christian knower 
transforms “the water of philosophy into the wine of theology.”21 So, 
the fullness of philosophical understanding is in Christian philosophy. 
It is philosophy elevated and transformed by Christian theology. The 
result is the lasting achievement of St. Thomas’ writings: the definitive 
synthesis of faith and reason. 

Along with the recovery of philosophy, St. Thomas recovered 
science, classical philosophy’s conception of epist . This recovery 
                                                
20 Étienne Gilson, Thomist Realism and the Critique of Knowledge,  trans.  Mark  A.  
Wauck (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), 171–193. 
21 St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the de Trinitate of Boethius, q. 2, a. 3, ad 5, in 
St. Thomas Aquinas: Faith, Reason and Theology,  trans.  Amrmand  A.  Maurer  (To-
ronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1987), 50.  
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took place because Aristotle equated philosophy and science. Aquinas 
understood precisely how sense realism grounds science. Science is a 
way of finding intelligibilities in substances known by our senses. This 
means that science grasps how something is a one in a many. Sub-
stances have intrinsic relationships, many of which are necessary. The 
explication of these relationships establishes science.22  

Aquinas realized that for Aristotle, a substance is a principle of 
organization, a generic universal, containing necessary accidents (or 
properties) which relate to the essence of the substance. A substance is 
an organization, consisting of parts. Understanding how these parts are 
related (or “orchestrated,” if you will) generates science. Science is the 
explication of the necessary relationships, some of which involve con-
trariety, that make up a substance. A substance is a universal, but not a 
logical universal, a mere idea. Instead, it is a causal universal. Whereas 
logical universals, as mere ideas, are existentially neutral, prescinding 
from the actual conditions of things, causal (or philosophical) univer-
sals are grounded in the existence of substances. Aquinas realized that 
the difference between logical and philosophical universals is crucial. 
Otherwise, the philosopher will mistake philosophy for logic.  

Moreover, Aquinas realized that a plurality of sciences can be 
recognized once substances are understood as unities in multiplicity (a 
single substance relating to many properties or contraries). The knower 
can contemplate substances for their own sake, thus bringing about 
speculative science (physics contemplating how qualities obtain in sub-
stance; mathematics—how quantities obtain in substance; and meta-
physics—how substances are what they are in themselves). Then again, 
the knower can consider (1) how the human person (considered scien-
tifically as a substance) ought to conduct his or her life (ethics and poli-
tics), and (2) how he or she can make things (productive art and sci-

                                                
22 Some examples will clarify this account of science: geometry, medicine, productive 
knowledge, engineering: bicycle.  
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ence). Hence, practical science too can be explained as another analogi-
cal application of the problem of the one and the many. 

The Renaissance:  
The Battle of the Arts 

While there is an “accepted view” among many educators that St. 
Thomas is a stodgy medieval theologian, who presumably has been 
promoted uncritically by the Catholic Church as its anointed Doctor, 
the truth of the matter is that Aquinas was a revolutionary figure. He 
not only resurrected pagan Greek philosophy, he incorporated into his 
writings the wisdom of Muslims, Jews, and Pagans. This inclusiveness 
made some Church authorities uncomfortable. While the Dominican 
Order may have anointed Aquinas as the premier theologian, the lead-
ership  of  the  Church  was  ambivalent,  or  worse.  Three  years  after  the  
death of St. Thomas, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Richard Kil-
wardby, and the Bishop of Paris, Étienne Tempier, condemned his writ-
ings as misguided and dangerous. They were unable to see how anyone 
so cozy with Muslims and Pagans could have anything constructive to 
say about Christian theology. Outside institutions and venues where the 
Dominicans exercised considerable influence, directors of seminaries 
discouraged the study of St. Thomas. Centuries passed before Leo XIII, 
in his encyclical Aeterni Patris (1879) mandated that Aquinas become a 
staple for seminary instruction.  

At any rate, the death and condemnation of Aquinas had its cul-
tural effects. The neglect of Aquinas meant ignorance about his recov-
ery of genuine philosophy, even as he had absorbed it into Christian 
theology. As a result, the culture reverted back to supposing that phi-
losophy was one or more of the liberal arts. The dominant arts were 
dialectic and rhetoric, especially the association of rhetoric with theol-
ogy. Impatient with the stale dominance of these two disciplines of the 
trivium, some academic leaders in the universities asserted the “rightful 
place” of poetry. These academicians argued that the poetic way of 
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knowing, not philosophy (which they mistook for dialectic or logic), 
was the path to pagan wisdom.  

The poet’s champion was Petrarch who, in a famous address on 
the steps of Roman ruins in 1351, maintained that replacing philosophy 
with poetry as the humanist’s dominant discipline could serve several 
purposes: (1) poetry could better discern the meaning of pagan wisdom 
expressed by the Greek and Roman poets; (2) poetry puts the knower in 
more intimate contact with nature; (3) hence poetry could provide a 
better handmaiden for theology; (4) poetry could restore Italian national 
pride as the poets began to discover the ancient Roman wisdom.  

Concurrent with the humanism of the poets was the work of Wil-
liam Ockham. Ockham was no poet but he did share the poet’s rejection 
of Aquinas’ scholastic philosophy. Ockham’s dismissal was based on 
his thorough-going nominalism, according to which so-called univer-
sals (abstractions or concepts) signify names only and have an un-
known origin (natura occulte operatu in universalibus).23 This  was  a  
departure from Aquinas’ influential moderate realism, which held that 
the intellect could abstract common features from real (mind-
independent things) so as to form concepts. While concepts are actual 
only in the mind, they potentially have a real foundation in things. Un-
der Ockham’s influence, philosophy was no longer regarded as an ef-
fort of the intellect to communicate with reality. Instead, philosophy 
became a reflection on the inventory of the mind’s ideas (psychological 
states). This nominalism, reinforced by the poet’s reduction of wisdom 
to the power of words, convinced educators that science or wisdom 
consists in organizing ideas into words and propositions to be placed in 
books. Wisdom was no longer habituation of the faculties of the sense 
realist to grasp the natures of real things. Instead, the sciences became 
“bodies of knowledge,” instructive by virtue of their coherence of 
words and propositions.  
                                                
23 William of Ockham, Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, ed. Philotheus 
Bohner (Paderborn: F. Schöningh, 1939), 1, 2, 7.  
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Coincidental with this nominalism and poetic humanism was a 
brewing feud within the faculties of the arts in the universities. Tired of 
the millennial-old wrangling of the poets and dialecticians, some educa-
tors sought an alternative, which they found in mathematical physics. 
This pitted the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, and astron-
omy) against the established trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic). 
By the time of the late Renaissance, the quadrivium became triumphant 
in the schools. Curiously, the mathematicians co-opted the rhetoric of 
the poets and the nominalists and made it their own. Just as poets and 
nominalists reduced knowledge to what appears in books, so the pio-
neering mathematical physicists made their “body of knowledge” about 
words and propositions in the form of mathematical symbols. Hence, 
Galileo says:  

Philosophy is written in this greatest of books which stands al-
ways open to our gaze; I mean the universe; but it cannot be un-
derstood unless one first learns the language and the characters in 
which  it  is  written.  It  is  written  in  the  language  of  mathematics  
and the characters are triangles, circles and geometrical figures 
. . . Within these . . . the investigation of nature is wandering in 
an obscure labyrinth.24 

With this maneuver, the champions of the quadrivium usurped 
the dominion of the poets in the culture. This usurpation occurred at the 
threshold of modern thought, in which one finds thinkers like Hobbes 
and Descartes deferring to the language of mathematics. While these 
thinkers were nominalists, they found in mathematics a way to organize 
perceptions or ideas (the imagination) so as to produce science. They 
maintained that science comes about when the human mind manages to 
be productive for practical and technical purposes. Without the exercise 
of will taming the imagination there is no science. Without science 

                                                
24 Quoted in A. Robert Caponigri, Philosophy from the Renaissance to the Romantic 
Age, vol. 3 of A History of Western Philosophy (Notre Dame, Indiana: Notre Dame 
University Press, 1963), 146.  
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there is no knowledge or purposiveness in human life. Hobbes likens 
the wandering, unscientific, unregulated human intellect (which for 
Hobbes means a train of perceptions in the imagination) to the aimless-
ness of a spaniel before he discovers the scent of the animal to be pur-
sued. Once he finds the scent, his task is sensible, purposive.25 So, the 
human mind (imagination) needs its train of ideas to be coordinated. 
This order and purposiveness is supplied by the social contract. Peace 
enables human beings to give direction to their efforts. Once our imagi-
nation is directed, science can exist and flourish.  

As a defender of the quadrivium, Hobbes believed that mathe-
matics is the most reliable way to impose direction on the mind. As a 
nominalist in the Ockhamite tradition, Hobbes believed that mathemat-
ics is simply an a priori discipline. It requires no theories of abstrac-
tion, nor does it require sense realism as formative of the intellect. 
Mathematics is a means to regulate the mind. Its regulative power is all 
that  is  required  for  science  to  exist  as  a  coherence  of  ideas.  Science  
need not be a knowledge of substances and causes. 

Mixed into all of these developments was the conviction that 
Renaissance thinkers were the beneficiaries of an esoteric-wisdom tra-
dition. I refer to a tradition that certain Jewish intellectuals, such as 
Philo of Alexandria, transmitted to the Christian West. While this eso-
teric tradition is fanciful, it exercised strong influence on thinkers such 
as  Newton and Descartes,  who professed to be new visionaries  of  sci-
ence. This esoteric teaching had its genesis in ancient times. It appears 
to have been first promoted by Artapanus (first century B.C.), who 
declared that the Jews actually should get credit for Greek wisdom, 
since Musaios, the teacher of Orpheus, was actually Moses. Before the 
rise of Greek and Roman culture, Moses had mastered all of theoretical 
and practical science. Moses had transmitted this wisdom to Orpheus 
but its ancient Hebraic origin had become lost to the wider culture. 
                                                
25 Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan, ed. Michael Oakeshott (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1946), 6.  
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However, it had been preserved and passed along covertly to the cog-
nosenti across the generations. Philo reasserted this apocryphyal teach-
ing in the first century, passing it along to the early Christian apologists 
and St. Ambrose, who, in turn, transmitted it to St. Augustine.26  

The early Church fathers exploited this apocryphal teaching in 
order to make Christian doctrine appear respectable to Pagan intellec-
tual critics. If Greek pagan wisdom was actually on loan from the Jews, 
the Greek’s claim to originality was undercut. The Jews came first. At 
any rate, the legend of this apocryphal teaching persisted beyond the 
middle ages, when Renaissance poets and mathematicians laid claim to 
the Mosaic legacy. The poets, representing the trivium, professed de-
scent  from this  long  line  of  Mosaic  teachers  to  give  them standing  as  
theological poets. But like the poets, the mathematicians, representing 
the quadrivium, claimed the same legacy, believing it equipped them 
better than the poets to uncover for the West a wisdom that had been 
buried in history.  

Descartes’ Dream 

It required exceptional minds to recover and decipher the lost 
wisdom. Sir Isaac Newton anointed himself as such an exception. Born 
on Christmas Day he described himself as one of the Magi, whose gift 
was to envision the mind of God as a mathematical mind. His revolu-
tionary science extrapolated from this vision.27 Another self-identified 
exception was René Descartes, whose significance historians indicate 
by calling him “the father of modern philosophy.” 

Jacques Maritain was a philosopher who had an inkling of Des-
cartes’ connection with the esoteric teaching. Maritain makes the con-
nection obliquely in his book The Dream of Descartes, published in 
1944, although it contains chapters which first appeared as articles as 

                                                
26 Redpath, Wisdom’s Odyssey, 42–47.  
27 Redpath, Masquerade of the Dream Walkers, 9–32.  
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early as 1920.28 Maritain interprets Descartes’ philosophy as a reaction 
to a dream, with which Descartes was smitten on sixteenth of Novem-
ber, 1619. There are many strange elements of this dream which need 
not distract us here. But there are elements which Maritain emphasizes 
that conform to Professor Redpath’s interpretation of modern philoso-
phy as more a rhetorical tradition, in the sense of a conflation of 
mathematics and poetry, than a tradition echoing classical Greek phi-
losophy (sense realism).  

According to Maritain, Descartes’ dream impelled him to envi-
sion philosophy as a rhetorical instrument for designing a nominalistic 
system that would stand as a complete and univocal science—in fact, it 
would stand as the unification of all sciences. Maritain comments on 
three central elements of Descartes’ dream: 

he is awakened by a burst of noise like a crack of lightning and 
sees thousands of sparks in his room. In a third and final dream 
he sees upon his table a Dictionary and a Corpus poetarum, open 
at a passage of Ausonius: quod vitae sectabor iter? (What path 
shall I follow in life?) . . . We gather [Maritain continues] that the 
Dictionary signifies “all the various sciences grouped together,” 
and that the Corpus poetarum “marks particularly and in a very 
distinct manner, Philosophy and Wisdom linked together.”29 

Recalling that poetry derives from the Greek verb poie , mean-
ing to make, Maritain recognizes that the two books, the Dictionary and 
the Corpus poetarum are iconic in a culture dominated by nominalists 
and poets. Descartes’ quadrivium-inspired rhetoric of a systematic logic 
of clear and distinct ideas can create a new science. Because Descartes’ 
system is ideosophy, Maritain believes, it is really a creation, a work of 
art rather than of philosophy, a point Gilson has made.30 What stabilizes 

                                                
28 Jacques Maritain, The Dream of Descartes,  trans.  Mabelle L.  Andison (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1944). 
29 Id., 14.  
30 Étienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Me-
dieval Studies, 1949), 212–213. Gilson puts it this way: “The magnificent ‘systems’ of 
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Descartes’ system? It is ideas, not real things. Ultimately, it is will. For 
it turns out that when the will arrests the intellect and does not allow it 
to wander, clear and distinct ideas emerge. Are the cornerstones of 
modern thought ideas and will? Are they the substance of modern phi-
losophy that is really rhetoric? When one examines how Descartes him-
self interprets his dream, it is plausible to argue that he sees himself as 
an anointed Magus, carrying on the apocryphal tradition that the Ren-
aissance poets believed in. The Magus, because he is special, because 
he has the special gift of will power, discovers a complete scientific 
system in his soul. This system is a rhetoric of clear and distinct ideas. 
If this is so, it sheds a new light on the origins of modern thought.  

It especially sheds light on the closing chapter on modern 
thought: the cultivation of Rousseau’s ideology. Rousseau is modern-
ism’s closing chapter because Rousseau is the quintessence of modern 
thought and the father of Postmodernism. Rousseau picked up the 
pieces of Descartes’ failed system. Rousseau did not believe that clear 
and distinct ideas were buried in our soul awaiting excavation by a 
mind directed by Cartesian method. Descartes’ dualism annoyed him. 
To escape this Rousseau spiritualized the universe31 and claimed that 
clear and distinct ideas emerged in history, not in Cartesian science. 
Since the past buried clear and distinct ideas, suffocating them and pre-
venting their emergence, history is a record of the benighted past. Since 
the past  is  the reason for  the present,  the institutions that  pass  as  enli-
ghtened and civilized (such as family, education, government, and 
religion) are actually unenlightened and barbaric. Out of Rousseau 
emerges the modernist vision of progress and a new interpretation of 
history, an awareness of the past so as to prescribe a progressive future.  

                                                
those idealists who bear the title of ‘great thinkers,’ and wholly deserve it, belong to the 
realm of art more than in that of philosophy . . . No more than science, philosophy 
cannot be system, because all systematic thinking ultimately rests upon an assumption, 
whereas, as knowledge, philosophy must rest on being.” 
31 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile or on Education,  trans.  Allan  Bloom  (New  York:  
Basic Books, 1979), 285–287. 
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Modern thought is largely a recapitulation of Rousseau in various 
forms (Kant, Hegel, Marx), although the Anglo-American, so-called 
“analytic” fashion in the English-speaking universities is arguably a 
return to the medieval reduction of philosophy to one of the liberal arts, 
dialectic. As such, it is another failure to observe Aristotle’s warning: 
don’t mistake philosophy for logic.  

PART TWO 
From History of Philosophy to  

Philosophy of History 

With this synopsis in place, I can briefly spotlight and summarize 
the principal themes that constitute Professor Redpath’s philosophy of 
history. For Redpath the history of philosophy is a window on the 
march of history. Because ideas have consequences, success or failure 
in philosophy is crucial for judging social well-being. Sound philoso-
phy, especially as it exists in education, is a necessary condition for 
sound leadership, and without sound leadership society is in peril. In 
light of my synopsis, Redpath believes that civilization is at great risk. 
Some may allay their worries by seeking remedy in religion, even pie-
tism. For Redpath, religion is not enough. Bad philosophy can disorder 
religion, just as much as it can disturb other elements of culture. How 
do we not disorder our religious judgment, if we disorder our philoso-
phical common sense? Redpath’s concern is not that we’re losing our 
faith but that we’re losing our reason. 

For Redpath the meaning of history is evident in the fate of phi-
losophy. Certain changes in philosophy have been significant enough to 
affect, even transform, culture. Redpath’s philosophy of history results 
from his judgment about these key historical transformations. Some of 
these events he celebrates as positive. However, he laments that other 
changes have been problematic, even destructive. Much of Redpath’s 
philosophy of history emerges as he diagnoses what went wrong in the 
history of philosophy. 
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While Redpath is a master diagnostician, he does not neglect of-
fering remedies. By knowing what has gone wrong, he knows how to 
set things right. His own philosophical education supplies the leader-
ship he has looked for in history. Here I supply a brief summary and 
commentary of Redpath’s appraisal of water-shed events in the history 
of philosophy. His interpretation of these events constitutes the basics 
of his philosophy of history.  

The Greek Ownership of Philosophy 

The origin of philosophy is an important principle in Professor 
Redpath’s philosophy of history. The ancient Greeks realized that sense 
realism grounds wisdom. Since the attainment of wisdom is crucial to 
historical development, it is crucial to understand its originators. The 
original philosophers knew that wisdom can be accessed by all. For this 
reason, philosophy ought to be an objective in all education that aims to 
be complete. A person of ordinary intelligence can acquire wisdom 
because our senses can give our intelligence information about the op-
eration of natural, or secondary, causes. The philosopher is confident 
that our knowledge is informed by the world of mind-independent 
things. This means that our minds are in contact with reality; that the 
content-determining cause of our intellects is our common-sense ac-
quaintance with substances and their causes. This conception of phi-
losophy is the hallmark of Greek thought. In Redpath’s account of his-
tory it has a twofold significance: (1) it describes the original philoso-
phers’ conception of philosophy, and (2) it serves as the standard of 
philosophy. Since there is no good reason to abandon the Greek con-
ception of philosophy, Greek philosophy is the measure of philosophy 
itself. Greek sense realism is the Gold Standard, so to speak, for phi-
losophy.  
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The Significance of Aquinas 

The Greeks failed to transmit philosophy with its disciplinary in-
tegrity intact to later generations. This failure, for Redpath, is one of the 
tragedies of history. However, after a millennium of philosophical for-
getfulness, philosophy was revived in the work of Aquinas. This revival 
took place in two ways. First, Aquinas adopted Greek philosophy and 
made it part of the family of Christian theology. This adoption did not 
do violence to philosophy because grace perfects nature. Still, philoso-
phy was transformed by becoming subordinate to the theological habit 
of mind. The result was Christian philosophy, in which philosophy 
found a home in the full wisdom of theology. In Christian philosophy 
there is retained some aspects of the ancient Greek habit of mind. But 
under the higher regulation of theology, it is present in Christian wis-
dom in a way similar to and yet different from Greek philosophy. For 
Aquinas, philosophy exists in Christian philosophy in an analogical 
sense. For Redpath this Thomistic synthesis—this happy relationship 
between faith and reason—is a crucial event in history, because it sup-
plies the principles to explain how human beings ought to live indi-
vidually and socially.32 

                                                
32 Professor Redpath’s interpretation of St. Thomas’ Christian philosophy has provoked 
controversy. Redpath objects to a common interpretation of Aquinas, according to 
which his philosophical work is essentially different from his theology. His philosophy 
is autonomous, independent of his theology. On this interpretation (a dominant one in 
the history of Thomistic studies), philosophy (just as the ancient Greeks understood it) 
exists as a separable body of knowledge, existing alongside, but different in kind from, 
theology. Aquinas sometimes writes as a philosopher, sometimes as a theologian. But 
the two disciplines are different in kind because the one relies only on natural reason 
and the other involves revelation. Redpath rejects this stock interpretation of the 
Thomistic synthesis. It fails to appreciate that knowledge is a habit, a living act of mind 
perfecting our faculties, and not merely an inventory of propositions (“a body of 
knowledge”). For a Christian philosopher, theology is always operative in philosophy, 
as it  elevates his or her habit  of  mind by grace.  See Peter Redpath,  “The Romance of 
Wisdom: the Friendship between Jacques Maritain and Saint Thomas Aquinas,” in 
Understanding Maritain, eds. Deal Hudson and Matthew Mancini (Macon, Georgia: 
Mercer University Press, 1987), 91–113. 
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Secondly, the Thomistic synthesis enabled Aquinas to recover 
Aristotle’s conception of science. For Redpath this is an important 
event for history. Modern thought has a narrow and diminished concep-
tion of science. It has also perpetrated the confusion of separating the 
disciplines of philosophy and science. Aristotle understood that phi-
losophy and science (because each demonstrates necessity and univer-
sality through causes) are the same. The mistaken separation of phi-
losophy and science has done great harm to culture.  

Since early modern times, science has been reduced to mathe-
matical physics. This means, of course, that metaphysics is not a sci-
ence. Moreover, philosophical anthropology and morality are made 
unscientific. In the wake of this reductionism, it is assumed that only 
social science can access human nature. Social science claims legiti-
macy by aping mathematical physics. But such method, if it claims to 
be exhaustive, nullifies freedom and dignity. How can the person be 
free and morally responsible if only an organic machine? This explains 
why there is so much language of determinism and relativism in social 
science. For Redpath this narrow account of the human person has pro-
voked disorder in society. The record of history is affected by whether 
or not educators understand human nature. If science fails to describe 
the human being correctly, and if science cannot prescribe how we 
ought to live, the results are bound to be ugly. The rest is history.  

For Redpath, however, there is a solution: Aquinas’ account of 
science, as a demonstration of causes through an analysis of the one and 
the many (as my synopsis discussed above), could correct the reduc-
tionism in modern science and rehabilitate scientific education. The 
identity of philosophy and science could be restored. If one can know 
substances and causes, a deeper metaphysics of knowledge can ground 
science. This broadening of science would in no way threaten or un-
dermine the genuine achievements of mathematical physics. But it 
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would complement modern science with an explanation of knowledge 
that would strengthen scientific education.33  

The Deformation of Science:  
Descartes’ Dream, Our Nightmare 

Another mainstay of Professor Redpath’s philosophy of history is 
his assessment of René Descartes. While it was John Locke who pro-
fessed to refute Aristotle’s hylomorphism, and who was largely respon-
sible for the standard caricatures of Aristotle’s science, René Descartes, 
a generation before Locke, had already gotten credit for engineering a 
new, non-Aristotelian, vision of science through the construction of a 
nominalistic system. It is difficult to overstate the significance of Des-

                                                
33 Professor Redpath has warned that much history of modern philosophy is something 
akin to a Soviet history. Many historians, having accepted the presumptions of modern 
thought (its nominalism, skepticism, etc.) interpret the so-called rise of modern science 
through an ideological lens, and the result is revisionism instead of history. In late 
Renaissance and early modern times, a narration prevailed according to which the 
achievements of modern physical science “proved” that Aristotle’s epist  was obso-
lete. This narration advanced three arguments to refute the Stagirite: (1) Aristotle 
minimized, if not ignored, the mathematical or quantifiable aspects of nature, and thus 
did not grasp the power of science to predict, statistically enumerate, and technologi-
cally control the behavior of matter. (2) Aristotle’s multiple errors of observation and 
experimentation prove that his conception of epist  is unsound. (3) The methods and 
achievements of modern science are discontinuous with the past, pioneering new fron-
tiers of empirical investigation, altogether inaccessible to their Scholastic predecessors. 
While these three claims have become the accepted interpretations of the fate of Aristo-
telian science, they have more basis in rhetoric than in fact. First, while Aristotle did 
not have an exhaustive science of quantification, he successfully concentrated on other 
aspects of nature, providing a well-rounded science in contrast to the narrow science of 
the modernists, who mainly reduce science to mathematical physics. Secondly, Aris-
totle’s errors of an empirical kind do not nullify his successes in metaphysics and in 
Aristotelian physics. Once his empirical errors are corrected, his metaphysical princi-
ples remain coherent with the corrected results. Aristotle’s metaphysics of science, 
which takes into account matter and form, act and potency, substance and accident, and 
real and abstract relations, does not stand or fall on his errors of empirical interpreta-
tion. Thirdly, modern science builds upon the work of scientists from scholastic times. 
Galileo and Newton, to mention two prominent scientists, rely implicitly on the four 
causes. See Edward Feser, The Last Superstition: A Refutation of the New Atheism 
(South Bend, Indiana: St. Augustine’s Press, 2008), 65–67. 
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cartes’ system for Redpath’s philosophy of history. Because Descartes 
disordered our understanding of science, philosophy, and human nature, 
culture today still suffers the repercussions of Cartesianism. This is so, 
even if modern educators explicitly reject Descartes. His influence is 
nonetheless evident in their thought. 

Redpath understands Cartesian science as a conceptual system. 
Just as Hobbes had argued that science can only come about when the 
mind can be ordered or regulated so as to think in a purposeful way, so 
Descartes believed that stability of consciousness is the key to the for-
mation of science. An unstable mind cannot achieve truth in any way. 
So a consequence of this demand for stability of thought is that truth 
itself is not possible until science is formed.  

Descartes is contemplating the nature of science in the wake of 
Ockham’s nominalism. Descartes presupposes (a presumption that will 
become more explicit in Locke) that the knower knows primarily his 
own ideas, not things. The knower does not know directly what John 
Deely calls mind-independent things. Since the mind does not know 
real things, what is the measure of science? Like Hobbes, Descartes 
believes science emerges as the knower steadies his mind. But whereas 
Hobbes provides such stoppage by the social contract, Descartes does it 
with the discovery of clear and distinct ideas. These ideas are buried 
(hidden) in the knower’s soul. Should the knower be exceptional like 
Descartes (recall his dream), he can arrest his wandering consciousness 
so that clear and distinct ideas become evident. The will tames the 
imagination; thereby science is born. Truth is now possible, because 
without science there is no truth. Truth cannot be obtained by a wander-
ing mind; hence science is the condition for any and all truth. Speaking 
to the primacy of science for Descartes, Gilson observed that Descartes 
operated by a stark either/or: either we had science and were certain of 
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everything by a unitary method or we had no science and knew nothing 
at all.34  

As corollaries of this summation of Descartes, Redpath empha-
sizes (1) that science is a nominalistic system; it is not about things but 
ideas; it could only be about things by representationalism; whether the 
system speaks to things would be a matter of guesswork; (2) that sci-
ence is a logical system; philosophy has devolved into logic; (3) that all 
the talk about clear and distinct ideas does not obscure the fact that the 
primary agent in Cartesian science is will, that which is required to 
arrest the wandering train of imagination. 

Professor Redpath’s reflections on Descartes impel him to make 
a bold conclusion about modern science. Since modern nominalism 
does not allow knowledge of the external world, the knower himself 
has to be the measure of knowledge. Descartes supplies that measure 
through will. According to Redpath, the primacy of will in modern 
thought (most fashionable in Nietzsche) is a product of the Cartesian 
legacy. What is more, will is a necessary condition for modern science. 
Redpath credits Gilson for recognizing this fact. In his essay “The Ter-
rors of the Year 2000,” Gilson describes modern science as the deter-
mination of the will of the scientific community to produce technology, 
a technology that is self-validating.35 In the laboratory, science is “effi-
ciency of will,” the resolve to put Nature on the rack and torture her for 
her secrets.36 Like Gilson, Redpath doubts that such a vision of science 
can be anything but amoral. Cartesianism rationalizes amoral science. 
The influence of Descartes shows that, what may appear to involve 
intramural debates among intellectuals (communities of nominalists in 
                                                
34 Étienne Gilson, Unity of Philosophical Experience (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1965), 140. 
35 Étienne Gilson, The Terrors of the Year 2000 (Toronto: St. Michael’s College, 1949), 
5; 14–16. 
36 Bacon is famously reputed to have made this remark about torturing nature. Appar-
ently, Bacon never said it. It appears to be a statement Leibniz made about Bacon’s 
view of science. See Nieves Mathews, Francis Bacon: The History of a Character 
Assassination (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1996), ch. 24.  
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the seventeenth century), can actually generate dire consequences in 
history. Redpath’s judgment that Cartesianism has disordered Western 
science is decisive in his philosophy of history.  

The Influence of Rousseau 

A century before the writings of Nietzsche championed the sig-
nificance of will, Rousseau made it a constitutive principle in his ac-
count of politics and of history. Redpath realizes that Rousseau’s treat-
ment of will extrapolates from Rousseau’s assessment of Descartes’ 
system. Rousseau judged that Descartes’ system failed because it rested 
on an untenable dualism of mind and matter. This dualism is especially 
problematic because in Descartes’ system mind and matter cannot 
communicate with each other. Several thinkers—from Malebranche 
and Spinoza to Leibniz and Maine de Biran—tried to resolve this in-
tractable dualism. Rousseau proposed his own radical solution: since it 
is obvious that in the world of experience matter and mind communi-
cate, it is reasonable to hypothesize that Descartes’ dualism does not 
exist. Rousseau declared that only minds are substances. If only minds 
or spirits exist, then nature is nothing but substances in communication. 
Rousseau even went so far as to think that things, like minerals, that 
common sense judges to be inanimate are, in reality, animate.37 

Once this hypothesis was in place, Rousseau made another. 
While he accepted that science must be a system of clear and distinct 
ideas, he rejected the belief that God had infused these ideas in our 
souls, awaiting their divulgence by Cartesian method. Instead, Rous-
seau believed that clear and distinct ideas emerge in experience, as the 
human person becomes, like Rousseau’s exemplar Emile, aware of 
himself  as  first  a  being  living  by  instinct,  as  second  a  being  aware  of  
others, and as third a being (a civic being) who lives for others. In other 
words, science does not emerge from excavating innate ideas in one’s 

                                                
37 Rousseau, Emile or on Education, 285–287. 
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soul. Instead, science emerges in history as the human person experi-
ences the “call of conscience,” which is the obligation to develop as an 
unselfish being. Since our true self is an enlightened self, an altruistic 
self, a rightly ordered will subordinates our wants and selfish interests 
and directs us to become purely civic beings, living for others. For 
Rousseau history has come of age, aspiring toward a society of people 
who mature like Emile (a person of empathy and duty), having an-
swered the call of conscience, to seek full consciousness as social be-
ings. Rousseau has given birth to the Progressive view of history. Ac-
cording to Redpath, it is difficult to overstate the influence of Rous-
seau’s theory of will on the shaping of Western history. One of the 
outcomes of Rousseau’s progressive vision of history is that the past 
must be, by definition, denigrated. Redpath has gone so far as to argue 
that the Enlightenment, by virtue of imbibing Rousseau’s conception of 
progress and condemnation of the past makes, is implicitly anti-Semitic 
and anti-Catholic.38 This means that people are robbed of the wisdom of 
the past, which is prejudged by Rousseau as benighted. Wisdom and 
authenticity for Rousseau are measured by transcending the past. This 
calls for civic man to institute enlightened government to reform all the 
institutions handed down by the past, institutions that may appear civi-
lized but, in fact, are barbaric.  

For Redpath, taking stock of Rousseau has great explanatory 
power, revealing why, especially among cultural elites, there is indif-
ference to and often contempt for traditional religion and traditional 
institutions, such as family and education. Redpath would lay most of 
the annoyances of political correctness at Rousseau’s doorstep.  

Neo-Averroism 

Redpath credits Étienne Gilson with an insight that enables him 
to interpret how the doctrine of the Hidden Teaching still exercises 
                                                
38 Peter Redpath, “Anti-Semitism as an Enlightenment Metaphysical Principle,” 
Contemporary Philosophy 23:3-4 (May/ June & July/August, 2001).  
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influence on modern culture. This insight appears in Reason and Reve-
lation in the Middle Ages, in which Gilson declares that the Averroistic 
teaching of the Masters of the Arts in late medieval universities influ-
enced the construction of nominalistic science in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries.39 Today, the Hidden Teaching might not be for-
mally invoked, as it might have been by Petrarch or Descartes or New-
ton, but it still has residual influence in culture. It shows up as an Aver-
roistic tendency among the intellectuals.  

What does Redpath mean by this Averroism, or “Neo-
Averroism”? In Redpath’s philosophy of history, Neo-Averroism refers 
to something akin to Eric Vogelin’s judgment that a presumptive Gnos-
ticism dominates modern culture.40 This  Gnosticism refers  to  a  confi-
dence that, as the human person becomes fully self-conscious, the hu-
man person will aspire to a utopian end-point for history. Participation 
in this consciousness authenticates the human person. Those who dis-
sent are benighted. Redpath understands Vogelin’s judgment about 
modernist Gnosticism as being in accord with Rousseau’s definition of 
the “enlightened intellectual” as scientific, progressive, and tolerant. 
Like Vogelin, Redpath believes that there is a presumption in the cul-
ture that right-thinking people approximate Rousseau’s enlightened 
intellectual. This is true even among those who have never heard of 
Rousseau. It obtains because his influence in the culture is profound.  

What precisely do these remarks on Gnosticism and Rousseau’s 
conception of the enlightened intellectual have to do with Averroes? In 
the twelfth century, Averroes advanced that philosophers, not theologi-
ans or logicians, had the primary right to interpret the Koran. This was 
crucial, he argued, for protecting the Koran from heretical interpreters. 
Since philosophy grasps the truth, the Koran must conform to philoso-

                                                
39 Étienne Gilson, Reason and Revelation in the Middle Ages (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1938), 65.  
40 Eric Vogelin, Science, Politics, and Gnosticism (Wilmington, Delaware: Intercolle-
giate Studies Institute, 2004). 
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phical wisdom, for the Koran is the essence of truth. Having realized 
that the philosophers were in a cultural battle with theologians, poets, 
and dialecticians, he sought to interpret the standing of philosophers in 
society so that their understanding of Islam would have priority over 
theologians and dialecticians. To secure the dominance of philosophy, 
he contrived that there are three categories of the human mind. These 
categories are distinguishable because each represents a descending 
order of adequacy in grasping the truth that defines the Koran. The first 
kind of mind is the scientific mind of the philosopher, who discerns the 
“interior” truth that is hidden to non-philosophers. This is truth that is 
genuinely scientific because it results from demonstration through 
causes, knowledge of a universal and necessary kind. The second kind 
of mind is that of the logician or theologian. This type of mind is unsci-
entific, relegated to grasping truth in its exterior or symbolic meaning. 
This kind of mind can aspire to nothing higher than logical interpreta-
tion and probability. The third kind of mind is the poetic mind of the 
simple religious believer, who relies on imagination, emotion, and 
rhetoric to know the Koran.  

Averroes stresses that each of these minds seeks the same object: 
the unitary truth that is the Koran. But it turns out, Averroes holds, that 
the Koran has an exterior and symbolic meaning for the mind untrained 
in philosophy. Only the philosopher can know its interior and hidden 
meaning. The interpreter of the Koran knows its highest meaning is its 
revealed meaning, but, for Averroes, revelation lies in its philosophical, 
or scientific, meaning.41 In sum:  

Averroes thought that philosophical truth is the highest type of 
human truth. This means that, for Averroes: (1) human truth is 
the highest type of Koranic truth, (2) the highest type of human 
truth is philosophy, or science, (3) philosophical, or scientific, 

                                                
41 Peter Redpath, “Justice in the New World Order: Reduction of Justice to Tolerance in 
the New Totalitarian World State,” Telos (Winter 2011): 185–192,  
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truth is present in a hidden fashion in the Koran, and (4) only 
philosophers can recognize it!42  

Redpath argues that this Averroistic trinitarian hierarchy, when 
adapted and applied to the interests of modern intellectuals, becomes 
the rationale for the Gnosticism that describes the age, from Petrarch to 
the present day. While it is true that modern thinkers do not define the 
scientific mind as Aristotelian, they nonetheless argue, like Averroes, 
that only those scientifically trained have the right to authority in cul-
ture.  After  all,  as  a  disciple  of  Aristotle,  Averroes  believed  that  “sci-
ence” meant demonstration in the way the Stagirite understood it in the 
Posterior Analytics. Nonetheless, the post-medieval culture adopted the 
Averoistic strategy, even if they rejected Aristotle as the standard of 
science. 

The “new science” claimed this right by virtue of its monopoly 
on wisdom. The sources, standards, and kinds of wisdom in the modern 
age have changed over the centuries. And yet, in their different ways, 
they have expressed the Averroistic conviction that only those who own 
genuine science know the truth and earn the right to intellectual and 
social leadership. Accordingly, in Petrarch’s time, poetry was science. 
Hence, the poet had highest Averroistic authority. It was the poet, Pet-
rarch believed, who was the true theologian. In Descartes’ program, it 
was the master of a systematic nominalistic science, who, through 
strength of will, can excavate clear and distinct ideas that God has bur-
ied in his soul. One who cannot talk the language of the Cartesian sys-
tem is a purveyor of rhetoric, symbols, and imagination, falling short of 
Averroistic science. For Rousseau, the enlightened mind knows that 
Cartesian science failed. Cartesian dualism undermines Descartes’ pro-
ject. Science cannot be a logical system of clear and distinct ideas. But 
as the human mind becomes enlightened (just as Emile matured) his-

                                                
42 Peter Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics (St. Louis, Missouri: En 
Route Books & Media, 2015), 23. See also Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in 
the Middle Ages, 218–219. 
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tory does the work for the human soul that Descartes’ system failed to 
do: the discovery of clear and distinct ideas as they emerge in history. 
History is human specific; so it is revelatory of human nature. As clear 
and distinct ideas emerge in history, human persons become aware of 
themselves. Since as persons we cannot achieve self-consciousness, 
self-realization, without communion with others, the old ways that con-
tribute to tribalism and selfishness must be overcome. History, then, is 
a progressive project toward the fulfillment of man as “civic man,” 
empathic man, whose sole desire is to serve others, Rousseau’s vision 
of a socialist utopia. 

For Redpath, sadly the arc of history has brought us to a culture 
in which Rousseau’s vision of a utopian society as history’s final cause 
has become axiomatic. Authentic, enlightened, scientific intellectuals—
those who have brought to fruition the Rousseauian understanding of 
history—are the heirs to Averroistic science. According to Redpath, it 
is crucial for philosophers, as opposed to ideologues, to understand the 
terms and the dynamics of this new Averroism. If it escapes our atten-
tion, we cannot correct it. To correct it, we need to detect the Rous-
seauian assumptions in the modern view of cultural science and leader-
ship. Specifically, we need philosophers trained in classical Greek wis-
dom, completed and fortified by Christian revelation’s deeper under-
standing of the human person, to challenge Neo-Averroism in the cul-
ture.43 This is the difficulty modern reformers face because the institu-
                                                
43 While I do not have space here to address it, Professor Redpath comments on another 
dimension of Averroism evident in modern society. I refer to Averroes’ controversial 
interpretation of Book 3 of De Anima. Averroes rules out the agent intellect as a power 
constitutive of the individual human soul. Averroes argued that the agent intellect is 
disembodied and merely present to the embodied person while alive. The agent intellect 
affects the human knower, but its nature it is extrinsic to the person. Since the agent 
intellect is not a faculty intrinsic to the life of the knower, there are no grounds to think 
the human knower can survive death as an intelligent or conscious substance. Redpath 
makes much of the fact that this part of Averroes’ teaching—the treatment of the agent 
intellect as extrinsic and independent of the living, individual embodied knower—also 
appears in modern culture. In his dismissal of Cartesian dualism, Rousseau spiritualizes 
the universe. Rousseau’s metaphysics becomes a kind of animism. History is not about 
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tions of education are controlled by Rousseauian educators. Would-be 
reformers are relegated to the lower tiers of the Averroistic hierarchy. 
They are prejudged as benighted, or patronized as speaking a language 
that is not scientific, just as Averroes patronized the theologians and the 
common Bedouin believers.  

The rationale for this prejudgment is a Neo-Averroistic concep-
tion of tolerance. This is one of Redpath’s signature interpretations of 
modern culture, an interpretation that speaks again to Rousseau’s influ-
ence. I refer to the mutation of tolerance from a classical moral princi-
ple to a relativistic and metaphysical principle. Tolerance used to sig-
nify a quality of justice that obligates a person to suffer the existence of 
a lesser evil (getting along with whom one disagrees) in order to pre-
vent the existence of a greater evil (avoiding social strife). This classi-
cal conception of justice is captured in the statement apocryphally at-
tributed to Voltaire that while he may disagree with what an opponent 
says, he will fight to the death for his right to say it.44  

Redpath argues that the conception of modern progress cannot be 
understood unless one realizes that tolerance no longer carries this clas-
sical meaning. Through the influence of Rousseau, the modern concep-
tion of tolerance (1) reduces justice entirely to tolerance (which it often 
calls “social justice”); (2) regards tolerance as an enlightened disposi-
tion to accept forms of personal and social human behavior that the past 
did not accept, or may have condemned; (3) understands tolerance (and 

                                                
individual persons, but about an animistic intellect representing the enlightened mind. 
Rousseau arguably projects this universal enlightened spirit as the agent of history. 
Individual persons somehow manifest the activity of this universal spirit, but their 
status as substances is arguably marginal. Of course, this is a forecast of Hegel’s view 
of history. Redpath sees in Rousseau’s conception of enlightened, progressive history 
an analogy to Averroes’ disembodied universal agent intellect. See Redpath, A Not-So-
Elementary Christian Metaphysics, 28.  
44 Popular reports attribute this remark to Voltaire. Apparently, he did not say it. 
Instead, Evelyn Beatrice Hall (pseudonym Stephen G. Tallentyre) in her biography of 
Voltaire wrote the statement, as her way of capturing a conviction the Frenchman 
surely had. Evelyn Beatrice Hall, The Friends of Voltaire (New York: Putnam’s, 1906).  
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justice) to be a metaphysical or hermeneutical principle, not a moral 
one. Tolerance is a sign that a person is enlightened and in contact with 
social, progressive reality. Tolerance is a tool for reading history, au-
thenticating one’s fitness to associate with enlightened minds, and par-
ticipating in the march of scientific progress.  

Kant, who believed that Rousseau (along with Newton) was one 
of the geniuses of the eighteenth century, made this altered view of 
tolerance part of the social contract, as he explains in What is Enlight-
enment? According to Kant, only those who understand the nature of 
Enlightenment (as Rousseau has articulated it) belong to the “Reading 
Public.” Only they have a right to discourse in the public square, for 
speech  must  be  more  than  noise.  It  is  coherent  speech  when  it  is  
enlightened. The influence of Kant’s conception of the social contract 
has encouraged the belief that an enlightened person has certain “ac-
cepted” points of view, beliefs corresponding to the ideology of pro-
gressive intellectuals.45  

The conception of tolerance as a metaphysical or hermeneutical 
principle explains away the bemusement of many conservatives who 
are sometimes victimized by political correctness. People who preach 
tolerance will often exclude conservatives and traditionalists from con-
sideration in certain contexts. For example, conservatives are seldom 
invited to speak on college campuses in the United States. When they 
are invited, they often experience discrimination in a way “politically 
correct” speakers do not. It is not hard to multiply similar examples.46 

                                                
45 Redpath, Masquerade of the Dream Walkers, 108–109. 
46 Thomas Sowell provides many examples in his fine book The Vision of the Anointed 
(New York: Basic Books, 1995), 149–182. Sowell understands how tolerance provides 
a hermeneutical strategy for the Rousseauian elite. Sowell explains that the strategy is 
simple: the elites in government, economics, and media divide the society into mascots 
and targets. This division coheres with their vision of what they want culture to be, a 
point of view judged presumably superior by those who possess it, a self-righteous 
perspective Sowell calls “the vision of the anointed.” This vision is essentially Rous-
seauian. It presumes that traditional Western societies are essentially benighted. As the 
anointed begin to control the different arms of the society—the government, the media, 
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But Redpath’s interpretation and analysis of contemporary tolerance 
and its political applications explains away the bemusement of conser-
vatives. Conservatives believe Rousseauian monitors of tolerance are 
inconsistent. They exercise a double standard, being tolerant of social 
views they like but being intolerant of views they do not favor. But 
Redpath’s account of contemporary tolerance as a Neo-Averrostic prin-
ciple brings new light on its application in today’s social and political 
discourse and behavior. Because tolerance is a metaphysical principle 
(a way of demonstrating what it is to be an enlightened human being, 
socially empathetic, on terms that Rousseau would demand) or a her-
meneutical principle (a way of interpreting the backward past as giving 
way to an enlightened progressive present and future), it is perfectly 
coherent with Neo-Averroistic tolerance to support progressives and 
loathe conservatives. By Rousseauian definition, the latter are un-
enlightened. It is the business of civilization to marginalize them, or 
worse. In recent generation, history has suffered from the willingness of 
Rousseauian ideologues to generate Orwellian outcomes in the cul-
ture—all in the name of tolerance.  
                                                
the courts, the academy, the legal profession (even the clergy!)—they engineer social 
change and outcomes by discriminating between the anointed and the unenlightened. In 
practice, Sowell argues, this distinction is manifest in the way the anointed adopt cer-
tain members of the society as mascots (victims) and other members as targets (victim-
izers). This has the advantage of absolving the anointed from having to justify their 
worldview or their judgment about specific cases. As Peter Redpath has observed, they 
proceed like fundamentalists: they simply presume that they are enlightened and that 
those who disagree with them are benighted. For example, homosexuals are mascots, 
while Americans (like evangelical Christians and Catholics) who defend traditional 
marriage are targets. Muslims are mascots, while those who would call a fraction of 
Muslims terrorists are targets, proper objects of opprobrium because they assert their 
dominant numbers and traditional privilege and advantage to judge other groups. Ex-
amples of targets are business owners or executives, conservatives, Republicans, ortho-
dox Protestants, Catholics, and Jews (especially Jews who support Israel), soldiers, 
sailors, military leaders, and the police. Much of the rhetoric of progressive politics 
exploits this vision of the anointed. In addition to gays and Muslims, mascots include 
blacks, women (especially single women), vagrants, illegal immigrants, criminals, 
prisoners, unwed mothers, abortionists, Hollywood professionals, artists, musicians, 
and activist judges and lawyers who seek to change the status quo. 
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CONCLUSION 
Quo Vadis, Clio? 

Where is  the Muse of  history taking us? My reflections on Pro-
fessor Redpath’s philosophy of history make it clear that he is alarmed 
at the drift of Western culture. Will Clio enjoy a more salutary future? 
Redpath is not particularly optimistic. But optimism is a human busi-
ness. Hope involves God. As a Christian philosopher, Redpath is ever 
hopeful. What does he prescribe to help Clio have a peaceful and 
healthy life on balance? Since a culture cannot thrive by forgetting its 
theological, metaphysical, and moral principles, Redpath prescribes a 
restoration of those principles that made Christendom flourish. Those 
principles came originally from the legacy of the ancient Greeks, who 
realized that human beings have dignity and freedom by virtue of their 
reason and moral judgment. Christian wisdom reinforced and amplified 
this philosophical anthropology by celebrating that the human person is 
created in the image and likeness of God. This combination of Greek 
and Christian wisdom Gilson called the Western Creed. It is the sub-
stance of Christendom.  

To speak more precisely, to revitalize Christendom culture needs 
to restore (1) sense realism, (2) faculty psychology (according to which 
arts and sciences perfect or habituate our cognitive nature), and (3) 
virtue ethics (according to which the moral habituation of the person 
makes possible happiness for both individual and community). These 
constitute the signature legacy of the ancient Greek philosophers. Addi-
tionally, Redpath calls for a synthesis of Greek wisdom with Christian 
theology. Jesus Christ calls our destiny to him. He is the Alpha and 
Omega of history. This combination of Greek wisdom and Christian 
theology is the essence of the Thomistic synthesis, wherein are the 
principles explaining Christendom, the glory of Western Civilization.  

Lastly, given that there is resistance to this revitalization of 
Christendom, Redpath exhorts us to have courage, for courage makes 
all the other virtues possible.  
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There is urgency. If civilization does not implement these reme-
dies successfully and soon, Clio may again have to live in interesting 
times. 
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ON THE RELATION BETWEEN  
HUMAN AND TECHNOLOGY 

 
 
It seems that the natural world of existence for human being is 

the world of technology. We change the environment through technol-
ogy in such a way that it serves our needs and we develop artifacts1 to 
compensate weaknesses of our body. In order to understand ourselves 
we have to understand better the relation between human and technol-
ogy, and especially technological artifacts. There are various perspec-
tives from which one can approach the issue, and one of the most im-
portant ones is how technology influences our moral life. Are those 
artifacts merely morally neutral instruments in non-neutral human deci-
sions, which is one of the existing approaches, or are they somehow 
participating in co-creating our Lebenswelt including the moral life, as 
the other view claims? How do artifacts influence our ethics, the hierar-
chy of goods and values, our decision? What is their impact on us and 
how is it manifest? Here I claim that this relationship, at least partially, 
can be explained by the concept of the first and the second intentional-

                                                
1 Here I will use artifact in the meaning of technological artifact. The artifacts of, for 
example, art are not a subject of these deliberations. 
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ity developed by Mieczys aw A. Kr piec,2 a representative of the Lub-
lin School of Philosophy.3 However,  in  order  to  do  justice  to  the  
phenomenon of human–artifact relationship, the concepts of those two 
kinds of intentionality as elaborated by Kr piec are not sufficient. I then 
propose to supplement Kr piec’s ideas with the concept of the third 
intentionality with the specification of an artifact’s aim and function. 

Aim and Function of a Technological Artifact 

The first human–artifact relationship occurs due to the fact that 
an artifact is a being designed in the mind of a creator. The creator may 
plan an artifact  ‘from scratch’  (e.g.,  developing a  computer)  or  use an 
existing being for the designated aim (e.g., using a stone for splitting a 
walnut). Determining the aim of an artifact, the creator makes its func-
tion(s) a means to accomplish this aim. Here I need to offer an explana-
tion regarding an aim of the artifact, its function and the relationships 
between them. The concept of an aim is well-developed in metaphysics. 
Aristotle distinguished between the aims of: 1) human action; 2) action 
in the world of animate and inanimate nature; 3) acts of the Unmoved 
Mover.4 We are interested in the case #1, because technology does not 
appear either in the case #2 or the case #3. Aristotle said: “Every skill 
and every inquiry, and similarly every action and rational choice, is 
thought to aim at some good; and so the good has been aptly described 
as that at which everything aims.”5  
                                                
2 Mieczys aw A. Kr piec, I–Man: An Outline of Philosophical Anthropology (New 
Britain, Conn.: Mariel, 1983). 
3 Mieczys aw A. Kr piec, Andrzej Maryniarczyk, “The Lublin Philosophical School: 
Founders, Motives, Characteristics,” trans. Hugh McDonald, Studia Gilsoniana 4:4 
(October–December 2015): 405–422, and Mieczys aw A. Kr piec, Andrzej 
Maryniarczyk, “The Lublin Philosophical School: Historical Development and Future 
Prospects,” trans. Hugh McDonald, Studia Gilsoniana 4:4 (October–December 2015): 
423–441. 
4 See Monte Ransome Johnson, Aristotle on Teleology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
2005). 
5 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics,  ed.  and  trans.  Roger  Crisp  (Cambridge,  UK:  Cam-
bridge University Press, 2000), 3 (1094a). 
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Even such a short definition lays the ground for deliberation. The 
aim is the good that attracts us and thus becomes the motive of our 
actions; there is no action without an aim, there is no aim-less action.6 
The preparation for  an act  is  a  preparation of  means to achieve a  par-
ticular aim, that is, bringing to existence a certain desired state of af-
fairs.  In  this  sense,  we  can  talk  about  the  aim  of  technology—it  is  a  
means  of  achieving  this  state  of  affairs.  For  example,  the  aim  of  this  
excavator here is to dig a pond in which I want to breed fish—having a 
fish farm is the intended state of affairs. One can also speak about tech-
nology  as  an  aim  of  his  or  her  acts,  but  it  is  a  mental  shortcut.  The  
statement, “I want to build a bridge,” usually means that I want to have 
a passage leading to the other side of the river, and not that I simply 
desire the existence of a certain construction. The statement “I want to 
have a high-end phone” may not necessarily mean that I want to enjoy 
faster and better communication with others, but that I want to be ad-
mired by those who know how much it costs. In that case the phone 
becomes a symbol of social status, although it may happen that the 
owner does not know how to use it.  

This is the point when the question about functions arises. Tech-
nological artifacts are brought to existence because of a certain aim 
they are to help achieving, but usually there are many ways to achieve 
the state of affairs we desire: when we want to provide a passage across 
a river, we can build a bridge over the river or a tunnel under the river. 
We also know that technological artifacts are usually used to achieve 
more than one aim, and yet we are not talking about multi-aim artifacts 
but multifunctionality.  

What is then the function of a technological artifact? The func-
tion is a relation between a technological artifact x and  the  aim  y, 
namely the relation of being a possible means for achieving the aim y. 

                                                
6 In order to exclude ambiguity we should introduce the distinction: “acts of man” 
(actus hominis)—unconscious acts like digesting or breathing, and “human acts” (actus 
humanus) which are conscious and free acts. We are interested here in the latter. 
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The term ‘possible’ indicates that it is not about the actual use: a subject 
chooses a target and selects a means but does not necessarily take an 
action. For the relation to occur (so that the artifact x could be used in 
its function of being a means to achieve y) requires the artifact x to have 
certain properties, both those constantly present and the dispositional 
ones, i.e., the properties which reveal themselves in certain circum-
stances. It is precisely because of the necessity to have these properties 
that we speak about the multifunctionality rather than about the multi-
aimness of an artifact. This is why we say that a subject ‘chooses’ (de-
termines) the aim and perceives the relationship between his aim and 
the  properties  of  an  artifact,  which  means  that  he  ‘learns  about’  the  
functions of the artifact.  

To illustrate this point let us assume that our aim is to cross the 
river without getting wet. We need to consider how to do it. At first 
glance, there are two ways: over the river and under the river bed (let’s 
skip the opportunity to build the passage in the stream of the river). 
Each method requires a definite set of an artifact’s properties that 
would be an appropriate means to reach the aim. For example, moving 
over the river requires an artifact with an adequate carrying capacity 
(tenacity, shear resistance and flexural strength, etc.); crossing under 
the river bed requires an artifact of high compressive strength, water 
resistance, etc. Let’s see what we have at our disposal to achieve the 
aim—crossing the river. Suppose we have only a reinforced concrete 
pipe of the appropriate length. We verify whether the pipe can be used 
to achieve the aim in the first and the second case, so go over and under 
the river. This verification is done by comparing the properties of the 
pipe with previously determined sets of necessary features to achieve 
the designed aims by the means of the first and the second method. If 
the pipe displays both sets of necessary properties, it is an appropriate 
means to reach the aim by both methods—it  can perform the function 
of transportation both ways. Whether we call the final structure a bridge 
or a tunnel depends on whether it reaches the aim at all and how it does 
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it. The way in which we use an artifact (in this case reinforced concrete 
pipe) makes a new artifact out of it, namely a bridge or a tunnel. How-
ever, in this case we are dealing with one-functionality—the function 
can be called transportation—and there is one aim. Multifunctionality 
means that an artifact may be a proper means to achieve various aims. 
For example, a reinforced concrete pipe is multifunctional: it can be-
come a tunnel—a proper  means to cross  the river,  or  it  may be a  tank 
for storing liquids. The tightness of the tube (a property) in the first 
case prevents the ingress of water into the tunnel, and in the second 
case it prevents its leakage outside.  

The fact that an artifact is created due to achieve a particular aim 
(or particular aims) for which it is to be employed does not exhaust all 
the  possibilities  of  its  use.  Usually  there  are  many  aims  for  which  a  
given artifact can be used to achieve, including the ones that are beyond 
the creator’s plan or which were considered irrelevant during the proc-
ess of creation. For example, bicycles were designed for recreation and 
fun. The transportation of people and things, however, the aim other-
wise obvious, was not the most important one in the mind of its crea-
tors.  So  in  an  artifact  there  is  at  least  as  many  functions  as  there  are  
aims to which the artifact is currently a means. A technological artifact 
can, of course, be originally designed to be a means of achieving a 
number of  aims as,  for  example,  Swiss  knives,  which can be used for  
sawing something, opening a can, cutting, uncorking bottles, etc. It can 
be called an intended multi-functionality (versatility).  

A technological artifact can also be for completely new aims, in-
dependently from the aim(s) intended by its creators. For example, a 
computer was not designed originally to provide entertainment, how-
ever, entertainment has become the main reason to buy them. Neverthe-
less, the properties of an artifact must allow its new usage—here a 
computer has the properties that allow this kind of entertainment. In 
addition, a technological artifact after being created may ‘suggest’ dif-
ferent aims which can be obtained by means of it, that is, its properties 
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give the possibility to identify new aims including the ones which had 
not been foreseen by the author.  

Various  technological  artifacts  can  also  be  used  for  the  same  
aims,  and therefore they can have the same functions:  a  bicycle and a 
TV function as entertainment, as both are means to achieve the desired 
state of affairs which is contentment, even if the bike cannot transmit 
information and the TV does not perform a fitness function. However, 
using an artifact for new functions has also limits: the material and the 
structure limit the user’s creativity—and this is why we have many 
different ideas for exploiting a knife, but nobody who is reasonable will 
use its blade as a seat (ouch!). 

Two Intentionalities 

Based on the discussion so far, it can be proposed that achieving 
an aim by means of a technological artifact has the following scheme: a 
subject, attracted by a certain imagined state of affairs, makes it an aim 
he wants to achieve; he selects measures to undertake an effort to con-
struct an artifact. It is certainly possible that some different artifacts are 
needed to achieve one aim or that one artifact can help to achieve sev-
eral aims. However, the case of one aim and one artifact is sufficient to 
explain the whole issue, and therefore the other possibilities need not be 
considered to avoid excessive and unnecessary complexity in consid-
erations. The subject then conceives an artifact with properties which 
allow fulfillment of the selected aim. The properties required determine 
the structure and material from which it is to be made. That conception 
in the mind of the creator is the first intentionality (the intentional con-
tent).7 The engineering practice shows that the design is carried out not 
only in the intellect, but it takes the form of plans—paper or electronic 
(e.g., CAD). Such plans, in my definition, will be understood as visual 
representations of the first intentionality. 

                                                
7 Cf. Kr piec, I–Man, 182. 
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The second intentionality (secondary intentionality according to 
the terminology used by Kr piec8)  is  the ‘petrification’  of  the first  in-
tentionality, which is, the creator’s conception, ‘embedded’ in the mate-
rial and structure of the completed artifact. The conception is possible 
to be read by another intellect—the user of an artifact. However, we do 
not have to construct artifacts ourselves, because they may have already 
been done by someone else and we have a lot of artifacts at our dis-
posal.  After  encountering  an  artifact,  the  subject  will  search  for  the  
desired properties in it that will allow achieving the desired aim, and if 
he does not find the right artifact, he will look for another, satisfying, 
artifact. Of course, one may find many artifacts that have the required 
properties, but some are better to achieve the aim (more efficient, more 
effective, cheaper, quieter, etc.) and therefore they are chosen over the 
others. However, it is not entirely relevant to analyze such a case.  

The Third Intentionality 

Of course, another intellect may find it difficult to perceive from 
the artifact the indicated intentionality, and a long time ago a remedy 
for such cases was introduced—a manual with directions, of some sort, 
accompaning to the artifact, explaining the relationship between the 
specific arrangement of this particular piece of matter and the aim(s) for 
which it was created. However, there are instances when it is not possi-
ble to read the first intentionality—the plan of the creator—from a giv-
en artifact and there is no manual of any sort. I do not mean here an 
intentional disregard of the aim of the artifact but simply ignorance (I 
have read, for instance, about a test, where an IPad was use-tested as a 
cutting board). For example, a representative of primitive peoples, find-
ing a gun, might decide to use it as a pole for peas. This re-ascription of 
an aim I shall call the third intentionality.  

                                                
8 Id. 
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A user who has encountered an artifact but is not able to read the 
intentionality included in it, can only ascribe to it a new function, that 
is, on the basis of the discovered properties he can establish a new aim 
the indicated artifact may be a means to—as happens in the aforemen-
tioned case of a gun used as a pole for peas. But isn’t the situation iden-
tical  to  the  case  when  man  found  a  branch  and  used  it  as  a  pole  for  
peas? Is it the reason to introduce another—third—intentionality? A 
man, intending to support peas (aim) and determining what objects are 
available  (a  stick),  creates  a  plan to use a  stick to reach the aim (first  
intentionality), and then uses this stick in a planned manner and thus 
creates an artifact: a pole to support peas (second intentionality). Will 
the situation be similar to the case with a rifle and using it as a stick for 
supporting peas? Cannot an iPad be treated as a stone or a piece of 
wood for beating meat? It is obviously a piece of matter with satisfac-
tory properties due to which it may become a means to beat meat, so 
can it perform the same function as a kitchen board. 

There are two reasons for  a  negative answer to the above ques-
tions and for the introduction of the third intentionality: a practical and 
a theoretical reason. The practical reason refers to experience in dealing 
with the products of technology. Without knowing the aim of a given 
device or ignoring the possessed knowledge about the aim for which it 
was created and not using it in accordance with the first intentionality 
(the plan of a creator), and using it for something else may simply 
break it. It would have happened if an iPad had been used as a board to 
beat  meat.  Perhaps  it  would  serve  for  many  years  as  a  board  but  it  
would  cease  to  be  an  iPad  because  it  would  be  broken.  Similarly,  a  
shotgun stuck in the ground and exposed to moisture within a short 
time would not be suitable for shooting. What does it mean to ‘break a 
device’? It denotes depriving it of the possibility to serve an aim(s) for 
the execution of which it was originally designed, and so depriving it of 
certain function(s). It would mean the destruction of its second inten-
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tionality, despite the fact that the new aim assigned to the artifact is 
implemented.  

So why would we still  say that  an iPad used as  a  meat  board is  
broken instead of saying that somebody has a new kitchen board? Why 
do we get upset when someone does not read the manual and destroys a 
device even though the device is used by the person to meet a new de-
signed aim? It is because a third intentionality assigned to an artifact 
can be risky since it may damage the second intentionality and deprive 
the device of its basic properties which provide the possibility to reach 
the primary aim: the reason for which the device was constructed in the 
first place. (In practice we know that the introduction of the third inten-
tionality is undesirable at least from the point of view of the suppliers 
of artifacts, for its effects are not covered by the warranty.) And once 
the artifact is permanently no longer able to achieve the aim it was de-
signed, it ceases to be this artifact. 

In order to clarify the theoretical rationale consider a thought ex-
periment. Let’s ask the following question: Does a primitive man who 
does not know and is unable to find out about the aim of the creation of 
a given artifact as well as the intended functions of it and thus eliminat-
ing the possibility of using an artifact in action due to the indicated 
ignorance, deprive the artifact of something while making use of it? 
Let’s make an assumption at this point that while misusing an artifact 
(an IPad) the man does not break it. To resolve the problem we need to 
refer to the second intentionality and the difference between it and the 
first intentionality.  

The first intentionality exists due to the designer or creator, 
whereas the second intentionality is embodied in the artifact itself—the 
form (arrangement, structure) of the matter, potentially able to perform 
these or other functions, that is, being able to become a means for the 
designed aim. The second intentionality is still present in the iPad 
through its structure and the selected material, and unless someone does 
not destroy the structure it will ‘wait’ for another intellect which may 
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someday read this second intentionality. Of course, it may never ‘hap-
pen,’ but this is what distinguishes the iPad used as a kitchen board 
from a  piece  of  stone  with  a  similar  shape—the  IPad  is  for  a  specific  
aim and its properties are correlated with the aim due to which it may 
become a means to the original aim, that is, it can fulfill the functions—
we cannot play a film with a stone whereas it may be done by means of 
the iPad. That is why we should speak about the third intentionality and 
not about the first intentionality ‘bis,’ that is, about treating the iPad as 
an object of nature.  

There is one more rationale behind the introduction of the third 
intentionality which can be called semantic. Technological artifacts are 
named (I’m talking about the type not about the name of the company 
producing it or the brand name) in relation to the ways in which they 
allow achieving the corresponding aims. Therefore, we are talking 
about the iPad used as a kitchen board and not simply about a new type 
of kitchen board. The primitive man will not only use the tablet with 
the name iPad as a board for cutting meat, but will also name the indi-
cated object a meat cutting board. The way we name things both from 
the philosophical and psychological point of view determines the way 
we think about them, and in consequence, it determines ideas concern-
ing the aims of their application. 

Application in Theory and Practice 

Answering the questions from the introduction about the rela-
tionship between human and technological artifact is comple, but at 
least we can shed a bit of light on the matter. At least we know now that 
an attempt to understand technological artifacts and their role in our life 
without considering the described relations will omit some constitutive 
properties. Those relations were presented here on the occasion of 
analysis of the three internationalities. We can think of the relations, 
creator–creation, and user–an adequate means, from the point of view 
of understanding an artifact as human-independent entity or that of un-
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derstanding an artifact as entirely modeled by the user to the extent that 
it is like a new creation every time somebody thinks about it or uses it. 
The former approach entails relativism and psychologism in under-
standing artifacts, which—from the described (also practical) reasons—
is not appropriate, if not dangerous. Objective elements of the relation 
are described by Kr piec. He shows how intentionalities (his second 
and my third) are rooted in the artifact and not only in the subject. He 
writes:  

Obviously this does not mean that the intentional content of the 
sign magically disappears when some person is not looking at it 
and, likewise, that it miraculously reappears when it is viewed by 
someone else. Because it exists through the existence of matter in 
which it has its foundation, it can even exist “eternally” (i.e., 
very long as for example on the moon). But when the intentional 
content of the sign is separated from the human intellect, it is nei-
ther a symbol-sign nor is it “read” as an intellectually expressed 
content which is subordinated to another human being. Hence in 
an absolute separation from the human spirit, it is generally not a 
cultural work.9 

There are many applications of the solutions offered above, but 
let  us  consider  an  important  one  with  its  theoretical  and  practical  sig-
nificance—namely the one concerning value-ladenness/value-neutrality 
of technology. The debate concerning values was selected as important 
due to its significant presence in the analyses of technology both theo-
retical and practical. And, even if we could expect phenomenological 
answers from a theoretical point of view it is also interesting that the 
debate on values found a solution on the ground of the realistic phi-
losophy of the Lublin School of Philosophy and used concepts from it.  

To frame this discussion, one analyzes the impact of technology 
in relation to values (a theoretical dimension) and then offers a solution 
as to how to steer technology in its development, use, utilization, etc. (a 

                                                
9 Id., 401. 
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practical dimension). First one needs to answer whether technological 
artifacts have a relation to values or they are value-free? And within the 
discussion there exists an argument10 that technology is value-free, 
because if humanity is extinct there is nothing left in technology that 
would be value-related, so technology is value-free. Technology should 
be analyzed separately from humans. The above considerations show 
that we cannot provide a comprehensive analysis of technology if we 
separate it from its creator and user. The ‘separation’ argument and the 
debate about value-ladeness/value-neutrality (value free) initiated the 
consideration, but any attempt to understand technology demands un-
derstanding how it is related to human and what kind of relation it is.  

The  proffered  analyses  supported  the  claim  that  if  we  want  to  
understand fully what for technology is for humanity we cannot analyze 
them as separate  systems.  There are no artifacts  without  their  creators  
and users, humans, and there are not users of artifacts without artifacts. 
So the way that technology is influencing humans is of a force-
feedback character. 

Also vague terms used by the supporters  of  the claim that  tech-
nology is value-ladened can be well explained. For example, the differ-
ence between ‘embedding’ and ‘promoting’ values can be explained, in 
my belief, in terms of the intentionality concept. ‘Embedding’ values 
would take place at the level of the first intentionality: the values in-
tended by the manufacturer become included in the design of the arti-
fact. ‘Promoting’ values occurs when the artifact is used, either in the 
form of the second intentionality that is read by the user from an artifact 
(a disabled person in a wheelchair cannot go by bus without a low floor 
allowing to enter a wheelchair, because he cannot get on it), or in the 
form of the third intentionality when a user employs an artifact in a 
manner not intended by the creator. 

                                                
10 Other arguments are analyzed in my book Technology and values. The debate on 
value-neutrality of technology [Technika i warto ci. Spór o aksjologiczn  neutralno  
techniki (Lublin: Academicon, 2014)]. 
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The debates that require understanding the technology-human re-
lation like the debate about the value dimension of technology are not 
purely academic. An answer to the question whether technology is val-
ue-laden  or  value-free  has  a  practical  dimension.  If  the  answer  is  that  
technology is value-laden, then this aspect of technology must or at 
least should be developed and not discouraged in the process of spon-
soring research, development, introducing into market, utilization, etc. 
This in turn would influence the palette of choices related to the exis-
tence or not existence of those artifacts.11 From those who would have 
to deal with those considerations one can expect resistance, and they 
would probably opt for value-neutrality. Those in turn who consider 
personal and social effects of technology would like to see value-
ladenness and various bodies like Technology Assessment groups, ethi-
cal committees, etc., which would determine this ladenness and suggest 
corrections or solutions. 

Development of autonomous technologies like AI, autonomous 
cars, drones which decide whom to attack, redefine the human–
technology relation and its moral dimension regardless if we are real-
ists, phenomenologists or relativists. Technology does not recognize 
and respect those distinctions. So it seems like high time to conduct 
such  analysis  before  technology  does  it  for  us.  While  we  still  have  a  
choice. 

 
 

 
 

                                                
11 I acknowledge that there are views like ‘autonomous technology’ that technology 
itself determines its own course of development, and the only thing we can do is to 
slow it down or to speed it up, but I will not be discussing the view here. It is enough to 
notice that prohibiting is slowing down to infinity. 
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ON THE RELATION BETWEEN HUMAN AND TECHNOLOGY 

SUMMARY 

According to the author, we live in the world which requires us to better understand the 
relationship between humans and technology, and especially technological artifacts. 
The author claims that this relationship, at least partially, can be explained in the 
framework of philosophy cultivated by the Lublin School of Philosophy represented by 
Mieczys aw A. Kr piec and his concepts of two intentionalites. However, in order to do 
justice to the human–artifact relationship two concepts of intentionality as elaborated 
by Kr piec seem to be insufficient. The author then proposes to supplement Kr piec’s 
concepts of the first intentionality present in the maker’s design and the second inten-
tionality present in the artifact as an embodiment of that design with a concept of the 
third intentionality which is the inventive contribution of a user. 
 
KEYWORDS: man, technology, aim, function, morality, value, intentionality, artifact, 
Kr piec, Lublin School of Philosophy. 
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ST. THOMAS AQUINAS, DRAMATIST? 
 
 
William Shakespeare is generally credited with inventing the 

standard five-act play, which has served as a mainstay for dramatists 
for five centuries and continues to do so in ours. Evidently, however, 
the five-act tradition does not begin with Shakespeare: it dates at least 
from early Roman drama. Thomas W. Baldwin found that the five acts 
were oft used in Roman theatre and searched critical history to discover 
terms that describe that tradition.1 He traced the matter  as  far  back as  
Horace who, in the Ars Poetica (Epistula ad Pisones), urged the use of 
exactly five acts for a drama: 

neve minor neu sit quinto productior actu 
fabula quae posci volt et spectanda reponi.2 

It was not original with Horace, however. He adapted the notion 
directly from a declaration by his contemporary, Cicero, that every act 
of rhetoric had an inherent five-division structure. Somewhat earlier, 

                                                
© Eric McLuhan, 2016. 
1 Thomas W. Baldwin, Shakespeare’s Five-act Structure: Shakespeare’s Early Plays on 
the Background of Renaissance Theories of Five-act Structure from 1470 (Champaign, 
Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1963).  
2 Lines 189–190: Let a play which would be inquired after, and though seen, repre-
sented anew, be neither shorter than nor longer than the fifth act. 
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others, including both Terence and Plautus, had used the five-act struc-
ture in their plays.3 

Between Shakespeare and Horace, we find St. Thomas Aquinas, 
who has never been accorded any acknowledgement of his work as 
belonging to dramatics.4 In fact, there are numerous reasons for dis-
missing such a contention as preposterous. For one, there is no evidence 
that St. Thomas ever displayed interest in the delights of secular litera-
ture. Nor has there been any suggestion that he wrote using common 
literary forms, except perhaps for his sacred poems. It may also be ob-
jected that although clearly some of his writings on theology were di-
rected at a lay audience, those texts were obviously not intended to 
amuse or to entertain but rather to instruct the reader. In one or another 
sense, all of his work had as its object the edification of the reader. It is 
plain that St. Thomas composed the Summa contra Gentiles for teach-
ers to use: in it he sets out material for teachers to use in discussion 
with “gentiles” and in refuting errors. Its stated purpose is didactic and 
not for entertainment. St. Thomas, speaking in the first person (which is 
rare for him), remarks in that Summa that 

I have the confidence to embark upon the work of a wise man, 
even though this may surpass my powers, and I have set myself 
the task of  making known,  as  far  as  my limited powers will  al-
low, the truth that the Catholic faith professes, and of setting 
aside the errors that are opposed to it.5 

A third reason:  aside from those works directed at  a  lay audience,  the 
remainder were clearly composed to elucidate obscure matters or re-

                                                
3 More on this later. The five-division structure is synchronic and has no connection to 
the seven sequential parts of an oration (from exordium to peroration). There are strong 
suggestions that knowledge of the five divisions was tacit among rhetoricians before 
Cicero and extended back as far as Isocrates.  
4 It  is  a suggestive coincidence that  each of these men was working at  the height of a 
major renaissance. 
5 St. Thomas Aquinas, On the Truth of the Catholic Faith (Summa contra Gentiles), 
trans. Anton C. Pegis (New York: Doubleday, Image Books, 1956), Book I, Ch. 2, 62. 
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solve disputes; these works were directed to his students and colleagues 
in the university.  

Notwithstanding these and similar contentions, there is one as-
pect of St Thomas’s work that has not received due scrutiny as a liter-
ary form, one with solid dramatic qualities and structure: the Article. St. 
Thomas was evidently the first to use this particular form of argument 
and as a consequence it has been named for him. It has a peculiar dia-
lectical pungency and efficacy—indisputably not in any way related to 
entertaining or delighting a reader but well adapted to moving and in-
structing. The Article is as Thomistic as the syllogism is Aristotelian. 
This particular mode of argument was evidently original with St. Tho-
mas: he did not derive it from the work of any other writer, yet its inner 
movement is of the essence of dialectic, from the opening proposition 
to opposing objections, then “to the contrary” position as found in or-
thodoxy, and then the writer’s resolution, and so on. It is a variation on 
the classic sic-et-non,  a reasonable, balanced to and fro of the sort be-
loved by disputants. No parallel or even parody of this Article is to be 
found in any known literature before or since the thirteenth century.  

Yet it is manifestly a literary form, one that demands encyclope-
dic knowledge of the translatio studii to be effective: encyclopedic 
wisdom is the hallmark characteristic not of dialectic but of grammar. 
And the largest influence on St. Thomas’s intellectual life was his men-
tor, Albertus Magnus, renowned as the greatest grammarian of his age. 
Furthermore, grammar and rhetoric had for centuries been associated as 
natural and inseparable complements. I would contend that part of the 
sheer power of the Article resides in the fact that it has two levels of 
operation. The surface is composed of the dialectical to-and-fro adum-
brated above. But under that surface lies a rhetorical structure con-
structed along the lines of the five divisions of the rhetorical logos as 
laid out by Cicero and Horace. Is the Article, then, to be viewed as pri-
marily a sequential construct or a simultaneous one in accord with the 
five divisions of rhetoric? Or can it be both? 
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St. Augustine had based his ideal Christian, the doctus Chris-
tianus, on Cicero’s ideal rhetorician, the doctus orator, a man of ency-
clopedic wisdom and eloquence. Cicero had derived his ideal by gram-
matical means, from the Roman translation of the Greek word, logos: 
ratio et oratio, reason and speech. On this ideal complementarity of 
wisdom and eloquence was founded the West’s tradition of Christian 
humanism and learning. The twinned arts of rhetoric and grammar had, 
continuously from Cicero to St. Augustine and onward to the sixteenth-
century Renaissance, been treated as natural complements. The tradi-
tion of encyclopedic education for the ideal man—prince, poet, or 
Christian—continues unbroken from Isocrates to Erasmus. Cicero’s 
ideal statesman/orator served as the model for the medieval theologian 
and prince alike largely owing to St. Augustine: 

How this came about is discussed by H.-I. Marrou in St Augustin 
et la fin de la culture antique, a study of the traditional education 
of the ancient world as it was adapted to the business of educat-
ing the great Christian exegetist and the great preacher. Thus the 
main stream of classical culture flows in the channel of scriptural 
exegesis as practised by the encyclopaedic humanist, a stream 
which was much reduced in volume by the scholastic theologians 
between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries but which reached 
new levels with the Erasmian effort to restore the “old theol-
ogy.”6 

It  is  not  surprising  then  that  St.  Thomas,  as  a  doctus-orator-
theologus,  would draw on the resources of the full trivium. Before go-
ing further I should point out that St. Thomas was not the first to make 
analytical use of the five divisions of classical rhetoric in this manner. 
Writers  deployed  them  from  time  to  time  in  both  sacred  and  secular  
literature, and they have been continuously in use in literature and the 
arts from ancient times to our own. Two precedents are the Pentateuch 
                                                
6 Herbert M. McLuhan, “Henry IV, a Mirror for Magistrates,” University of Toronto 
Quarterly XVII:2 (January 1948): 159. Henri-Irénée Marrou, Saint Augustin et la Fin 
de la Culture Antique (Paris: Éditions E. de Boccard, 1938). 
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of the Old Testament, the five books of which are patterned after the 
five divisions of rhetoric so that they form a simultaneous whole; and 
Cicero’s five books on oratory, the three of De Oratore along with the 
Brutus and Orator, which Cicero noted formed a single work. Subse-
quent to St. Thomas, the Tridentine Mass was deliberately shaped using 
the five divisions of rhetoric: the first two divisions structure the first 
part  of  the  Mass,  “The  Mass  of  the  Catechumens;”  in  the  remaining  
“Mass of the Faithful,” the Offertory, Canon, and Communion perform 
the functions of elocutio, memoria, and delivery. The Mass, of course, 
is a single complex prayer.7 In our time, the five divisions have been 
used  extensively  by  poets  such  as  W.  B.  Yeats,  T.  S.  Eliot,  and  Ezra  
Pound. 

St. Thomas used the five divisions analytically, rather like a mi-
croscope, to turn the gaze inward upon a matter and anatomize it. He 
used them in a  parallel  manner  when he turned the gaze outwards,  to-
wards his audience. In both cases, however, the form of the operation is 
that of the word (logos) understood through rhetoric. 

Professor Étienne Gilson often remarked that the Thomistic arti-
cle presents “one of the big mysteries” of medieval philosophy: where 
did Thomas get that article? By any measure, the article seems rather an 
odd and convoluted form to use in structuring an argument—when 
compared, say, to the syllogism or other (and more efficient) scholastic 
forms of article or dialectical procedure. And why did he use it some 
times and not others? When looked at from outside philosophy and 
theology, from the standpoint of literature, the article makes another 
kind of sense:  

Anyone familiar with the persistent use which Joyce makes of 
the labyrinth figure as the archetype of human cognition will 
have noticed the same figure as it appears in the dramatic action 

                                                
7 For a fuller discussion, see “The Theories of Communication of Judaism and Catholi-
cism,” in Marshall and Eric McLuhan, Theories of Communication (New York: Peter 
Lang, 2011), Appendix Five, 227–232. 
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of  a  Thomistic  “article.”  There  is  first  the  descent  into  the  par-
ticular matter of the “objections.” These are juxtaposed abruptly, 
constituting a discontinuous or cubist perspective. By abrupt jux-
taposition of diverse views of the same problem, that which is in 
question is seen from several sides. A total intellectual history is 
provided in a single view. And in the very instant of being pre-
sented  with  a  false  lead  or  path  the  mind  is  alerted  to  seek  an-
other course through the maze. Baffled by variety of choice it is 
suddenly arrested by the “sed contra” and given its true bearings 
in the conclusion. Then follows the retracing of the labyrinth in 
the “respondeo dicendum.” Emerging into intellectual clarity at 
the end of this process it looks back on the blind alleys proffered 
by each of the original objections. Whereas the total shape of 
each article, with its trinal divisions into objections, respondeo, 
and answers to objections, is an “S” labyrinth, this figure is really 
traced and retraced by the mind many times in the course of a 
single article. Perhaps this fact helps to explain the power of 
Thomas to communicate a great deal even before he is much un-
derstood. It certainly suggests why he can provide rich esthetic 
satisfactions by the very dance of his mind—a dance in which we 
participate as we follow him. 
His “articles” can be regarded as vivisections of the mind in act. 
The skill and wit with which he selects his objections constitute a 
cubist landscape of great intellectual extent seen from an air-
plane. The ideas or objects in this landscape are by their very 
contiguity set in a state of dramatic tension; and this dramatic 
tension is provided with a dramatic peripeteia in the respondeo, 
and with a resolution in the answers to the objections.8 

The drama of dialectical oppositions plays on the surface of the article 
in the contradictions between topic and objections, objections and Sed 
Contra and replies to objections. But beneath this surface tension there 
lies a different structure, and another drama, a further unity. The five 

                                                
8 From Herbert M. McLuhan, “Joyce, Aquinas and the Poetic Process,” Renascence 
IV:1 (Autumn 1951): 3–11. 
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elements of St. Thomas’s article comprise a simultaneous order since 
they too use the rhetorical pattern.  

In keeping with rhetorical form, each article begins with a 
quest—an inventio.  With  this  opening  “Utrum”  (“Whether  .  .  .”),  the  
topic is located, placed on centre stage: and discovered via doubt, not 
propositional certainty: 

1. Whether God can do what nature cannot . . . 
2. Whether God’s power is infinite . . . 
3. Whether there be but one God . . . 

The second element, the list of objections, provides the ground 
for the enterprise, the direction for the quest (quaestio) and the formal 
cause for the article. Here St. Thomas parades the ignorance—the in-
disposition (dispositio)—that will be used to probe and to winkle out 
the truth. St. Thomas’s audience is put front and centre every time in 
the objections: it is the target of the article as a logos and its ignorance 
supplies the form. Limning the ignorance in the objections is a tech-
nique for manipulating the probe of inventio across the bounding line 
between ignorance and truth, anticipating the Respondeo and, as a sort 
of exploratory gloss, the subsequent replies to the objections. 

The third component of the Thomistic article always begins with 
the words, Sed contra . . ., and offers a statement of the true path. The 
words may come from Thomas’s own reason or from an indisputable 
authority. (Occasionally, the Sed contra takes the form of another ex-
treme view—the authority’s—which is not always in harmony with 
Thomas’s own views.) This is the elocutio moment, that of showing-
forth or bestowing of right reason. It is normally brief, having the char-
acter of epiphany. This and the fourth element comprise a turn or rever-
sal that flips the reader back across the bounding line that circumscribes 
the ignorance limned in the earlier parts of the article. The Respondeo, 
which complements the Sed contra, brings to bear on the quest the full 
measure of wisdom and eloquence, tradition and reason. It supplies the 
memoria function in the rhetorical logos. In the last section, the objec-
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tions are “delivered” systematically, one by one, in the light of the 
foregoing.  

The foregoing explains not only the source and the structure of 
the celebrated article, but also why it had that particular pattern and had 
to have all five elements. But why bother to pattern the article after a 
rhetorical logos at all? 

The reasons are spelled out in St. Augustine’s De Doctrina 
Christiana. Augustine frequently reiterates the traditional Ciceronian 
formula for the ideal orator as a man of encyclopedic wisdom and elo-
quence as that of his ideal Christian teacher. Martianus Capella immor-
talized this pairing in his monumentally popular De nuptiis mercurii et 
philologiae.9  

“We have all known,” writes Prof. Muller-Thym, “St. Augus-
tine’s dependence on Cicero in many details.” 

By a stroke of sheer genius Henri-Irénée Marrou read in St. Au-
gustine this remarkable sentence: 
“O,  would that  on both these matters  (i.e.,  de vi  et  potentia  ani-
mae) we could question some most learned, and not only that, 
but most eloquent, and wholly most wise and perfect man.” 
For who can this doctissimus and eloquentissimus be  if  not  the  
doctus orator, the vir doctus et eloquens of Cicero? And thence, 
after  a  most  remarkable reading of  all  the text  of  St.  Augustine,  
we are forced with Marrou to the conclusion that  all  his  life  St.  
Augustine was a grammarian and an eloquent man in the best Ci-
ceronian and Quintilianian sense of the word. It was the whole 
gamut of grammarial technique he applied to the exegesis of 
Scripture. It was a reworked puerilis institutio and politior hu-
manitas whose  treatises  he  began  to  write,  but  which  were  not  
completed. Cicero wanted to become an historian; St. Augustine 
did become one, in the best Latin and Roman tradition in the De 
Civitate Dei. And to make clear to Christians the state of and the 

                                                
9 More copies of this  work survive than of any other:  it  was a kind of fourth-century 
Finnegans Wake. 
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preparation for Christian eloquence, as Cicero had written De 
Oratore, St. Augustine wrote that charter of Christian education, 
the De Doctrina Christiana. Here, in a word, was a man in whom 
eloquence was coming back to life in the purity of the Ciceronian 
ideal. But instead of addressing men to guide them toward the 
common good of the city, as Brutus, Cassius, and Cicero had 
done, Augustine and the Christian orators had to resort to elo-
quence to guide the Christians to God, the common good of the 
City of God.10 

St. Augustine is wary of the power of rhetoric, which so easily can shift 
its effect from neutral teaching to active (even if inadvertent) persua-
sion, with unfortunate results. The difficulty is simply stated: any con-
version that owes its impetus to a rhetor’s pressure is to that degree not 
a valid conversion. The impetus must come from inside the convert, not 
from outside.  

According to the textbooks, rhetoric persuades by one of the 
three established routes: ethos (appeal through character), pathos (ap-
peal through sentiment), or logos (appeal through reason). These routes 
are as commonplace as the seven-stage layout of an oration from exor-
dium to peroration. But behind this civilized cliché lies the raw power 
of primal utterance. Thomas’s article sidesteps the conventional routes 
to persuasion; instead, it deploys the rhetorical logos in attack mode, 
not so much to change the reader’s mind or thinking as to set the reader 
himself to rights. It brings the ancient integral logos to  bear  on  the  
reader’s faculties, not one at a time as with the usual modes of rational 
appeal, but from all sides at once. Thomas’s article is neither neutral 
nor passive nor objective, but an active agent on the attack. It functions 
medicinally. The form of the article—its formal cause—is the ancient 
rhetorical logos, the logos prophorikos of the Stoics.11 

                                                
10 Bernard J. Muller-Thym, “St. Thomas and the Recapturing of Natural Wisdom,” The 
Modern Schoolman (May 1941): 65–66. 
11 See the Note at the end of this essay. 
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In their medicinal aspect, then, the five divisions of Thomas’s ar-
ticle function as follows. 

1. The “Utrum” (inventio) identifies the area of weakness or ill-
ness addressed by the physician. 
2. The objections (dispositio) detail the wounds, the forms the 
disease takes. 
3. Sed contra (elocutio) by way of contrast puts the healthy con-
dition on display. 
4. Respondeo (which could be written using the familiar R-sub-x) 
gives the medicinal prescription. 
5. The replies to the objections (delivery) show the medicine be-
ing applied to the wounds, the healing process. 

St. Thomas’s radical article tackled head-on the problem St. 
Augustine identified. St. Thomas did not invent the technique of using 
rhetoric therapeutically: medicinal literature and poetry has a long and 
varied tradition.  A principal  function of  literary satire  is  therapeutic—
and  it  could  well  be  said  that  there  is  a  large  satiric  (in  the  serious  
sense) dimension to the Thomistic article. Another well-known “me-
dicinal” work, Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, uses the same 
five-part structure. 

That Thomas deployed the article in some of his works and not in 
others suggests that an exact decorum governs how and when it may be 
used. It appears in works throughout his career, e.g., from the De Veri-
tate (1256–1259) and Quodlibetal Questions (1256–1259) to the 
Summa Theologiae (1266–1273), so it is not just something he stum-
bled across mid-career. (More likely the basic knowledge formed part 
of his training by Albertus Magnus.) It was not used, on the other hand, 
in discursive writings, such as the Summa contra Gentiles, and would 
have been inappropriate there: that summa is intended to supply teach-
ers with material to heal not their ills (so there is no need to apply the 
medicine to them) but the mental “ills” or misconceptions of their audi-
ences. Obviously, this very large and complex matter merits a separate 
study. 
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He employs traditional rhetoric, not to persuade in the expected 
manner, but both analytically, where the logos of being or of creation is 
concerned, and prescriptively, in shaping the celebrated article. In both 
cases, the form (formal cause) is the logos prophorikos, the rhetorical 
logos.  The  Thomistic  article,  then,  is  an  active  agent  to  be  applied  
therapeutically, to cure an illness of the understanding or the imagina-
tion—to restore the patient’s mental and spiritual balance and empower 
him  or  her  to  recover  right  reason.  For  example,  he  used  rhetoric  as  
much more than a persuasive logos when he applied it analytically to 
the problem of proving to a skeptical inquirer that God exists. 

As an exegetical performance, St. Thomas’s doctrine of the “five 
ways” of proving God’s existence12 derives from the conventional un-
derstanding of the natural world as a speech uttered by God at the Crea-
tion: when God said “let there be—,” He was not posing a suggestion 
but simultaneously naming and creating each thing. The universe then 
is a sort of text, the Book of Nature written (as it were) in parallel to the 
text of Holy Scripture. Since Nature and Scripture were written in par-
allel, they called for same or parallel methods of explicating texts. St. 
Thomas’s “five ways” of proving the existence of God begin with the 
Book of Nature, that is, with reference to experience of the natural 
world, of things, and of the senses. Alan of Lille encapsulates this con-
ventional understanding of the Book of Nature, with the familiar mne-
monic, 

Omnis mundi creatura 
Quasi liber et pictura 
Nobis est et speculum . . .13 

                                                
12 Summa Theologiae, Part I, Q. 2, A. 3. 
13 Patrologia Latina, CCX, 579 A. Cited in Ernst R. Curtius, European Literature and 
the Latin Middle Ages,  trans.  W. R. Trask (New York and Evanston: Harper & Row, 
Harper Torchbooks / The Bollingen Library, 1953), 319; and vide page 326 for a brief 
overview of the medieval trope of the world as a book. 
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The traditional Doctrine of the Logos held, among other things, 
that God created the natural order by uttering it, that the Divine fiat 
itself was the act of creation; name and thing were identical and 
univocal. To utter the name, “tulip,” or “whale,” or “light” was to utter 
tulip, whale, or light, to bring them into being. From this awareness 
flowed a powerful rationale for the traditional science of names and 
etymologies as directly related to understanding material essences and 
as embodying esoteric knowledge. Equally, it explains Thomas’s 
preference for Realism over Nominalism.14 

St. Thomas’s technique in this Article is to work backwards from 
the utterance to the existence of the utterer. Of the arts of the logos as 
then practiced (the trivium), only one provided the necessary tools for 
examining the relation of an utterance to its utterer. Dialectic, as the 
science of abstract thought and of testing for truth, is unsuitable. 
Grammar had several facets, including encyclopedic humanism, natural 
science, and the sciences of etymology and multi-leveled signification. 
While basic to interpreting both “texts” (Scripture and Nature), gram-
mar yet did not provide any means to deduce from the character of ei-
ther “book” the nature or existence of its Author. Rhetoric, on the other 
hand, specifically concerns itself with relations between utterances and 
utterers, and it was to this science of the logos that St. Thomas turned to 
find his “five ways.” To be is an act; indeed, it is the ultimate act, and 
we know from Genesis that it is a rhetorical act. 

From Isocrates to Cicero, rhetoricians had investigated the char-
acter of rhetorical utterances, and of the rhetorical logos, for clues to its 
structural composition and the source of its power to transform. Cicero, 
                                                
14 So, Chesterton pointed out: “Everyone knows that the Nominalist declared that things 
differ too much to be really classified; so that they are only labeled. Aquinas was a firm 
but moderate Realist, and therefore held that there really are general qualities; as that 
human beings are human, and other paradoxes. To be an extreme realist would have 
taken him too near to being a Platonist. He recognized that individuality is real, but said 
that  it  coexists  with  a  common  character  making  some  generalisation  possible  .  .  .”  
Gilbert K. Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, Inc., 
2009), 113–114. 



St. Thomas Aquinas, Dramatist? 

 

121

 

followed by Quintilian reported that the rhetorical logos had five, and 
only five, components or “divisions:” 

And, since all the activity and ability of an orator falls into five 
divisions, I learned that he must first hit upon what to say; then 
manage and marshal his discoveries, not merely in orderly fash-
ion, but with a discriminating eye for the exact weight as it were 
of each argument; next go on to array them in the adornments of 
style; after that keep them guarded in his memory; and in the end 
deliver them with effect and charm . . .15 

The five divisions are, in fact, nothing else than the five mental 
faculties of man, perceived comprehensively. The logos, especially as 
understood by the pre-Socratics, includes them all, but rhetoric and 
later philosophy alike tended to fragment and specialize the logos. Both 
the ideal poet and orator shared the encyclopedic training indispensable 
to true eloquence. 

In Book I of The Institutes of Oratory, Quintilian sets forth the 
program for schooling in eloquence, which includes the study of lan-
guages and the cultivation of both Grammar and Rhetoric: 

This profession may be most briefly considered under two heads, 
the art of speaking correctly and the interpretation of the poets; 
but there is more beneath the surface than meets the eye. For the 
art of writing is combined with that of speaking, and correct 
reading precedes interpretation, while in each of these cases criti-
cism has its work to perform . . . Nor is it sufficient to have read 
the poets only; every kind of writer must be carefully studied, not 
merely for the subject matter, but for the vocabulary; for words 
often acquire authority from their use by a particular author. Nor 
can such training be regarded as complete if it stop short of mu-
sic, for the teacher of literature has to speak of metre and rhythm: 
nor again if he be ignorant of astronomy, can he understand the 

                                                
15 Cicero, De Oratore: Books 1–2,  trans.  E.  W.  Sutton,  H.  Rackham (Loeb  Classical  
Library 348; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, and London, 1942; rpt. 1967), 
I, xxxi, 142; 99. 
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poets; for they, to mention no further points, frequently give their 
indications of time by reference to the rising and setting of the 
stars. Ignorance of philosophy is an equal drawback.16 

In Book III, following Cicero (who, in turn, continued the program of 
Isocrates), he presents the divisions of rhetoric and their basic charac-
ters: 

The art of oratory, as taught by most authorities, and those the 
best, consists of five parts: invention, arrangement, expression, 
memory, and delivery or action (the two latter terms being used 
synonymously). But all speech expressive of purpose involves 
also a subject and words. If such expression is brief and con-
tained within the limits of one sentence, it may demand nothing 
more, but longer speeches require much more. For not only what 
we say and how we say it is of importance, but also the circum-
stances  under  which  we  say  it.  It  is  here  that  the  need  of  ar-
rangement comes in. But it will be impossible to say everything 
demanded by the subject, putting each thing in its proper place, 
without  the  aid  of  memory.  It  is  for  this  reason  that  memory  
forms the fourth department. But a delivery, which is rendered 
unbecoming either by voice or gesture, spoils everything and al-
most entirely destroys the effect of what is said. Delivery there-
fore must be assigned the fifth place.17 

It was in accordance with the structure indicated by these traditional 
five divisions, still current in classical training in Albertus Magnus’s 
day, that St. Thomas shaped his Article. Cicero maintained that these 
five processes pervaded every aspect of every speech, from the whole 
down to the least detail. St. Thomas, taking him literally, worked back-
wards and used each division of the rhetorical logos as a route to dem-
onstrate the existence of the speaker. 

St. Thomas’s “first way” is the “argument from motion”: 

                                                
16 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria,  In four volumes,  trans.  H. E.  Butler  (Loeb Classical  
Library; Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1963), Book I, 63. 
17 Id., Book III, iii, 1–3, I, 385. 
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It is certain, and evident to our senses, that in the world some 
things are in motion. Now whatever is in motion is put in motion 
by another, for nothing can be in motion except it is in potential-
ity to that towards which it is in motion; whereas a thing moves 
inasmuch as it is in act. For motion is nothing else than the 
reduction of something from potentiality to actuality. But nothing 
can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by some-
thing in a state of actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as 
fire, makes wood, which is potentially hot, to be actually hot, and 
thereby moves and changes it. Now it is not possible that the 
same thing should be at once in actuality and potentiality in the 
same respect, but only in different respects. For what is actually 
hot cannot simultaneously be potentially hot; but it is simultane-
ously potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that in the same 
respect  and  in  the  same  way  a  thing  should  be  both  mover  and  
moved, i.e., that it should move itself. Therefore, whatever is in 
motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which it is 
put in motion be itself put in motion, then this also must needs be 
put in motion by another, and that by another again. But this can-
not go on to infinity, because then there would be no first mover, 
and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that subsequent mov-
ers move only inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first 
mover; as the staff moves only because it is put in motion by the 
hand. Therefore it is necessary to arrive at a first mover, put in 
motion by no other; and this everyone understands to be God.18 

By “motion,” he explains, he means “the reduction of something from 
potentiality to actuality.” The argument turns on the necessity of there 
being a “first mover” who is “put in motion by no other,” and who is 
responsible for bringing things into a created state: an inventor. The 
“first way” derives from the process of invention—inventio.19 

                                                
18 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Part I, Q. 2, Art. 3, Respondeo. 
19 For an extended commentary on each of the five proofs, see Étienne Gilson, The 
Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1956, Rpt. 2010), Chapter III, 59–83. 
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St. Thomas’s “second way is from the nature of the efficient 
cause:” 

In the world of sense we find there is an order of efficient causes. 
There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, possible) in which a 
thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be 
prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient causes it is 
not possible to go on to infinity, because in all efficient causes 
following in order, the first is the cause of the intermediate cause, 
and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether 
the intermediate cause be several, or only one. Now to take away 
the cause is to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first 
cause among efficient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any 
intermediate cause. But if in efficient causes it is possible to go 
on to infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither will 
there be an ultimate effect, nor any intermediate efficient causes; 
all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary to admit a 
first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of God.20 

Of the four causes—formal, efficient, material, final—only the 
efficient cause operates sequentially. The other three are simultaneous, 
fully present from the first moment. Now, dialectic, the governing art of 
the time and the scholastic’s main mode of exposition, reserves for 
itself only two of the five rhetorical divisions: inventio and dispositio, 
matter and arrangement. In dialectic and rhetoric, the convention of 
dispositio was that of logical, linear sequence in argument and of effi-
cient cause in reason and science. Via efficient cause, the “second way” 
links directly to dispositio.  

St. Thomas’s “third way is taken from possibility and necessity,” 
and is concerned with observation of modes of being: 

We  find  in  nature  things  that  are  possible  to  be  and  not  to  be,  
since they are found to be generated, and to corrupt, and conse-
quently, they are possible to be and not to be. But it is impossible 
for  these always to exist,  for  that  which is  possible  not  to  be at  

                                                
20 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Part I, Q. 2, Art. 3, Respondeo. 
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some time is not. Therefore, if everything is possible not to be, 
then at one time there could have been nothing in existence. Now 
if this were true, even now there would be nothing in existence, 
because that which does not exist only begins to exist by some-
thing already existing. Therefore, if at one time nothing was in 
existence, it would have been impossible for anything to have 
begun to exist; and thus even now nothing would be in exis-
tence—which is absurd. Therefore, not all beings are merely 
possible, but there must exist something the existence of which is 
necessary. But every necessary thing either has its necessity 
caused by another, or not. Now it is impossible to go on to infin-
ity in necessary things which have their necessity caused by an-
other, as has been already proved in regard to efficient causes.21  

These various modes and degrees of being and of not-being are taken as 
manifesting, as “showing forth,” a fundamental and original of being:  

[as the paragraph concludes] . . . we cannot but postulate the ex-
istence of some being having of itself its own necessity, and not 
receiving it from another, but rather causing in others their ne-
cessity. This all men speak of as God.22 

The third division of the rhetorical logos, elocutio, embraces the same 
two concerns—“showing-forth” or “speaking-out” (e-loqui), and the 
“modes” or figures of that speaking-out in the sense of con-figurations 

                                                
21 Id. The same matter formed an argument in the Summa contra Gentiles (Book III, 
Part 2, Chapter 97, para. 13): “Hence, the fact that creatures are brought into existence, 
though it takes its origin from the rational character of divine goodness, nevertheless 
depends solely on God’s will. But, if it be granted that God wills to communicate His 
goodness to His creatures by way of likeness as far as it is possible, then one finds in 
this the reason why creatures are of divers kinds, but it does not necessarily follow that 
they are differentiated on the basis of this or that measure of perfection, or according to 
this or that number of things. On the other hand, if we grant that, as a result of an act of 
divine will, He wills to establish this particular number of things, and to bestow on each 
thing a particular measure of perfection, then as a result one finds the reason why each 
thing has such and such a form and such and such matter . . .” 
22 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Part I, Q. 2, Art. 3, Respondeo. 



Eric McLuhan 126

of speech23 and postures of the mind as realized in the modes or con-
figurations of beings in creation. Each rhetorical figure is a vivisection 
of the mind and sensibilities in action. The “third way,” then, derives 
from elocutio. 

St. Thomas’s “fourth way” is a much simpler matter. As Thomas 
remarks, “the fourth way is taken from the gradation to be found in 
things.” The concern is not, as might appear superficially, with some 
sort of simple hierarchical arrangement: 

Among beings there are some more and some less good, true, 
noble and the like. But “more” and “less” are predicated of dif-
ferent things, according as they resemble in their different ways 
something which is the maximum, as a thing is said to be hotter 
according as it more nearly resembles that which is hottest; so 
that there is something which is truest, something best, some-
thing noblest and, consequently, something which is uttermost 
being; for those things that are greatest in truth are greatest in be-
ing, as it is written in Metaph. ii. Now the maximum in any ge-
nus is the cause of all in that genus; as fire, which is the maxi-
mum heat, is the cause of all hot things. Therefore there must 
also be something which is to all beings the cause of their being, 
goodness, and every other perfection; and this we call God.24 

Some have adduced as a source here St. Anselm’s “ontological argu-
ment;”25 I propose instead (or in addition) that St. Thomas here argues 
that the observables in the created order, to the degree that they have 
being, are redolent of the fount and maximum of all being and all good 
and  all  perfection.  This  principle  of  redolence,  of  recall,  derives  from 
the fourth division of rhetoric, memoria. 

                                                
23 In the first Book of the Old Testament, Genesis, the creation takes place as each 
being is “spoken,” that is, uttered: so beings, their degree, intensity, hierarchy, configu-
rations, and organization, are as it were, “figures” or tropes of that mode of Divine 
speech. 
24 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Part I, Q. 2, Art. 3, Respondeo. 
25 See Frederick C. Copleston, Aquinas (Great Britain: Penguin Books, New York: 
Viking / Penguin, 1955), 112. 
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St. Thomas’s “fifth way” is “taken from the governance of the 
world:” 

We see that things which lack intelligence, such as natural bod-
ies, act for an end, and this is evident from their acting always, or 
nearly  always,  in  the  same  way,  so  as  to  obtain  the  best  result.  
Hence it is plain that not fortuitously, but designedly, do they 
achieve their end. Now whatever lacks intelligence cannot move 
towards an end, unless it be directed by some being endowed 
with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is shot to its mark 
by the archer. Therefore some intelligent being exists by whom 
all natural things are directed to their end; and this being we call 
God.26 

This concern, with “conduct” and “governance” and being “shot 
to the mark”27 has its locus in the fifth and final division of rhetoric, 
pronuntiatio or delivery. Just as the five divisions of rhetoric form a 
simultaneous whole, so do the five proofs cited above. None of the 
arguments was entirely new, but Thomists agree that St. Thomas devel-
oped and arranged them in this article to form a “coherent whole.”28 
The Thomistic Article is actually not a logical proof although it con-
tains quite a lot of logic, since it does not follow a logical progression 
but keeps folding back on itself like an organism. It is not logical so 
much as organic. It is designed to act on its audience as a simultaneous 
whole, much like a chord in music, or a molecule composed of atoms in 
a  certain  pattern  and  not  a  sequence,  or  a  medicinal  compound.  The  
Article, then, is designed to act on the whole man instead of merely the 

                                                
26 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Part I, Q. 2, Art. 3, Respondeo. 
27 A  clear  reference  to  the  discussion  of  hamartia in Aristotle’s Poetics. Hamartia 
meant “off the mark,” “off-centredness;” literally, eccentricity. 
28 Copleston, Aquinas, 127. Copleston remarks further, “Does any particular argument 
possess a special or pre-eminent importance? Modern Thomists often assert that the 
third proof, bearing explicitly on the existence of things, is fundamental. But if we look 
at the two Summas,  we  do  not  find  Aquinas  saying  this.  So  far  as  he  gives  explicit  
preference to any particular proof it is to the first, which he declares, somewhat surpris-
ingly, to be the clearest” (Id., 127). 
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logical faculties by changing not so much what he knows as how he 
knows, and in this it is consonant with the aims of classical Ciceronian 
rhetoric. 

St. Thomas, in using rhetoric thus, has simply applied the tradi-
tional divisions of the integral logos analytically instead of prescrip-
tively—in the way a rhetor would normally employ them—to the 
grammatical Doctrine of the Logos. He retraced the labyrinth of a 
speech and its speaker, a procedure that in our time inheres in that liter-
ary discipline called Practical Criticism. Another novelty of the “five 
ways” is that they are empirical, based on reading and “criticism of 
text” of the Book of Nature: all begin with direct experience: “In the 
world of sense . . .;” “It is certain and evident to our senses that in the 
world . . .;” “We find in nature . . .” 

To sum up:  St.  Thomas used the five divisions of  rhetoric  in  at  
least two ways. He employed them to structure the Article, making it a 
novel dramatic form with dramatic power and efficacy. He also used it 
occasionally to structure his argument within the frame of the Article, 
as exemplified in his discussion of the five ways to prove the existence 
of God. (Another such interior use, for example, occurs in De Potentia 
Dei,  Book I, Question 3, Article 4.) The rhetorical logos has tradition-
ally been used to tranform the audience, whereas the aim of the dialec-
tical logos is principally to change the minds of the readers and hearers. 
Consequently, the Article has an additional medicinal and therapeutic 
dimension. Varro wrote six-hundred-some Menippean satires,29 making 
him the  most  prolific  satirist  in  that  or  any  other  species  of  satire.  St.  

                                                
29 Ulrich Knoche observes that “the catalogue of Varro’s writings in Jerome contains 
mention of 150 books of Menippean satires. Not a single satire has survived complete 
and none can be reconstructed in detail. What we have consists of about 90 titles and 
600 fragments. These have been preserved mainly through the old grammarians, espe-
cially Nonius, while a certain number have been added by Gellius, Macrobius, and 
others.” He adds, “in Latin only Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis provides a clear idea of the 
nature of the genre,” and calls Varro’s satires “pamphlets”—the modern equivalent 
would be something akin to the comic book. Knoche, Roman Satire, trans. Edwin S. 
Ramage (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1975), 53. 
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Thomas invented a new form of drama, the content of which is dialecti-
cal argumentation, and penned hundreds upon hundreds of these pecu-
liar Articles—the precise number of them is unknown—making him the 
most prolific dramatist of all time. 

Note 

The introduction of the phonetic alphabet had transformed the 
experience of speech and language in the ancient world and re-balanced 
the senses in the sensus communis. Suddenly, with the introduction of 
separate characters for vowels, there was introduced a radically new 
way to experience words. Before the alphabet, before the introduction 
of syllabaries words and speeches could be heard and conned mimeti-
cally; after the first syllabaries, they could be both heard and seen on 
the page; lacking spaces between words, without accent marks to tell 
the reader where to insert vowels or which to use, and with all the am-
biguities inherent in writing with morphemes, reading automatically 
demanded vocal performance. But with the alphabet a further dimen-
sion appeared: the word in the mind, before speech. Hitherto there had 
been only one mode of thinking, that is, thinking in images. The pho-
netic alphabet made possible the interiorizing of words without speech 
for the first time.  

The pre-Socratic philosophers gradually developed theories of 
language to exploit the new senses of language and its significance: the 
integral logos had been shattered and each of the philosophies pro-
pounded its own systematic theory of the logos. Eventually, it was the 
Stoics’ three-fold logos that gripped the western imagination, providing 
a structure for such diverse matters as the three strains of satire—
Horatian, Juvenalian, and Menippean—and even the trivium, the pat-
tern of intellectual activity for the subsequent fifteen hundred years. 
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The Stoic threefold logos mirrors exactly the new experiences of the 
word made available by the phonetic alphabet.30 

This experience had three aspects. First there is the spoken word; 
second, the word on the page or on clay tablets; and third, the explosive 
new form, the silent word, the word in the mind before speech—
thinking in words made possible by the abstract power of the alphabet. 
The silent word is that of Dialectic, the logos endiathetos,31 the word in 
the mind, without speech. It is the skill of thinking in words and sen-
tences. It is no exaggeration to say that the Stoic threefold logos pro-
vides the etymology of the trivium. So Dialectic places its emphasis on 
mental verbal processes, on logic and philosophy, and thinking aright. 
The written word is that of Grammar, the logos spermatikos32—the 
logos as seeds embedded in things, the seeds from which things grow 
and derive their essential nature. Consequently, Grammar places its 
emphasis on etymology and interpretation of both the written book and 
the Book of Nature. Grammar bridged the arts (four-level exegesis, the 
four senses of Scripture) and the sciences (four sciences: arithmetic, 
geometry, music, astronomy; and four causes: formal, efficient, mate-
rial, final—all in analogical “proper proportion”). A grammarian re-
garded all of Nature and every written text as his province. Grammar 
necessarily entailed encyclopedism. The spoken word is that of Rheto-
ric, the logos prophorikos.33 So Rhetoric emphasizes transformation—
of audience—and decorum (and all five divisions: invention, disposi-
tion, elocution, memory, delivery). Mimesis survived in Rhetoric as the 
agent of transforming audiences. Based on the Roman translation of 
logos, Cicero and Quintilian yoked together oratory and encyclope-
dism, Eloquence and Grammar, Mercury and Philology as the backbone 

                                                
30 Laws of Media: The New Science (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988), by 
Marshall and Eric McLuhan, provides an extended treatment of this transformation. 
31 . 
32 . “Grammar” derives from Greek, grammatika,  meaning  “of  or  
pertaining to letters or literature” (Oxford English Dictionary). 
33 . 
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of any serious cultural or intellectual enterprise. This alliance was ce-
mented by Martianus Capella’s satiric allegory, De Nuptiis Philologiae 
et Mercurii. Note that the narrator is Dame Satire in person. Martianus 
set the trivium and quadrivium in the pattern that has persisted for the 
last seventeen centuries. 
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A SPIRITUAL PHILOSOPHY OF  
RECOVERY: AQUINAS AND  
ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS 

 
 

Spiritual but Not Religious 

I had been educated in college, seminary and graduate school in 
philosophy and theology. Much of my education had been in the phi-
losophy and theology of Thomas Aquinas who was a medieval philoso-
pher and theologian of the 13th century. As the years evolved, I moved 
steadily away from a life in the Church and became a business person. I 
became less and less interested in philosophy, theology and spiritual 
discipline. Instead, I became dedicated to building a career and acquir-
ing an image as a successful business person. I did achieve some career 
accomplishments for a time, but eventually alcohol began to destroy my 
marriage, family and career. Also, I had turned into a hardened person 
who lost any real relationship with God who, in my early life, had been 
essential to my existence.  

I had, as we say in A.A.,1 hit bottom. I came to A.A., and I was 
willing to listen and follow the program. I found a sponsor, studied and 
applied the steps, went to meetings unfailingly, and formed close A.A. 
friendships. Even after a number of years, I still do all these practices, 
                                                
1 The abbreviation A.A. refers to the Alcoholics Anonymous. 
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and I have returned to a God of my understanding. The return to a God 
of my understanding has also involved a return to the spiritual and 
moral teachings of Thomas Aquinas. The renowned Catholic author 
G.K. Chesterton spoke of God as the “Hound of Heaven.” It is a meta-
phor that describes a loving God who is constantly pursuing us 
throughout life. It is a barking that we cannot ignore. In my life, I have 
heard the hound of heaven, but in my spiritual journey I have likewise 
heard the hound of Thomas Aquinas. I have heard this baying from the 
pages of two of the greatest spiritual books written, i.e. The Twelve 
Steps and The Twelve Traditions of A.A. and the Big Book of Alcoholic 
Anonymous. It was a combination of these works, many meetings, A.A. 
friends, prayer and meditation that brought about this essay. 

Why did I  begin to return to Thomas as  I  sat  in  A.A.  meetings,  
lived the A.A. program and sponsored and counseled recovering alco-
holics and addicts? I think that I can bring it down to one issue. People 
in recovery, especially persons with years of sobriety, are extremely 
serious  about  their  spiritual  life.  To  a  person,  they  would  say,  “A.A.  
taught me the difference between religion and spirituality.” They would 
express this idea in various ways like, “I am spiritual but not religious.” 
I became intrigued by these statements because as I grew by means of 
12 step recovery I experienced the burning desire to return to Christ and 
sacramental worship. There were many individuals who, after some 
time, would leave A.A. and return to a church denomination. Unfortu-
nately, for most of these individuals, it was a short time before alco-
holic behavior would return. I was puzzled by this rejection of organ-
ized religion because in my mind I was beginning to discover a beauty 
in Western Christianity that I had always sensed. 

I sensed that I had been right in my early seminary days. In my 
opinion, my professors had missed the vital importance of Thomistic 
Psychology. In those days of manual Thomism I did not understand the 
power of Thomistic psychology until I later discovered Robert Bren-
nan’s description: “The subject matter of psychology properly con-
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ceived is man—his nature, and his powers, habits, and acts.”2 Eventu-
ally, it was in reading Peter Redpath, The Moral Wisdom of St. Thomas, 
that it struck me what I had sensed unconsciously and eventually con-
sciously over the years, i.e., the essential relation of ethics to a power 
psychology: “To us the reality of ethics rests upon the reality of a 
power psychology . . . how moral activity can belong to human beings, 
how can it be a human activity, unless it issues from a power psychol-
ogy.”3 

If there is a relation between ethics and a power psychology, then 
there is also a relation between moral philosophy and a moral psychol-
ogy. This hunch that moral philosophy and psychology are really a 
synthesis that should be deeply and broadly explored in Thomas started 
in A.A. by asking what individuals mean when they say, “I am spiritual 
and not religious.” Even more important than this question I began to 
wonder just why they were making this statement so emphatically and 
with an expression of emancipation from traditional religion. 

It was a perplexing issue because, even from my early days of 
recovery, I realized that A.A. is a program of spiritual and moral recov-
ery. Steps one to three in A.A. are about the acceptance of a higher 
power. A.A. insists that recovery programs are not the place for atheists 
or highly skeptical, cynical or neutral agnostics. It demands in the early 
steps that the recovering individual comes to a personal definition of 
God. The definition must not be an abstract definition of God; rather it 
must be defined as an experiential dynamic power in the life of the 
person recovering. It is a God greater than the self, and the recovering 
individual must admit that he/she is unable to recover without the 
power of their God. I had a sponsor in my early days of recovery who 
would give common sense spiritual wisdom like, “Look there is a God 
and you’re not Him,” or another favorite was, “There is a God and your 
                                                
2 Robert Edward Brennan, O.P., Thomistic Psychology. A Philosophical Analysis of the 
Nature of Man (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1941), 47. 
3 Peter A. Redpath, The Moral Wisdom of St. Thomas. An Introduction (University Press of 
America, 1983), 15. 
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rear end isn’t big enough for his throne.” The first three steps of A.A. 
are about discovering an all-powerful God who is beyond the skull of 
our brain. Most important, the discovery and acceptance must be of a 
powerful God to whom the recovering person is willing to turn over 
his/her life: 

 Step One: We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that 
our lives had become unmanageable. 

 Step Two: Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves 
could restore it to sanity. 

 Step Three: Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over 
to the care of God as we understood Him. 

Maybe this is why A.A. people begin to say that they are spiritual 
and not religious because there are no altar calls, no confessions of 
faith, and no testimonies—just a quiet willingness to completely turn 
their life over to the care of God in all matters and trust a loving, per-
sonal God. This God is defined in a wide variety of expressions from 
pantheists, to Buddhists, to the all-sovereign Christian God, but the 
bottom line is that it is a personal relationship with a higher power 
(God) who can and will heal if He is sought. It is a spiritual journey that 
is culminated in Step 11: “Sought through prayer and meditation to 
improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, pray-
ing only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that 
out.”4 It is an intense and daily belief in the healing power of God. It is 
a fundamental stated belief that it is the experience of those who follow 
the  steps  that  God  can  and  will  heal  if  He  is  sought.  The  emphasis  is  
strongly on the “sought” because healing is understood as a daily re-
prieve from addiction by the power of God. It seems for A.A. spiritual 
and not religious types that being spiritual means an individual experi-
ences and maintains through prayer and meditation a personal healing 
relationship with God. Thus, the question arises: Does not traditional 

                                                
4 Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions (The A.A. Grapevine Inc. and Alcoholic Anonymous 
Publishing Services). Hereafter cited as TT. 
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religion bring healing to the sick and the suffering? How is A.A. spiri-
tuality different from traditional religion?  

A Spirituality of Healing 

A.A. is centered on a specific type of spiritual healing and 
method as a response to the addiction to alcohol. It is, therefore, seen 
by A.A. as comprised of three components: It is a physical, mental and 
spiritual obsession. The alcoholic/addict believes that he/she had be-
come insane, and it is this relationship with a personal God that over-
comes their state of insanity, “Came to believe that a power greater than 
ourselves could restore us to sanity.” A person in recovery has to admit 
that they had lost their mind. This loss of mind, therefore, demands a 
method of spirituality where God is sought on a daily basis through 
prayer, meditation and examination of conscience so that a person may 
be healed from an insane obsession. 

It  is  possible  that  we  have  a  form of  spirituality  a  little  too  in-
tense for traditional religion. For example, most people who practice 
traditional religion would not perceive themselves as insane or having 
lost their minds. For example, they would not see their addiction to 
material possessions, social prestige or control of others as a physical, 
mental  and  spiritual  obsession.  Perhaps,  it  is  seen  as  somewhat  of  a  
moral weakness, but it is not insanity. Most practitioners and ministers 
of traditional religion would see themselves as having moral blemishes, 
but they would not have major defects of character requiring spiritual 
healing. Religious people will ask for prayers from physical healing, 
but seldom does a person ask for prayers because they are losing their 
mind or suffering from mental obsessions. 

It is in the first three steps of A.A. that we get the meaning of “I 
am spiritual, but not religious.” It means I have a spirituality grounded 
on a dynamic relationship with an all-loving, healing God. The spiritu-
ality is often expressed in this common A.A. aphorism: “Religion is for 
people who are afraid of hell, and spirituality is for people who have 
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been there.” It became clear to me in A.A. that I had to seriously reex-
amine the Thomistic view of power. It is the Thomistic concept of 
power that is the foundation of 12 step recovery. “This power, we 
might today call a force, and everything other than God exists by means 
of a force which St. Thomas calls its-act-of-existing (esse), which is not 
a self-containing act.”5 In A.A. spirituality it is stated there is a God and 
I am not Him. It means I receive the force, the power, the will to heal 
because I have found my soul. 

A.A.  is  most  important  to  study  in  this  age  of  skepticism  and  
atheism because many of the individuals who come into A.A. want 
nothing to do with religion. It is important to note that individuals do 
not come to A.A., as a rule, because they are interested in becoming 
more self-actualized. They have not come because they have gained 
some introspective knowledge after watching the Doctor Phil show. 
They come because they are seriously hurting and usually in an intel-
lectual and emotional state of being totally demoralized. The shrewd 
and manipulative alcoholic has for years played many mind games to 
convince himself, family, employers and professionals that he/she is not 
an  alcoholic.  When  they  come  to  A.A.,  they  have  hit  some  type  of  a  
bottom ranging from a low to a high. Finally, they have run out of op-
tions, and they come to A.A. 

Good Orderly Direction (GOD) 

From the beginning of  the A.A. program, people are  told it  is  a  
spiritual program, and they must begin to work the steps. Often, even in 
a broken human condition, they will proclaim: “Ok, but I want you to 
know that I do not want to believe in God or religion.” The response of 
a knowledgeable A.A. sponsor is: “Look, your way has not been work-
ing, and you must work through the first three steps. You must define a 
relationship with a higher power that you know as God. This is not a 
program  for  atheists.  It  is  a  program  of  Get  God  or  Get  Drunk.”  On  
                                                
5 Redpath, 20. 
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many occasions, the disbeliever is told to pray a cry of hope from a 
heart of agonizing pain: “Oh, God if you exist let me feel something. 
Despite  the state  of  your belief  pray the serenity prayer  daily and fre-
quently and make a decision to begin to put good orderly direction into 
your life.” After a few months of dedication to the first three steps, the 
disbelief and skepticism disappears and the recovering individual turns 
his/her will and life over to God as he/she understands Him. 

I remember the day when I was sitting in a lecture by Father 
James V. Schall at the American Conference of Catholic Philosophers. 
He was giving a paper on the eminent Thomist philosopher Étienne 
Gilson. It was a marvelous presentation on the nature of the mystery of 
being  created  by  God  in  a  state  of  freedom.  We  are  created  as  a  free  
person by God because it is only by the exercise of free choice for God 
that we demonstrate our love. However, our freedom also means that as 
earthly free human beings we will always know suffering. It is the suf-
fering that is an integral part of the free journey with God. Father Schall 
then said it is primarily in accepting our humanity and in the midst of 
our freedom and suffering that we still turn to God in loving obedience. 
Schall held that we do not initially come to God by means of a clear 
decision of the intellect; rather, we come to God through a life of virtue. 
It is as we live virtuously that God becomes more vivid and dynamic. It 
was  then  that  tears  came.  They  were  tears  of  finally  understanding.  I  
had learned experientially at A.A. what the Thomist Father Schall was 
presenting. I, like other recovering alcoholics, had come to God be-
cause in the midst of suffering and the need for healing I decided to 
become virtuous. I decided to live as a good person. I wanted God, so I 
engaged in a life style of good orderly direction and God became per-
sonal and a dynamic force. This is A.A. spirituality, and I think it is 
rather Thomistic. 

I want to suggest when A.A. individuals state that they are spiri-
tual but not religious, they are attempting to articulate a Spirituality of 
Healing. It is the addicted brain and body that must be healed by the 
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powers of  the soul.  It  is  with a  Spirituality  of  Healing that  it  becomes 
glaringly apparent that spirituality and morality cannot be separated. 
A.A. starts the journey to recovery in the first three steps that leads to a 
mystical awareness of a dynamic and powerful personal God. The path 
of the healing process requires more than a spiritual awareness; it de-
mands that the powers of the soul are activated. Spiritual awareness 
means that a person has experienced God’s loving compassion and 
knows although he/she is an imperfect being, they must begin to lead a 
good life. In Thomistic morality, the alcoholic must go from a life of 
vicious behavior to a life of virtuous behavior. Morality takes on a new 
expression when it is situated within the context of spiritual healing. It 
is a method of more than of not being a bad person; it is more than a 
morality driven by rules, duty, fear of punishment, etc. Thomistic mo-
rality, like a Spirituality of Healing, is a moral psychology of healing 
and human flourishing. I can remember the night I hit my bottom. I was 
lying in a jail cell after a DUI. I knew I was losing my wife and family 
and my career was quickly going downhill. I prayed an agonizing 
prayer of shame and fear, and God spoke to me very simply in a gentle, 
sad tone, “I gave you so much. Are you ready?” I had to answer that I 
was ready to be spiritually healed and stop acting like a non-person. A 
non-person is when an individual is unable to enter into true bonds of 
harmonious relationships with others. A.A. literature speaks of  

Our twisted relationships with family, friends and society at large 
that many of us suffered the most. We have been especially stu-
pid and stubborn about them. The primary fact that we fail to 
recognize is our total inability to form a true partnership with an-
other human being . . . we have not sought to be one in a family, 
to be a friend among friends, to be a worker among workers, to 
be a useful member of society.6 

                                                
6 TT, 53. 
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Living in Harmony 

Living in social harmony with others is essential to spiritual, 
moral and mental health. Aquinas explains the virtue of justice as being 
concerned with social harmony, i.e., friendship, concord, gratitude, 
affection, humanity and benevolence as being the parts of justice. Liv-
ing in spiritual and moral harmony with others means living by the 
virtue of justice and the habit of friendship.7 The alcoholic knows that a 
spirituality of healing demands meticulous attention to the virtue of 
justice in order to return to a life of social harmony and friendship.  

Though in some cases we cannot make restitution at all, and in 
some cases action ought to deferred, we should nevertheless 
make an accurate and really exhaustive survey of our past life as 
it affected other people. In many instances, we shall find that 
though the harm done others has not been great, the emotional 
harm we have done ourselves has. Very deep, sometimes quite 
forgotten, damaging emotional conflicts persist below the level 
of consciousness. At the time of these occurrences, they may ac-
tually have given our emotions violent twists which have since 
disclosed our personalities and altered our lives for the worse.8  

Therefore, it is the requirement of A.A.’s step eight: “Made a list of all 
persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them 
all.”  

There is a crucial lesson for traditional religion to learn from sin-
cere practitioners of A.A. spirituality but not religious types. It is a 
spirituality based on a relationship with a highly personal and powerful 
God and “prayer and meditation are an essential means of conscious 
contact with God.”9 Living in social harmony with others is essential in 
a Spirituality of Healing. A.A. makes clear that being spiritual means 
that an individual is able to live in loving harmony with others. We see 
                                                
7 Simon G. Harak, Virtuous Passions: The Formation of Christian Character (Eugene Ore-
gon: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1993), 81–90. 
8 TT, 79–80. 
9 TT, 96. 
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this spiritual principle of social harmony emphatically established in 
step 11 that introduces the recovering alcoholic to the ideal of spiritual-
social harmony in the prayer of St. Francis: “Lord, make me a channel 
of thy peace that where there is discord, I may bring harmony.” 

It is in learning to live in spiritual harmony with God and others 
that is critical to spiritual healing, and I suggest it is a Thomistic meta-
physical principle of order. It goes back to the spiritual sponsor direct-
ing the unbeliever who is searching for a personal dynamic God, to 
when the seeker is instructed to begin by pursuing good orderly direc-
tion  in  their  life.  Simon  G.  Harack,  S.J.,  explains  that  Thomas  begins  
with the general observation “that in all things there are to be found two 
sorts of perfection, one by which the thing subsist in itself, the other by 
which it is ordered to other things . . . proportionate to itself.” In 
Thomistic thinking, Harak elaborates, “[c]reatures are constitutively 
interrelational. That is to say, what makes a creature to be what it is—
what constitutes it—is relationships. Second, the creature increases its 
perfection—its distinctness and its relatedness—as the creature returns 
closer to God, who is perfect love. That is the final cause (telos) of 
creation and of each creature.”10 Harak  argues  it  is  fundamental  to  
Aquinas teaching that a creature is ‘ordered’ to other creatures. That is, 
creatures  are  drawn  to  approach  (attracted  to)  others  of  their  kind.  It  
means that certain others are proportionate to a person. It is a goodness 
of fit; we could say, it is not a twisted relationship. For this proportion-
ality, Thomas uses several words to express fitting, congruent, proper, 
apt, inclined, and disposed toward, congruent and connatural.  

The Thomistic principle is that  

each creature is drawn, is moved by God, through all others of 
creation. All the movement that we see in the world finds its ori-
gin in the call of God to final consummation. Movement toward 
that greater love (approach) necessarily means movement away 
from (avoiding) others which would be unfitting for the crea-

                                                
10 Harak, 81–91. 
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ture’s God supported existence. Thomas saw that movement of 
approach and avoidance as characterizing all creation, even in-
animate things.11 

The spiritual principle of all creation being drawn to God is similar to 
Charles Sanders Pierce’s “Neglected Argument for the Reality of God.” 
The movement of the soul to God Pierce calls a reverie; it is pure play. 
It is a lively exercise of one’s powers. It is either  

a form of esthetic contemplation, or that of distant castle building 
(whether in Spain or within one’s own moral training) . . . I will 
call it “Musement,” . . . Enter your skiff of Musement, push off 
into the lake of thought, and leave the breath of heaven to swell 
your sail. With your eyes open, awake to what is about or within 
you, and open conversation with yourself, for such is all medita-
tion.12 

I have found over the years as a recovering alcoholic with others 
that this concept of Musement describes somewhat the spiritual journey 
of  recovery.  It  is  a  sense  of  a  pull,  a  force,  a  power  that  gently  and  
steadily leads the recovering individual to have a sense of fitting in 
joyfully and in harmony with life. It is best described in the following 
chapter of an anonymous recovering alcoholic taken from Came to 
Believe, The Spiritual Adventure of A.A. as Experienced by Individual 
Members, called “This Spirit Touch.” 

At some time, perhaps in a more moderate way, nearly everyone 
has experienced this spirit touch of God—the fleeting feeling of 
insight, love, joy, and “The world is right.” Once, I thought that 
only unusual circumstances made these moments possible. Actu-
ally, I now think, they are forecasts of what one can have if one 
is willing to take the time and make the effort. Peace, joy and 
love can be sought through quiet thinking and honest prayer. The 
wholeness, the new awareness that is produced affects one’s rela-

                                                
11 Id., 58. 
12 Charles Sanders Peirce, The Essential Pierce: Selected Philosophical Writings,  Vol.  2  
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 436–437. 
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tionships with God and man to a degree greater than would seem 
in ordinary life. The clamor of now is reduced; understanding is 
increased. Feelings become something to explore, rather than to 
suppress. These moments are not the ends in themselves, but 
calm, restful, glorious depths. There is a joining of inner forces 
with outer forces. The Power greater than ourselves puts us in 
tune with the world. Of course, there are times when the instru-
ment is out of key, then we have insatiable desire to find the key 
again. 
Undoubtedly, this way of life is different for each person, be-
cause each person becomes his  true self  in  relation to others,  as  
well as to himself. Everything becomes filled with purpose, 
whether  it  is  small  or  large,  ugly  or  beautiful.  In  the  life  of  the  
spirit, there is no small, there is no ugly. Paradoxically, inward-
ness increases the importance of other people and one’s sur-
roundings. All five senses are more alert. The feeling is one of 
completeness.13 

Spiritual and Moral Integration 

A.A. spirituality of healing is a healing process that occurs by 
means of a steady and disciplined design over a life time. In Benedic-
tine spirituality, there is an aphorism: “You keep the rule and the rule 
will keep you.” In A.A. it is a matter of: “You keep the steps, and the 
steps will keep you.” A.A. spirituality of healing is very much a life of 
spiritual and moral habit. It is matter of engaging in spiritual and moral 
exercises  on  a  daily  basis.  It  is  a  commitment  to  a  lifetime  pursuit  of  
good orderly direction and the conscious understanding of God’s will. 
In the early stages of growth the individual is instructed of the necessity 
to confront their moral defects of character.  

Now let’s ponder the need for a list of the more glaring personal-
ity defects all of us have to varying degrees. To those having re-
ligious training, such a list would set forth serious violations of 

                                                
13 Came To Believe: The Spiritual Adventure of A.A. as Experienced by Individual Members 
(New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., 1973), 65. 
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moral principles . . . to avoid falling into confusion over the 
names theses defects should be called, let’s takes a universally 
recognized list of major human failings—the Seven Deadly sins 
of pride, greed, lust, anger, gluttony, envy, sloth. It is not only by 
accident that pride heads the procession. For pride, leading to 
self-justification, and always spurred by conscious or uncon-
scious fears, is the basic breeder of most human difficulties, the 
chief block to true progress. Pride lures us into making demands 
upon ourselves or upon others which cannot be met without per-
verting or misusing our God-given instincts. When the satisfac-
tion of our instincts for sex, security and society becomes the 
sole object of our lives, then pride steps in to justify our ex-
cesses.14 

Given the awareness of the destructive force of pride, A.A.’s 
spirituality of healing focuses the individual’s attention to the need for 
the development of the habit of humility. “Humbly asked Him to re-
move our shortcomings.” As a matter of fact, step seven stresses “the 
attainment of greater humility is the foundational principle of each 
A.A.’s Twelve Steps. For without humility, no alcoholic can stay sober 
at all.”15 This is the bold assertion of the A.A. philosophy that only road 
to spiritual healing is by means of the virtuous habit of humility. 

We must place the attention given to the deadly sin of pride and 
the development of the virtuous habit of humility as similar to Aquinas 
concept of the person as attracted to live in harmony with God, others 
and  self.  Furthermore,  it  is  Aquinas  who  also  addresses  the  issue  of  
proper harmony from the holistic perspective of the union of soul and 
body. Consequently, in Thomistic psychology reason, will, and affec-
tive virtues require emotional control. Especially, pertaining to a spiri-
tuality of healing Thomas Ryan points out the importance of Aquinas 
teaching on the virtue of misericordia which he suggests expresses 
three words in English, i.e., compassion, pity and mercy: “Misericordia 

                                                
14 TT, 48. 
15 TT, 70. 
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as compassion denotes being so affected that one moves to alleviate the 
distress of another.” For Aquinas virtue of compassion reveals the other 
oriented and interpersonal character of the human character. Ryan ex-
plains: “Compassion as a felt evaluation is fitting to our humanity and 
hence  normative.  To  be  sad  at  another’s  gifts  and  success  or  to  take  
pleasure in another’s plight indicates defective self-esteem. One’s 
moral character is flawed.”16 He suggests Aquinas sees compassion in 
the context of friendship and devoted love through identification with 
the plight of the other.  

A spirituality of healing is a process of the continuous integration 
of intellect, will and emotion. Mental healing, as is clear in the case of 
A.A. recovery, is a spirituality of attraction to proper social harmony by 
means of the virtuous habits of prudence, justice and humility. These 
virtuous habits, however, require over time that supreme attention is 
given to the individual’s affective powers as well as intellect and will.  

But in A.A. we slowly learned that something had to be done 
about our vengeful resentments, self-pity, and unwarranted pride. 
We had to see that every time we played the big shot, we turned 
people against us. We had to see that when we harbored grudges 
and planned revenge for such defeats, we were really beating 
ourselves with the club of anger we had intended to use on oth-
ers. We learned that if we were seriously disturbed, our first need 
was to quiet that disturbance, regardless of who or what we 
thought caused it.  
To see how erratic emotions victimized us often took a long time. 
We could perceive them quickly in others, but only slowly in 
ourselves. First of all, we had to admit that we had many of these 
defects, even though such disclosures were painful and humiliat-
ing.17 

                                                
16 Tom Ryan, “Aquinas on Compassion: Has He Something to Offer Today,” Irish Theologi-
cal Quarterly 75:2 (2010): 162. 
17 TT, 47. 
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Moving to Emotional Prudence 

In terms of the alcoholic living in social harmony, he/she is de-
scribed as  having a  twisted and toxic moral  character.  As a  result,  the 
process of recovery is a spiritual healing of all the faculties of the soul, 
i.e., intellect, will and emotions. In a process of spiritual healing, moral 
and emotional examination of the subjective experiences of irascible 
emotions of fear and anger are a basic requirement of the early and 
continuous life stages of spiritual healing. It is the combination of pride 
justified by unconscious fears that leads to self-justification and the 
justification of moral excesses.  

All these failings generate fear, a soul-sickness in its own right. 
The fear, in turn, generates more character defects. Unreasonable 
fear that our instincts will not be satisfied drives us to covet the 
possessions of others, to lust for sex and power, to become angry 
when our instinctive demands are threatened, to be envious when 
the ambitions of others seem to be realized while ours are not. 
We eat, drink, and grab for more of everything than we need, 
fearing we shall never have enough. And with genuine alarm at 
the prospect of work, we stay lazy. We loaf and procrastinate, or 
at best work grudgingly and under half steam. These fears are the 
termites that ceaselessly devour the foundations of whatever sort 
of life we try to build.18 

This passage from TT is worthy of careful attention from the per-
spective of Thomistic Psychology and a Spirituality of Healing. First, 
we look at the irascible emotion of fear. Aquinas gives much attention 
to the irascible emotions of fear and anger especially when intentional 
objects are evil. He emphasizes that evils of one kind or another are 
more defining of the irascible emotions than goods. In terms of spiritual 
healing, it means that anger in often cunning and baffling ways draws 
us from a life of true spiritual and moral harmony with evil appearing 
as good and pleasurable. A.A. spiritual healing requires the naming and 
                                                
18 TT, 49. 
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taming of the irascible emotion of anger. Second, the naming and tam-
ing of anger is so important because of the modes of expressions it as-
sumes in the life of the alcoholic, namely as resentment and self-pity. 
“Resentment is the ‘number one’ offender. It destroys alcoholics more 
than anything else. From it stems all forms of spiritual disease, for we 
have been not only mentally and physically ill, we have been spiritually 
sick.” It is, therefore, a necessary element of the healing that a complete 
moral inventory is taken. A crucial element of this spiritual healing 
exercise is the naming and taming of resentments.  

In dealing with resentments, we set them on paper. We listed 
people, institutions or principles with whom we were angry. We 
asked ourselves why we were angry. In most cases we found that 
our self-esteem, our pocketbooks, our ambitions, our personal re-
lationships (including sex) were hurt or threatened. So we were 
sore. We were burned up.19 

Third,  as  Aquinas  was  aware,  as  is  any  effective  therapist,  emotions  
always are a part of an integrated embodied system. We are moved to 
moral decisions by means of the interaction of our rational, will and 
sense appetites always interacting by means of practical reasoning. 
When there is a movement toward an arduous intentional object, anger 
and fear are linked together spontaneously. A.A. uses two aphorisms to 
describe  the  nature  a  maladjusted  fear  that  leads  to  an  increase  in  the  
intensity of anger. They are: “Forget Everything and Run” and “False 
Evidence Appearing as Real.” 

In Thomistic thinking and A.A. spirituality, anger is readily ig-
nitable because it is aroused when a person senses an issue of injustice. 
The alcoholic who suffers from a mental, physical and spiritual illness 
has not acquired the necessary moral virtues and habits that allow 
him/her  to  tame  anger.  When  a  person  lacks  the  spiritual  and  moral  
acumen to respond to anger, it leads to entering into moods of resent-
ment and self-pity. The anger is gradually intensified the longer the 
                                                
19 Id. 



A Spiritual Philosophy of Recovery 

 

151

 

individual broods over the cause of the anger. This brooding is en-
flamed by the emotion of fear; consequently the individual misreads the 
causes and solutions of the anger. In turn, the growing resentment leads 
the alcoholic to avoid the proper acts of a good moral character that 
allows him/her to live in harmony with God, others and self.  

A.A. spirituality of healing, as we see, is a way of recovering 
from alcoholism by following well defined spiritual and moral exer-
cises,  the  12  steps  of  recovery.  It  is  the  exercise  of  these  steps  that  
touches the soul of the recovering individual and leads to a transforma-
tion of moral character. The transformation has started by a determined 
commitment to spiritual and moral exercises that calls for trust and 
patience. This program of spiritual healing begins with calling for the 
disciple to live by the principles of A.A. and to abstain from alcohol 
one day at  a  time.  The power to resist  alcohol  and experience a  trans-
formation of character is generated from a higher power and a discov-
ery of the powers of the soul that leads to a spiritual movement towards 
a lifestyle of virtuous habit. It is, simultaneously, accepted that the daily 
reprieve from alcohol is dependent on the spiritual and moral condition 
of the person in need of recovery.  

This process of continuous moral healing is most contingent on 
the exercise of the virtue of prudence. It is the virtue of prudence that is 
essential to the recovering alcoholic’s state of serenity and emotional 
sobriety. The virtue pf prudence is presented to the alcoholic as the key 
to a life of harmony with God, others and self. Josef Pieper, the 
Thomistic ethicist, describes prudence as the foundation for the other 
cardinal virtues, i.e., justice, temperance and courage. It is what the 
ancients called the “auriga virtuous,” meaning the charioteer of the 
other virtues. It is prudence that directs all other virtues. Prudence often 
has a negative connotation, like being a prude or a coward. It is really 
the opposite because prudence means doing the right thing out of con-
viction. 
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For example, many a young person joins the military in order to 
serve their country because they make a prudent decision to serve. It is 
simply the right thing to do. In a sense, prudence is synonymous with 
wisdom. Prudence is really wisdom that is activated. Prudence does not 
belong only to contemplative monks; rather, God expects every human 
being to exercise the virtue of prudence. 

It is a virtue that must be practiced by everyone, young and old, 
male and female, rich and poor, the schooled and the non-schooled and 
especially the recovering alcoholic. David speaks clearly about the gen-
eral calling of prudence in Psalm 119:100: “I understand more than the 
aged, for I keep the precepts.” According to the Proverbs, prudence 
cries out on the streets and the marketplace: “How long, O simple ones, 
will you love being simple? How long will scoffers delight in scoffing 
and fools hate knowledge?” (Proverbs 1:22) 

Prudence is the acquired attitude and habit of doing the next right 
thing on a daily basis. It is the filtering virtue, the Divine illumination 
that uses the practical talent of our mind to discern our true good in 
every circumstance. Prudence is the ability to measure short-term gain 
against long-term gain. It looks at the destination of the recovering 
alcoholic in terms of the spiritual promises of a better life and appraises 
the present. It is the Divine illumination that is implanted in us from 
prayer, meditation, reflection and a reborn conscience that guides the 
recovering alcoholic by means of the three R’s of human decision-
making. 

Prudence is about making the right judgment as to the right thing 
to do, at the right time, and in the right way. Let us say, for example, a 
recovering alcoholic is as a manager and is unhappy with the work of 
an  employee.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  he  has  received  serious  customer  
complaints and pressure to do something about it. He has an obligation 
to speak with the employee, but he has learned from practicing the steps 
that he must conduct his corrective conference with moral prudence. He 
must follow the three R’s: the right thing, at the right time and the right 
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way. Therefore, before he meets with the employee, he must pray for 
guidance so that he will be sure of the issue; as a rule he will pray the 
marvelous prayer for proper and fitting moral character, the serenity 
prayer:  “God,  grant  me  the  serenity  to  accept  the  things  I  cannot  
change, the courage to change the things I can and the willingness to 
know the difference.” He will find a private time to correct without 
public embarrassment, and he will be most careful how he conducts the 
corrective conversation. If he follows the 3R’s, then he will act with 
Divine illumination. The recovering alcoholic has learned to manage 
self and others by means of the habit of emotional prudence. 

Prudence requires that before we make a decision, we seek coun-
sel. We pray that God will lead us to right counsel where we gather the 
information and advice necessary to making a prudent decision that 
leads to proper action (the next right thing to do). We are exhorted in 
Proverbs 155:22: “Without counsel plans go wrong, but with many 
advisers they succeed.” God wants us to have people in our life who 
will give us good counsel. 

It is for this reason that God wants us to live in A.A. spiritual 
communities to help each other with prudent counsel. It does not mean 
that the alcoholic wants friends who will always agree with them; 
rather, they want friends who will give them insightful and true coun-
sel. As they struggle to live a prudent life, then they become a living 
example of Isaiah 62: “You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of 
the Lord, and a royal diadem in the hand of the Lord.” It is for this rea-
son that step one reads: “We admitted we were powerless over alco-
hol—that our lives had become unmanageable.” In the Twelve Tradi-
tions of A.A. it asserts: “Our common welfare should come first; per-
sonal recovery depends upon A.A. unity.” It is often said at A.A. meet-
ings: “This is a ‘we’ program. We are in this together. It is for this rea-
son that in A.A. alcoholics sponsor each other on the road to spiritual 
recovery, and it is also why recovering alcoholics continue going to 
meetings for the spiritual counsel of friends. 
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This process of continuous moral healing is most contingent on 
the exercise of the virtue of prudence. It is the virtue of prudence that is 
essential to the recovering alcoholic’s state of serenity and emotional 
sobriety. The virtue of prudence is presented to the alcoholic as the key 
to a life of harmony with God, others and self. Josef Pieper, the 
Thomistic ethicist writes: 

There is no technique of the good, no technique of perfection. 
Casuistry, on the contrary, carried to excess, substitute tech-
niques and prescriptions for the infinite suppleness which the vir-
tue of prudence must retain in the face of the complexities of life 
. . . The man who does good follows the lines of an architectural 
plan which has not been conceived by himself and which he does 
not understand as a whole, nor all its parts. This architectural 
plan is revealed from moment to moment. In each case he sees 
only a tiny segment of it, as through a narrow crack. Never, so 
long as he is in the state of being on the way, will the concrete 
architectural plan of his own self become visible to him in its 
rounded and final shape. Paul Claudel defines conscience—
which as we have said is in a certain sense equivalent to pru-
dence itself—as the patient beacon which does not delineate the 
future, but only the immediate.20 

The 12 steps are not healing or mental health techniques. They 
are a call to a disciplined life seeking conscious contact with a personal 
and healing God on a daily basis and living by a lifestyle of virtuous 
habits. A.A. offers, as Pieper suggests, a new architectural plan for liv-
ing. It is lived with the support of a friendship of other recovering alco-
holics who are pursuing a similar plan of daily and concrete action. In 
the main text of recovery Alcoholic Anonymous we discover A.A.’s 
concept of prudence as it is applied to spiritual healing.  

As we go through the day we pause when agitated or doubtful, 
and ask for the right thought or action. We constantly remind 

                                                
20 Josef Pieper, The Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, Temperance (University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1964), 30. 
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ourselves we are no longer running the show, humbly saying to 
ourselves many times each day “Thy will be done.” We are then 
in much less danger of excitement, fear, anger, worry, and self-
pity or foolish decisions. We become more efficient. We do not 
tire so easily, for we are not burning up foolishly as we did when 
we were trying to arrange life to suit ourselves. 
It works—it really does. 
We alcoholics are undisciplined. So we let God discipline us in 
the simple way we have just outlined. But this is not all. There is 
action and more action. “Faith without works is dead.”21 

The Miracle of the Second Nature 

I  began  this  essay  addressing  the  issue  of  sincere  A.A.  seekers  
who hold that they are spiritual but not religious. Personally, I have 
found this not the case, and over the years I have known others in A.A. 
who think the same way. There are many in A.A. who have blended 
A.A, recovery spirituality with a religious tradition. This fused spiritu-
ality is most identifiable in A.A. individuals with long term recovery. It 
appears as these individuals experience a desire to return to religious 
worship, devotion and study. In other words, they are both spiritual and 
religious. The reason A.A. spirituality and religion are linked is because 
by definition a virtuous person is both spiritual and moral. 

I have a dear friend Manny who is a fellow A.A. spiritual com-
panion who has many years in the program. He is active in A.A. and 
very active in his church. He is a person who lives the way of A.A., yet 
practices traditional religious worship, devotion and piety. When I 
share my spiritual journey with Manny, as a companion in A.A., I have 
a passionate sense of a more complete spiritual life. I believe that many 
in A.A. have come to worship, study and pray to God in their own par-
ticular religious tradition. 

                                                
21 Alcoholics Anonymous, Fourth Edition (New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Ser-
vices, Inc., 2001), 87–88. 
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Manny has an expression that touches my heart when he says: 
“Bill,  it  is  sad  that  so  many  people  never  stay  in  the  program  long  
enough to discover the miracle of the steps.” I think the miracle of A.A. 
starts when the recovering alcoholic realizes the difference in believing 
in God and believing in a healing God that God can and will if He is 
sought. This seeking of God in A.A. begins with a profound change of 
willingness: 

Practicing Step three is like the opening of a door which to all 
appearances is still closed and locked. All we need is the key, 
and the decision to swing the door open. There is only one key, 
and it is called willingness. Once unlocked by willingness, the 
door opens almost of itself, and looking through it. We shall see 
a pathway beside which the inscription reads: This is the way to 
faith that works.22 

A  person  comes  to  A.A.  because  his/her  efforts  at  exercising  
willpower to control their drinking have been time and time again a 
demoralizing failure. Many alcoholics are confused at the failure of 
willpower because in many of life challenges their willpower has led to 
success. Except with their drinking, their exercise of the will to control 
their drinking has proven inadequate. Perhaps they have gone for medi-
cal and psychological help or into a rehabilitation program where it is 
not an issue of understanding the will. In most non-spiritual methods of 
alcohol treatment there is no comprehensive understanding of the will. 
Modern psychology studies choices, theory and motivation, but it does 
not examine the nature of the will and its relationship to moral charac-
ter. 

Unfortunately, the suffering alcoholic for years has been under 
the delusion of self-control by means of a false understanding of will-
power. This false understanding of willpower is best called ‘willful-
ness’. The renowned existential psychiatrist Leslie H. Farber refers to 

                                                
22 TT, 34. 
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the present age as existing in an addicted state of human willfulness as 
opposed to an understanding of the will as a faculty of a person’s soul.  

Nietzsche, I believe, was not as interested in theological argu-
ment about the disappearance of the divine will in our lives as he 
was in the consequences of its disappearances. Today, the evi-
dence is in. Out of disbelief we have impudently assumed that all 
life is now subject to our own will. And the disasters that have 
come from willing what cannot be willed have not at all brought 
us to some modesty about our presumptions. Instead, we turned 
to chemicals, which seem to enhance our willful strivings. It was 
only a question of time before man, in his desperation, would lo-
cate divinity in drugs and on that artificial rock build his 
church.23 

Prior to A.A. the alcoholic has attempted under pressure to exer-
cise brute willpower unsuccessfully: “The fact is that most alcoholics, 
for various reasons yet obscure, have lost the power of choice to drink. 
Our  so  called  willpower  becomes  practically  nonexistent  .  .  .  We  are  
without defense against the first drink.”24 Consequently, A.A. does not 
ask  for  exercises  in  brute  willpower  rather,  as  stated  in  step  three,  it  
calls  for  a  state  of  willingness.  The  reason  the  alcoholic  has  been  un-
successful in his/her efforts at brute willpower control is that it was not 
an exercise of  as  much as  willfulness.  This  is  a  critical  distinction be-
tween willfulness and willingness. Willfulness is an alcoholic’s ego 
driven my way or the highway approach to controlling drinking. It is a 
willful search for, as is said in A.A., an easier softer way. Aquinas, like 
A.A., talks about willingness: “Willing is concerned with the end itself . 
. . for the good man that thing is an object of willing which is truly wor-
thy of being willed . . . those things are agreeable to the habit of virtue 
that are in fact good because the habit of moral virtue is defined by 

                                                
23 Leslie H. Farber, The Ways of the Will: Essays Toward a Psychology and Psychopa-
thology of Will (New York: Harper Colophon Books, Harper & Row Publishers, 1966), 65–
67. 
24 Alcoholics Anonymous, 29. 
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what is in accord with right reason.”25 Willingness begins initially with 
faith in God and then a willingness to listen to His will and formulate 
the proper end, i.e., to live a life of complete sobriety by means of fol-
lowing the 12 steps. 

For Aquinas, the intellect and the will are faculties of the soul. 
Being a virtuous person requires willingness to learn to live by virtuous 
habits.  

When we wish to praise someone for good morals, we do not de-
scribe him as wise and intelligent, but as sober and mild tem-
pered. We do not praise a man for good morals alone but also for 
the habit of wisdom. Praise worthy habits are called virtues. 
Therefore, besides the moral virtues, there are intellectual virtues 
like wisdom, understanding and some others of this kind.26 

In terms of Thomistic thinking, intellectual is used in the sense of our 
power to reason, to work out, to analyze, to synthesize, judge, and esti-
mate. When our reason does not function in accord with reality, we are 
irrational. Over time, the alcoholic loses his/her ability to judge reality, 
and reasoning becomes consistently irrational; it is referred to by the 
A.A. aphorism as “stinking thinking.” The Thomistic intellect is not 
instinct; rather, it is the intuitive mind that directly perceives truths 
independently of any reasoning process. It is an intuitive willing and 
disposition to goodness. A spiritual mind is a contemplative mind that 
receives its knowledge from sources such as nature, the arts, and faith 
and directly from God. This intuitive mind (the intellect) comes to life 
in A.A. when the alcoholic enters into a spiritual state of willingness.  

The A.A. spiritual philosophy of recovery is similar to the 
Thomistic teaching on a willingness to listen to the desire of the soul to 
flourish by means of virtuous habits. Aquinas sees the soul as possess-
ing both natural and supernatural dispositions to the theological virtues 

                                                
25 St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, trans. C. J. Litz-
inger, O.P. (Notre Dame, Indiana: Dumb Ox Books, 1993), Book 3, Lecture I, n. 382. 
26 Id., Lecture XX, n. 243. 
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of faith, hope and charity and the moral virtues of prudence, justice, 
fortitude, and temperance. 

Frequently, I have heard it boldly proclaimed at A.A. meetings: 
“This is a program of action. You cannot think your way into sobriety. 
A.A. is not a head trip!” Meaning, a recovering alcoholic must learn 
how to  act  virtuously.  A.A.,  like  Aquinas,  is  well  aware  that  it  is  not  
easy to develop the habit of acting virtuously. Recovery requires a will-
ingness to live by the intellectual virtues of faith, hope and charity on a 
daily basis interacting with God and others by means of the moral vir-
tues. Aquinas expresses similar disdain for philosophizing without ac-
tion.  

The false opinions of certain persons who do not perform works 
of virtues but, by taking refuge in discussions of virtues think 
they can become virtuous by philosophizing . . . so those who lis-
ten to the warnings of moral philosophers and do not heed them 
will never have a well-regulated soul.27 

Recovery depends on the formation of an empowering spiritual 
and moral character that allows an alcoholic to achieve sobriety one day 
at a time. Therefore, the alcoholic develops a daily practice of morning 
and evening prayers, seeking counsel and examination of conscience. It 
is not easy; yet eventually the newly formed habits of spiritual and vir-
tuous living become a type of second nature, yet never taken for 
granted. I think the arrival of this second nature of virtuous living is 
what recovering alcoholics mean by waiting for the miracle to happen. 

Spiritual and Religious 

A Thomistic spiritual philosophy of recovery is about the abso-
lute necessity of continuously recovering our powers of intellect and 
will by conscious contact with a loving God. This awareness of God, as 
A.A. stresses, is for the purpose of healing a fallen nature. Grace is 

                                                
27 Id., Lecture IV, n. 288. 
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given to us  so that  we are always able to  recover  the basic  longing of  
our soul for goodness. Being spiritual requires that we develop the 
powers of recovery with the proper end and means. A.A. and a Thomis-
tic spirituality of recovery make the end and means clear. We get sober 
to please God and do His will (the end), and we achieve this end by 
dedicating our life to being a person of virtuous habits (means).  

We get confused about the difference between religion and spiri-
tuality because we are not clear on the proper place of religion in our 
spiritual life. I found that recovering alcoholics who have followed the 
spirituality of 12 steps, which I have argued is a life style of faith and 
virtuous habits, come to an understanding of religion as a completion of 
their spiritual path. Recovering alcoholics, healed from alcoholism, 
have a sense of profound gratitude to God that leads to a loving sense 
of justice to worship God for the gift of sobriety and a new life. 

From  a  Thomistic  perspective,  the  healing  power  of  A.A.  is  a  
combination of a faith in a loving God who calls the alcoholic to virtue. 
Aquinas holds that the practice of religion is a virtue.  

A  virtue  is  that  which  both  renders  the  possessor,  as  also  his  
good works, good. Hence we must say that every good act comes 
under virtue. And it is clear to render to another his due there is 
established a certain fitting proportion and order between them. 
But  order  comes  under  the  ratio  of  measure  and  species,  as  St.  
Augustine establishes. Since, then, it belongs to religion to render 
to someone, namely God, the honor which is due, it is clear that 
religion is a virtue.28 

It is my strong intuition that alcoholics, who diligently practice 
the 12 steps, develop this second nature moral character. As they pro-
gress  in  the  spiritual  and  moral  pursuit  of  being  a  virtuous  person,  a  

                                                
28 St. Thomas Aquinas, On Prayer and The Contemplative Life: Commentary by the Very 
Rev. Hugh Pope, O.P., S.T.M. (London: Pater Noster Row, 1914), Kindle Edition, Location 
455. 
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desire  stirs  to  render  to  God in a  more manifest  manner.  It  is,  for  this  
reason, that Aquinas associates religion as part of justice: 

Religion is regarded as a part of Justice, and is distinct from the 
other parts of justice. Since virtue is ordained to what is good, 
where there exists some special ratio of good there must be some 
special corresponding virtue. But the particular good towards 
which religion is ordained is the showing due honor to God. 
Honor, however, is due by reason of some Excellency. And to 
God belongs pre-eminent excellence, since special honor is due 
to Him; just as we note that in human concerns varying honors 
are due to the varying excellences of persons; one is the honor of 
a father, another that of a king, and so on. Hence it is manifest 
that religion is a special virtue.29 

For Thomas, religion is a moral virtue; it is the act of the will that 
comes from a grateful heart that has experienced the gift of faith, and it 
is the highest of the moral virtues: “In Exodus the commandments 
which concern religion are put first, as though they were of primary 
importance. But the order of the commandments is proportioned to the 
order of the virtues; for the commandments of the Law fall upon the 
acts of the virtues. Hence religion is chief among the moral virtues.”30 
Aquinas describes religion as the highest of the moral virtues because it 
keeps us balanced, i.e., we know without God we go astray easily, and 
this is a critical principle for the recovering alcoholic. Again, it is one 
of  the first  spiritual  principles  that  I  learned in A.A.:  “There is  a  God 
and you are not Him.” 

Conclusion 

A.A. has saved my life, and it brought me back to the God of my 
understanding. I am a Trinitarian Christian who never really understood 
my faith until I began to practice the 12 steps. Along the way I began to 

                                                
29 Id., Location 499. 
30 Id., Location 593. 
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appreciate the beauty and truth of the philosopher and theologian Tho-
mas Aquinas. I have written this essay to face two issues. One, what do 
recovering alcoholics mean when they say: “I am spiritual, but not reli-
gious.” I now believe that it means a person is experiencing spiritual 
healing in their willingness to trust a loving God who has performed a 
miracle of recovery from alcoholism in their life. As a result of this 
experience, they are prepared to live a life of virtuous habit. Two, they 
have discovered a spiritual second nature of moral character. There are 
many in A.A. who discover that as God comes into their life and they 
turn to the path of virtue they rediscover religious worship and devotion 
is  essential  to  the  one  day  at  a  time  journey.  In  A.A.  I  experienced  a  
recovery of faith and a Thomistic spiritual philosophy of recovery. 
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Throughout his writings, lectures, public debates and personal 

discussions, my teacher, co-adventurer and, most importantly, friend, 
Peter Redpath, has issued a philosophically charged alarm: Something 
is radically wrong with Western culture! What that “something” is is 
the loss of the metaphysics of the human person. 

Redpath exposes this loss as the source of a degenerative crisis 
which has debilitated philosophy, science, education and socioeconom-
ics. Its historical genealogy extends back into Ancient times with the 
Sophists, but became most pervasive with the Modern Enlightenment. 
Redpath urges that an accurate understanding of the acting person, the 
sentient, embodied individual actively engaged in free personal rela-
tionships, must once again become a founding metaphysical principle 
of philosophy.1 He exhorts all who have perceived in any depth this 
roiling crisis to strive to re-establish the primacy of the individual, em-
bodied human person engaged in free personal action as a first principle 
of knowing, truth, science, philosophy and wisdom. 

This essay heeds Redpath’s warning and accepts his exhortation 
that it is indeed a de-formation of the metaphysics of the human person 

                                                
1 Peter Redpath, A Not-So-Elementary Christian Metaphysics (Manito Springs, CO: 
Socratic Press, 2012), 21. Hereafter cited as NSECM. 
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at the source of the crisis in Western culture. Redpath’s etiology of the 
corruption of the human person and its disturbing effects are further 
elaborated by integrating the thoughts of Gabriel Marcel, a philosopher 
whom Redpath acknowledges as possessing a “legitimately philosophi-
cal wisdom.”2 Following Redpath and Marcel, this essay details some 
of the effects of the crisis by showing how in current Catholicism, the 
traditional Christian metaphysics of the human person is being sup-
planted by an emerging progressive spirituality, particularly in the areas 
of socioeconomics and environmentalism. 

This spirituality does not qualify as a metaphysic according to 
traditional terms, but is indeed the result of the “missing person” in 
Catholic thought and teaching. It is a spirituality, more passion than 
intellect and reason, which can, most properly, be called a collectivist 
or holistic spirituality. It favors an abstract humanism that elides, if not 
denies, the person as an individual with free will immersed in the real-
ity of concrete situations with other persons. It seeks to absorb the indi-
vidual person into a collectivistic mass, a holistic spiritual oneness 
manifested in socioeconomics as utopian socialism or in environmen-
talism as an “integral ecology.”3  

Redpath and Marcel on 
the Lost Person in Utopian Socialisms 

For Redpath, the crisis in Modern Western culture began to fo-
ment with Descartes and then exploded into an all-engulfing cultural 
phenomenon with Rousseau. Redpath argues that Descartes replaced 
the human soul with an incorporeal mind, which contained a collection 
of innate ideas. Descartes, moreover, primarily relocated truth, science 
and wisdom as acts of the will and not acts of the intellect or reason. 
Truth in all knowledge was thereby reduced to the strength of the will, 
                                                
2 Peter Redpath, “Gabriel Marcel and the Recovery of Philosophy in Our Time,” 
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 80:3 (Summer 2006): 343. Hereafter cited 
as Redpath, ACPQ. 
3 This term is used in the Encyclical of Pope Francis, Laudato Si (May 2015), #11. 
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i.e., the will’s relation to the intellect and not to acts of the intellect 
themselves. A strong will leading the intellect is the source of truth, 
whereas a weak will allows the intellect to succumb to imagination, 
which is the source of error.4 In effect, Descartes transformed wisdom, 
science and philosophy into a type of disembodied willpower having no 
concrete individual as its principle of origin. His view, as Redpath sees 
it, was a disordered understanding of the human person as pure spirit.5 

Rousseau, however, was much more progressive than Descartes, 
extending the Cartesian disembodied intellect to an abstract collectivist 
reason, which was without any understanding of real human relation-
ships, of individual, free rational or loving acts. For Redpath, with 
Rousseau there is some universal feeling, a sort of neo-Averroistic so-
cialist intellect shared by tolerant people. Such tolerant people commu-
nicate the General Will of the body politic: a social will. Truth, then, is 
established by some fully inclusive social feeling, a socialist intellect 
shared by tolerant people collectively.6 

Rousseau’s collectivism bursted into Modern utopian scientific 
socialism. Socialism’s tendency to deny individual freedom and indi-
vidual intellect, as Redpath observes, are akin to Averroes’s denial of 
knowledge, science and freedom to the individual mind and the exis-
tence of the individual soul after death, the eschatology of personal 
immortality. Utopian socialism, not the human person, becomes the 
new metaphysical foundation with its emphasis on the power of the 
General Will and its collectivist theory of truth.7 Tolerance became the 
‘voice of conscience’ whose message is an inclusive socialist feeling 
for love of humanity and a willingness to incorporate all human differ-
ences into a higher moral status of socialistic collective conscience.8 

                                                
4 See NSECM, 7. 
5 Id. 
6 See NSECM, 18-19. 
7 See NSECM, 23. 
8 Id. 
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The free, concrete, individual human person is, however, lost in 
this undifferentiated abstract collective consciousness and tolerant con-
science. The feeling for the love of humanity, an abstract humanism, is 
disconnected from the concrete loving relationships of individual hu-
man persons. At the expense of the individual human person, the col-
lective feeling of love for humanity drives the General Will of this ab-
stract humanism toward its utopian ideal, namely, an enlightened col-
lective of humanity in which truth is established by the collective will 
of the tolerant conscience. 

Of course, with such a collectivist utopian humanism, there can-
not be factional political leadership and disputes over truth. There must 
be a collective government, an imperious centralized bureaucracy 
which arbitrates the General Will to determine truth.9 Consequently, 
science, including scientific education and economics, must be directed 
by the centralized government to ensure that their ‘truths’ properly 
serve the tolerant love of humanity and the utopian desideratum. Sci-
ence, thereby, becomes dependent on the socialist state for its founda-
tion and purposes, and the state itself substitutes for any real meta-
physical first principles, including the metaphysics of the human per-
son. 

Marcel was no less alarmed than Redpath about the crisis afflict-
ing the Modern West. Although Marcel did not specifically use the 
term “utopian socialism” as a driver of the crisis, he did consistently 
and strongly emphasize that socialism is causally integral to the crisis. 
Marcel believed that the crisis emerges from the “very depths of man’s 
being,”10 because “[m]an is in his death throes.”11 This dire condition 
results from the degradation of man, particularly the degradation of 
freedom for the individual human person. As he expressed the situation: 

                                                
9 Id. 
10 Gabriel Marcel, Man Against Mass Society,  trans.  G.  S.  Fraser  (Chicago:  Regnery,  
1962), 37. Hereafter cited as MAMS. 
11 See Redpath, ACPQ, 345–346. 
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“But what we have to ask ourselves first is the following question: what 
becomes of freedom in a world in which man, or at least man at a cer-
tain level of awareness, is forced to recognize that he has entered his 
death throes?”12 

In a blunt self-identification of his political stance, Marcel once 
confessed that he is a classical “liberal,” though one “who has become 
more and more painfully aware of the limits of liberalism but who at 
the same time has remained convinced of the absolutely maleficent 
character of totalitarian regimes of any sort.”13 He believed in and de-
fended the concrete reality of the free, individual human person, but 
rejected the distortions of individualism, the painful limits of liberalism 
that lead to a hyper-competitive society of atomic individuals.14 He also 
condemned all collectivisms because they lead to a totalitarian mass 
society wherein the mass, an abstractly aggregated humanity, is taken 
as more concrete and real than any human person individually.15 

The convulsing tensions of individualism vs. collectivism are, for 
Marcel, precisely the death throes which are enervating the freedom of 
the individual human person and are the source of the “present univer-
sal crisis”16 in Western politics and society. He framed his approach for 
confronting this crisis by asking “how to get people out of the false 

                                                
12 MAMS, 15. 
13 Gabriel Marcel, “An Autobiographical Essay,” trans. Forrest Williams, in The Phi-
losophy of Gabriel Marcel, ed. Paul Arthur Schilpp and Lewis Hahn (La Salle, Open 
Court, 1984), 62–63. Hereafter cited as AE. 
14 See John E. Smith, “The Individual, the Collective and the Community,” in The 
Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel, 337. 
15 See MAMS, 166. See also Thomas Michaud, “Gabriel Marcel’s Politics: Theory and 
Practice,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 80:3 (Summer 2006): 435–451. 
This essay summarizes some of the much more extensive and detailed expositions of 
Marcel’s political thought presented in my cited article in the “Gabriel Marcel” ACPQ 
Volume that I edited and introduced. 
16 Gabriel Marcel, Searchings, ed. Wolfgang Ruf (New York: Newman Press, 1967), 
88. 
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dilemma between an imaginary individualism and a collectivism that 
denies the human personality.”17 

The opposition between individualism and collectivism is false 
because both distort and degrade the human person. Collectivism, 
which includes socialism, erases the individual personality and stifles 
personal freedom. It subsumes individual persons into a faceless and 
de-personalized abstract mass. It advances an abstract humanism 
wherein tolerant egalitarianism is the supreme moral value, at the ex-
pense of allowing the concrete individual person’s free pursuit of truth, 
of loving personal relationships within a community, and a better qual-
ity of life.18 Marcel explicitly warns that the collective, socialistic state 
denies the interdependence between truth and freedom because “free-
dom can survive only in a climate of truth . . . and truth can be worthily 
pursued only where no external constraint (particularly from the state) 
is used against it.”19 When the socialist state supplants the human per-
son as the metaphysical foundation for truth, knowledge and commu-
nity, the free, individual human person is lost because socialism man-
ages “to subordinate personal initiative in every field to state control.”20 

The individualism that opposes collectivism is, for Marcel, 
“imaginary” because it is a distortion of the human person’s essential 
relationships with other persons within community. Although he 
stresses that undermining the person as a free individual is a major fac-
tor  in  the  crisis  engulfing  the  West,  Marcel  is  not  a  libertarian  of  any  
sort. Moreover, with his rejection of collectivist socialism, Marcel’s 
“liberal” self-identification should not be understood as endorsing the 
progressive liberalism that advances “big government” solutions to 
                                                
17 Id. 
18 Marcel cautioned that our nature as human persons is to be “in a situation of some 
sort of other, and this is what a too abstract kind of humanism always runs the risk of 
forgetting.” MAMS, 13. 
19 Gabriel Marcel, Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, trans. Stephen Jolin and Peter McCor-
mick (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973), 43. Hereafter cited as TWB. 
20 Gabriel Marcel, Homo Viator, trans. Emma Crawford (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter 
Smith, 1978), 74. Hereafter cited as HV. 
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social problems and promotes a high-tax statist economy of redistrib-
uted wealth in order to finance government’s social agenda of egalitar-
ian tolerance. Marcel maintains that any person’s concrete situation is 
within community and the relationships one has with others are vital for 
flourishing as a person. 

John Smith clearly describes Marcel’s views: “Community is es-
sential for personality, because the intersubjectivity, or relation to the 
other, on which it is based, provides us with a means of discovering 
ourselves and finding our bearings in the world.”21 Freely recognizing 
and choosing to act with such moral values as charity, hope and fidelity 
open persons to each other, “which unlike the self-assertive spirit of 
equality, means having a concern for the other.”22 In this way commu-
nity also “makes freedom possible because it is a form of life in which 
persons recognize each other as persons who are to be but who are not 
to be manipulated.”23 

In sum, for Marcel, and Redpath would certainly agree, persons 
cannot flourish, cannot develop a genuine moral character unless they 
freely choose to relate morally with others in community. An imperious 
socialist state mandating the morality of egalitarian tolerance based on 
a love of an abstract collective humanity eliminates the possibility for 
concrete, individual persons to develop authentic community. In addi-
tion, a libertarian individualism that atomizes individuals occludes if 
not eliminates the moral possibilities for engaging with others in rela-
tionships of community that are recognized as essential for a person’s 
flourishing. This is the alarming crisis in the West, for without a meta-
physic of the human person, as developed in traditional Christian phi-
losophy, man’s “death throes” become more and more critical.  

The dreams of a utopian socialism combined with a vehement re-
jection of individualism degrade the human person by ignoring the 

                                                
21 Smith, “The Individual, the Collective, and the Community,” 343. 
22 Id., 345. 
23 Id. 
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basic metaphysical principle that persons are free individuals within 
community. The confused thinking is that the concrete metaphysical 
reality of persons as free individuals cannot be affirmed without con-
ceding to morally corrupt self-centered individualism, so only an ab-
stract collectivism can be hailed as truth. Traditional Christian meta-
physics of the person is lost and what is emerging is not a philosophical 
metaphysics, but a passionate spirituality, a spirituality driven by a 
nebulous feeling for the abstract unity of the whole of humanity and, 
indeed, all of creation. This holistic spirituality is becoming a new 
metaphysics, the foundation for determining the truth of how we ought 
to understand ourselves as persons and what our moral responsibilities 
are. Furthermore, as indicated earlier in this essay, this spirituality is 
becoming especially prevalent in the areas of Catholic approaches to 
socioeconomics and environmentalism.  

The Spirituality of Catholic Economic Collectivism 

Catholic commentators are swirling in the tensions between eco-
nomic individualism and collectivism. Economic and social justice is 
perhaps the issue today for Catholic thought, though views founded on 
traditional metaphysics of the human person are eclipsed by the impas-
sioned collectivist spirituality. One traditional commentator, Andrew 
Hertzog, argues, not unlike Marcel, that both individualism and collec-
tivism are dangerous and morally wrong.24 Both advance a humanism 
that distorts the human person. Collectivism erases the person’s indi-
viduality in seeking to establish its egalitarian society, “the equality of 
all people politically, economically, and socially.”25 Individualism 
styles itself as a humanism since it is centered on the subjective goals 

                                                
24 Andrew Hertzog, “What the Catholic Church Thinks about Individualism and Ca-
tholicism” (May 14, 2012), para. 2. Retrieved from http://baronhertzog.hubpages.com/ 
hub/Does-the-Catholic-Church-Support-Collectivism-or-Individualism-Neither,  
accessed on Jan 15, 2016. 
25 Id., para. 1. 
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and values of each individual, though it claims that the individual has 
no necessary obligation to be responsible to the community.26 

Daren Jonescu is forcefully critical of the Church’s “general 
trend” toward progressive collectivism.27 He  denounces  the  trend  as  
valuing an “irrational authoritarianism,” that advances state control and 
as having a pronounced “anti-individual streak.”28 Jonescu warns that 
this general trend is too often not recognized because it does not hon-
estly identify itself. The Catholic Church has officially condemned the 
collectivisms of socialism and communism, consequently those speak-
ing for the Church or representing their views as within the Church do 
not explicitly self-identify as socialist or communist. Their moralistic 
spirituality of progressive collectivism is cloaked but nevertheless de-
tectable.29 

A prime example of a zealous, but masked, progressive spiritual-
ity is with the commentator Victor Gaetan.30 Gaetan interpretively re-
ports on Pope Francis’s visit to South America in July/August 2015. 
Because of the interpretations, it is uncertain whether the Holy Father 
said, meant and did what Gaetan claims. What is certain, however, is 
that Gaetan’s spirituality is boldly collectivist, though he does not self-
identify as a socialist. 

In his rendition, Gaetan claims that a principle theme of the 
Pope’s visit was the social “inclusion” accomplished by egalitarian 
tolerance. For instance, Gaetan describes an incident when leftist Boliv-
ian President Evo Morales gave Pope Francis a Soviet-style hammer-

                                                
26 See id., para. 2. 
27 Daren Jonescu, “Catholics and Communists,” American Thinker (Dec 3, 2013), para. 
13. Retrieved from http://www.americanthinker.com/articles/2013/12/catholics_and_ 
communists.html, accessed on Jan 16, 2016.  
28 Id., para. 1. 
29 See id., para. 20. 
30 Victor Gaetan, “Pope’s South-American Visit Solidifies his Papal Vision,” National 
Catholic Register (July 26 – Aug. 8, 2015 Issue). Retrieved from http://www.nc 
register.com/site/print_article/45949/, accessed on Jan 20, 2016. All of the following 
quotes in this section are from this Gaetan article. 
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and-sickle crucifix, and Gaetan notes that Francis was not offended 
because he interpreted it as an artistic expression. Also in Bolivia, 
Gaetan characterizes the Holy Father’s message in an address to the 
second World Meeting of Popular Movements as “a scathing rebuke of 
socioeconomic systems prioritizing individualism and capital.” He con-
tinues by insisting that Pope Francis’ vision “can be seen as largely at 
odds with characteristics of the United States – as a capitalist and mili-
tary powerhouse with global reach, and engine of consumerism and 
individualism.” 

Gaetan further explains the Pope’s rebuke of the United States by 
indicating that the “Church criticizes both capitalism and socialism for 
allowing government control to displace individual and local decision-
making.” This criticism for Gaetan, however, was apparently merely 
tactical since “while communism was a world threat for most of the 20th 
century, it wasn’t common for the Catholic Church to vocally confront 
capitalism, because such confrontation could be interpreted as benefit-
ing the atheistic powers allied with the Soviet Union.” In other words 
for Gaetan and his socialist ilk, the Church denounced communism and 
socialism only because of the atheism of the Soviets and other major 
communist powers, and not at all because of the ways such authoritar-
ian socioeconomics degraded the free individual human person. In fact, 
with Gaetan’s passionate spirituality, it seems that socialism actually 
fortifies the Catholic teaching of subsidiarity, “which prioritizes the 
smallest, local decision-making body that can solve a problem over big 
answers that don’t acknowledge individual preferences.” Without a 
rational metaphysics of the person, zealous “true believers” like Gaetan 
can convince themselves that in a socialist utopia the subsidiarity of 
free individual preferences and decisions can be preserved, protected 
and enhanced, although in economics and even morality that possibility 
is fundamentally contrary to the ideology, actual practice and history of 
socialist governments. 
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As a final observation on Gaetan’s ‘report,’ it is telling that he 
references Laudato Si and  alludes  to  its  concept  of  an  “integral  ecol-
ogy.”31 In describing the altar for a mass Pope Francis said in Paraguay, 
Gaetan notes that it was made from edible materials, e.g., corn, gourds, 
pumpkins, seeds, etc. He says that this “proved the creativity of believ-
ers  responding  to  the  idea  of  recycling  as  well  as  respect  for  Mother  
Earth, as people in the Andes do.” In Gaetan’s holistic spirituality, eco-
nomic collectivism is inclusive of aggressive environmentalism, since 
individualism and capitalism threaten our home, the Earth. Conse-
quently, his spirituality of integral ecology apparently even allows for a 
sort of eco-paganism that will acknowledge a type of ‘Gaean goddess,’ 
Mother Earth. 

The Spirituality of Catholic Environmentalism 

In 1995 the Catholic Bishops of the USA’s Appalachia region is-
sued a  pastoral  letter,  “At Home in the Web of  Life:  A Pastoral  Mes-
sage on Sustainable Community Appalachia from the Catholic Bishops 
of the Region.” Brian O’Donnell describes this letter as a “green ver-
sion” of the 1975 letter, “This Land is Home to Me: A Pastoral Letter 
on Powerlessness in Appalachia by the Catholic Bishops of the Re-
gion.”32 Both letters express in poetic fashion a holistic spirituality and 
emphatically convey its utopianism. As O’Donnell notes, the 1995 let-
ter “ends with an echo of the close of the 1975 letter: Dear sisters and 
brothers, we urge all of you not to stop living, to be a part of the rebirth 
of utopia, to recover and defend the struggling dream of Appalachia 
itself.”33 These letters also prefigure the integration of human ecology 
with natural ecology within the utopian socialist spirituality of progres-
sive integral ecology. 
                                                
31 See above note #3. 
32 Fr. Brian O’Donnell, S.J., “Our ‘Common Home’ and ‘God’s Sacred Appalachia’,” 
The Catholic Spirit (Sept 18, 2015): 6. 
33 Id., 6. Both the 1975 and 1995 letters can be accessed at: www.catholicconfer 
encewv.org  
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Maureen Mullarkey, a traditionalist commentator, recognizes the 
emergence of utopian “eco-spirituality,” warning that Catholicism 
could be sliding into “nature mysticism” and that a sort of “messianic 
environmentalism” could assume the “status of dogma.”34 She de-
scribes ‘save the planet’ spiritual ardor as being integral to some Catho-
lics’ religious belief that is founded upon eliminating and reversing 
anthropogenic global warming (AGW). Citing the words of atmos-
pheric physicist John Reid, she indicates that AGW is  

the central tenet of this new belief system in much the same way 
that  the Resurrection is  the central  tenet  of  Christianity .  .  .  My 
skepticism about AGW arises from the fact that, as a physicist 
who has worked in closely isolated areas,  I  know how poor the 
underlying science is. In effect, the scientific method has been 
abandoned in this field.35 

As eco-spirituality has it, AGW is mainly the result of Western 
economic growth and voracious consumerism which must be rejected 
in favor of a spiritual conversion that finds God dwelling in all things, 
the union of creation and Creator. Mullarkey describes such belief as a 
“nature mysticism” that aims at sacralizing the natural world, a nature 
piety that evokes an eco-paganism motivated by anti-capitalist fervor. 
Mullarkey further recognizes that like Marxism, which used ‘science’ 
to demonstrate the ‘truths’ of its utopian aims, eco-spirituality seeks 
authoritarian controls in economics and subordinates “science to the 
advocacy needs of politics.”36 

Ghanaian Cardinal Peter Turkson, head of the Pontifical Council 
for Peace and Justice, delivered the opening address at a four-day con-
ference on climate change at Boston College. Turkson exhorted the 

                                                
34 Maureen Mullarkey, “Is the Catholic Church Drifting into Eco-Spirituality?” (May 
28, 2015). Retrieved from http://thefederalist.com/2015/05/28/is-the-catholic-church-
drifting-into-eco-spirituality/, accessed on Jan 20, 2016. Much of what follows para-
phrases and directly quotes Mullarkey’s article. 
35 Id., para. 5. 
36 Id., para. 18. 
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USA to lead a global effort to combat climate change. As Brian Roewe 
reports, Turkson urged that  

Today, American support for the United Nations and American 
international leadership are more needed than ever, specifically 
to  help solve the crisis  of  climate change.  This  may well  be the 
most important challenge of the 21st century. It calls for global 
dialogue and leadership. It is a moral issue of the highest order. 
No country can tackle this problem alone, nor can the poorer 
ones without much help.37 

Clearly Turkson’s eco-spirituality is animated by a messianic 
zeal. He believes strongly that “America can marshal its best resources 
to solve the climate challenge and protect our common home . . .”38 The 
real practical and scientific question of whether it is possible literally to 
control and alter the condition of climate in order to save the planet 
from disastrous climate change is not even broached by Turkson and 
the eco-spirituality zealots. What is definitely possible to change, how-
ever, as Turkson advocates, is socioeconomics. Turkson calls for a 
massive global redistribution of wealth based on the belief that capital-
ism, which is in effect synonymous with “individualism,” is the cause 
of the climate change problem. He insists that “[w]hen many act on 
private self-interest, it endangers the common home. The roots of the 
problem are the bondage of individualism and putting short-term gain 
above longer-term sustainability.”39 What Turkson means, in the words 
of Roewe, is that practical judgments must be made and authoritatively 
executed, “such as repaying the ‘ecological debt’ of the global north to 
the global south; placing the global common good above national inter-

                                                
37 Brian Roewe, “At Boston College, Turkson maps ‘Laudato Si’ path to Paris climate 
agreement,” National Catholic Reporter (Oct 2, 2015). Retrieved from http:// 
naronline.org/print/blogs/eco-catholic/boston-college-turkson-maps-lavdato-si-path-
paris-climate-agreement, accessed on Jan 25, 2016.  
38 Id. This is a quote from Cardinal Turkson as reported by Roewe. 
39 Id. Roewe’s report of the words of Cardinal Turkson. 
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est; avoiding a profit-first ideology; and replacing ‘without delay’ 
highly polluting fossil fuels.”40 

Turkson’s “integral ecology” is messianic not only to save the 
planet from climate change but also from capitalist economic develop-
ment which is devastating our common home. Turkson apparently 
wants a new global economic order, a morally superior global socialism 
that is as collectivistic as his eco-spirituality. It is a spirituality that, as 
his Catholic ilk believes, transcends traditional Christian metaphysics 
and reorders what it means to be an individual human person so that the 
free individual person is subsumed into the greater collective world 
order. 

Final Remarks 

Redpath’s and Marcel’s warnings of a crisis in the West are not 
mere abstruse philosophical clamor. The crisis is degrading the free 
individual human person. With the opposition to socioeconomic indi-
vidualism as a foil, perhaps even a straw man pretext, socialistic collec-
tivism ascends as a utopian solution for socioeconomic inequality and 
the apocalyptic threat of climate change. The free individual person, 
however, goes missing with this solution, as well as the person’s capac-
ity for knowing truth. Truth in science, economics and environmental-
ism becomes more and more dictated by the collective, which is ulti-
mately authoritarian and politically advantageous. Moral truth is also 
subverted by the egalitarian tolerance that the collective imposes as 
requisite for achieving its promised utopia. 

With the subversion of traditional metaphysics of the human per-
son, the emerging Catholic spirituality of integral ecology certainly can 
be seen as born of the crisis. It is fixed on a messianic end of attaining a 
moral, socioeconomic and environmental utopia. It may be deeply 
heartfelt, but it is unfortunately headless because it does not understand 
rationally the damage being done to the human person. It aims to serve 

                                                
40 Id. Another Roewe’s report of a Cardinal Turkson statement. 
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and even save ‘global humanity’ but does not comprehend that such a 
collectivist objective is nothing but an ‘abstract humanism,’ which as 
Redpath and Marcel caution is at the very source of the crisis. The con-
crete, free individual human person is truly missing in the Catholic 
spirituality of integral ecology. 
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DIALECTIC, DRAMA AND SELF-KNOWLEDGE 
IN PLATO’S CHARMIDES 

SUMMARY 

Charmides is a dialogue highly indicative of the importance that the prologues to 
Plato’s works have for our understanding of the whole spirit and philosophical content 
of each dialogue as a whole. It is representative of the Platonic tendency to always 
combine philosophical content with dramatic form through narrative and drama, in 
order to enhance the reader’s and audience’s insight into the inquiries of his philosophi-
cal work. Following this line of presentation, the prologue of Charmides prefigures the 
understanding of the central themes of the dialogue; focusing on the depiction of Socra-
tes as a therapist and of Dialectic as a therapy or a kind of remedy, which through the 
process of dialectical engagement and interaction reestablishes the relation of each 
interlocutor to his own self.  

The narrative about the Thracian doctors of the king and god Zalmoxis and their 
special medical knowledge, foreshadows the major philosophical issues which are 
examined in the sequence of the dialogue. Socrates’ reference to the good doctors and 
his criticism of the Greek doctors who ignore the whole that needs to be cured, reveals 
the central demand for the psychosomatic unity of man and the priority of the healing 
of the soul over the healing of the body. The holistic Zalmoxian medicine and theory of 
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health corresponds to the first step of the Socratic Dialectic. Through the narrative 
about the Thracian doctors of Zalmoxis, Socratic-Platonic Dialectic has already begun 
to evolve, following a movement with clearly defined direction, namely from the part to 
the whole, where the part denotes and signifies the body and the whole denotes the 
psychosomatic unity of the human being. phrosun  is already involved in this narra-
tive since the incantations invoked by Socrates, which are identified with the “beautiful 
speeches,” induce phrosun  on which the well being of the soul depends. This raises 
the question as to whether these doctors apply medical knowledge which has a speci-
fied epistemological content, or knowledge equipped with a universal character—in the 
sense of being also prior to all other kinds of knowledge—which transcends the usual 
confines of the medical art.  

Charmides is invited by Socrates to look deep within himself in order to dis-
cover if he possesses phrosun , and what phrosun  really  is.  That’s  what  Char-
mides is doing by formulating his first two definitions of phrosun . Dialectic now 
follows a movement from without to within. Charmides’ first and second definitions 
reflect the social status to which he belongs, the corresponding behavior, and the inner 
psychic qualities (e.g., youthful shyness) of a person or persona who represents the 
system of values surrounding traditional virtue and the aristocratic conception of the 
ideal of “kalos kagathos.” It is probable that the dramatic time of the dialogue, which 
coincided with the outbreak of the Peloponnesian war, was associated with a criticism 
of the traditional view and model of virtue.  

When phrosun  is defined as “doing one’s own things,” Dialectic still has the 
tendency to move from without inwards, but this movement now is implemented in the 
field of praxis (action). Platonic Dialectic uses the device of change of interlocutor in 
order to signify the transition to a more demanding level of inquiry and thought. This 
definition of phrosun , “doing one’s own things,” on the basis of a proleptic reading, 
stimulates us to trace the relation between phrosun  in Charmides and dikaiosun  
(justice) in the Republic. What is important in the Socratic elenchus of this definition is 
that it highlights the connection between prattein (doing) and prattein tagatha (doing 
the good), between prattein and works (erga), and between the beneficial and the good. 
It is clarified that only the makings of good things are praxeis (doings) and that what is 
of harm must be avoided as “alien.” The definition of phrosun  as “doing good 
things” re-orientates Dialectic, which now starts moving from praxis to the ria, be-
cause “doing good things” presupposes knowing what is good. But if agathon (good) is 
what is kindred to oneself and one’s own, doing good things, or doing simpliciter, i.e., 
praxis, presupposes self-knowledge. Any practitioner of good must be a self-knowing 
agent. 

The Apollonian ideal of self-knowledge (know thyself) is construed as a “greet-
ing” of the god to worshipers who enter the temple, not as a moral counsel or as a piece 
of advice. This distinction implies the difference between a knowledge conveyed from 
without and a knowledge discovered by insightful inner search of one’s self. Within the 
passages 165c to 175a, phrosun  is presented and examined as “the knowledge of 
what one knows and what one does not know.” It has been claimed that in this part of 
the dialogue, the Socratic model of self-knowledge is subjected by Plato to the Socratic 
elenchus, where he attempts to make a criticism of it. 
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I believe that this section of the dialogue is an extended excursus, aimed to-
wards introducing and examining a model of self-knowledge different from that of 
Socrates, Critias’ model of self-knowledge. This model of self-knowledge poses a 
whole series of philosophical problems; the relation between the subject and the object 
of knowledge, the possibility of their identification or the distinction between them, the 
possibility of the existence of an internal and external object of knowledge, the relation 
of this model of self-knowledge with other kinds or domains of knowledge, and the 
question whether external knowledge or knowledge of other knowledges is a constitu-
ent of knowledge of knowledge. The question of the possibility of knowledge of 
knowledge is not definitely rejected, especially if we consider that in all of this discus-
sion there is a hint towards the way in which philosophy works and relates to other 
kinds of knowledge. 

I believe, however, that in the last part of the dialogue, where the knowledge of 
good and bad emerges, Plato again meets Socrates and becomes reconciled with him. 
The only knowledge that is useful and beneficial is knowledge of good and bad. In this 
way Plato chooses to put forward a self-conscious model of self-knowledge, which 
does not presuppose, as Critias’ model does, the critical examination of knowledge or 
the critical distance from knowledge. This self-conscious model of self-knowledge is 
connected with the knowledge of good and bad. On the one hand doing of good presup-
poses knowledge of good and bad and on the other, “doing one’s own things” presup-
poses self-knowledge. The possibility of knowing good and bad is ensured by each 
person, either through looking deep within himself or by orientating towards the Idea of 
the Good itself. 

 
KEYWORDS: dialectic, drama, self-knowledge, Plato, Charmides, Socrates. 
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A NEED FOR DIALOGUE TO 
DEVELOP TOLERANCE 

 
 
Experts in the design of educational policies insist that civic edu-

cation must be grounded in a deep sense of belonging, which, in turn, 
involves values such as freedom, equality, civility, justice, pluralism 
and, above all, ensures the development of tolerance in the individual, 
tolerance which is an essential attribute of a democratic attitude;1 all 
these  values  are  pivotal  for  citizenship  and  essential  for  a  society  to  
function peacefully. Moreover, these experts emphasize that by devel-
oping these values individuals can better participate in the pursuit of 
social ideals. Tolerance enhances this participation in light of its im-
perative to recognize the diversity and complexity not only of individu-
als, but also of different communities within society. It is even possible 
to say that the safeguard of and the respect for human rights are closely 
related to widening the spectrum of citizens’ participation. These social 
considerations bear on education. They depend on a thoughtful citi-
zenry. But who really cares whether our students develop thinking? It 

                                                
1 Carmen Gutiérrez Moar, Esther Olveira Olveira, Antonio Rodríguez Martínez, “So-
ciedad Civil, valores y educación para la ciudadanía,” en XXVII Seminario Interuniver-
sitario de Teoría de la Educación “Educación y Ciudadanía” (Las Palmas de Gran 
Canaria, Noviembre de 2008) disponible en: http://www.redsite.es/docu/27site/ad 
108.pdf, consultado el Feb 02, 2016. 
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has become a fashion for marketers to “position” or “brand” the univer-
sity, desiring to create “professional” market demands, and even to call 
students “customers.” But what of the reflective or contemplative citi-
zen estemmed by the heritage of “deluded philosophers,” who believed 
such citizens might have inhabited the uranus topos of  Plato!  The  re-
duction of education to a utilitarian project has its precedent in the work 
of nineteenth-century editors of the Journal of Edinburgh, along with 
the work of figures such as Lord Henry Brougham and Sydney Smith, 
who actually sought to replace the supremacy of classical education at 
Oxford and Cambridge with the “useful” knowledge that provides a 
trade or a profession.2 

What Citizen for What Society? 

When we examine the objectives pursued by governments, edu-
cation centers and other institutions which achieve the progress of soci-
ety, we note that there are always two common elements: one focused 
on the development of citizenship, and another concentrated on the 
formation of the youth, so that they can someday fulfill their role as 
citizens. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze the definition of “citizen,” 
which normally is handled in the declaration of principles typical of the 
society in which these objectives are expressed. 

The academic debate on citizenship-education, and on the ques-
tion for whom that debate is to be addressed, has an abstract quality. 
For philosophers the debate inevitably involves the nature of democ-
racy itself. We all know that there are three traditions which contain the 
concepts of citizenship and democracy: liberal, communitarian and 
republican. I will summarize the main features of these traditions re-
spectively: 1) as liberalism emphasizes individual rights; 2) as commu-
nitarianism covers the social life and the place of the individual in it; 3) 

                                                
2 Avery Dulles, “Newman’s Idea of a University and Its Relevance to Catholic Higher 
Education,” Conversations on Jesuit Higher Education 22 (2002), Article 5, available 
at: http://epublications.marquette.edu/conversations/vol22/iss1/5.  
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as republicanism puts emphasis on participation as a fundamental value 
of a community, built with the cooperation of its members. These per-
spectives, however, have their limitations since they arguably try to 
understand the citizen in terms of a static model, completely forgetting 
that the fundamental characteristic of society is its dynamic nature.3 

Let’s consider, then, the citizen who finds himself today more or 
less accepted by any one of these traditions. In modern societies em-
bedded in the capitalist and democratic world, the citizen lives under 
the influence of the labor market and fulfills duties such as the payment 
of taxes, imposed on him by virtue of his membership in the commu-
nity, while also endows him with social rights. This definition, how-
ever,  seems  to  be  exclusive,  as  it  states  that  the  person  who  is  in  the  
labor market is the taxpayer; it excludes, at least, those who dedicate 
themselves to housework as millions of women do and those young 
people who still receive classroom training. By the end of the last cen-
tury, a new conception of citizenship emerged. It emerged out of British 
political discourse concerning the expectation of the citizen for state 
service; instead of the traditional models of service to the state, political 
reformers began to promote other areas of action in both public and 
private modes of life. According to such an alternative model of the 
citizen’s relationship to society, emphasis on the individual’s participa-
tion in voluntary activities in his or her local communities is encour-
aged. This volunteerism especially finds its place in the fields of educa-
tion and communal  security.  “In this  sense,  the citizen gets  a  role  that  
seemed to have lost, but it is an individual role, lacking elements of 
collective identification that make you feel part of a community.”4 

In the words of Douglas Hurd, Margaret Thatcher’s Minister: 

                                                
3 Jorge Benedicto, Construyendo la ciudadanía juvenil. Marco teórico para las políti-
cas de juventud y ciudadanía (Barcelona 2011), disponible en: http://www.diba.cat 
/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=f1fcd66f-248d-4d81-a6cd-606cce333a51&groupId= 
95670, consultado el Jan 20, 2016. 
4 Id., 14. 
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Active citizenship is the free acceptance by individuals of volun-
tary obligations to the community to which they belong . . . arises 
from the traditions of civic duty and volunteer service are central 
to the thinking of this government and are anchored in our his-
tory . . . Freedom can only flourishing within a community of 
shared values, common loyalties and mutual obligations provide 
a framework of order and self-discipline.5 

Young people can develop in free, democratic countries where 
the values of liberty, equality, and civility prevail, together with justice, 
legality, opportunity, pluralism, and tolerance. By providing the young 
opportunities to participate in society so as to actualize their potentials 
as individuals and citizens, free and tolerant societies differentiate 
themselves from societies that are stifling, closed, and fragmented. 
Sadly, such is the condition of many Latin American countries, such as 
my own. 

However a society unfolds, it manifests principles which define 
it.  These  principles  explain  how  the  society,  for  good  or  ill,  affects  
other societies. We cannot ignore that more than a third of the world’s 
population suffers from hunger and is marginalized by the develop-
ment-model imposed by Western culture, a model whose aims are not 
achievable by some, if not most, societies. Therefore, if the young are 
to be educated successfully, they must be prepared to relate to diverse 
societies, not only those defined by the development-model. They must 
be prepared to interact in communities with a real understanding of 
cultural differences in a globalized world. 

I firmly believe that civic education must be grounded in a deep 
sense of belonging, which, in turn, involves values which transcend any 
one of the models mentioned above. Crucial to a progressive citizenship 
is the cultivation of tolerance, especially as it relates to a democratic 

                                                
5 Quoted after: Dawn Oliver, Derek Benjamin Heater, The Foundations of Citizenship 
(New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994), 124. 
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attitude about social and political life.6 Tolerance and other values are 
the pivots of citizenship in a society which is to function peacefully. 
Moreover, civic education must emphasize the importance of specific 
values, such as diversity and tolerance, because only by virtue of parti-
pating in such values does the achievement of a cohesive social 
conglomerate become likely. 

Diversity and tolerance ought not to be only qualities of the 
complex relations between individual citizens but between social 
groups as well. Doesn’t it follow that safeguarding and respecting the 
rights of groups should correlate with the respect of groups. Human 
rights are closely related to the expansion of the entire spectrum of citi-
zen participation. 

Recognizing diversity and complexity as descriptive of individ-
ual and social relations forces me to advocate tolerance, which consists, 
quite simply, of accepting and respecting how others differ from me in 
their beliefs. But, of course, a cautionary note should be added: to toler-
ate does not mean to accept the intolerable. 

Need for Dialogue 

In my recent work: “Arguing Well, We Build Citizenship,”7 I 
said that to be a supportive person one needs to stand in relationship to 
another, indeed “the other.” And tolerance, a virtue par excellence for 
democratic  society,  is  defined by Victoria  Camps as  a  respect  for  oth-
ers, the equality of all beliefs and opinions, the belief that nobody has 
the absolute truth or is always right, this is, the foundation of that open-
ness and generosity that marks the tolerant.8 

                                                
6 Cf. Gutiérrez Moar, Olveira Olveira, Rodríguez Martínez.  
7 Corina Yoris, “Argumentando bien, construimos ciudadanía,” Episteme ns 34:1 
(2014): 85–95. 
8 See Victòria Camps, Virtudes públicas (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1996). 
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Tolerance involves the acceptance that the “other” has the right 
to coexist with me. It also entails the respect for the existence of minor-
ity groups which may or may not differ from my interests. 

Therefore pluralism is a fundamental value of democracy and the 
concept of majority, usually checking unlikely, can not serve as justifi-
cation for the imposition of a single thought or behavior for not to annul 
this plurality. Indeed, tolerance becomes relevant and has its starting 
point where the common interest or coincidences terminate.9 

Societies that profess Christian values, whether in crisis or in de-
velopment, are obligated to respond to a transcendent vision of reality, 
human person, and Christian moral and ethical values.10 

By democracy we understand a method or set of rules and proce-
dures to form the government and to bind political decisions.11  

Putting it in these terms, tolerance is characterized by the fact 
that a democratic regime has a variety of value positions. It is precisely 
the lack of acceptance of diversity that spurs confrontation. As Nor-
berto Bobbio maintains, democracy is not a space inhabited by those 
few who enjoy exclusive rights to the truth. Quite the contrary, to in-
habit  a  democratic  space  is  to  be  surrounded  by  a  cosmos  uniquely  
defined by a multitude of opinions. We find ourselves in the presence 
of—as Karl Popper puts it—an “open society,” which is opposed to a 
“closed society” which encompasses totalitarian spaces of every sort. 

Several authors maintain that, tolerance appears in stark contrast 
with belief in “absolute truths,” which leads that everyone regards only 
his own belief as true. Accordingly, each of the many “truths” existing 
within a democracy has relative value. In other words, there is the pos-
sibility for diverse interpretations to coexist peacefully, and their en-

                                                
9 Cf. Tulio Álvarez, “El canto de la espada: una visión sobre la resolución de los con-
flictos a la Luz de la Sagrada Escritura,” ITER Humanitas 13 (Enero–Junio 2010): 11–
43. 
10 Cf. Gaudium et Spes. 
11 Isidoro H. Cisneros, Tolerancia y Democracia (México: Instituto Federal Electoral, 
2001), disponible en: http://biblio.juridicas.unam.mx/libros/libro.htm?l=505. 
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counter is beneficial, exactly because no one is in possession of the 
ultimate truth. By permitting all different viewpoints to be freely ex-
pressed, tolerance contributes to reciprocal knowledge, that is, “mutual 
recognition” through which partial truths may be overcome, and a more 
comprehensive truth—in the sense of accomplishing agreement among 
the parties involved—may be crafted.12 

To speak in defense of tolerance by referring to partial truths is 
something worthy of careful analysis. Cisneros rightly contends that 
freedom of expression will make it possible to go beyond “partial 
truths.” In defending those truths, we can often fall into radical relativ-
ism. We frequently hear expressions which echo the phrase: “this is my 
opinion; this is my truth; you, guys, keep your own.” Thereby it is 
taken for granted that truth is relative to every individual. But is relativ-
ism even plausible? 

Those who espouse a relativistic position with regard to the 
truth—and therefore, with regard to tolerance—maintain that man can 
know the truth. Yet at the same time, they profess that no truth enjoys 
absolute value. Truth can only be called such if it dwells within a given 
space/place, at a given time/epoch/culture. In other words, no truth is 
universally valid, but it always depends on the representing subjects’ 
specific constitution.13 

The apology currently awarded to tolerance is often an admission 
of relativism. There are renowned politicians, lawyers and even moral-
ists devoted to progressivism who are obstinate in repeating that if you 
are not a relativist then you cannot be tolerant. Now, people who think 
this  way  are  not  actually  as  humble  as  they  seem  to  be  at  first  sight.  
They ascribe to themselves a monopoly on the moral virtue of toler-
ance, thereby absolutely—and not relatively—denying it to those who 
disagree with them. They do not possess enough humility to tolerate 
others who may think of themselves as tolerant yet without supporting 
                                                
12 Cf. id. 
13 Cf. Antonio Orozco-Delclós. 
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relativism. And in fact, such supporters of relativism cannot be relativ-
ists at all. This is because their relativistic claim is not relative, it is 
evidently absolute.14 

To appreciate these observations, contextualize considerations of 
tolerance within a hypothetical debate or contentious dialogue. Could 
we seriously say that, in order to be tolerant, we must accept all opin-
ions voiced during such a dispute? Of course not. One can be discrimi-
nating about the truth content of a discussion and still be tolerant. Is, 
then, openness to dialogue a necessary condition for judging truth 
claims? When in a society, discrepancies arise, then calls for dialogue 
are issued. Dialogue, however, is almost always promoted as a grand 
illusion forged by extrasensory powers which should lead to the longed 
coexistence in any group where there are big differences. It is empha-
sized, ad nauseam, that dialogue will succeed only if the interlocutors 
have the will to understand each other. That is, we resort to a kind of 
voluntarism which ultimately produces long periods of frustration and 
despair which ends up with saying: “Or there is dialogue or no under-
standing is possible with you.” 

In most cases, those who want “to facilitate the dialogue”15 find 
it difficult to obtain an agreement at all or in a short time. Why are the 
agreements which benefit an entire society not achieved? To answer 
this question, what is needed is an analysis of the causes of the problem 
which  leads  to  serious  differences  between  the  actors  of  the  dialogue.  
Unfortunately, those in power do not assume responsibility concerning 
the dialogue and deepen the mistrust. That is why, what follows with a 

                                                
14 Antonio Millán Puelles, El interés por la verdad (Madrid: Rialp, 1998), 143. 
15 In order to promote a successful dialogue, Frans van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst, 
creators of the pragma dialectic vision of Argumentation Theory, have undertaken an 
attempt to develop a code of conduct in dialogue. The pragma dialectics assessment of 
an argumentative discourse aims to determine which of the speech acts can be imple-
mented to solve different opinions. For this purpose, it is essential to clarify what ob-
structs or hinders an argument. Van Eemeren and Grootendorst have formulated ten 
rules to be observed to regulate a critical discussion. 
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relative easiness is that serious dialogues end up with blaming the party 
in power for irresponsible behavior. 

Secondly, it is desirable to distinguish between dialogue about 
divergent activities or interests and dialogue about disparate values. 
According to Minton and Schneider, values refer to the goals or objec-
tives that people strive to achieve in order to meet a need; activities 
reflect the interests and objectives through which the goals are 
achieved.16 We may accept the definition of values given by Luis Vil-
loro in his Power and Value,17 describing foundations of political eth-
ics. This text states that values articulate elements of communal life, 
which can be described in terms of rules, customs, and ideals. 

The interest could be “negotiable,” but not the values. Thus a ne-
gotiating  dialogue  can  be  successful  in  a  conflict  of  interest,  but  in  a  
conflict of values it becomes limited. Hence, we aspire to share the 
values of peace, democracy, and freedom; however, economic interests 
are negotiable. When this difference is not taken into account, dia-
logues are not really dialogues any longer. 

At this point, we should emphasize that education ought to be, as 
a matter of principle, education in and for freedom. After all, freedom is 
a necessary condition for tolerance. Only those who understand free-
dom will champion it for themselves and others for the sake of toler-
ance. But such awareness requires maturity and preparation. It requires 
defining the rights of citizens by establishing the limits of the rights of 
mine and yours, by fostering discussion about the individual and the 
common good. 

Dialogue, debate, common good, tolerance—these are all indis-
pensable in the search for healthy human relationships, centered on 
Christian values which should be our moral compass. 

                                                
16 See  Henry  L.  Minton,  Frank  W.  Schneider,  Differential psychology (Prospect 
Heights, IL: Wave-land Press), 1980. 
17 El poder y el valor. Fundamentos de una ética política (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura 
Economica, 1997). 
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A NEED FOR DIALOGUE TO DEVELOP TOLERANCE 

SUMMARY 

The authoress claims that civic education must be grounded in a deep sense of belong-
ing, which, in turn, involves values such as freedom, equality, civility, justice, pluralism 
and, above all, ensures the development of dialogue and tolerance in the individual, 
dialogue and tolerance which are essential attributes of a democratic attitude. Tolerance 
and dialogue are the pivots of citizenship in a society which is to function peacefully. 
She concludes that by developing these values individuals can better participate in the 
pursuit of social ideals. 
 
KEYWORDS: tolerance, dialogue, values, society, education, citizenship. 
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WHAT IS EUROPE?  
THE GREEK BEGINNINGS 

 
 
The discussion on what Europe is, what determines its identity, 

how to assess Europe, started in the era of classical Greece and contin-
ues up to now. Different aspects of this conversation invariably emerge: 
etymological, geographical, political, historical, cultural, religious, civ-
ilizational and ideological. For these reasons, the question of Europe’s 
identity becomes extremely complicated and even controversial. While 
discoursing on Europe, one should recognize the indicated aspects in 
order to avoid simplifications or even manipulation, which is nowadays 
frequently based on the unilateral and ahistorical concept of Europe, a 
concept put forward to satisfy media or ideological aims (especially 
when it comes to the European Union). 

It  is  certain  that  Europe  is  not  a  ready  category  which  can  be  
indisputably referenced.  

Nor is it a completely fluid category which may be arbitrarily 
shaped. Europe has distinctive features, which have to be uncovered, 
appreciated, and saved. This is so not only because they enrich the 
spectrum of cultures and civilizations of the world, but also because 
they have a universal, trans-European value. 

It turns out that throughout history it is possible to find at least 
three different concepts of Europe. They appear in the context of 

                                                
Editio prima (in Polish): Piotr Jaroszy ski, Spór o Europ . Zderzenia cywilizacji (Lu-
blin: PTTA, 2016), 5–6, 17–25. 
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clashes grounded in civilization; sometimes the clashes seek dominion 
in culture and, at other times, in religion or science. The impact of such 
clashes is variable and hard to measure. The nations involved are not 
exactly the same. 

The first concept of Europe emerges out of the context of the 
conflict between the Greeks and the Persians; the second one is induced 
by Christianity and Islam meeting head-on; whereas the third concept 
results from European civilization confronting the cultures of the newly 
discovered peoples inhabiting other continents. It is just in the context 
of  these  indicated  clashes  that  the  concept  of  Europe  is  shaped  as  a  
phenomenon diversified not only geographically but also in terms of a 
civilization distinct from other cultures or civilizations. 

As a result of the meeting of the three aforementioned historical 
concepts, three new ideas of Europe emerge. In this case, however, they 
take the form of an internal conflict, an opposition against, what may be 
called, Greek Europe, followed by Christian Europe and eventually the 
Europe of the Enlightenment. 

The three new notions of Europe contradict these old concepts of 
Europe, and that opposition is their hallmark. These new notions are the 
rationale for a project which is implemented centrally via the tools 
available primarily to the state and international organizations. The 
European heritage and the classical idea of Europe are considered 
selectively, if at all, for the purpose of advancing the project. The 
project itself is what counts most of all, not the history or reality. The 
indicated project is designed in opposition to the Greek and Roman 
heritage, to Christianity (especially Catholicism), and even to the 
Enlightenment. Nowadays it is called the European Union. 

The concept of Europeanism in the cultural sense is crystallized 
in Greece at  the turn of  the fifth  and fourth centuries  before Christ.  It  
emerges on the background of the opposition between the Greeks and 
Asians as well as other peoples, which were referred to as barbarians by 
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the Greeks. Remarks made by Hippocrates and Aristotle are especially 
expressive.  

Hippocrates (about 400 B.C.) points to the organic and mental 
differences between the Greeks and Asians which primarily result from 
the climate. Asians are weak in spirit and lack courage, whereas the 
Greeks  are  full  of  spiritual  vitality  and  courage.  Why  is  it  so?  
Hippocrates believed that it was the effect of the climate: there is one 
season of the year in Asia, while in Greece, the seasons are varied, and 
the temperature is variable.1 Herodotus infers that the monotonous 
climate and temperature in conditions favourable for humans generates 
individuals that are passive and lack initiative, whereas changing 
climate and temperature contribute to increased inventiveness and 
activeness. 

On the other hand, when Aristotle characterized Asians, he 
insisted that they lack the love of freedom. He admitted that they were 
creative, however, not very brave, and in consequence easily succumb 
to despotism. Additionally, while describing the peoples inhabiting 
northern Europe (i.e., geographic Europeans), Aristotle regarded them 
as bold but not clever. According to Aristotle, the barbarians are neither 
smart nor brave. However, the Greeks, Aristotle boasts, possess both 
the aforementioned qualities to the highest degree.2 

A more detailed description of Greek culture, as distinct from 
other peoples’ cultures, can be found in the famous funeral oration of 
Pericles (499–429 B.C.), which was delivered in honour of soldiers 
killed in the First Peloponnesian War. It is worth quoting:  

Our constitution does not copy the laws of neighbouring states; 
we are rather a pattern to others than imitators ourselves. Its 
administration favours the many instead of the few; this is why it 

                                                
1 Hippocrates, Influences of Atmosphere, Water and Situation, trans. A. J. Toynbee, in 
Greek Historical Thought from Homer to the Age of Heraclius (Boston 1950), 165. The 
History of the Idea of Europe, 16. 
2 Aristotle, Politics, VII, 1. 
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is called a democracy. If we look to the laws, they afford equal 
justice to all in their private differences; if no social standing, 
advancement in public life falls to reputation for capacity, class 
considerations not being allowed to interfere with merit; nor 
again does poverty bar the way, if a man is able to serve the state, 
he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition. The freedom 
which we enjoy in our government extends also to our ordinary 
life. There, far from exercising a jealous surveillance over each 
other, we do not feel called upon to be angry with our neighbour 
for doing what he likes, or even to indulge in those injurious 
looks which cannot fail to be offensive, although they inflict no 
positive penalty. But all this ease in our private relations does not 
make  us  lawless  as  citizens.  Against  this  fear  is  our  chief  
safeguard,  teaching  us  to  obey  the  magistrates  and  the  laws,  
particularly such as regard the protection of the injured, whether 
they are actually on the statute book, or belong to that code 
which, although unwritten, yet cannot be broken without 
acknowledged disgrace.3 

Pericles presents the type of culture developed by the Greeks. It 
is  focused  on  the  individual  and  his  fundamental  rights  as  a  life  in  a  
community organized into a state. Moreover, the individual is protected 
by divine law, which is above state law. The individual has the right to 
liberty, to develop one’s talents, to protect ones privacy, to live ac-
cording to his own preferences, in personal relationships to justice, 
understanding, and kindness. At the same time, the individual feels 
responsible for the country, is obliged to obey the legal authority, and 
loves  the  fatherland,  which  can  be  served  by  all  citizens,  not  just  the  
privileged or “chosen ones.” In other words, patriotrism is a virtue for 
every citizen.  

This characteristic manifesto showing what it means to be a 
Greek emerged not  in  a  clash with Persia,  but  with Sparta,  and this  is  

                                                
3 Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War, trans. R. Crawley, Book II, 37–38 
(http://www.gutenberg.org/files/7142/7142-h/7142-h.htm#link2H_4_0007, accessed on 
March 20, 2016. 
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because Sparta created statehood, which today is called totalitarianism 
(as opposed to despotism characteristic of the Persian state).4 The 
Spartan statolatry subjugated all people to the state, leaving no room 
for the rights of the individual or for private life. Meanwhile, the value 
of the individual was discovered in Athens. The Greeks considered it an 
achievement of their culture, as something unique, and as something 
that has endured as a characteristic feature of European and Western 
culture. Because of this, the heritage of Athens, with its culture of 
written literacy, even after nearly two-and-a-half-thousand years, is 
embraced by Western man as his distinctive worldview, while Sparta 
located next to Athens (and in Europe!) represents a completely 
different spirit. 

On account of multiple confrontations with the Persians, the 
Greeks could observe what the spirit of Asia, the spirit of the Orient, 
consists in, how it differs significantly from the Greek ideals. Aeschy-
lus, who fought in two wars, first in the battle of Marathon, later in the 
battle of Salamis, gave it artistic expression. In his play, The Persians, 
Aeschylus presents the enemies of Greece as people who above all 
value luxury, unbridled sensuality, insatiable cruelty, and pride.5 

Having said this, the aforementioned authors, such as Hippoc-
rates, Aristotle and Pericles, who clearly notice the peculiarity of Greek 
culture, do not identify Greece with Europe or the Greeks with the 
Europeans. Such identification occurred only in times difficult for 
Athens, when the voice of the rhetoricians rose up. Their presence and 

                                                
4 However, the difference between totalitarianism, despotism and tyranny should be 
kept in mind. Totalitarianism is a modern form of statolatry, i.e., such a form of organi-
sation of the state in which the state is the ultimate aim. Tyranny is the reign of an 
entity, which has absolute power, but it is transferred by the people. Despotism is also 
the reign of an individual, but the source of this power has a religious character, and it 
involves the theological identification of the ruler with a deity. In the latter case, the 
prototype of despotism can be found not in Persia, but in ancient Egypt. In connection 
with the latter problem, see R. N. Frye, La herencia de Persia (Madrid 1965), 127. 
5 M. García Sánchez, El gran rey de Persia. Formas de representación de la alteridad 
persa en el imaginario griego (Barcelona 2009), 42–43. 



Piotr Jaroszy ski 210

opinions were crucial for democracy. Perhaps surprisingly, they were 
the first to identify Greek values with Europeanism, in self-conscious 
opposition to what they regarded as Asian values. 

Isocrates (436–338 B.C.) and Lysias (450–378 B.C.) move to the 
foreground among the major speakers. Inasmuch as in the texts of other 
authors the word “Europe” appears as a mythological name or as the 
name of the continent (Hesiod, Herodotus, Plato, Aristotle, Aeschylus, 
Euripides,  Ksenfont),  it  is  Isocrates  and  Lysias  who  ascribe  a  crucial  
meaning to Europe in terms of civilization. The Europe they speak of is 
Greece itself. 

Isocrates believed that the key point in the history of Greece was 
the Trojan War, as it unveiled the differences which separated Europe 
from Asia. The Trojans represented Asia whereas the Greeks repre-
sented Europe.6 The famous rhetorician explained:  

Apart from art, philosophy and other benefits attributed to her 
[Helen] and the Trojan War, we should be excused for admitting 
that we owe it to Helen that we are not slaves to barbarians. We 
will see that she should be given credit for the unification of the 
Greeks in a harmonious accord and for the fact that they 
organized a joint expedition against the barbarians, and it was 
then that Europe raised the banner of victory over Asia for the 
first time . . .7 

Isocrates treats the act of kidnapping Helen as a peculiar “blessed 
guilt,” due to which admittedly Greece had to face a more powerful 
Persia. However, as a result of their victory, the Greeks better realized 
who they were and why, being culturally superior to Persia, they could 
define themselves as Europe. 

Isocrates claimed that it was necessary to Hellenize geographical 
Europe (the ambition of panhellenism). Therefore, he critically looked 

                                                
6 Isocrates, Helen, 51, in Isocrates, ed. G. Norlin (London 1991), Vol. 3, 97. This 
speech was written in 370 B.C. 
7 Id., 67, in Isocrates, 97. 
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at the conflict between Athens and Macedonia, claiming that an 
agreement was required to facilitate the Hellenization of the barbarian, 
the  unHellenized  peoples  of  Europe,  so  to  speak.  He  addressed  King  
Philip of Macedonia (346 B.C.) with such a message.8 He grumbled 
that “Asia is more flourishing than Europe, and the barbarians enjoy 
greater affluence than the Greeks.”9 While speaking of Asia, he meant 
Persia, and while talking about Europe, he referred to Greece. 

Isocrates stressed that Europe-Greece should be judged by its 
high  culture  and  not  its  wealth.  Persia  was  very  rich,  but  it  still  re-
mained barbaric. For generations, the Greeks and Persians waged a life-
or-death struggle for dominion of Europe. In a way, their conflict 
echoed the earlier struggle for Greece between the Amazons and the 
Thracians.10 

In the opinion of Isocrates the essence of Europe is Hellenism 
which aims to be universal. In this respect, it is based not on ethnicity 
but on the cultural assimilation. In one of his speeches, Isocrates ex-
plains:  

Moreover, philosophy, which facilitated the discovery and the es-
tablishment of so many institutions, which educated us to deal 
with public matters and taught us how to relate to one another in 
a gentle manner, which helped us distinguish between the misery 
resulting from ignorance and the one that was necessary and 

                                                
8 Isocrates, To Philip, 152, in Isocrates, Vol. 1, 337. 
9 Id., 132, in Isocrates, 325. 
10 Isocrates, Panegyricus, 68–71, in Isocrates, 159–161. Isocrates states, by referring 
partly to the history and partly to the mythology, that when ancient Greece in ancient 
times was still  weak, its  territories were invaded by Thrace,  led by Eumolpus,  son of 
Poseidon, and also by the Scythians, led by Amazons, daughters of Ares. The invaders 
tried to extend their reign over Europe. Isocrates underlines that they hated the whole 
Hellenic race (ton Hellenongenos), especially the Athenians. According to Isocrates 
they thought that if they conquer one country, it will be easy to expand the reign over 
other Hellenic countries. But they did not succeed. In addition, Isocrates indicates that 
the invaders were punished: none of the Amazons returned home and those who stayed 
in their homes lost their power because of disasters; Thracians moved significantly to 
the north and their country did not border with the Greek countries any more. 
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which taught us how to protect ourselves against the first type of 
misery and bravely endure the second one. Philosophy, I say, 
was given to the world through our city. It was Athens that hon-
oured the art of speech, which all men desire and envy its hold-
ers; as it let people realize that this was the only emolument of 
our nature which distinguishes us from all the living creatures 
and by making use of the advantage we became superior to them 
in all respects; philosophy has proved that in other activities for-
tune can be so capricious that frequently a clever one falls and 
the stupid one is successful, whereas the beautiful and artistic 
speech never involves crude men but it is the work of an intelli-
gent mind, and in this respect the contrast between the wise and 
the ignorant is best seen; it also revealed that the free education 
of man since early childhood depends neither on courage nor on 
wealth or other benefits of that type but it is most visibly seen in 
speech, which is the most certain sign of culture in all of us, and 
those who are the highly skilled speakers are not only the people 
of power in their own cities, but are also honoured in other cities. 
Our city, however, has distanced the rest of mankind so much in 
thought and word that its students became the teachers of the rest 
of the world; consequently, the name “Hellen” is used with refer-
ence  to  those  who  are  part  of  common  culture  rather  than  ori-
gin.11 

So Isocrates draws attention to the universality of Greek culture 
on grounds that it has discovered the qualities which make a human 
being human: a mind that communicates by means of the word. How-
ever, the mind and the word need to be developed and educated through 
philosophy and rhetoric, special achievements of the Greeks. Since the 
indicated culture has a universal dimension, and Hellenism is not deter-
mined purely biologically (by, say, racism or nationalism), Athens must 
remain open to all who wish to acquire its culture. The dream of Isoc-
rates  came true.  Even though the empires  changed and Greece lost  its  
independence quickly, Athens remained the capital of world culture. 

                                                
11 Id., 47–50, in Isocrates, 146–149. 
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Lysias, the second of the aforementioned orators, understands 
Europeanism similarly to Isocrates; however, he introduces a new idea: 
freedom. In his funeral oration, honoring the soldiers killed in the Co-
rinthian war, Lysias uses the name “Europe” four times, evoking mem-
ories of the heroic Greeks who faced up to the Persians.  

For indeed, being of noble stock and having minds as noble, the 
ancestors of those who lie here achieved many noble and admi-
rable things; but ever memorable and mighty are the trophies that 
their descendants have everywhere left behind them owing to 
their valor. For they alone risked their all in defending the whole 
of Greece against many myriads of the barbarians. For the King 
of Asia, not content with the wealth that he had already, but hop-
ing to enslave Europe [EUROPEN DOULOSESTHAI] as well, 
dispatched an army of five hundred thousand. These, supposing 
that, if they obtained the willing friendship of this city or over-
whelmed its resistance, they would easily dominate the rest of 
the Greeks . . .12 

The speech presents the Greeks as people of manifold nobility, 
capable of performing beautiful deeds, who are courageous and are not 
afraid of the overwhelming superiority of the enemy. Moreover, they 
realize that their fight will determine who will control not only Greece 
but the whole of Europe as well. Should Greece lose, the consequence 
would be enslavement, nothing less than taking freedom and inde-
pendence away from the countries and nations of Europe. At this point, 
the clash between Greece and Persia means the struggle for the very 
survival of European freedom. 

The latter topic appears additionally in connection with the 
victorious  Battle  of  Plataea  (479  B.C.).  Lysias  stressed:  “On  that  day  
they brought the ventures of the past to a most glorious consummation; 
for not only did they secure a permanence of freedom for Europe 

                                                
12 Lysias, with an English translation by W. R. M. Lamb (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press; London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1930), 20–21. 
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[ELEUTHERIAN TEI EUROPEI].”13 It is noteworthy that Isocrates 
puts emphasis on culture, while Lysias focuses on freedom.14 

Culture and freedom constitute two arms of European identity, 
noticed by both eminent Greeks, who as rhetors and teachers of speech 
exerted impact on the elite of their country. 

Special importance was attached to the school founded by Isoc-
rates in which a programme of education included so-called general 
education. The value of such education Latin writers later would ex-
press by the term artes liberales, on grounds that such education makes 
men free. This programme was assimilated in all places where Greek 
cultural  ideals  were  appreciated.  In  Europe  alone  it  lasted  until  the  
second half of the nineteenth century. The canon of classical subjects, 
such as Greek, Latin, Philosophy, Rhetoric was compulsory in classical 
gymnasiums in the Interwar period (also in Poland), and today they are 
present where such gymnasiums still operate, e.g., in Germany.15 

The first concept of Europe bears very clear signs of Greek cul-
ture and is of Greek authorship. The concept may be seen by paying 
attention to other aspects of Greek culture, which turn out to be influen-
tial and not necessarily related to Europe in the geographic sense. 

 

                                                
13 Id., 47. 
14 This love of freedom manifested itself in very specific situations which sometimes 
required a lot of courage. In the case of the Greek the mentality of a free man emerged 
and it did not waver even in the face of death, which is not characteristic of subjects in 
a  despotic  system.  It  is  suggestively  expressed  by  a  Roman  historian  who  cites  the  
conversation of the kind of the Persians, Darius, with a Greek, Charidemus, and writes 
that the advice of the Greek angered the king so much that he ordered his execution. 
Then “The Greek, not even then forgetful of his free birth, said: ‘I have at hand an 
avenger of my death; that very man against whom I have warned You will exact pun-
ishment for the scorning of my advice’. Charidemus joined the side of Darius but until 
the end retained the characteristics of a free man and at that time only a Greek was 
capable of it.” Quintus Curtius, History of Alexander, trans. John C. Rolfe (London 
1971), III, ii, 18. 
15 In  Bavaria  there  are  about  59  gymnasiums  of  the  classical  profile.  One  of  them is  
Maximiliansgymnasium: http://www.maxgym.musin.de/wordpress3/humanistisches-
gymnasium-warum/, accessed on March 19, 2016. 
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WHAT IS EUROPE?  
THE GREEK BEGINNINGS 

SUMMARY 

The article begins with the statement that there are three concepts of Europe historically 
significant. The first concept of Europe looms out in the context of the clash between 
the ancient Greeks and the Persians, the second one is induced by Christianity and 
Islam meeting head-on whereas the third concept results from the European civilization 
confronting the cultures of the newly discovered peoples inhabiting other continents. It 
is just in the context of the indicated clashes that the concept of Europe is shaped as a 
phenomenon diversified not only geographically but also in terms of civilization as 
regards other cultures or civilizations. The article then concerns with the concept of 
Europeanism which in the cultural sense was crystallized in Greece at the turn of the 
fifth and fourth centuries before Christ. It emerged on the background of the opposition 
between the Greeks and Asians as well as other peoples, which were referred to as 
barbarians by the Greeks. The article concludes that it was culture and freedom which 
constituted two arms of Europeanness shaped by the ancient Greeks. 
 
KEYWORDS: Europe, Greece, Persia, culture, civilization, freedom, barbarian. 
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PHILOSOPHICAL CREATIONISM: 
THOMAS AQUINAS’ METAPHYSICS OF 

CREATIO EX NIHILO 
 
 
In keeping with the prevalent philosophical tradition, all philoso-

phers, beginning with the pre-Socratics, through Plato and Aristotle, 
and  up  to  Thomas  Aquinas,  accepted  as  a  certain  that  the  world  as  a  
whole existed eternally. They supposed that only the shapes of particu-
lar things underwent transformation. The foundation for the eternity of 
the world was the indestructible and eternal primal building material of 
the world, a material that existed in the form of primordial material 
elements  (the  Ionians),  in  the  form of  ideas  (Plato),  or  in  the  form of  
matter, eternal motion, and the first heavens (Aristotle). 

It is not strange then that calling this view into question by Tho-
mas Aquinas was a revolutionary move which became a turning point 
in the interpretation of reality as a whole. The revolutionary character 
of Thomas’ approach was expressed in his perception of the fact that 
the world was contingent. The truth that the world as a whole and eve-
rything that exists in the world does not possess in itself the reason for 
its existence slowly began to sink into the consciousness of philoso-
phers. Everything that is exists, as it were, on credit. Hence the world 
and particular things require for the explanation of their reason for be-
ing the discovery of a more universal cause than is the cause of motion. 
                                                
This article is a revised and improved version of its first edition: Andrzej Maryniarczyk 
SDB, The Realistic Interpretation of Reality. Metaphysics Notebooks, no. 3, trans. 
Hugh McDonald (Lublin: PTTA, 2012), 41–99. 
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Only the cause of existence, that is, the efficient creative cause, can be 
a more universal cause (than the cause of motion) from which every-
thing that is comes. 

St. Augustine, Boethius, John Damascence, and Hugh of St. Vic-
tor had spoken of the creation of the world ex nihilo, but Thomas Aqui-
nas was the first to provide the philosophical foundations for this inter-
pretation.1 The questioning of the entire legacy of philosophy on how 
the world came into being is certainly an expression of Aquinas’ great 
intellectual courage, his honesty, and cognitive freedom.2 Thomas was 
aware of  the importance of  his  endeavor,  as  we see in a  passage from 
the beginning of the text De aeternitate mundi, in which he writes: 

The question still arises whether the world could have always ex-
isted, and to explain the truth of this matter, we should first dis-
tinguish where we agree with our opponents from where we dis-
agree with them. If someone holds that something besides God 
could have always existed, in the sense that there could be some-
thing always existing and yet not made by God, then we differ 
with him: such an abominable error is contrary not only to the 
faith but also to the teachings of the philosophers, who confess 

                                                
1 w. Tomasz z Akwinu [St. Thomas Aquinas], O wieczno ci wiata [On the eternity of 
the world],  in  w.  Tomasz  z  Akwinu,  Dzie a wybrane [Selected works], trans. into 
Polish by J. Salij (Pozna  1984), 277. Cf. S. Thomae Aquinatis, Summa contra Gen-
tiles, ed. P. Marietti (Taurini 1888), II, c. 15. 
2 Gilson writes that Thomas kept himself free both in relation to Aristotle and to St. 
Augustine. Instead of passively swimming with the current of traditional Augustinian-
ism, he developed a new theory of cognition, changed the foundations upon which were 
based the proofs for God’s existence, made a new critique of the concept of creation, 
and raised a new edifice of ethics, or completely transformed the old one. But also, 
instead of following passively in the steps of the Aristotelianism of the Averroists, he 
considered its narrow framework, transforming to its depth the doctrine, upon which he 
could comment in such a way that it took on a completely new meaning. The entire 
mystery of Thomism is in the aspiration—and the absolute intellectual honesty—to 
rebuild philosophy on such a plane that its actual agreement with theology would turn 
out to be indispensable to meet the requirements of the reason itself, and not turn out to 
be an accidental result of an aspiration to reconcile them. (see Étienne Gilson, Tomizm. 
Wprowadzenie to filozofii w. Tomasza z Akwinu [Thomism. Introduction to the phi-
losophy of St. Thomas Aquinas], trans. into Polish by J. Rybalt (Warsaw 1960), 42). 
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and prove that everything that in any way exists cannot exist 
unless it be caused by him who supremely and most truly has ex-
istence.3 

The discovery of the fact that the existence of beings was caused, 
a discovery that was the legacy of ancient and medieval philosophy, 
entails the need to seek the first and universal cause of everything that 
is.  For  this  reason  Thomas  asserts:  “it  should  be  conceded  .  .  .  that  
something caused cannot always exist, for it would then follow that a 
passive potentiality has always existed.”4 

The correction Thomas brought to the Aristotelian image of the 
world, showing that the world was not necessary in its existence, may 
seem to be trivial. However, it turned out to be revolutionary in its ef-
fects.  The  existence  of  the  world  as  such  is  not,  as  Aristotle  and  all  
before him had held, something eternal and necessary. For we do not 
find in the world any being or element such that existence would have 
to belong to its essence, or that existence would be eternally connected 
with it. The world—not only in the form of its being, but also in content 
(matter)—comes from the First Cause; everything that exists in the 
world is from the First Cause. 

For this reason Thomas required of philosophy an answer to the 
question  of  the   of  the  existence  of  the  universe,  and  so,  to  the  
question of the universal cause of the world’s existence. He knew that 
by accepting the idea that world as whole exists eternally and necessar-
ily, we would be disloyal to the principle of neutrality in the starting 
point of our philosophical inquiry; the idea that the existence of the 
world was eternal and necessary, an idea philosophers had accepted and 
taught, was an a priori assumption in cognition. 

                                                
3 w. Thomas z Akwinu, O wieczno ci wiata, 277. The English translation cited after: 
Thomas Aquinas, De aeternitate mundi, trans. Robert T. Miller (1997), http:// 
dhspriory.org/thomas/DeEternitateMundi.htm#f2, accessed on March 15, 2016; hereaf-
ter cited as: Miller (1997). 
4 Id. 
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The philosophical theory that the world was created ex nihilo was 
formulated for the first time in the history of philosophy in the thir-
teenth century by Thomas Aquinas together with the discovery of the 
contingent (non-necessary) existence of the entire world and of particu-
lar beings. It unveils not only the fact that world comes from the Crea-
tor, but also the truth that thereby the world is rational, knowable (intel-
ligible), and purposeful. Particular things realize within them the plan 
of the Creator and they have an inscribed and determined end-purpose. 
Man as he gains knowledge of the world perceives it as the natural mi-
lieu of his existence, in which everything is ordered rationally and pur-
posefully.5 

As one appeals to the philosophical theory of creatio ex nihilo 
when explaining the coming-into-being of the world, one should point 
out that it grows, like the truth concerning the existence of the Abso-
lute, from the nature of realistic philosophy, and it is a keystone of the 
rational explanation of reality. This means that the theory is not bor-
rowed from Revelation or religion and transported to philosophy. The 
theory is strictly connected with an understanding of being as not hav-
                                                
5 This truth that the world was created ex nihilo was not welcome for long in the minds 
of philosophers. It was rather quickly removed from philosophy and cosmology and 
relegated to theology. The theory of creatio ex nihilo was regard as a persona non grata 
in philosophy and was presented as inaccessible to the human reason. It was “exiled” to 
the realm of faith. This paradox is deeper because of the fact that “this exile” was per-
formed with the agreement of Christian philosophers, and sometimes with their active 
involvement. The general attitude toward the philosophical theory of the creation of the 
world ex nihilo,  an  attitude  typical  of  modernity,  is  clearly  seen  in  the  words  of  M.  
Luther, who in the year 1545 wrote: “articulus de creatione rerum ex nihilo difficilior 
est creditu quam articulus de incarnatione” (“the truth concerning the creation of things 
from nothing is harder to believe that the truth concerning the incarnation”).  
In more recent times an appeal, when explaining how the world arose, to the philoso-
phical theory of the creation of the world ex nihilo—when what have become estab-
lished in the minds of philosophers are theories derived from natural cosmologies, such 
as the big bang, pulsating black holes, or eternally evolving matter—is seen by certain 
philosophers and natural sciences as an expression of philosophical desperation or as a 
“Grundirrtum” (fundamental error) of metaphysics (Fichte). On the other hand, we 
must be aware that if we reject the truth concerning the creation of the world, we find 
no grounds for explaining the rationality and purposefulness of the world. 
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ing the reason for its existence in itself, and is connected with an under-
standing of the Absolute as the efficient creative cause that is the uni-
versal cause of the universe. 

This close connection between the philosophical theory of crea-
tio ex nihilo and the conception of being allows us better to understand 
why many ancient, medieval, modern, and contemporary philosophers, 
although they have come to recognize the existence of the Absolute, yet 
reject the explanation of the coming-into-being of the world of persons, 
animals, plants, and things by an appeal to the theory of creatio ex ni-
hilo. The aversion to this type of explanation is sometimes so deep and 
so irrational that some philosophers are prepared to accept an absurdity 
in explanation (explaining order through accident, rationality through 
irrationality, that is, “being through non-being”), and the theory of “ac-
cident,” the “big bang,” or “blind evolution,” only to get away from 
creationism. Such an attitude often springs from ignorance of the phi-
losophical theory of creation, and from a failure to distinguish it from 
the theological theory of creation. They need to be better acquainted 
with the philosophical theory of creation to see its rational weight and 
to see at the same time how it is indispensable when attempting to pro-
vide an ultimate explanation not only for the existence of the world, but 
above all for the rationality and purposefulness of the world. 

On the History of the Formation of 
the Theory of creatio ex nihilo 

The term “creation” corresponds to the word “creatio” in Latin, 
and to the word “ ” or “ ” in Greek. In its fundamental 
meaning it indicates the act of creative action with a specific power 
(Greek ) or describes a general idea of the act of creation. It also 
designates a specific act of action that begins and causes something that 
did not exist or creates something from nothing. 

The word “creatio” is one of the words that belong to universal 
religious expressions, and also to cultural expressions encountered in 
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archaic times (e.g., among Pygmies, paleo-Siberians, Californians, Aus-
tralians, and others) and in ancient and modern times. We find it in the 
cultures and religions of the East and the West. It is present in the lan-
guage of the peoples of South and North America, Africa, Australia, 
and Oceania. The term “creatio” constantly accompanies man’s reli-
gious and cultural life. 

The situation is similar in philosophy. The term “creatio”—the 
Greek “ ,” “ ,” and “ ”—has appeared since the be-
ginning in the language of philosophers, but it largely designated a 
specific creative act of great power, an act capable of drawing out defi-
nite forms of things from shapeless matter. 

In ancient and early medieval philosophy we do not encounter 
the word “creatio” in the strict sense as the act of creation ex nihilo, 
concerning all individual beings and the entire world.6 The idea that the 
world was eternal had become widespread among philosophers. Hence, 
before the theory of the creation of the world ex nihilo was formulated, 
philosophers conceived of the process of the coming-into-being of 
things most often as composition, ordering, division, projection, or 
formation from some primeval building material. 

From Ordering to the Formation of 
Primeval Building Material 

The Greek myths concerning how the world came to be show 
manifold connections with the cosmogonies of the Far East. These 
myths show the coming-into-being of the world as a process of the 
separation of water from dry land, day from night, and order from 
chaos.  Researchers  remark  that  in  those  myths  they  did  not  use  the  

                                                
6 While Reale suggests that we may find such a meaning in Plato and Aristotle, in the 
context of the necessity-based existence of the world which we find also in Plato and 
Aristotle, his view seems untenable (Giovanni Reale, Historia filozofii staro ytnej 
[History of Ancient Philosophy], trans. into Polish by E. I. Zieli ski, vol. 1 (Lublin 
1996), 360–361). Cf. Gilson, Tomizm, 213. 
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word “creation” or “creator” (Greek  or ) but rather the 
verb “to create” ( ). The term “creation” appeared only later. 

Hesiod was the first (and probably the only one among the an-
cients) to use the word “ ” (birth, coming-into-being) to de-
scribe how the world came into being, and the term has a shade of crea-
tio ex nihilo. Chaos was the first to be generated ( ), Hesiod 
informs us.7 Generation  ( )  is  first.  It  is  before  the  world  and  
before the gods. 

While the pre-Socratics spoke of the generation or coming-into-
being ( ) of all existing things and of their destruction (their pass-
ing away), which might suggest the concept of “creatio,” an analysis of 
the statements of ancient philosophers quickly dispelled this idea. The 
great majority of them shared the belief that the world as a whole ex-
isted eternally, and everything that was had come into being from an 
indestructible primordial material. 

Heraclitus raised change to the rank of the main principle that 
rules the world, and he thus rejected the possibility that things came 
into being: 

The living and the dead, that which is awake and that which 
sleeps, the young and the old, are one and the same in us, be-
cause these things become after their change those things, and 
those  things  again  after  their  change  become  these  things  .  .  .  
Immortals—mortals, mortals—immortals; these live by the death 
of those, those die by the life of these. And good and evil are 
one.8 

                                                
7 Hezjod [Hesiod], Narodziny bogów [Birth of the Gods], trans. into Polish by J. 

anowski (Warsaw 1999), 116. Cf. Arystoteles [Aristotle], Fizyka [Physics], trans. into 
Polish by K. Le niak (Warsaw 1968), 208 b. 
8 Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, hrsg. H. Diels, W. Kranz, Bd. 1–3 (Berlin 1951–
19526), B 88. 
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The true world of the laws of the Logos had always been and 
would always be, although its shapes and forms were changing like a 
river.9 Empedocles added to this idea and said: 

There are no births (instances of coming-into-being) of anything 
that is mortal, nor is unhappy death an end. There is only mixture 
and exchange of what was mixed.10 

Since that time, coming-into-being was understood as the activity 
of composition (compositio)  or  corruption  (corruptio). This would be 
typical of the ancient atomists who conceived of the process of coming-
into-being as the constant disintegration of the world into infinitely 
many other worlds.11 

Parmenides expressed in the most radical fashion his belief on 
how things arose and on the eternity of the world, arguing that they are 
“empty names, such as men give to things in the belief that they are 
true, such as coming-into-being and disappearance, existence and non-
existence, change of place and change of bright color”.12 

That which is always is and is identical to itself. That which is 
beyond being is non-being (  o ), and non-being is nothingness. 
Since, as Parmenides argued: 

That which exists is unmade and not liable to destruction, for it is 
entire,  immobile,  and  infinite,  never  was,  and  will  not  be,  be-
cause now it exists together as something entire, one, and con-
tinuous. For indeed what sort of beginning would you seek for 
being? How and when could it take its increae? I do not permit 
you to say or think that it arose from what does not exist. For in-
deed it cannot be said or thought that it does not exist. What sort 
of necessity could force it to come into being and grow sooner or 
later, beginning from what is not? Therefore also it must neces-
sarily exist or not exist at all. Indeed the power of conviction will 

                                                
9 Id., B 30. 
10 Id., B 8. 
11 Id., B 12. 
12 Id., B 7. 
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never agree that something other than nothingness could come 
into being from what does not exist . . . For indeed, how could 
what exists come into existence in the future? How could it have 
come into being in the past?13 

Parmenides’ belief that being could not have come into being at 
all on account of its identity and eternity, would over time be under-
stood as the principle that ex nihilo nihil fit (from non-being, being does 
not arise), which would become a “sacred principle” underlying the ex-
planation of how things came into being.14 

Plato enriched the philosophical interpretation of how the world 
came to be ( ) by bringing in a builder ( ) 
who  was  the  maker  and  father  ( )  and  caused  the  
world to come into being, since “he was good.”15 He made the world in 
the following fashion: 

having received all that is visible not in a state of rest, but mov-
ing without harmony or measure, brought it from its disorder into 
order, thinking that this was in all ways better than the other.16 

He makes everything ( ) in the world on the basis 
of a first model ( ) that is eternal.17 The model according to 
which  the  “maker  and  father”  constructed  the  world  is  “always  the  
same” and is “the object of reason and thought.”18 For this reason, the 
world as a whole reamins something eternal: for indeed the model of 
the world ( ) is eternal, coming-into-being is eternal, and 
space is eternal. 
                                                
13 Id. 
14 Id., B 8. The expression ex nihilo nihil fit was probably coined by Lucretius. Cf. 
Étienne Gilson, Filozof i teologia [The Philosopher and Theology], trans. into Polish by 
J. Kotsa (Warsaw 1968), 62. 
15 Plato, Timaeus, 29 D–E. 
16 Id.,  30  A.  The  English  translation  cited  after:  Plat nos Timaios. The Timaeus of 
Plato,  trans.  Richard Dacre,  ed.  R. D. Archer-Hind (London: Macmillan and Co.,  and 
New York, 1888), 93. 
17 Id., 27 A., 28 A–C, 29 A–C. 
18 Id., 29 A–B. 
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Aristotle connected the process of coming-into-being only with 
the sublunary world, and so, with the “region surrounding the middle of 
the universe” in which material things exist.19 In this world, prime mat-
ter is eternal ( ) and indestructible. Everything comes into be-
ing from prime matter and returns to it after disintegration. Otherwise 
“something could come into being simply from nothingness”, and then 
non-being would have to exist.20 And non-being “is neither something, 
nor of some sort, nor so large or so large, or anywhere.”21 Moreover, 
the heaven of the fixed stars is eternal, and the First Unmoved Mover 

)  is  eternal.  The  First  Unmoved  Mover  is  the  final  
cause of the world’s motion. In this way, Aristotle joined the Platonic 
primary model of the world ( ) to his own cosmogony.22 

The process of coming-into-being and corruption (generatio et 
corruptio) is a specific process and differs from increase and decrease, 
which is a modification of a being with respect to extension, and it also 
differs from motion, which is a modification of being with respect to 
place, or alteration, which is a modification of being with respect to 
properties and qualities. Aristotle explains that we are dealing with 
coming-into-being and corruption when: 

when nothing persists, of which the resultant is a property (or an 
accident  in  any  sense  of  the  term),  it  is  coming-to-be,  and  the  
converse change is passing-away. Matter, in the most proper 
sense of the term, is to be identified with the substratum which is 
receptive of coming-to-be and passing-away: but the substratum 
of the remaining kinds of change is also, in a certain sense, mat-

                                                
19 Arystoteles [Aristotle], O powstawaniu i niszczeniu [On Generation and Destruc-
tion], trans. into Polish by L. Regner, in Arystoteles, Dzie a wszystkie [Complete 
works], vol. 2 (Warsaw 1990), 335 a. 
20 Id., 317 b. 
21 Id., 318 a. 
22 Arystoteles [Aristotle], O niebie [On Heaven], trans. into Polish by P. Siwek, in 
Arystoteles, Dzie a wszystkie, vol. 2, 192 a 27 ff. 
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ter, because all these substrata are receptive of contrarieties of 
some kind.23 

The substrate (which, however, cannot be identified with any one 
primeval element)24 from which things come into being, would be rec-
ognized as the potential element, and the process of coming-into-being 
would be regarded as a passage from potency to act. Hence, Aristotle 
explains, “some bodies come into being by passage from one to an-
other, since one quality is destroyed, and others arise by the passage 
from two to one, since more qualities are destroyed . . . all bodies arise 
from all.”25 

Aristotle took the position that in the process of coming-into-
being neither the substrate of a thing nor its form are produced. Thus 
coming-into-being is a passage from something that already is, but po-
tentially—in the substrate of a thing. Hence Aristotle says: 

Now since that which is generated is generated by something (by 
which I mean the starting-point of the process of generation), and 
from something (by which let us understand not the privation but 
the matter . . .), and becomes something (i.e., a sphere or circle or 
whatever else it may be); just as the craftsman does not produce 
the substrate, i.e., the bronze, so neither does he produce the 
sphere; except accidentally, inasmuch as the bronze sphere is a 
sphere, and he makes the former. For to make an individual thing 
is to make it out of the substrate in the fullest sense. I mean that 
to make the bronze round is not to make the round or the sphere, 
but something else; i.e., to produce this form in another medium. 
For if we make the form, we must make it out of something else; 
for this has been assumed. E.g., we make a bronze sphere; we do 
this  in  the  sense  that  from  A,  i.e.,  bronze,  we  make  B,  i.e.,  a  

                                                
23 Arystoteles, O powstawaniu i niszczeniu, 320 a. The English translation cited after: 
The Complete Works of Aristotle. The Revised Oxford Translation, Vol. I, ed. Jonathan 
Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 523. 
24 If everything came into being from some one primeval element, Aristotle explains, 
then there would be no coming-into-being, but only alteration (Id., 322 a). 
25 Id., 331 b–332 a. 
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sphere.  If,  then,  we  make  the  spherical  form  itself,  clearly  we  
shall have to make it in the same way; and the processes of gen-
eration will continue to infinity. 
It is therefore obvious that the form (or whatever we should call 
the shape in the sensible thing) is not generated—generation does 
not apply to it—nor is the essence generated.26 

Thus coming-into-being is the formation of something to a defi-
nite figure (form). This cannot occur without the acting factor that actu-
alizes this potency. This factor is the factor that is the source of eternal 
motion. The most proximate source of eternal motion, and so also the 
cause of the continuous coming-into-being of the beings in the sublu-
nary world, is the motion of the planets and moon, and for the entire 
cosmos it is the First Mover. Thereby coming-into-being and destruc-
tion is an incessant process.27 

In this way Aristotle in explaining how the world came into be-
ing and how it exists was the first to dare to go outside this world and 
point to a transcendent cause—the First Mover, as the ultimate reason 
for all motion, and so for all coming-into-being. 

In ancient philosophy this would be a noteworthy exception, one 
that made it possible in the quest for the reason behind the coming-into-
being of things to break apart the schema of immanent explanation, 
which confined explanation to a search for the internal and most proxi-
mate causes, and made it possible to seek external causes, including 
especially the efficient and final cause. 

With the Stoics the doctrine of the eternal  ap-
peared. The “logoi spermatikoi” were endowed with indestructible and 
inexhaustible power and potency whereby concrete individual things 
constantly come into being. The Stoics provided an argument for the 
already existing belief in the eternal nature of the world. Lucretius 

                                                
26 Aristotle, Metaphysics, I, Books 1–9, trans. Hugh Tredennick (Harvard University 
Press, 1933), 345 (1033 a 24–1033 b 7). 
27 Arystoteles, O powstawaniu i niszceniu, 336 a–b. 
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would argue that the gods did not create nature since they need nature 
as primary model for making things (“exemplum porro gignundis re-
bus”).28 

Among the ancient philosophers the prevalent belief (we can re-
gard this as a general phenomenon) was that the world existed eternally 
and necessary as a whole, and that creative powers and forces were 
inherent in pre-existing elements. The process of coming-into-being 
and destruction, whether that process is conceived of as composition or 
disintegration, or as the actualization of potencies inherent in them, was 
for the ancient philosophers something eternal and stable, while the 
individual things that come-into-being (these concrete things here) were 
something completely accidental.29 Creatio ex nihilo seems to have 
been unsuitable to their way of thinking.30 

Between Making and Creation ex nihilo 

Early Christianity emphasized the power of the act of creation, as 
is seen from the words the Greek and Latin Fathers of the Church used. 
The most frequently occurring Greek terms describing the maker of the 
world are the following: , , and , which 
were rendered by Latin terms such as Factor (Artifex, Opifex), Creator, 
and Conditor. These words were intended primarily to indicate the 
power of the creative act, the power necessary in the coming-into-being 
of the world. 

                                                
28 Titus Lucretius Carus, De rerum natura, hrsg. K. Büchner (Stuttgart 1973), V 181–
186. 
29 An exception here would be Aristotle, who discovered the final cause of the world, 
and also discovered finality or teleology in the world of things. However, according to 
Aristotle individual things obtain their individuality “accidentally,” since it is due to 
matter, and therefore they exist for the sake of species and in the species, and do not 
find the purpose for their existence in themselves. 
30 For the first time in the pseudo-Aristotelian work De mundo (probably written in the 
first century AD) the concept of God appears as the savior and creator (  

) of all things ex nihilo. Cf. Arystoteles [Aristotle], O wiecie [On the World], 
trans. into Polish by A. Paciorek, in Arystoteles, Dzie a wszystkie, vol. 2, VI 397–b 20 
ff, 399 a 31 ff. 
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Early Christianity, which came into contact with the Greek (i.e., 
Platonic), Gnostic, and Judeo-Hellenic concept of creation as making, 
tried to reconcile with it. It adopted some of these conceptions (e.g., the 
Platonic one) and rejected others. This is especially visible in the sec-
ond half of the second century in commentaries on the truth of creation 
ex nihilo present in the Book of Genesis31 and in the Books of Macha-
bees.32 Expressions  such  as   and   (Creator, Factor) 
were used interchangeably. Also in that period the word  
started to lose its dominant (Platonic) meaning, which described some-
one who formed the world out of indefinite matter, and took on the 
meaning of a maker endowed with power and might to make the world, 
a maker who comprehends everything, rules over everything, and 
brings order from disorder, and brings in good order. 

Philo of Alexandria as one of the first ancient Christian philoso-
phers to teach that the word “creation” primarily describes the power 
characteristic of the maker and father of the world (  

). He also called for break from the Aristotelian concept of God 
as the Unmoved Mover, and from the mental pictures of other philoso-
phers.  For  his  own part,  he wanted to combine and reconcile  the Old-
Testament belief in the creation of the world ex nihilo found in the 
Book of Genesis and Books of Machabees with the Platonic doctrine of 
the builder of world drawn from the Timaeus. 

However, it should be noted that first-century Christianity basi-
cally did not pose the question of the existence of the world (of the 
cosmos) in general, or of a primeval building material from which 
things are made. They were interested in the coming-into-being of par-
ticular things, and primarily the human soul. For this reason Clement, 

                                                
31 “In the beginning God created heaven and earth. The earth was void and empty, and 
darkness was over the surface of the immense waters, and the Spirit of God moved over 
the waters” (Gen. 1, 1–2). 
32 “But the Creator of the world, that formed the nativity of man, and that found out the 
origin of all, he will restore to you again, in his mercy, both breath and life, as now you 
despise yourselves for the sake of his laws” (2 Mch. 7, 23). 
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describing God as the  and the , the maker and 
builder of the world, who makes out of nothingness (non-being), at the 
same time accepted “the existence of eternal unformed matter” as the 
primeval building material of the world. Justin also thought God the 
Creator had formed the world “out of unformed eternal matter” (  

). 
Other Fathers of the Church taught in a similar spirit and empha-

sized that creation as such is primarily the productive formation of un-
formed matter. They regarded the formation of matter as the work of 
creation. 

Such interpretations of creation would become a bone of conten-
tion among the ancient Fathers of the Church. Tertullian gave expres-
sion to this, when in accusation he stated that there were still Christians 
who believed in creation, and simultaneously accepted the pre-
existence of the matter from which the world arose (ex aliquae mate-
ria), not that it arose out of nothing (ex nihilo).33 So,  for  example,  the 
Christian gnostic Basilides thought that the world arose out of “un-
formed matter,” and conceived of the Creator as an artist or builder. 
Other gnostics, such as the Valentinians, rejected the idea that world 
had been created by the Supreme God and thought that world had been 
created by lower causes.34 

Tatianus was probably the first among the ancient philosophizing 
Christian theologians to teach in a strict sense that the world was cre-
ated ex nihilo. He emphasized the complete creation of the world, in-
cluding matter.35 Theophilus of Antioch followed this doctrine. He as-
serted that God “made being out of non-being,” Only the Word of God 
and His wisdom assisted God in this. 

                                                
33 Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem, ed. E. Evans, vol. 1–2 (Oxford 1972), I 15, 4 ff, V 
19, 7. 
34 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresium, hrsg. P. Wendland (Leipzig 1916), VII 21, 
4, X 14. 
35 Tatianus, Oratio ad Graecos, ed. E. Schwartz (Leipzig 1888), 5, 3. 
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Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen were in-
fluenced by Theophilus’ doctrine of creation ex nihilo. They, and 
Irenaeus and Tertullian especially, rejected the gnostic theory of the 
pre-existence of matter, and they emphasized the Creator’s absolute 
autonomy in creating the world. While Clement of Alexandria still tried 
to reconcile the ancient (i.e., Platonic) and Christian cosmogonies,36 
Origen was already teaching that everything had been created, and that 
matter was not eternal. In like manner Gregory of Nyssa taught, with 
emphasis on the creation of man. 

The Syrian commentators, however, remained among those who 
thought of creation as construction out of pre-existing matter. Among 
these we may mention Ephraim. He was influenced by the Manicheans 
and remarked on a certain order in the act of creation. Thus, nature 
(substance) was created first, then darkness, then wind (not spirit), and 
then light, fire, and night. However, he thought that matter was co-
eternal with God.37 Consequently Lucretius would argue that “ex nihilo 
nihil fit” and therefore nature is the “female creator” of things—“rerum 
natura creatrix.”38 

Neo-Platonic philosophy, which was based on emanationism, ba-
sically did not know the theory of creation in the sense of creatio ex 
nihilo. While Porphyry used expressions close to the Christian doctrine 
of creation ex nihilo,  he did so in a  Platonic spirit.  Proclus interpreted 
Plato’s Timaeus and taught only of eternal becoming, and he did not 
take up the problematic of the beginning of the world and of time. 

From the above outline of the history of the doctrine of creation 
ex nihilo we encounter among the ancient and early medieval Fathers of 
the Church, we are struck by a certain ambiguity. This ambiguity is 

                                                
36 Klemens Aleksandryjski [Clement of Alexandria], Kobierce zapisków filozoficznych 
dotycz cych prawdziwej wiedzy [The Stromata], trans. into Polish by J. Niemirska-
Pliszczy ska, vol. 2 (Warsaw 1994), V 14. 
37 Syrus Ephraem, In Genesim et in Exodum commentarii, ed. R. M. Tonneau (Louvain 
1955), 5 ff. 
38 Titus Lucretius Carus, De rerum natura, II 1 16. 
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expressed in the reconciliation of the biblical belief in creatio ex nihilo 
with the simultaneous acceptance of the pre-existence of matter and of 
the world as a whole. This fact also shows the defeat of Christian exe-
getes and philosophers. This would find expression in the Church’s 
creed (symbolum fidei). Hence the eastern creeds mentioned creatio ex 
nihilo as a truth of the faith, while the western creeds speak only of 
creatio (creation) but do not mention creatio ex nihilo. In the Constitu-
tio Apostolica, written around 389, God is not called Creator, but only 
the maker and builder ( ) of everything.39 

The Beginnings of the Philosophical 
Theory of creatio ex nihilo 

In medieval times, the concept of creation ex nihilo made its way 
from exegetical theology and apologetics to metaphysics and the phi-
losophy of nature. Along with the words “factio” and “creatio,” the 
words “conditio,” “production,” and “fabricatio” were also used to de-
scribe the act of creation.40 

Augustine of Hippo remarked that in the fact of creation we have 
first of all a proof for the divine origin of the world. However, he de-
scribed the act itself of creation as the formation of formless matter 
according to a form. He also taught that creation in time and the eternal 
plan of the world did not come into collision, since God as the eternal 
principle of creation always comes out from himself with an initiative. 
The reason for creation is God’s fullness of goodness (plenitudo bonita-
tis). Hence everything that God did is good, and in the entire history of 
creation there is nothing evil. God, however, is not perfected by crea-
tion, since God is the “plenitudo perfectionis.”41 

John Scot Eriugena wanted to make a synthesis of neo-Platonic 
philosophy and Christian theology. He connected the act of creation 

                                                
39 Enchiridion symbolorum, definitionum et declarationum . . .,  ed.  H.  Denzinger,  A.  
Schönmetzer (Barcinone 196332), n. 40–55. 
40 Thomas Aquinas often uses the term productio to describe the act of creation. 
41 S. Augustinus, De civitate Dei, vol. 2 (Turnholti 1955), XI 21. 
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with the “operation of the divine will.” It is by virtue of the will that the 
Creator brings being out of non-being. However, the act of creation in 
the proper sense may be reduced only to the making of so-called pri-
mordiales causae (primordial causes) that are produced prior to space 
and matter, and lead unformed matter from non-being to being. Only 
the primordiales causae are  an  effect  of  the  act  of  creation.42 Every 
creature has a share in the divine nature, and so it can continue to create 
by itself, because apart from it there is no other nature. This participa-
tion of the created nature in the divine nature is assumed a priori for the 
knowing reason, and it makes it possible for the created being to know. 

The terminological distinction between creare and facere was in-
troduced by Peter Lombard. The verb “to create” (creare), according to 
him, indicates making something “out of nothing,” and the verb facere 
indicates the formation of something out of matter.43 Lombard also 
thought that the terminology concerning creation used in the Sacred 
Scripture was not univocal. 

Avicenna in turn repeated the Aristotelian doctrine of the eternity 
of the world based on his acceptance of the belief of the eternity of the 
first heavens and prime matter. He related the process of coming-into-
being to the sublunary world and described it as the actualization of 
potencies. However, he presented another line of argument for the eter-
nity of the world: the world is the result of God’s pure love, and God is 
entirely love, therefore the world must exist eternally. Moreover, God’s 
eternity also requires eternal creation, otherwise God himself would be 
changeable. For indeed he would be different at the moment of non-
creation and at the moment of creation.44 The changing material world 

                                                
42 Johannes Scotus Eriugena, Periphyseon, ed. I. P. Sheldon-Williams, vol. 1 (Dublin 
1968), 64, 3 ff. 
43 Petrus Lombardus, Sententiarum libri quatuor, t. 2 (Parisiis 1841), sent. II, dict. I, c. 
II. 
44 Awicenna [Avicenna], Ksi ga wiedzy [Book of Knowledge],  trans.  into  Polish  B.  
Sk adanek (Warsaw 1974), 133. 
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participates in the process of creation because the divine principles do 
not abandon this constant change.45 

God’s creative action, however, was reduced only to establishing 
and determining the order of the world. God could determine principles 
(or rules) of creation, but he was not free to determine the fact as such 
of creation. For indeed creation is a necessity, just as generation and 
corruption were a necessity for Aristotle. Creation’s dependence on the 
Creator, however, would be guaranteed by the determination of the 
principles or rules of creation. 

Anselm of Canterbury accepted the neo-Platonic descriptions of 
God as Summa Natura, Summa Essentia, and Summa Substantia. He 
also accepted the neo-Platonic conception of creation. He accepted the 
existence of an eternal nature that was the supreme substance, compre-
hended or included all possible things, and was prior to any creature. 
The supreme nature of itself is everything.46 The supreme nature pre-
cedes  the  act  proper  of  creation.  In  that  nature  the  thoughts  of  forms  
and the project (or model) of the entire universe were composed.47 Prior 
knowledge concerning the order of the entire universe made creation ex 
nihilo possible. The supreme nature contains knowledge concerning the 
world before the creation of the world. On the basis of this knowledge, 
the nature brings out the thoughts (or ideas) composed within it to be-
ing, and in this sense creation is the bringing out of being from non-
being.48 

Theirry of Chartres introduced a distinction between creatio re-
rum and generatio hominum. He explained the coming-into-being of 
the world by appealing to Aristotle’s doctrine of the four causes, to 
which he tried to give a theological and philosophical interpretation. 

                                                
45 Id., 134. 
46 Anzelm z Canterbury [Anselm of Canterbury], Monologion, trans. into Polish by T. 

odarczyk (Warsaw 1992), ch. IV. 
47 Id., ch. IX. 
48 Id., ch. VIII, XI. Cf. O. Rossi, “La nozione di creazione in Anselmo d’Aosta,” Studia 
Patavina 32 (1985): 597–604. 
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So, God is the causa efficiens for the world, Divine Wisdom is the 
causa formalis, and Divine Goodness is the causa finalis, while the four 
elements, namely water, earth, air, and fire, are the causa materialis.49 
Time appeared at the very moment when God created matter. God’s 
active participation in creation ends with the creation of matter. Crea-
tion then develops according to purely natural principles; the descrip-
tion of these pricniples is determined by the neo-Platonic tradition look-
ing to the Timaeus.50 

Moses Maimonides was the first to come forth with the clear 
doctrine that God created the world ex nihilo and that prior to creation 
there was nothing apart from God, and that God was not guided by any 
internal necessity.51 Moreover, Maimonides for the first time, using 
purely philosophical argumentation, tried to refute the opposition of 
philosophers to the theory of creatio ex nihilo. To this end he called 
attention to the need for a distinction between God’s eternity, which 
was before God created the world, from the temporal character of crea-
tion. Time as a property of the motion of created things appeared to-
gether with the creation of the world. But time appears only together 
with creation, and therefore this allows us for the first time to speak of 
the temporal character of the world. Time before creation would be an 
argument for the eternity of the world (meanwhile, there is nothing of 
the sort!). God as the cause of creation is not subject to change. God 
would have to be subject to change if temporality existed before crea-
tion. Furthermore, it is indifferent to an immaterial substance whether it 
acts or not. For indeed action is a passage from potency to act, and it is 

                                                
49 Theirry of Chartres, Tract. de sex dierum operibus, in Commentaries on Boethius by 
Thierry of Chartres and His School, ed. N. Häring (Toronto 1971), 555. 
50 N. M. Haring, De Erschaffung der Welt und ihr Schopfer nach Thierry von Ch. und 
Clarenbaldus von Arras, in Platonismus in der Philosophie des Mittelalters,  hrsg.  W. 
Beierwaltes (Darmstadt 1969), 161–267. 
51 F. Ueberweg, Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie, II: Die patristische und 
scholastische Philosophie, hrsg. B. Geyer (Basel 1956), 340. 
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characteristic of material things. This also does not apply to God when 
we are speaking of the act of creation.52 

Maimonides’ argumentation paved the way for the formation of 
grounds for the philosophical theory of creatio ex nihilo.  So  it  is  not  
strange that with the reception of Aristotelian philosophy by the media-
tion of its Arab commentators, there appeared, this time already in phi-
losophy, the problem of creation as one of the central issues of the phi-
losophy of nature. However, disagreements concerning how to under-
stand creatio ex nihilo also appeared. 

Boethius of Dacia proposed to reconcile Aristotle (who taught 
the eternity of the first heavens and of prime matter) and Maimonides 
(who taught creatio ex nihilo). Boethius resolved the problem in accor-
dance with the principle of “two truths.” He said that the theory of the 
world’s creation ex nihilo was  impossible  to  accept  in  philosophy  be-
cause creatio ex nihilo is contrary to all the principles of the Aristote-
lian philosophy of nature and metaphysics, and especially the principle 
that ex nihilo nihil fit. As a solution to the problem in the philosophy of 
nature, he proposed to use the Aristotelian concept of generatio et cor-
ruptio and to accept an eternal and indestructible material substrate, 
conceived of as pure potentiality. Boethius proposes that the term 
“creatio ex nihilo” should be reserved for theology and regarded as an 
object of faith.53 

The Church officially rejected this theory in the year 1277 and 
described it as Averroist, since it rested on the principle of “two truths,” 
a theory in which “a truth is contrary to a truth.” 

Bonaventure, however, looked to Augustine and use the Aristote-
lian-Averroist concept of creation. He accepted the desire for good as 

                                                
52 A. Hyman, Maimonides on Creation and Emanation, in: Studies in Medieval Phi-
losophy, ed. J. F. Wippel (Washington 1987), 45–61. 
53 Boecjusz z Dacji [Boethius of Dacia], O wieczno ci wszech wiata [On the Eternity of 
the World], in Boecjusz z Dacji, O dobru Najwy szym czyli o yciu filozofa i inne pisma 
[On the Highest Good or on the Life of the Philosopher and Other Beings], trans. into 
Polish by L. Regner (Warsaw 1990), 59–99. 
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the most important reason for creation. Hence he conceived of creation 
as the imparting of the Creator’s goodness and wisdom. By retaining 
the Aristotelian concepts of matter and form he could treat creation as a 
high-minded form-creating action. In the act of “creating” a simultane-
ous union of form and matter occurs. However, they are indestructible 
and eternal. Hence he makes a distinction between divine creation 
(creatio) conceived as a high-minded and magnanimous action and 
actio conceived as arranging performed on prepared material. God’s 
simplicity requires  that  the act  as  such of  creation be treated as  some-
thing that is “prior to God and the world.” For indeed God as a simple 
being cannot bring out being from Himself, as this would disturb his 
simplicity. Hence creation precedes God and nothingness.54  

The  next  step,  which  brings  us  closer  to  the  formulation  of  the  
philosophical theory of creatio ex nihilo, is the philosophy of Albert the 
Great. He was one of the first to attempt to refute the universality of the 
Aristotelian theory of generatio et corruptio as applied to the explana-
tion of how material things come into being. Albert thought that the 
plurality and variety of forms could not be explained by alteration of 
indestructible matter. Therefore he remarked that we must look to a 
transcendental cause for matter and for forms, and also for change. This 
is precisely the purpose of metaphysical inquiries.55 

The doubt Albert raised concerning the Aristotelian theory of 
generatio et corruptio, and his calling attention to the fundamental dif-
ference between generatio and corruptio would become the inspiration 
and starting point for Thomas Aquinas’ formulation of the philosophi-
cal theory of creatio ex nihilo. 

Thomas conceived of the Aristotelian generatio as mutatio 
(change) that could not be identified with creatio. Generatio a priori 
                                                
54 St. Bonaventure, Opera theologica,  ed.  L.  M.  Bello,  vol.  1:  Liber I Sententiarum 
(Quaracchi 1934), q. 2. 
55 Albertus Magnus, Opera omnia,  cura  ac  labore  A.  Borgnet,  t.  3:  Physicorum libri 
VIII (Parisiis 1890), 549–553. Cf. I. Craemer-Ruegenberg, Albertus Magnus (München 
1980), 78–96. 
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assumes the eternal existence of matter and specific forms potentially 
contained in pre-existing matter. Meanwhile, creatio is not an alteration 
of substance, but the complete calling of substance to being (to exis-
tence).56 Change  (mutatio), like generation (generatio),  must  have  a  
subject in a substrate that already is there. Therefore the act of creation 
cannot be defined in terms of motion or change.57 

The understanding of being or substance as developed pro-
foundly by Thomas was primarily the key to resolving the problem of 
the existence of the world and the formulation of the philosophical the-
ory of creation. It is expressed in the discovery of new compositions of 
being, namely essence and existence, in the place of matter and form. 
For indeed it turned out that when the eternity of the first heavens, 
prime matter, and forms was called into question, then neither matter 
alone, nor form, nor their composition were the reason for the existence 
of concrete things. Thomas’ perception of these limitations and of the 
weakness of Aristotelian metaphysics enabled him to discover the effi-
cient-creative cause of being, and to formulate the philosophical theory 
of creatio ex nihilo and the only rational theory that made it possible to 
explain ultimately the fact that the world exists as a whole, and that 
individual beings exist. 

Thomas’ Exposition of the Theory of 
creatio ex nihilo 

When we discuss the philosophical theory of creatio ex nihilo, 
we must distinguish between the context in which the theory was dis-
covered, and the context in which it was rationally justified. We must 
also note the fact that the theory of creatio ex nihilo is formulated in a 
negative form, that is, it does not explain in detail how the world came 
into being but merely shows that the world “did not come into being out 

                                                
56 S. Thomae Aquinatis, Summa contra Gentiles, II, c. 16. 
57 Id., c. 19. 
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of something” that already existed.58 If  we  do  not  treat  the  theory  of  
creatio ex nihilo as a negative theory, we face the problem of conceiv-
ing of the world’s creation as the creation of being “out of nothing-
ness,” which entails that the validity of the philosophical principle of ex 
nihilo nihil fit would have to be restricted. Meanwhile, the theory of 
creatio ex nihilo does not mean that being was called into existence 
“out of non-being,” but that the Creator is the cause of everything that 
is—form, matter, properties, and substance—and that nothing exists 
apart from Him that did not come from Him.59 The universe was and is 
a work of creation (creatio continua). 

The Context of Discovery 

Without doubt, when he formulated the philosophical theory of 
creatio ex nihilo, Aquinas was inspired by the biblical doctrine of the 
creation of the world, and by some elements of the teaching of the 
Greek and Latin Church fathers. However, in this fact there is nothing 
that would lower the philosophical value of the theory as such. The 
context of discovery may differ from the context of rational justifica-
tion. This is often the case when scientific truths are discovered (it suf-
fices to recall Archimedes’ law or the discovery of the model of the 
atom). 

The biblical doctrine of creation ex nihilo allowed Thomas to 
pose the important question of the validity of the philosophical asser-
tion that the world as such was eternal. The argumentation to which 
Thomas resorted in questioning those views was not a theological or 
biblical one, but a typically philosophical (metaphysical) one. Conse-
quently the real problem (not an illusory problem) of the world’s exis-
tence began to enter the minds of philosophers and natural scientists. 
That problem had not been previously resolved (or even properly pre-
sented). The a priori belief in the eternity of the world, eternal heavens, 

                                                
58 “Deus in esse res produxit ex nullo praeexistente sicut ex materia” (Id., c. 16). 
59 Id., c. 15. 
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eternal matter, and eternal form, presented an obstacle to that. This 
entailed the need to pose the question again on the foundations of the 
rationality and intelligibility (or knowability) of the world; that is to 
say, why particular beings (things, plants, animals, and human beings) 
realize a definite plan (idea, or thought), and are neither a “nameless” 
individual existing for the sake of species, nor a reflection of another 
reality, nor an accidentally shaped mass that only the human reason 
describes and rationalizes. 

The question of the teleology of particular things and of the 
world as a whole would also require a new answer. Why do particular 
things and the entire world have an end inscribed in them, an end they 
realize, and why do they not appear as something accidental? 

The philosophical theory of creatio ex nihilo that Thomas formu-
lated was a philosophical summon to understand more profoundly the 
existence of the world of persons and things, and for this reason it 
showed his scientific honesty and courage and his philosophical genius. 
Moreover, as it was formulated in the terrain of philosophy, it appeared 
as a form of a purely rational explanation of reality against the belief, 
prevalent among philosophers, that the world existed eternally, and that 
things continuously came into being from a previously existing building 
material. 

The Context of Rational Justification 

 The Rejection of the opinio communis 
Thomas had to oppose the opinio communis prevalent in phi-

losophy and in part in theology that stated ex nihilo nihil fit (from non-
being being does not come into being), according to which it was held 
that the world exists eternally, and things come into being from an eter-
nal and indestructible substrate. The rejection of the opinio communis 
was a delicate problem for Thomas, because he often appealed to the 
general opinion in various lines of argument, and he saw in the general 
opinion an element of the heritage of truth-oriented cognition. On the 
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other hand, he was also aware that in this case he had to refute and re-
ject the opinio communis. 

For this reason, Aquinas first discussed the nature of the intellect, 
which is disposed to acquire knowledge of the truth—therefore all hu-
man beings strive to know the truth and achieve the truth. This was 
confirmed indeed by the general opinion that people achieve with re-
spect to various matters, in various times, and in various cultures. 
Therefore, “what all say cannot be completely false.”60 If the opposite 
were the case, that would show some insurmountable weakness of our 
mind in the effort to reach the truth. 

Thomas cites Aristotle (Book I of the Physics) and recalls: “It is 
the general opinion of all philosophers that from non-being, being can-
not come into being.”61 

Therefore this opinion should have been true. On the other hand, 
creatio ex nihilo could not have been preceded by any previously exist-
ing substrate or primeval element. To defend the principle that the 
opinio communis could not be in error, but at the same time to question 
this particular opinio communis concerning the eternity of the world, 
Thomas pointed to the reasons why that opinion arose. Thomas said 
that the opinion concerning the eternity of the world was true and right 
in the thought-context represented by the ancient thinkers with respect 
to how the world came to be, and it was a result of the method of cogni-
tion they used. The ancient philosophers treated the coming-into-being 
of concrete things as an accidental operation, not as an essential one. 
This  resulted  in  part  from  the  fact  that  they  thought,  on  the  basis  of  
observation and sense cognition, that the process of coming-into-being 
                                                
60 “Quod enim ab omnibus communiter dicitur, impossibile est totaliter esse falsum” 
(Id., c. 34). 
61 “Defectus autem per accidens sunt, quia (sunt) praeter naturae intentionem; quod 
autem est per accidens, non potest esse semper et in omnibus . . . Iudicium, quod ab 
omnibus de veritate datur, non potest esse errorum. Communis autem sententia est 
omnium philosophorum, ex nihilo nihil firi. Oportet igitur esse verum. Si igitur aliquid 
est factum, oportet ex aliquo esse factum; quod si etiam factum sit, oportet etiam et hoc 
ex alio fieri” (Id.). 
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and the substrate from which come things and the forms according to 
which the things are formed were stable and eternal. Thomas explains: 

Wherefore those who sought the principle of things considered 
only the particular makings of beings, and inquired in what man-
ner this particular fire or this particular stone was made. At first, 
considering the making of things more from an outward point of 
view than it behoved them to do, they stated that a thing is made 
only in respect of certain accidental dispositions, such as rarity, 
density, and so forth; and they said, in consequence, that to be 
made was nothing else than to be altered, for the reason that they 
understood everything to be made from an actual being.62 

Thomas explained that when they began to consider how things 
came into being internally, and so, how being came into being from 
potency, the philosophers began to assert the following: 

[A] thing does not need to be made, except accidentally, from an 
actual being, and that it is made per se from a being in potential-
ity. But this making, which is of a being from any being whatso-
ever, is the making of a particular being, which is made for as 
much as it is this being, for instance a man or a fire, but not for as 
much as it is considered universally: for there was previously a 
being which is transformed into this being.63 

Considering all this, it is not strange that over time the opinion 
that in coming-into-being something always comes into being out of 
something else, and that “from nothing, nothing comes into being,” 
became strongly rooted. Moreover, this opinion was determined by the 
                                                
62 “Communis enim philosophorum positio ponentium ex nihilo nihil fieri, ex qua 
prima ratio procedebat, veritatem habet secundum illud fieri quod ipsi considerabant 
. . . Et ideo primi, magis extrinsece quod oporteret fieri rem considerantes, posuerunt 
rem fieri solum secundum quasdam accidentales dispositiones, ut rarum, densum et 
huiusmodi, dicentes per consequenes fieri nihil esse nisi alterari, propter hoc quod ex 
ente actu unumquodque fieri intelligebant” (Id., c. 37). English translation cited after: 
Saint Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Contra Gentiles, Book II, trans. the English Do-
minican Fathers from the Latest Leonine Edition (London: Burns Oates & Washbourne 
Ltd, 1923), 80; hereafter cited as: SCG (1923). 
63 Id. SCG (1923), 80. 



Andrzej Maryniarczyk, S.D.B. 244

method of inquiry in which when they explained how things came into 
being they appealed to the most proximate causes, not to a universal 
cause that would explain how beings and the world in general came 
into existence. This attitude was typical of the inquiries of the philoso-
phers of nature. Thomas, however, remarked that “neither does it be-
long to the natural philosophers to consider this same origin of things, 
but to the metaphysician, who considers universal being and things that 
are devoid of movement.”64 

This is how Thomas resolved the delicate and important problem 
of the opinio communis which enabled him to take further steps towards 
developing arguments for the rational justification of creatio ex nihilo. 

 The Discovery of the World’s Contingency 
The first  argument  to  which Thomas resorted to refute  the view 

that the world and matter were eternal can be counted among the group 
of indirect arguments. In this argument, Thomas accented that it was 
impossible to accept that there was in the world any being or element 
with which existence was necessarily connected (matter, form, or the 
first heavens). This, indeed, would lead to monism. That was in fact the 
case for the first Greek naturalists. Thales linked existence with the 
primordial element of water, others with the primordial element of air, 
fire, or earth. Therefore for Thales, to exist meant to be from water. For 
this reason, everything that existed should be the water of some kind. 
The consequence of making existence necessary in this way, and link-
ing existence with some primordial element, is monism, but monism is 
a contradiction of the plurality of things. 

                                                
64 “In hac autem processione totius entis a Deo, non est possibile fieri aliquid ex aliquo 
alio praeiacente; non enim esset totius entis creati factio. Et hanc quidem factionem non 
attigerunt primi naturales, quorum erat communis sententia, ex nihilo nihil fieri; vel si 
qui eam attigerunt, non proprie nomen factionis ei competere consideraverunt, cum 
nomen factionis motum vel mutationem importet. In hac autem totius entis origine ab 
uno primo ente, intelligi non potest transmutatio unius entis in aliud . . . propter hoc 
quod nec ad naturalem philosophum primum, qui considerat ens commune et ea quae 
sunt separata a motu” (Id.). SCG (1923), 81. 
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Plato was another example. He linked existence with an immate-
rial  idea  or  form.  Hence  “to  exist”  meant  to  be  an  idea.  One  conse-
quence of this was that the realism of the material world was called into 
question, and the material world was presented in opposition to the 
immaterial world. Aristotle, on the other hand, linked existence with 
prime matter, substantial form, and the first heavens. Things in the 
world are only subject to incessant reorganization by the first cause of 
motion, which was the First Mover; the world as a whole retained its 
indestructibility and eternity. 

The second argument Thomas used that the existence of the 
world was not necessary was his discovery of new ontological factors 
in composite things, namely essence and existence, and his perception 
that these factors were not identical. The identification of essence with 
existence in being would entail the acceptance of the existence of eter-
nal essence, along the lines of the Platonic ideas, or would entail sup-
port for pantheism in which everything would be a manifestation of the 
same existence. Hence Thomas called attention to the inexhaustibility 
of existence in some one manifestation of being, in some one kind of 
substance. And that would be the case if essence were identified with 
existence in being. Moreover, only an individual and autonomous act of 
existence, an act not identical to the content of a being (or the arrange-
ment of the content) can be the foundation of authentic pluralism. 

All the analyses and arguments that Aquinas cited thereafter 
show that world could not exist eternally, because things are completely 
caused in their existence, caused both with respect to content, form, 
substance and accidents.65 That which is not the cause of itself and does 
not existence in itself and through itself cannot have in itself the neces-
sity of its own existence.66 
                                                
65 “Non est necessarium creaturas fuisse ab aeterno” (Id., c. 31). 
66 “Si enim universitatem creaturarum vel quamcumque unam creaturam necesse est 
esse, oportet quod necessitatem istam habeat ex se vel ex alio . . . quod autem non habet 
esse a se, impossibile est quod necessitatem essendi a se habeat; quia quod necesse est 
esse, impossibile est non esse” (Id.). 
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 The Discovery of the Creative Cause 
The second part of the arguments Thomas presented for the the-

ory of creatio ex nihilo concerned the discovery of the creative cause. 
He  wanted  to  show  that  the  fact  of  the  existence  of  the  First  Cause  
could not be reconciled with a simultaneous acceptance of the eternal 
existence of the world and eternal matter. 

In discussion with the views of his predecessors he shifted the 
accent from the problem of the eternity of the world to the problem of 
its dependence in existence. For indeed one could accept that the world 
existed eternally, but this does not entitle one to conclude that the world 
in its existence is independent of the Creator, just as one cannot infer 
that a footprint in the sand is independent of a foot, or that it was there 
before the foot. Thomas here listed three kinds of arguments: those 
build on an understanding of the creative cause itself, those appealing 
to the nature of created beings, and those based on an analysis of the 
way things are created. 

As he analyzed the understanding of the creative cause, Thomas 
noticed that it pertains to the essence of the Creator that He acts through 
reason and will without the mediation of anything else. The effects He 
calls forth receive the beginning of existence.67 Hence, without falling 
into contradiction, one cannot accept a creative cause and simultane-
ously say that the existence of the world is eternal. Between the will 
and the act there is nothing intermediate that would move the will to 
act. Understanding and volition is the action of the Creator. The effect 
thus results from the resolution of the mind and will. Just as the mind 
determines every condition for the created thing, so it also determines 
time. Nothing stands in the way of the Creator’s action being from eter-

                                                
67 “Non enim oportet quod per se vel per accidens Deus moveatur, si effectus eius de 
novo esse incipiunt . . . Novitas autem divini effectus non demonstrat novitatem ac-
tionis in Deo, cum actio sua sit sua essentia . . .” (Id., c. 35). 
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nity, but the effect is not from eternity, but “at the time appointed by 
God from eternity.”68 Moreover, Thomas remarks: 

For if we suppose a sufficient cause, we suppose its effect, but 
not an effect outside the cause: for this would be through insuffi-
ciency  of  the  cause,  as  if  for  instance  a  hot  thing  failed  to  give  
heat.  Now  the  proper  effect  of  the  will  is  for  that  thing  to  be  
which the will wills: and if something else were to be than what 
the will wills, this would be an effect that is not proper to the 
cause  but  foreign  thereto.  But  just  as  the  will,  as  we  have  said,  
wills this thing to be such and such, so does it will it to be at such 
and such a time. Wherefore, for the will to be a sufficient cause, 
it is not necessary for the effect to be when the will is, but when 
the will has appointed the effect to be.69 

Thomas also noted that we cannot accept any difference in dura-
tion before the beginning of creation. The duration of the Creator, who 
is eternal, has no parts. It is simple and in it there is no before or after. 
So we should not compare the beginning of creation to different stages 
ordered in time according to a previously existing measure. The creator 
simultaneously calls the effect and time into existence. At best we may 
wonder why the Creator gave a beginning to creation, but not why he 

                                                
68 “Deus agit voluntarie in rerum productione, non autem ita quod sit aliqua alia ipsius 
actio media, sicut in nobis actio virtutis motivae est modia inter actum voluntatis et 
effectum . . . sed oportet quod suum intelligere et velle sit suum facere. Effectus autem 
ab intellectu et voluntate sequitur secundum determinationem intellectus, et imperium 
voluntatis . . . Nihil igitur prohibet dicere actionem Dei ab aeterno fuisse, effectum 
autem non ab aeterno; sed tunc cum ab aeterno disposuit” (Id.). SCG (1923), 75. 
69 “Ex quo etiam patet quod etsi Deus sit sufficiens causa productionis rerum in esse, 
non tamen oportet quod eius effectus aeternus ponatur, eo existence aeterno . . . Posita 
enim cause sufficiente, ponitur eius effectus, non autem effectus extraneus a causa: hoc 
enim esset ex insufficientia causae, ac sic calidum non calefaceret. Proprius autem 
effectus voluntatis est ut sit hoc quod voluntas vult: si autem aliquid aliud esset quam 
voluntas velit, non poneretur effectus proprius cause, sed alienus ab ea. Volumus au-
tem, sicut dictum est, sicut vult hoc esse tale, ita vult hoc esse tunc” (Ibid.). SCG 
(1923), 74. 
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did not do this earlier or later. Otherwise, we would have to accept the 
idea that time is infinite and eternal.70 

Thomas explains that the essence (the purpose) of the Creator’s 
will is goodness. The Creator, however, does not act in order to call this 
end into being, as man calls things and thereby perfects his own good-
ness. The creator does not need to perfect his own goodness. That 
goodness is eternal and unchanging, and nothing can be added to it. If 
He acts for an end, it is in such a way that He causes the effect so that 
the effect participates in the end (the good). Thus from the fact that the 
effect stands in a necessary connection to the end, we should not con-
clude that the effect is eternal, but at most that the effect cannot be 
without a purpose.71 

The passages of argumentation for creation ex nihilo cited above, 
based on an analysis of the conception of the Creative Cause, show the 
metaphysical basis upon which Thomas based his interpretation. 

The second part of the argumentation is built on an analysis of 
the nature of contingent beings. Thomas wants to show that the very 
nature of contingent beings requires that we indicate a reason for their 
being, since necessity of existence does not belong to their nature. This 
applies  both  to  material  and  immaterial  beings.  Hence  Thomas  re-
marked that the necessity of an order occurring in created things (e.g., 
that a human being must have a body and soul, or that a triangle must 
have three angles) does not entail the necessity for this object to exist 

                                                
70 “Non est autem ante totius creaturae inchoationem, diversitatem aliquam partium 
durationis accipere . . . nam nihil mensuram non habet, nec durationem . . . quae 
quidem ration requireretur, si aliquae duratio in partes divisibiles esset praeter totam 
creaturam productam: sicut accidet in particularibus agentibus, a quibus producitur 
effectus  in  tempore,  non  autem  ipsum  tempus.  Deus  autem  simul  in  esse  product  et  
creaturam et tempus” (Id.). 
71 “In producendo . . . res sicut propter finem, uniformis, habitudo finis ad agentem non 
est consideranda ut ratio operis sempiterni; sed magis est attendenda habitudo finis ad 
effectum qui fit propter finem, ut taliter producatur effectus, qualiter convenientius 
ordinetur ad finem; unde per hoc quod finis uniformiter se habet ad agentem, non potest 
concludere, quod effect sit sempiternus” (Id.) 
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eternally. Therefore from the fact, e.g., that there is no potency to non-
being in the substance of heaven, which according to Aristotle is imma-
terial, it does not follow that its eternal existence is necessary, but at 
most this follows from the nature of substance of heaven, which as such 
(as indestructible) was called into existence.72 

This argumentation is a response to those who held that the spe-
cies of things must be eternal, since in this way only can the nature of 
beings that particular individuals exhibit be retained. In Thomas’ op-
nion,  this  argument  starts  from the existence of  species  already called 
into being, that is, it appeals to the nature (of beings) already created in 
this way.73 

The third group of arguments is based on an analysis of the proc-
ess itself of creation. One of the most frequently assertions cited by 
philosophers is that each and every thing that begins to exist anew is a 
result of a passage from one state to another. This passage occurs 
through change and motion. Motion or change, however, must always 
occur in some subject, and that subject precedes the coming-into-being 
of the thing.74 

Regarding this argument, Thomas remarked that only metaphori-
cally can we call creation a change or motion; namely, in the sense that 
a created thing has “being after non-being.” We also speak metaphori-
cally when we say that one thing comes into being from another in the 
case when one thing is not transformed into another but only occurs 
after the other (e.g., day after night). For indeed since nothing exists 
prior to being (created being), we cannot infer that when motion begins 

                                                
72 “Necessitas enim essendi quae in creaturis invenitur, ex quo prima ratio sumitur, est 
necessitas ordinis . . . licet enim substantia coeli, per hoc quod caret potentia ad non 
esse, habeat necessitatem ad esse, haec tamen necessitas non sequitur eius substantiam” 
(Id., c. 36). 
73 “[I]ntentio naturalium agentium ad specierum perpetuitatem, ex qua quarta ratio 
procedebat, praesupponit naturalia agentia iam producta” (Id.). 
74 “Omne quod de novo esse incipt, antequam esset, possibile erat ipsum esse . . . Opor-
tet igitur, ante quodlibet de novo incipiens, praeexistere subiectum potentia ens” (Id., c. 
34). 
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to exist, then it is in another state now than it was before. For indeed 
motion is a property of a being that has come into being.75 The process 
of the creation of things consists in the calling of the things into being 
in entirety. Hence there is no need for a passive potency to precede this 
act.76 In the things that come into being as a result of motion or change, 
however, coming-into-being is not equivalent to their being called into 
being, but it is only an actualization of the potency of matter that has 
existed from eternity. However, where coming-into-being is not a result 
of motion, becoming does not precede existence.77 

In the conclusion of the argumentation presented for the theory 
of creatio ex nihilo, Thomas remarked on the proper understanding of 
the “cause of the universe.” The “cause of the universe” must be first in 
relation to everything that comes into being as a result of its action.78 
For indeed creation means that a being has not come into being from 
something that already existed, but that from the Creator it has received 
everything that it is and possesses.79 In the calling of things from non-
being to existence, Thomas saw an expression of the supreme power 
and goodness of the Creator. Hence to the question of why the world 
came into being, Thomas has one answer: it did not come into being out 
of necessity, nor did it come into being from any pre-existing matter, 
but  it  is  a  sign of  the Creator’s  free will,  and it  bears  within it  such a  
sign. 

                                                
75 “Creatio mutatio dici non potest nisi secundum metaphoram, prout creatum consid-
eratur habere esse post non-esse” (Id., c. 37). 
76 “Ex hoc etiam patet quod non oportet aliquam potentiam passivam praecedere esse 
totius entis creati . . . Hoc enim est necessarium in illis quae, per motum, essendi prin-
cipium sumunt, eo quod motus est actus existentis in potentia” (Id.). 
77 “Nam fieri non simul est causa esse rei, in his quae per motum fiunt, in quorum fieri 
successio invenitur; in his autem quae non fiunt per motu, non prius est fieri quam esse” 
(Id.). 
78 “Causam autem oportet duratione praecedere ea quae per actionem causae fiunt” (Id., 
c. 38). 
79 “Cum totum ens a Deo sit creatum, non potest dici factum esse ex aliquo ente” (Id., c. 
37). 
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The Formulation of the Theory of creatio ex nihilo 

As we enter upon a reconstruction of Thomas’ theory of the crea-
tion of the world ex nihilo, we should make a few important remarks. 
First, we should make a distinction between the theological theory and 
the philosophical theory of creation. Second, we should consider the 
theory’s negative formulation, for indeed the theory states only that the 
world did not come into being out of something [else]. Third, the theory 
of creatio ex nihilo is an integral part of the philosophical interpretation 
of reality, and it is strictly connected with the conception of being and 
the Absolute developed in realistic metaphysics. Fourth, in realistic 
philosophy the theory of creation ex nihilo and the problem of the Crea-
tor are not questions brought over from theology (or from divine revela-
tion), but they are a consequence of the rational explanation of the exis-
tence of the world of persons and things. 

 Creation as productio ex nihilo 
In Thomas’ exposition of the philosophical theory of creation, 

there are two key formulations that he uses in the work Summa contra 
Gentiles. The first is the description of the act of creation as productio 
instead of creatio, and the second formulation conceives of creation as 
the constitution of ipsa dependentia esse creati ad principium (the de-
pendence itself of created existence upon its source). 

At first glance, the verb producere is weaker than the verb 
creare. However, this small change in the word used is important. The 
term creatio and its Greek counterparts  or  primarily 
indicate the power and might of the efficient cause. This power can be 
expressed in the ordering of choas, the leading out from potency to act, 
in projection, etc. In accepting such an understanding of the term “crea-
tion” many philosophers tired to reconcile the view that the world was 
created with the view that prime matter and the first heavens exist eter-
nally. Hence the term “creation,” on account of its inconsistent usage, 
suggested more a process of “making,” “organization,” or “shaping,” 
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than a calling “from non-being to being” (creatio ex nihilo)  of  the  
world of persons, plants, animals, and things. 

Hence it is not strange that the verb producere that Thomas uses 
so often, first, breaks from a tradition burdened with a wrong interpreta-
tion of the word creare, second, he remarks that creation is a “leading-
out” (pro-ducere) of something to being. By resorting to the word pro-
ducere (-duxi, -ductum), Thomas wanted to call attention to the fact that 
the essence of the theory of creation is that it does not assume that it is 
necessary for some substrate to exist from which things would come 
into being. 

The most important image associated in history with the theory 
of creation is the Platonic metaphor of the work of a craftsman taken 
from the Timaeus, in which the building material is not subject to crea-
tion. This building material was conceived of in various ways: as mat-
ter, as darkness, as disorder (chaos), and as the indefinite. For this rea-
son, the moment of creation was linked with ordering, motion, and the 
shaping of things in the eternal raw material. In order to depart from 
this type of reasoning, Thomas emphasized that the Creator “brought 
things into being out of no pre-existing thing as matter.”80 

The arguments Aquinas presents for productio ex nihilo show the 
philosophical basis of his theory; these arguments are many and vari-
ous. They show how broadly Thomas used the metaphysical foundation 
to formulate the theory and justify it philosophically. The first argument 
for the theory of productio ex nihilo is based on an analysis of the rela-
tion of effect and cause, and it appeals to the principle that it is impos-
sible to indicate first causes by regressus ad infinitum.  When He calls  
forth effects, the Creator does not need any previously existing matter 
to act upon. Otherwise, we would need to seek subsequent reasons for 
the existence of “prime matter” thus conceived, and we would have to 
go to infinity, or we would have to accept that prime matter is God, and 
                                                
80 “Deus in esse produxit ex nullo praeexistente sicut ex materia” (Id., c. 16). SCG 
(1923), 21. 
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this would lead to pantheism. Thus, the Creator must be the beginning 
and source of the existence of the universe both with respect to content 
and to form.81 

The second argument to which Thomas resorts concerns the dis-
tinction between a particular cause and a universal cause. He shows that 
an agent who by necessity in order to act needs some previously exist-
ing  matter  whereby  it  acts  (for  it  introduces  a  form)  is  a  particular  
cause. The Creator, however, is the universal cause, which means that 
the  Creator  is  the  cause  of  this  concrete  thing  here,  just  as  He  is  the  
cause of everything that is, including matter. The Creator in his action 
does not need any previously existing matter.82 

The third argument is based on an analysis of the cause of motion 
and the cause of existence and leads to distinction between them. Tho-
mas shows that the cause of existence (being) is more universal than a 
cause of motion. For indeed not everything that exists is moved. So, 
above a cause that is only a cause of motion and change, there must be 
a cause that is a cause of the existence of being. Every cause that as a 
result of motion and alteration can call things into being from previ-
ously existing matter is a secondary cause in relation to the cause that 
can call being to existence, and do this without previously existing mat-
ter.83 

                                                
81 “Ostensum est enim (I, c. 17) quod ipse non est materia alicuius rei, nec potest esse a 
Deo, cui Deus non sit causa essendi . . . Relinquitur igitur quod Deus, in productione 
sui effectus, non requirit material praeiacentem ex qua operetur” (Id.). 
82 “Agentes igitur quod requirit ex necessitate materiam praeiacentem ex qua operatur, 
est agens particulare. Deus autem est agens sicut causa universalis essendi” (Id.). 
83 “Esse autem est universalis quam moveri; sunt enim quaedam entium immobilia . . . 
Oportet ergo quod supra causam quae non agit nisi movendo et transmutando, sit illa 
causa quae est primum essendi principium . . . Deus igitur non agit tantummodo mov-
endo et transmutando. Omne autem quod non potest producere res in esse nisi ex mate-
ria praeiacente, agit solum movendo et transmutando; facere enim aliquid ex materia 
esset per motum vel mutationem quamdam. Non ergo impossibile est producere res in 
esse since materia praeiacente. Producit igitur Deus res in esse sine materia 
praeiacente” (Id.). 
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In the next argument, Thomas points to the ontological primacy 
of the cause of existence in relation to the cause of motion, appealing to 
his own existential metaphysics. He remarks that a cause of motion 
cannot be the ultimate cause of being. For indeed that which acts only 
through motion and change is not something proper to the universal 
cause, which is the cause both of the individual thing and of everything 
that is. What results from motion and alteration is not a being which 
comes into being out of nothingness in an absolute sense, but only a 
being which comes from another being.84 

In the next argument as he appeals to the suitability of action to 
the agent, Thomas shows that every agent acts in a way corresponding 
to how it actually exists and by what it actually exists. The imparting of 
a  form to matter  that  already exists  is  proper  to  a  being that  has been 
actualized by the form within it,  and such a  being can be the cause of  
material things, but not the cause of forms themselves. The imparting of 
existence to form and matter can be done only by a being whose proper 
mode of action is to call an entire thing into existence, a being that ex-
ists per se and does not need previously existing matter in its action.85 

The next argument to which Thomas resorts is built on an analy-
sis of the action of a subject. Action as such is a property of an acting 
subject and is ordered to it. Hence matter is sometimes compared to an 

                                                
84 “Quod agit tantum per motum et mutationem, non competit universali causae eius 
quod est esse; non enim per motum et mutationem fit ens ex non-ente simpliciter, sed 
ens hoc ex non-ente hoc. Ens autem est universale essendi principium . . . Non igitur 
sibi competit agere tantum per motum actu per mutationem; neque igitur sibi competit 
indigere praeiacente materia ad aliquid faciendum” (Id.). 
85 “Unumquodque agens sibi simile agit; agit enim secundum quod actu est. Illius igitur 
agentis erit producere effectum causando aliquo modo formam materiae inhaerentem, 
quod est actu per formam sibi inhaerentem et non per totam substantiam suam; unde 
Philosophus (Metaph. VII, text. comm. 28) probat quod res materiales, habentibus 
formas in materia, generantur a materialibus agentibus, non a formis per se existentibus. 
Deus autem non est ens actu per aliquid sibi inhaerens, sed per totam suam substantiam 
. . . Igitur proprius modus suae actionis est ut producat rem subsistentem totam, non 
solum rem inhaerentem, scilicet forma in materia. Per hunc autem modum agit omne 
agens quod materiam in agendo non requirit” (Id.). 
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acting subject that receives action or draws it out of itself. For indeed 
from matter actions are brought out, and matter also passively receives 
action (ut in quo and ut a quo). An acting subject must in its existence 
precede action. Hence every agent needs matter from which action 
comes forth, and which would accept the agent’s action. Meanwhile, 
creative action is not a property of the Creator. For indeed the Creator 
does not act by action that is in him as in a subject and which must be 
received by another subject. The Creator’s action is His essence and 
substance. To call forth an effect, He does not need any previously ex-
isting matter.86 

In  the next  argument  Thomas appeals  to  an analysis  of  the con-
cept of matter. He remarks on the fact that there is no single type of 
matter that could be common to everything that is. One kind of matter 
is in material beings, another in spiritual beings, one type in changing 
beings and another in unchanging beings. This is readily apparent be-
cause various kinds of action and reception occur. In material things 
action and reception are proper to matter; in spiritual beings they are 
immaterial (the reason receives ideas of things known); the celestial 
bodies, when undergoing change, do not change their being, but loca-
tion. Thus there is no single matter that would be the primordial stuff 
for all beings.87 

                                                
86 “Materia comparatur ad agens, sicut recipiens actionem quae ab ipso est; actus enim, 
qui est agentis ut a quo, est patientis ut in quo. Igitur requiritur materia ab aliquo 
agente, ut recipiat actionem ipsius; ipsa enim actio agentis, in patiente recepta, est actus 
agentis et formae, aut aliqua inchoatio formae in ipso. Deus autem non agit actione 
aliqua, quam necesse sit in aliquo patiente recipi; quai sua actio est sua substantia . . . 
Non igitur ad producendum effectum requirit materiam praeiacentem” (Id.). 
87 “Diversarum rerum diversae sunt materiae; non enim est eadem materia spiritualium 
et corporalium, nec corporum caelestium et corruptibilium; quod quidem ex hoc patet 
quod recipere, quod est proprietas materiae, non eiusdem rationis est in praedictis; nam 
receptio quae est in spiritualibus est intelligibilis, sicut intellectus recipit species intelli-
gibilium non secundum esse materiae; corpora vero supercaelestia recipiunt innova-
tionem situs, non autem innovationem essendi, sicut corpora inferiora. Non est igitur 
una materia quae sit in potentia ad esse universale. Ipse autem Deus est totius esse 
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Among the arguments for productio ex nihilo there  is  also  one  
based on an analysis of order. If we perceive in nature some law and 
order among things, then one thing must come from another, or both 
from some third thing,  and in one thing there must  be a  set  order  that  
would correspond to the other. All the more order must concern that 
which is recognized as first. Otherwise, everything would arise by way 
of accident. Thus if there is some prime matter proportional to the crea-
tive action, then only the Creator can be its cause. Otherwise He would 
not be the first being or the first cause.88 

The next important argument for productio ex nihilo is an argu-
ment built on an analysis of the primacy of act in relation to potency. 
Act is prior by nature and must be absolutely prior to potency. This is 
seen in the fact that only a being in act can reduce a potency to an act. 
Matter is a being in potency. Thus the Creator, who is the first and pure 
act (actus primus et purus), must be prior to all matter and to the world, 
and so must be their cause.89 

On  the  basis  of  the  arguments  cited,  we  can  see  that  Thomas  
Aquinas had one goal before him: to reject the view of the ancient phi-
losophers who taught that matter did not possess any cause for its exis-
tence, and that the concept of creation could not be reconciled with the 
concept of the eternal existence of the world. Thomas was aware of the 
revolutionary character of his interpretation in relation to Plato and 
Aristotle, and also in the context of the patristic tradition as broadly 
                                                
causa universaliter. Ipsi igitur nulla materia proportionaliter respondet; non igitur mate-
riam ex necessitate requirit” (Id.). 
88 “Quorumcumque in rerum natura est aliqua proportio et aliquid ordo, oportet unum 
eorum esse ab alio, vel ambo ab aliquo tertio; oportet enim ordinem in uno constitui, 
respondendo ad aliud; alias ordo vel proportio esset a casu, quem in primis rerum prin-
cipiis ponere est impossibile, quia sequeretur magis omnia alia esse a casu. Si igitur sit 
aliqua materia divinae actioni proportionata, oportet vel quod alterum sit ab altero, vel 
utrumque a tertio . . . Relinquitur igitur, si invenitur aliqua materia proportionata divi-
nae actioni, quod illius Ipse sit causa” (Id.). 
89 “Inter actum autem et potentiam talis est ordo quod licet in uno et eodem quod quan-
doque est potentia, quandoque actu, potentia sit prior tempore quam actu (licet actu sit 
prior natura), tamen, simpliciter loquendo, oportet actum potentia priorem esse” (Id.). 
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conceived. It should be emphasized that the arguments Thomas used 
are philosophical (metaphysical) arguments, not theological arguments. 

 Constitution of the First Relations 
The answer to the question of what is the act of creation was pre-

ceded by the argumentation that this act cannot be conceived of as the 
“formation of beings” out of an eternal building material. The action of 
the Creator is not connected with matter, and therefore it cannot be 
conceived of in terms of motion or change. 

As he embarked upon a direct explanation of what real creation 
is (productio), Thomas started by showing what it is not. 

(a) The Negative Description. Creation is not a motion or a 
change conceived of as an “actualization of potency as such.” Nor is it 
an operation of composing primeval elements, a process of reflecting 
the world of ideas, or the emanation of hypostases from the primeval 
One.90 Why cannot the act of creation be defined in terms of motion or 
change? 

Thomas responded that it is primarily because every motion or 
change is an act of something that previously exists in potency.91 More-
over, the terminal objects of motion and change (extrema motus vel 
mutationis) must always belong to the same order (as does motion). 
Hence, growth, alteration, and change of location belong to the same 
order of being of individual things, and they participate in one and the 
same potency conceived of as privation of form. Meanwhile, creatures 
and the Creator belong to different orders of being. The Creator is the 
uncreated (absolute) being, while creatures are contingent beings that 
have an imparted existence.  The Creator  is  existence.  The act  itself  of  
creation is not an actualization of potency, nor is it an action directed to 

                                                
90 “Creatio non est motus neque mutatio” (Id., c. 17). 
91 “Motus enim omnis vel mutatio est actus existentis in potentia secundum quod 
huiusmodi” (Id.). 
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something.92 Moreover, in every motion or change there must be some-
thing “before” and “after.” Meanwhile, creation is the calling into being 
of a thing’s entire substance together with its accidents, and also with 
time.93 

Thomas rejected the definition of the act of creation in terms of 
motion and change and left no shadow of a doubt that creation is not 
the actualization of any potency, not an action on any sort of material, 
not generation or emanation. For indeed all motion and change, genera-
tion and coming-into-being imply the prior existence of a substrate of 
the motion and change. Thomas’ departure from that way of under-
standing the act of creation was essential for the new interpretation of 
creatio ex nihilo he formulated. Moreover, this was the basis for reject-
ing the arguments of all those who, as they conceived of creation as a 
motion or change, accepted the eternal existence of some sort of sub-
strate necessary for this process of alterations. In this way Thomas re-
veals the dubious philosophical value of their arguments and the inco-
herence of their metaphysical (holistic) explanation of reality.94 

(b) The Positive Description. Thomas emphasizes that creation is 
primarily an act of God’s thought and will, and so it is a specific action 
that is not determined by anything, not by any nature or any matter. 
Creation is an act of the thought and will of the Creator who produces 
“the entire substance of a thing” (tota substantia rei in esse produci-
tur).95 
                                                
92 “Extrema motus vel mutationis cadunt in eundem ordinem; vel quia sunt sub uno 
genere . . . vel quia communicant in una potentia materiae . . . Neutrum autem potest 
dici in creatione; potentia enim ibi non est nec aliquid eiusdem generis quod praesup-
ponatur creationi” (Id.) 
93 “In omni mutatione vel motu oportet esse aliquid aliter se habens nunc quam prius 
. . . Ubi autem tota substantia rei in esse producitur, non potest esse aliquod idem aliter 
et aliter se habens; quia illud non esse productum, sed productioni praesuppositum (Id.) 
94 “Ex hoc autem apparet vanitas impugnantium creationem per rationes sumptas ex 
natura motus vel mutationi, utpote quod oportet creationem, ut ceteros motus vel 
mutationes, esse in aliquo subiecto, et quod oportet non-esse transmutari in esse” (Id., c. 
18). 
95 Id., c. 17. 
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The act of creation thus conceived is primarily, as Thomas ex-
plains, a constitution of “the very dependence of created being on the 
principle whereby it is produced, hence it is a kind of relation. Where-
fore nothing prevents its being in the creature as its subject.”96 

Creation—and let us note this specific understanding—is the 
Creator’s act which constitutes the first references, the first dependen-
cies (relations), which did not exist before, because nothing existed 
prior to the Creator. The results of this act of the constitution of the first 
relations are concrete beings as the subjects which were called into 
being together with the relations. The contents of these references or 
relations will be expressed by existing beings through the fact that they 
are, and through what they are. Particular individual created things will 
thus show by themselves the plan (or  thought)  of  the Creator  and His  
will, which is inscribed (established) in them, and together with them in 
the moment they are called into being. For indeed the Creator is not 
determined by anything in his “action,” and so we may say that every 
thought of the Creator is the constitution of a new thing: the Creator 
thinks by things (and not as man, by concepts or ideas), and in this way 
He calls them into existence. For this reason creatures, and the entire 
world, are an externalization of the Creator’s thought and will. 

It should be emphasized, however, that the act of creation, which 
is expressed in the constitution of the first references (or relations), is 
realized in fact in the creature (as in its subject), and not in the Creator. 
It  is  as  in  the  case  of  an  artist  who  makes  an  image;  the  act  of  his  
thought and will are really contained in the work produced, not in the 
artist himself. The difference, however, is that the artist does not call 
into being the whole of his work, but only the idea or plan which then 
he impresses into already existing matter, while the Creator calls the 
whole  of  His  creature  into  existence  by  an  act  of  his  mind  and  will.  

                                                
96 “Non enim est creatio mutatio, sed ipsa dependentia esse creati ad principium a quo 
instituitur, et sic est de genere relationis unde nihil prohibet eam in creato esse sicut in 
subiecto” (Id., c. 18). SCG (1923), 27. 
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Thus He establishes, determines, and constitutes the content and form 
of a being, its substance and accidents, that is, the absolute entirety of a 
being. Hence everything that is is the “thought and will” of the Creator, 
that  is,  it  is  “thought  of  and  wanted”  by  the  Creator.  For  this  reason,  
when we gain knowledge of things, we discover the reference of each 
of them to the Creator as to the source of existence and cognition. 

Let us emphasize again that creation itself is the production (con-
stitution). 

It is clear however that if creation is a relation, it is a thing: and 
neither  is  it  uncreated,  nor  is  it  created  by  another  relation.  For  
since a created effect depends really on its creator, this relation 
must needs be some thing. Now every thing is brought into being 
by God.97 

However, this act of the constitution of references-relations can-
not be thought of along the lines of the formation of the Platonic 
“model of the world,” “ideas of things,” or “stable mathematical struc-
tures,” which as they would be eternal and uncreated would be models 
for demiurges to imitate.98 Thomas wanted to break away from that sort 
of reasoning and to show that the Creator calls beings into existence in 
entirety and definiteness, and so particular individual human beings, 
particular individual animals, plants, or substances. Moreover, the 
Creator calls things into existence together with their entire endowment 
of content, that is, their matter and form, substance and every kind of its 
accidents, while He orders all this to a corresponding thought (idea) and 
end. 

Aquinas  states:  “Because  accidents  and  forms,  just  as  they  are  
not per se, so neither are they created per se, since creation is the pro-

                                                
97 “Apparet etiam, si creatio relatio quaedam est, quod res quaedam est, et neque incre-
ata est neque alia creatione creata; cum enim effectus creatus realiter dependeat a Crea-
tore, oportet huiusmodi relationem esse rem quandam. Omnes autem res a Deo in esse 
producitur” (Id.). SCG (1923), 27. 
98 Cf. Plato, Timaeus, 29 a ff. 
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duction of  a  being,  but  just  as  they are in  another,  so are they created 
when other things are created.”99 

Thomas emphasized that all creatures are objects of the Creator’s 
thought and will, and so they have the status of a “mental reality.” 
Hence this divine thought and will and its content are realized really in 
concrete created things.100 Therefore the act of creation is discovered 
and known in created things. Together with this act the real relation of 
the creature to the Creator finds its subject, and creatures alone are the 
real terminal point of this relation (for indeed the Creator belongs to 
another order of being). Hence only in created beings and through them 
can the Creator be known—there is no other possible way for rational 
creatures to know Him. Thomas explains that this is so because: 

A relation is not referred through another relation, for in that case 
one would go on to infinity, but is referred by itself, because it is 
essentially a relation. Therefore there is no need for another crea-
tion whereby creation itself is created, so that one would go on to 
infinity.101 

This arrangement of relations established by the Creator’s reason 
and will is realized as a concrete being. In other words, beings are 
called to existence in a definite nature: as material or immaterial, sim-
ple or composite, rational or not, just as an artist who produces a work, 
as he formulates a thought of it, makes it dependent of himself (he es-
tablishes the first dependence), and as he brings to being a certain con-
tent of the work, he selects the form, shape, material, properties, and 

                                                
99 “Accidentia et formae, sicut per se non sunt, ita nec per se creantur, cum creatio sit 
productio entis; sed, sicut in alio sunt, ita in aliis creatis creantur” (Summa contra Gen-
tiles, II, c. 18). SCG (1923), 27. 
100 For this  reason the Creator and created things cannot be compared as correlates of 
creation, that is, as members of the relation of creation, since they belong to different 
orders of being. Hence the creative act is realized only in creation, not in the Creator. 
101 “Relatio non refertur per aliam relationem, quia sic esset abire in infinitum; sed per 
seipsam refertur, quia essentialiter relatio est. Non igitur alia creatione opus est, qua 
ipsa creatio creatur, et sic in infinitum procedatur.” (Id.). SCG (1923), 27. 
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colors, and connects these elements with each other. However, there is 
a fundamental difference, namely that the artist always does this in 
some sort of material that he found already there in the world around 
him. And so he does not create things (images) by formulating ideas, 
since to produce a work he needs already existing elements of the world 
as objects for his ideas. Indeed, this applies not only to the material, but 
to the thought itself (the idea). Meanwhile, the Creator brings every-
thing to being by an act of his thought and will. Hence everything is in 
accordance with the thought and will of the Creator.102 

The act of creation thus conceived is something specific and in-
comparable with any other action. Only on account of the feebleness of 
our mode of cognition (secundum modum intelligendi tantum) this act 
can be described as a motion or change. Our reason conceives of the act 
of creation as something that first was not, and then appeared. In other 
words, explains Thomas, our reason conceives of creation as a motion 
or  change since “our intellect  grasps one and the same thing as  previ-
ously non-existent, and as afterwards existing.”103 

There is still more important achievement of Thomas’ exposition 
of the act of creation understood in terms of the constitution of real 
relations that should be noted here. Beings that are called into existence 
are thoroughly permeated by relations. Thus they are, as it were, an 
arrangement of the Creator’s thought that permeate the matter and form 
of a thing, its essence and existence, substance and accidents. Hence 
when man knows things, he encounters in each of them a relation 
which, as Thomas says, “is referred by itself, because it is essentially a 
relation.”104 

Thanks to this the world of persons, animals, plants, and things is 
given to us as a book in which the Creator has written the truth about 
                                                
102 Id. 
103 “Dicitur tamen creatio esse mutatio quaedam, secundum modum intelligendi tantum, 
in quantum scilicet intellectus noster accipit unam et eandem rem ut non existentem 
prius et postea existentem” (Id.). SCG (1923), 27. 
104 “Per seipsam refertur, quia essentialiter relatio est” (Id.). SCG (1923), 27. 
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them and about Himself. We read from this book that the existence of 
the world is an evident gift, that man’s existence is a gift, but so is the 
existence of an ant, a tree, and a stone. The entire world is rational and 
purposeful,  for  it  is  an  act  of  the  Creator’s  intellect  and  will,  and  as  
such it can be known without limits. 

Let  us  recall  once  more  that  the  theory  of  creation  was  formu-
lated in opposition to the theory of the eternal existence of the world, 
and in opposition to the conception of creation as the formation and 
transformation of some primordial raw material. The major premise of 
Thomas’ theory of creation is the demonstration that the world did not 
come into being from something that already existed. He would accent 
this  thought  with  complete  determination,  as  we  see  from a  text  from 
the eighth chapter of St. Anselm’s Monologion, which Thomas cites to 
support his thought: 

[T]hat something is made out of nothing is . . . that there is not 
something from which it  is  made.  In a  similar  way,  we say that  
someone who is sad without reason is sad about nothing. We can 
thus say that all things, except the Supreme Being, are made by 
him out of nothing in the sense that they are not made out of any-
thing . . . On this understanding of the phrase “out of nothing,” 
therefore, no temporal priority of non-being to being is posited, 
as there would be if there were first nothing and then later some-
thing.105 

The philosophical theory of creation is a negative theory. In the 
ultimate explanation of the world’s existence it shows that the world 
did not come into being out of something (e.g., out of prime matter, out 
of ideas, or out of some sort of primeval element). Thus everything that 
constitutes this world is from the First Creative Cause. At the same 
time, the assertion that the world was created out of nothing is not a 
violation of the philosophical principle ex nihilo nihil fit, since the 

                                                
105 w.  Tomasz  z  Akwinu,  O wieczno ci wiata, 279. The English translation: Miller 
(1997). 
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world did not come into being “out of non-being,” but from God, and 
so this is not in contradiction to the assertion that the world has existed 
eternally, since it is not a question here of a beginning in time, but of a 
dependence in existence. In this question Thomas appeals to St. 
Augustine, who in chapter 31 of The City of God wrote about the Plato-
nists: 

They somehow contemplate a beginning in causation rather than 
a beginning in time. Imagine, they say, a foot that has been in 
dust since eternity: a footprint has always been beneath it, and 
nobody would doubt that the footprint was made by the pressure 
of the foot. Though neither is prior in time to the other, yet one is 
made by the other. Likewise, they say, the world and the gods in 
it have always existed, just as he who made them always existed; 
yet nevertheless, they were made.106 

So for the first time the philosophical theory of creatio ex nihilo 
appeared in philosophy. For the ancient Greeks this theory was a scan-
dal and a philosophical heresy, and for modern and contemporary phi-
losophers it was folly or an object of faith. They thought that it violated 
“the holy philosophical principle” that “being cannot come into being 
from non-being.” Meanwhile Thomas demonstrated it in realistic meta-
physics as the only rational interpretation of reality. In the framework 
of this theory we discover the ultimate foundations of the rationality 
and purposefulness of individual beings, and that everything that con-
stitutes  this  world  and  is  not  the  cause  of  its  own  existence  finds  an  
explantion for its being in the fact of creation. 

It should be noted that Aristotle in his cosmogony pointed to 
several causes for the existence of the world. And so prime matter, con-
ceived of as pure potentiality, is in its own way one of the causes of the 
existence  of  the  universe.  The  “first  heavens”  are  also  such  a  cause,  
whereby the process of the coming-into-being and the destruction of 
individual things is actualized in the world. The Unmoved Mover is 
                                                
106 Id. 
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also a cause of existence of the universe. The Unmoved Mover is con-
ceived  of  as  the  source  of  all  motion,  and  so  as  the  source  of  the  
world’s life. However, Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover is only one of the 
causes of the world’s existence, not the only cause. 

As Gilson notes, Aristotle’s metaphysics could not be directed 
“in entirety” to the discovery of the Creator. For indeed matter as a 
factor irreducible to God himself is opposed to the idea that first phi-
losophy truly could aim to discover the truth about the Creator and the 
creation of the world ex nihilo.107 

Conclusion 

Together with the discovery of the philosophical truth concerning 
the creation of the world, the entire previous interpretation of reality 
had do be more profoundly reconstructed. 

First, everything that existed, in its content and in its essence, is 
from the Creator. The world’s matter is not some sort of nameless and 
neutral material of the world, but it is a co-element of each and every 
being. Like the entire world, matter is called into being together with 
the world. 

Second, the entire world, the individual beings, and their parts, 
are vehicles of the Creator’s thought (or plan). The things realize within 
them the Creator’s plan. The Creator’s plan determines their nature and 
is an expression of their real being. Particular things are not illusory or 
postulated, some sort of a shade of an idea, or a reflection of a model. 
They are real signs of the Creator’s thought and will. Concrete things 
are what they are, for indeed thus they have come into being, and apart 
from them there is no other order of their being. 

                                                
107 Cf. Étienne Gilson, L’être et l’essence (Paris: Vrin, 2000), 88: “la métaphysique 
d’Aristote ne peut donc pas s’ordonner «tout entière» vers Dieu, parce que la matière 
s’oppose, comme une donnée irréductible à Dieu lui-même, à ce que la philosophie 
première s’achève vraiment toute en théologie.” 
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Third, only the philosophical theory of creationism enables us to 
explain the rationality and purposefulness of the world and of individ-
ual beings. Otherwise individual things would be something postulated 
by man’s mind. 

Fourth, philosophical creationism enables us to discover and 
provide a rational justification for the universal rationality and purpose-
fulness of particular beings and the whole world. The source of ration-
ality and purposefulness is the Creator Himself who is a rational and 
free being, and who by an act of reason and will called everything into 
existence. 

Fifth, together with the discovery of the truth about the creation 
of the world by the Creator’s act of intellect and will, we discover that 
things are vehicles of the truth and the good. Therefore the human rea-
son can learn rationality (recta ratio) from things, and the human will 
can learn rectitude (recta voluntas). For indeed the rationality of human 
cognition is grounded in the rational law of the being of things. In this 
way the assertion that the world is unknowable is fundamentally abol-
ished. 

Sixth, on the basis of the theory of creatio ex nihilo we discover 
that particular beings and all reality are purposeful, because they are an 
effect of the Creator’s free will that has been written in beings under the 
form of a purpose and expresses their natural good. Every being bears 
in it the purpose of its existence, hence particular beings and the whole 
world realize defined ends that are really present in them. The purposes 
of things are not established, postulated, or assigned by man, but they 
are really present in the things and are discovered by the human mind. 
The reading out of them allows us to see and understand the meaning of 
particular things and of all reality, and to formulated the principles of 
action and conduct proper to them. 

Seventh, all the types of theories about how the world (and 
particular beings) came to be that reject philosophical creationism 
appear as the result of a cognitive error that largely consists in the 
following: (1) the reduction of causes of explanation to the most 
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(1) the reduction of causes of explanation to the most proximate causes, 
and not to universal causes; (2) a transfer of the methods of inquiry 
from the natural sciences to metaphysics; (3) the reduction of 
philosophical cognition by separating it from being, and directing it to 
an analysis of the data of consciousness and language; (4) the accep-
tance of various kinds of a priori assumptions from scientific theories 
present in cosmology or physics. 

Eighth, the rejection of the truth concerning the creation of the 
world ex nihilo by the Creator’s act of intellect and will must of neces-
sity give rise to skepticism in epistemology, to relativism in the theory 
of conduct, to atheism in religion, and to anti-substantialism (processu-
alism) in metaphysics. Furthermore, this will directly become the cause 
for losing the objective meaning of the existence of the world and man. 

Ninth, creation ex nihilo concerns  being  as  a  whole,  both  sub-
stance and accidents, matter and form, soul and body. One consequence 
of this will be another way of understanding reality, man, and man’s 
action and conduct. 

Tenth, as a consequence of the philosophical theory of creation, 
the scope of possibilities for explaining how things came into being is 
widened. In the world created ex nihilo,  new beings can come into be-
ing by way of generation from other beings (plants, animals), by way of 
direct individual creation (man together with his soul), by way of pro-
duction (works of art and technology), and by accident (byproducts). 
All this, however, comes into being ultimately due to the power of the 
major cause, which is the Creator, who is the cause of all causes and is 
the existence of all existences. 

Modern and contemporary philosophy togeher with the mathe-
matical-physical cosmology have regarded the doctrine of the creation 
of the world ex nihilo as philosophical folly or as an object of faith 
rather than an object of science. The most various theories and the 
strangest hypotheses concerning the coming-into-being of the world, 
have been formulated while being called “scientific,” but these are 
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theories and hypotheses which sound like ancient cosmogonic myths 
rather than rational theories with a basis in really existing reality. Re-
searchers, however, are stubborn in their desire to show the world as a 
“dark, irrational mass,” “blindly evolving matter,” or “a work of acci-
dent,” rather than the work of a rational and free Creator who in the 
laws that  govern the existence and action of  things has written as  in  a  
book the truth about Himself. To their own detriment and that of sci-
ence, those researchers are unable to see the beauty and wisdom of the 
world. This is a pity, because only from the greatness and beauty of 
creatures do we know, by way of similarity, the truth about the begin-
nings of the world and about its Creator. 
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RECOVERING PHILOSOPHY AS  
THE LOVE OF WISDOM: 

A CONTRIBUTION OF ST. JOHN PAUL II 
 
 

It was Étienne Gilson who first called my attention to a certain 
weakness of philosophical education. Although he did it with his old 
book, Wisdom and Love in Saint Thomas Aquinas based on a lecture he 
delivered under the same title at Marquette University in 1951, his criti-
cal remarks seem also to contain truths about our times. With his usual 
acumen, Gilson diagnosed a problem concerning academic studies in 
philosophy and consisting in the separation of love and wisdom.1 He 
wrote: 

I remember a university where students had to choose between 
philosophy and mathematics. It was surprising to see for how 
many of them the fear of mathematics was the beginning of wis-
dom. After attending so many examinations in philosophy in 
which students duly answered that philosophy was “the love of 
wisdom,” I do not remember hearing a single examiner asking 
any candidate: “Well, do you love wisdom?” This would have 

                                                
This article is a revised and improved version of its first edition: Pawel Tarasiewicz, 
“The  Love  of  Wisdom  in  the  Teaching  of  Pope  John  Paul  II  (Karol  Wojtyla),”  Iter 
Humanitas XI (Enero–Junio 2014): 35–43. 
1 The word philosophy “is a Greek coinage, supposedly by Pythagoras (c. 580–c. 500 
B.C.E.), who when asked if he was wise gave the modest answer ‘no, but I am a lover 
of wisdom’. Thus the words love (philein) and wisdom (sophia) were fused into ‘phi-
losophy’, the love of wisdom.” Robert C. Solomon, “Philosophy,” in New Dictionary of 
the History of Ideas, Vol. 4, ed. Maryanne C. Horowitz (Farmington Hills, MI: Thom-
son Gale, 2005), 1776. 
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been an unfair question. So long as the candidate knew what phi-
losophy was, one could hardly ask for more. His private feelings 
about it were no one’s business but his own, and to ask him if he 
was in love would have been not only beside the point but also 
positively indecent. And yet, this was precisely the first question 
that Socrates would ask every new disciple that was brought to 
him: Are you in love with wisdom? Had the boy answered, for 
example:  I  am  not  sure  that  I  am,  but  I  am  curious  to  learn  it,  
Socrates would have advised him to seek one of those clever 
sophists who knew everything about philosophy without being 
themselves philosophers.2 

The following considerations attempt, first, to trace the reasons 
for the separation of love and wisdom in philosophy and, then, to show 
a way in which the recovery of philosophy as the love of wisdom can 
be successfully made, a way developed by St. John Paul II and found in 
his creative teaching about human action (both during the time of his 
papacy and that of his professorship as Karol Wojty a). 

The Separation of Love and Wisdom 

Since the essence of love includes at least two constitutive fea-
tures: selflessness and fidelity,3 the authentic love of wisdom must in-
clude them too. For it seems that only love can effectively guarantee to 
wisdom that it will never be deceived or abandoned, but rather pursued 
and defended. It logically follows that all that a man who is not in love 
with wisdom can do in philosophy is to pretend to be a philosopher. In 
practice, however, there are not many who care about wisdom, since 
now wisdom is no longer the supreme good of philosophical education. 
Aside from wisdom, philosophical education often offers knowledge 

                                                
2 Étienne Gilson, Wisdom and Love in Saint Thomas Aquinas (Milvaukee: Marquette 
University, 1951), 3–4. 
3 Here, selflessness is understood as an attitude of loving the loved one in an uncondi-
tional way, and fidelity—that of loving no one but the loved one. 



Recovering Philosophy as the Love of Wisdom 

 

271

 

and understanding which usually are more than enough to satisfy those 
“philosophers-to-be” who are not going to be true lovers of wisdom.4 

What is wisdom? What is that in which wisdom differs from 
knowledge and understanding? While understanding is indebted to 
knowledge, wisdom results from understanding. While man acquires 
understanding by discovering relationships between particular items of 
knowledge, he can cross the borderline between understanding and 
wisdom only when he starts to assess propositions given him by the 
proponents of different understandings. While assessing them, man 
detects their errors and discovers their truths by himself. Certainly, it 
exposes him to a danger of making mistakes, but searching for truth 
implies freedom. Freedom makes the man a moral agent, that is, some-
one who has the capability to know the difference between understand-
ing and wisdom: understanding which is based on explanation and wis-
dom which is based on justification. For indeed justification combines 
in itself explanation and belief and thus allows one to say: “I under-
stand and agree” or “I understand, but do not agree.” Loving wisdom, 
then, means something more than being a spectator or playing an eru-
dite; it makes the man a seeker of truth who appropriates it immediately 
when found.5 

Philosophy which abstains from wisdom—from appropriating 
truths as soon as discovered—makes difficult for the man to accept and 
live the truth about his dignity.6 In a sense, such a philosophy deprives 

                                                
4 Or other goods like argument or thinking “fallaciously.” See Solomon, “Philosophy,” 
1776: “But the true nature of philosophy is perhaps better captured by Socrates, who 
showed  quite  clearly  that  philosophy  is  essentially  the  love  of  argument.  Or,  as  Ber-
trand Russell cynically noted, ‘philosophy is an unusually ingenious attempt to think 
fallaciously’.” 
5 Cf. Pawel Tarasiewicz, “La universidad Católica: ¿por qué Católica?, ¿por qué uni-
versidad?,” trans. into Spanish by Corina Yoris Villasana, Cuadernos UCAB 11 (2013): 
24. 
6 On human dignity, see Karol Wojty a, “On the Dignity of the Human Person,” in 
Karol Wojty a, Person and Community: Selected Essays, trans. Theresa Sandok, OSM 
(New York: Peter Lang, 1993), 177–180. 
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the man of his subjectivity by reducing him to the rank of things. Or 
rather it is the man who, by being neutral about the truth about his dig-
nity, reduces himself to the level of things in the world. For it seems 
that the man equipped with philosophy without wisdom cannot help but 
see himself merely as a being reduced to the world of things and ex-
plained by the proximate genus and specific difference, but not as a 
unique person who while living in the world of things simultaneously 
transcends this world.7 

According to John Paul II, we should pause at the irreducible in 
the person, and we will do this by pausing “in the process of reduction, 
which leads us in the direction of understanding the human being in the 
world [of things] . . . in order to understand the human being in-
wardly,”8 that  is  to  say,  in  a  personalist  way.  Such  a  personalist  ap-
proach to the person is to be based on lived experience which essen-
tially defies reduction and appreciates the subjectivity of a person.9 

Can lived experience actively assist in matching wisdom and 
love while doing philosophy? Yes, it can. Lived experience can bring 
together wisdom and love by linking truth and freedom, that is, by pro-
viding the person with an ever-new opportunity for pursuing the truth 
about nature for the sake of his personal freedom. The success of lived 
experience in connecting wisdom and love, thereby recovering philoso-
phy, is obviously conditioned by the action of a person: wisdom ap-
pears to be loved effectively only if truth is not only pursued, but also 
welcomed when discovered. In his Encyclical Letter Fides et Ratio, 
John Paul II warns against a philosophical stance which claims “that the 
search is  an end in itself,”  that  there is  no “hope or  possibility  of  ever  
attaining the goal of truth.”10 Thus,  the pursuit  of  truth is  to  be recog-

                                                
7 Cf. Karol Wojty a, “Subjectivity and the Irreducible in the Human Being,” in Person 
and Community: Selected Essays, 211–212. 
8 Id., 213. 
9 See id., 212–215. 
10 John Paul II, Fides et Ratio (1998), 46. 
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nized as a necessary, but by the same token an insufficient component 
of philosophy. 

To be wise, a person must both recognize and accept the truth. 
The importance of truth is vital. For do not those who declare them-
selves philosophers need to love the truth? It might seem that they do. I 
must, however, concede the point to Gilson who, in his book The Unity 
of Philosophical Experience, explicitly states that: 

There is an ethical problem at the root of our philosophical diffi-
culties; for men are most anxious to find truth, but very reluctant 
to accept it. We do not like to be cornered by rational evidence, 
and even when truth is there, in its impersonal and commanding 
objectivity, our greatest difficulty still remains; it is for me to 
bow to  it  in  spite  of  the  fact  that  it  is  not  exclusively  mine,  for  
you to accept it though it cannot be exclusively yours. In short, 
finding out truth is not so hard; what is hard is not to run away 
from truth once we have found it.11 

Why is it so that the love of truth, and consequently the love of 
wisdom, is uncertain, or even unwanted? If John Paul II was supposed 
to answer this  question,  what  would he say? He would probably reply 
that  it  is  caused by the fact  that  love does not  stem from the realm of  
human nature (of what spontaneously happens in man), but rather from 
the nature of the person (of man’s deliberate action) which unifies in 
itself both natural and supernatural elements.12 In his book The Acting 
Person, he explains:  

The person can only partly and only in a certain respect be identi-
fied with nature, namely, only in his “substantiality.” As a whole 

                                                
11 Étienne Gilson, The Unity of Philosophical Experience (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 1999), 49. 
12 Cf. Karol Wojty a, The Acting Person, trans. Andrzej Potocki (Dordrecht: D. Reidel 
Publishing Company, 1979), 178: “This would be equally unwarranted as to separate 
man  as  the  person  from  nature.”  Cf.  also  Catechism of the Catholic Church (1993), 
365: “spirit and matter, in man, are not two natures united, but rather their union forms 
a single nature.” 



Fr. Pawe  Tarasiewicz 274

and in his intrinsic essence he reaches beyond nature. For the 
personal freedom repudiates the necessity peculiar to nature . . . 
Thus if we are to speak of the nature of the person, we can do so 
only in terms expressing the need to act freely.13  

In other words, if man was merely a natural being, he could not 
say “No” to the truth and would have to accept it without any regard for 
love. Since he is a personal being, man lives in a permanent tension 
between human nature and freedom, and remains free to love the truth. 
Thus,  it  happens  at  times  that  when  meeting  a  truth  man  welcomes  it  
with love, as true philosophers do; but also it is not unlikely that he can 
ignore some truths and choose to make mistakes or commit frauds, 
even if those truths are well known and understood by him. 

Action and Truth 

Is it possible for non-philosophers to ever truly accept the value 
of truth, and find a love for wisdom in their hearts? It seems to be pos-
sible, but under one condition. According to St. John Paul II, while they 
can experience that they transcend the truth, all non-philosophers—and 
I believe that all philosophers too—need to realize the dependence of 
all human beings on truth, namely on the “universal truth about the 
good, knowable by human reason.”14 

Freedom and Truth 

It becomes visible primarily in the area of human freedom. The 
dependence on truth is the basis for our self-dependence, that is to say, 
“for freedom in the fundamental sense of auto-determination.” For our 
freedom is not accomplished nor exercised in bypassing truth but, on 
the contrary, by our realization of and surrender to truth. The depend-

                                                
13 Wojty a, The Acting Person, 182–183. See also id., 184: “[The intellect and the will] 
constitute the dynamic conjunction of the person with the action. Consequently, these 
powers  contribute  creatively  to  the  profile  of  the  person,  and  they  themselves  bear  a  
distinctly personal stamp. They are not reducible to nature.” 
14 John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor (1993), 32. 
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ence on truth marks out the borderlines of the autonomy appropriate to 
us.15 In short, surrendering to the truth, which is dependent on none of 
us,16 makes  us  free,  because  in  its  face  all  of  us  are  equal  peers  and  
independent of each other.17 To exercise freedom, then, we need to 
know truth. If so, we need to stimulate in us a natural striving in which 
truth is the end that is sought. In fact we all naturally strive for truth, 
since in our mind the ability to grasp truth—by distinguishing it from 
non-truth—is combined with the urge to search and inquire. Already in 
this striving we can see our necessary dynamic need for truth as a val-
ue.18  

Self-Fulfillment and Truth 

Second, our need for truth follows from the fact that every hu-
man person is a potential being. We all need to fulfill ourselves by per-
forming actions.19 The fulfillment of ourselves—claims the Pope—is 
connected with the inner and intransitive effect of our action. This ef-

                                                
15 Wojty a, The Acting Person, 154. 
16 The idea of the truth about the good, which meets the condition of being independent 
from the knower, should be identified with the notion of verum est ens (being is the 
truth), which means that the truth is discoverable in the study of things as they are; such 
an idea of truth differs from such notions of truth, as verum quia factum (the truth is 
what was made) and verum quia faciendum (the truth is what is being made). See more 
in Joseph Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity,  trans.  J.  R.  Foster  (San  Francisco:  
Ignatius Press, 2004), 57–69. 
17 Cf. John Paul II, Centesimus Annus (1991), 44: “If one does not acknowledge tran-
scendent truth, then the force of power takes over, and each person tends to make full 
use of the means at his disposal in order to impose his own interests or his own opinion, 
with no regard for the rights of others.” 
18 Wojty a, The Acting Person, 159. 
19 Cf. id., 153. See also id., 151: “[B]eing the performer of an action man also fulfills 
himself in it. To fulfill oneself means to actualize, and in a way to bring to the proper 
fullness, that structure in man which is characteristic for him because of his personality 
and also because of his being somebody and not merely something; it is the structure of 
self-governance and self-possession.” 
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fect causes our action to be arrested and preserved in us as an imprint 
which shapes our personality.20 

We can fulfill ourselves in both an ontological and an axiological 
sense. Ontologically, we are fulfilled by every action we perform, 
whether we choose the true good or prefer the evil. Axiologically, how-
ever, our fulfillment is achieved only through the good, whereas the 
moral evil leads us to, so to speak, non-fulfillment. The Pope remarks 
that “[t]his approach appears somewhat convergent with the view that 
all evil, including moral evil, is a defect. The defect occurs in the moral 
order and thus in the axiological order from which it is instilled into the 
. . . ontological order; for the significance of moral values for” us is 
such that our true fulfillment is accomplished by morally good action 
and not by the mere performance of the action itself. Thus we come to 
the conclusion that the deepest significance with respect to moral good 
can be grasped as our fulfillment, whereas our allegiance to evil means 
in fact non-fulfillment.21 

                                                
20 Id., 158. See also id., 150–151: “[A]ctions which are the effect of the person’s effi-
cacy, namely those actions ‘proceeding’ from actual existing, have simultaneously the 
traits of outerness and innerness, of transitiveness and intransitiveness; for every action 
contains within itself an intentional orientation; each action is directed toward definite 
objects or sets of objects, and is aimed outward and beyond itself. On the other hand, 
because of self-determination, an action reaches and penetrates into the subject, into the 
ego, which is its primary and principal object. Parallel with this there comes the transi-
tiveness and intransitiveness of the human action . . . In the inner dimension of the 
person, human action is at once both transitory and relatively lasting, inasmuch as its 
effects, which are to be viewed in relation to efficacy and self-determination, that is to 
say, to the person’s engagement in freedom, last longer than the action itself. The en-
gagement in freedom is objectified—because of its lastingly repetitive effects, and 
conformably to the structure of self-determination—in the person and not only in the 
action, which is the transitive effect. It is in the modality of morality that this objectifi-
cation becomes clearly apparent, when through an action that is either morally good or 
morally bad, man, as the person, himself becomes either morally good or morally evil.” 
21 Id., 153. See also id., 154–155: “But, in addition, the human person has the ‘right’ to 
freedom, not in the sense of unconditioned existential independence, but insofar as 
freedom is the core of a person’s self-reliance that essentially relates to the surrender to 
‘truth.’ It is this moral freedom that more than anything else constitutes the spiritual 
dynamism of the person. Simultaneously it also shows us the fulfilling as well as the 
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In other words, the proper fulfillment of human persons is ob-
tained only if they perform morally good actions, whereas missing 
morally good actions results in their non-fulfillment. Morally good 
actions, in turn, follow from the recognition of the moral good which 
directly depends on conscience.22  

Conscience and Truth 

Third, then, we can find the evidence of our dependence on truth 
in our conscience. The conscience is a place wherein the close union 
between truth and obligation is achieved and realized; the union is a 
direct result of the normative power of truth. In each of our actions—
argues John Paul II—each of us is an eyewitness to the transition from 
the is to the ought, the transition from it is truly good to I ought to do 
it.23 Certainly, the nature of this transition is not of logic, as logically 
there is no necessary linkage between the is and the ought, between de-
scriptive statements and normative statements. But this transition is 
justified morally, as it is brought about by the connection of the syn-
deresis and the principle of truth, where the latter is a natural response 
to the imperfection of the former. For indeed the synderesis, while in-
clining us to follow the general rule which states that the good is to be 
done and evil avoided (bonum faciendum, malum vitandum), provides 
us with no distinction between good and evil and, thus, welcomes the 

                                                
nonfulfilling dynamism of the person. The criterion of division and contraposition is 
simply the truth that the person, as somebody equipped with spiritual dynamism, fulfills 
himself through reference to, and by concretization within himself of, a real good and 
not otherwise.” 
22 Id., 160. See also id., 161: “[T]he effort of the conscience is . . . an effort of the intel-
lect  striving for truth in the sphere of values .  .  .  its  aim is  to grasp not only any de-
tached values as such of the objects of willing but also—together with the intransitive-
ness of the action—the basic value of the person as the subject of the will and thus also 
the agent of actions.” 
23 Id., 162. See also id., 163: “The fact that the assertion ‘X is truly good’ activates the 
conscience and thus sets off what is like an inner obligation or command to perform the 
action that leads to the realization of X is most strictly related with the specific dyna-
mism of the fulfillment of the personal ego in and through the action.” 
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principle of truth which assists it in distinguishing between true good 
and false good in a concrete situation.24  

Our experience of moral obligation, in turn, is not only intimately 
united with the recognition of the truth about a good, but also conscien-
tiously transformed into a norm.25 Conceived as a norm, the moral obli-
gation is not explained in the categories of truthfulness, but rather in 
those of rightness. The Pope explains: 

Theoretical judgments may be true or may be false, but norms 
are right or wrong. The right norm is a source of obligations for 
the conscience, which . . . means to bind the conscience and 
bring it to act in compliance with the precepts of the norm. A 
right norm is thus one that it is proper for the conscience to obey; 
a wrong norm, on the contrary, one that is not to be followed.26 

It is to be emphasized here that the normative power of truth does 
not enslave us to follow truth blindly or under duress. Indeed, human 
conscience “is no lawmaker; it does not itself create norms; rather it 
discovers them . . . in the objective order of morality.” It plays, how-
ever, “a creative role in what concerns the truthfulness of norms, that is 
to say, of those principles of acting and behavior which form the objec-
tive core of morality or law.”27  

In what does the “creative role” of human conscience consist? It 
consists in fact in shaping the norms into that unique and unparalleled 

                                                
24 On the principle of truth see id., 136–138. On synderesis see Thomas Aquinas, 
Summa Theologica, I, q. 79, a. 12.  
25 Wojty a, The Acting Person, 156: “These norms play a specific role in the perform-
ance of actions and the simultaneous fulfillment of the person in the action. The study 
of the normative factor in the moral reality of the person belongs to the sphere of moral 
philosophy and ethics, but it also extends to other domains.” 
26 Id., 164. See also id., 157: “The norms of ethics . . . differ from the norms of logic 
and aesthetics, and this difference has always been stressed by traditional philosophy. 
Only the norms of ethics, which correspond to morality, bear upon man’s actions and 
upon man as a person. It is through them that man himself as a person becomes morally 
good or evil, with ‘through’ construed as the relation based on a compliance or a 
noncompliance with norms.” 
27 Id., 165. 
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form they acquire within one’s individual experience and fulfillment. 
Such a form is commensurate with the sense of conviction and certitude 
which is brought about in a man by his recognition of the truth about a 
good. Only now the mandatory power of a norm can show the freedom 
which a man has in performing actions. For what relieves the tension 
arising between truth, concerning the objective order of norms, and the 
inner freedom of a moral actor, is his conviction that a certain good is 
truly good.28 At this point truth and obligation become entirely con-
comitant with each other. For indeed what matters to the person is pri-
marily the experience of subjective conviction and certitude that such-
and-such a norm corresponds to a good. The deeper the certitude, the 
stronger the sense of obligation.29 In  this  way  the  objective  truth  of  
norms abstractly conceived become part of the person. Thus the indi-
vidual sense of obligation shows that subjection to truth is at the same 
time an act of freedom.30 

Conclusion 

John Paul II concludes his teaching about human action with the 
statement that truth generates moral obligation (subjective moral norm) 
each time it enters into the course of human action “in a specific man-
ner,” and “as a specific appeal.”31 Using this statement, let us make a 
mini case study now, let us apply these two conditions to the papal 
teaching and ask the question: Can the Pope’s teaching generate a mor-

                                                
28 Id., 165–166. 
29 Id., 164. On the linkage between obligation and responsibility see id., 170: “Although 
we have related responsibility directly to efficacy, its source is in obligation rather than 
in the efficacy itself of the person. Man can be responsible for X only when he should 
have done X or, conversely, should not have done X.” 
30 Id. 166. See also id., 168–169: “[T]he person realizes himself most adequately in his 
obligations;” and id., 156: “The function of the conscience consists in distinguishing the 
element of moral good in the action and in releasing and forming a sense of duty with 
respect  to this  good. The sense of duty is  the experiential  form of the reference to (or 
dependence on) the moral truth, to which the freedom of the person is subordinate.” 
31 Id., 166–167. 
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al obligation in us? How can the above outlined teaching about human 
action satisfy the conditions of being offered “in a special manner” and 
“as a special appeal?” 

As to “a special manner,” the papal teaching adopts such a man-
ner which involves both reason and experience, which makes not only 
of reason, but also of experience the witnesses of the truth of this teach-
ing. For “the interpretation of the fact of man’s acting in terms of the 
dynamic person–action conjunction is fully confirmed in experience.”32 
Then, no one can deny the truth of the Pope’s teaching, since it is con-
firmed by everyone’s own experience: honesty is that which makes a 
man face this truth.  

Regarding “a special appeal,” the Pope’s teaching makes a spe-
cific appeal to the necessary linkage between a man’s action and his 
happiness, which invites a man to love wisdom for his own sake. For 
indeed in the notion of happiness—remarks the author of The Acting 
Person—“there is something akin to fulfillment, to the fulfillment of 
the self through action. To fulfill oneself is almost synonymous with 
felicity, with being happy.”33 

It seems, then, that by concentrating on human action, by identi-
fying truth in the area of freedom, self-fulfillment and conscience, and 
by appealing to man’s honesty and happiness, John Paul II makes a 
significant and persuasive contribution to the recovery of philosophy as 
the love of wisdom.34 
 
 
 
 

                                                
32 Id., 10. 
33 Id.,  174.  And  he  immediately  adds:  “But  to  fulfill  oneself  is  the  same  thing  as  to  
realize the good whereby man as the person becomes and is good himself. We can now 
see clearly the lines joining felicity and the axiological system of the person. Their 
connection is in fulfillment, and it is there that it is realized.” 
34 I would like to thank Roberta Bayer for her generous and insightful comments which 
greatly contributed to the improvement of this article. 
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RECOVERING PHILOSOPHY AS THE LOVE OF WISDOM: 
A CONTRIBUTION OF ST. JOHN PAUL II 

SUMMARY 

The article aims at demonstrating that, by his teaching on human person and his action, 
St. John Paul II (also known as Karol Wojty a) implicitly contributed to a resolution of 
the most serious problem of contemporary philosophy, which consists in separating 
wisdom from love and substituting wisdom with understanding or knowledge. The 
author concludes that John Paul II makes a persuasive contribution to recover philoso-
phy as the love of wisdom by (1) identifying truth in the area of freedom, self-
fulfillment and conscience, and (2) appealing to man’s honesty and happiness. 
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HUMAN EXPERIENCE: A GROUND FOR 
THE AFFIRMATION OF GOD 

 
 
Contemporary philosophical thought, and by extension, the 

whole of the contemporary culture, including present-day man in gen-
eral has found itself in a problematic situation. This situation is the 
affirmation of the existence of God, in the midst of dramatic increases 
in atheism and secularism. Addressing this situation requires a recollec-
tion of those essential points which expose the roots of the problem of 
God and reveal its origin. 

Two phenomena of contemporary philosophical thought deserve 
careful attention in broaching the problematic situation. The first is the 
growth of subjectivism in philosophy initiated by René Descartes due 
to his understanding of consciousness as self-consciousness which led 
to making self-knowledge a starting point of all discussions about the 
extra-subjective world. In the course of time, philosophical subjectiv-
ism was further developed by Immanuel Kant and eventually crystal-
lized within two significant branches of contemporary philosophy: phe-
nomenology and existentialism. 

The second is the negative impact of scientism, technologism, 
and pragmatism on cognition. This is not a matter of the mutual rela-
tionship between science and technology (or production), which is a 
natural hallmark of modern times. It is a matter of the limitation of 
scientific cognition due to the fact that each science, which arises as a 
                                                
Editio prima (in Polish): Zofia J. Zdybicka, “Do wiadczenie ludzkie podstaw  afirmacji 
Boga,” Roczniki Filozoficzne 30:2 (1982): 5–13. 
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result of the use of a certain method (technique), is confined and deter-
mined in its results by the use of its method.1 

These two cognitional tendencies have contributed in reducing 
God to the sphere of consciousness experience (mainly in existential-
ism), or to meta-scientific analysis, or to approaches built upon facts or 
scientific theories. Such reductions deliver diametrically different solu-
tions within the contexts of the philosophy of the subject (cf. G. Marcel 
vs. J. P. Sartre), philosophical scientism, linguistic philosophy, etc. For 
instance, the fact of evolution and some psychological or sociological 
facts can constitute grounds for either the affirmation or the negation of 
God (cf. various solutions in psychoanalysis). 

Current philosophy, in turn—which since Hegel has been aiming 
at “historical understanding,” “historical self-knowledge,” “historical 
reason”—develops a very interesting historic theme concerning both 
man’s individual existence and his social life. But, while leading man to 
increase his self-knowledge, it separates his cognition from its ontic 
foundations. This contemporary historical thinking seems to be an ulti-
mate proclamation of the end of metaphysics. However, in replacing 
metaphysics with hermeneutics and making philosophy merely “think-
ing about culture,” it does not make any progress in resolving the prob-
lem of the affirmation of God. For culture, which comes from the man, 
contains an element of creating, and therefore cannot be a ground 
whereon fundamental ontic problems can be properly decided. That 
such ontic problems are inevitable is confirmed, for example, by the 
current renaissance of myths and mythological thinking.2  

The only way out of the problematic “God situation” in contem-
porary philosophical thought is to return to the original sources of hu-
man cognition both in a genetic sense and in a structural sense. The 

                                                
1 It was succinctly expressed by Hans-Georg Gadamer: “science itself is a technique” 
(in his Rozum, s owo, dzieje, trans. into Polish by K. Michalski (Warszawa 1979), 37). 
2 Cf. Gadamer, 27–30; Leszek Ko akowski, Obecno  mitu [The presence of myth] 
(Pary  1972). 
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point is to recall that the man’s first act of cognition is the affirmation 
of beings which surround him, that is, the reality which is independent 
in existence from man. This is an affirmation which is earlier than the 
affirmation of the man’s own “I,” earlier than man’s self-knowledge. It 
is the affirmation that makes the recognition of the man’s “I” and his 
self-knowledge possible; it allows for man to have a basic orientation in 
the surrounding reality. This is a pre-scientific phase of cognition, a 
pre-language phase though expressed in language, a pre-culture phase, 
a phase which every man goes through. 

It is important to attend to this earliest stage of human cognition 
in which the affirmation of the existence of the reality which surrounds 
man takes place (which is well expressed in the existential judgment: 
“something exists”). We continually make such affirmations, often 
without articulating them in the form of spoken sentences and being 
content with reactions expressed in behavior; this is quite similar to the 
behaviors of a little baby who does not articulate his reactions to per-
sons and objects which appear in his sight. The affirmation of beings 
existing outside of man is a starting point and a necessary condition for 
the affirmation of the man’s own being, his own “I” as a subject of his 
actions. Epistemological and metaphysical realism lead us to recognize 
such a starting point of our assertions about the world. It is a starting 
point diametrically different from that which was popularized in con-
temporary philosophical thought mainly by existentialism. What mat-
ters in the experience of our existence is not a purely subjective refer-
ence to our fate, but a statement, a direct cognition, that is, the experi-
ence of certain, fundamental facts that define our existence.  

The affirmation of man’s own existence arising along with the 
affirmation of the world which surrounds him, the knowledge of the 
nature of the man’s own existence, and the reflection (even the most 
cursory one) upon that nature, lead to the questions concerning the 
source, course, and purpose of that existence. Moreover, where the 
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questions concerning the source and the purpose are the most important 
and the most persistent, they are simply questions about God. 

The experience of the man’s own existence is genetically earlier 
than all other types of cognition. It can be called the man’s primordial, 
basic, radical, fundamental experience: the experience of human exis-
tence immersed in the world. It constitutes a foundation and place 
wherein the problem of God arises in the most natural and spontaneous 
way,  and  where  the  very  roots  of  the  problem  are  to  be  sought.  It  is  
extremely important that the affirmation of the man’s existence is 
achieved along with cognitional contact with extra-subjective reality 
whose affirmation allows for man to more deeply penetrate the affirma-
tion of his own existence, to know his existence as connected with other 
personal and non-personal beings—and ultimately connected with the 
existence of a higher and stronger reality, the reality of God. These are 
not man’s impressions or desires, but facts stated by man.  

Consider the content of man’s elementary experience of his exis-
tence. It is constituted by the experience of fragility, mutability, loss, 
and constant threat to existence associated with the need of entrusting 
his existence to other beings to strengthen and consolidate it, as well as 
the need to find the source and end of his existence. 

Man experiences in various ways, and is conscious that he is, that 
he exists. In the course of his life, man also experiences the nature of 
his existence, which in the dimensions of time is marked by two ends: 
the fact of his birth and the fact of his death. These two facts define two 
types of man’s elementary experiences: the experience of happiness 
which is associated with each birth and the experience of suffering and 
pain which is associated with death. Our entire human life—regardless 
of the social and cultural conditions under which it takes place—is as-
sociated with these two types of experiences which co-exist with each 
other.  

The affirmation of one’s own existence is at the same time the 
experience of its loss, fragility, incompleteness, and finitude. Man 
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knows that his existence can be terminated, and can be terminated at 
any moment because he knows the decay of beings belonging to the 
world and he experiences the death of his familiars. He also experi-
ences various limitations in the sphere of cognition, the psychological 
and moral life. These experiences accumulate and constitute precisely 
the experience of ontic incompleteness and contingency which mani-
fests itself mostly in the feeling of fear, anxiety over death and lack of 
its acceptance. All human experiences are accompanied by these feel-
ings which in certain situations, so-called “borderline cases” (e.g., birth, 
matrimony, death of a familiar, catastrophe), grow in intensity and be-
come predominant in the experience of not only an “emotional” man, 
but also a “rational” man. 

Man’s basic experience is that he is not the one who completely 
governs his existence, but he is conscious that his existence does not 
depend on him alone. He has a sense of owing an existence, but not 
being an existence (which follows from the elementary opposition: “to 
have” and “to be”). This creates a particular need to entrust his fragile 
existence to other beings. Man seeks for support from his surrounding 
things, from the things of nature which are exposed to constant im-
provement by more and more and more sophisticated instruments 
(technology), and from other persons who in various ways and in vari-
ous areas strengthen man’s fragile and weak existence. He unites to live 
with others in families, nations, and international societies. In fact, all 
the forms of collective live can temporarily and transiently strengthen 
man’s weak existence, but eventually they also find themselves helpless 
in the face of that radical threat which is death. 

The helplessness in this area is represented not only by particular 
human and non-human beings, but also by their aggregations, which are 
equal in nature with their components. The knowledge of that helpless-
ness and limitedness entails the realization that they cannot be the ulti-
mate source of human existence nor can they be enough to satisfy to-
tally man’s strivings for being strengthened in his existence. This is 
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where the problem of the relation to a strong being that would be able 
to thoroughly and finally strengthen the fragile and changeable human 
existence appears. 

Man is not only capable of posing questions concerning an ulti-
mate source or end of his life, but within his contact with reality, such 
questions impose themselves on him with irresistible force. Man exists 
in such a way that he does not have to exist; he is like other beings that 
also come into being and pass away. Man experiences his deep rooted-
ness in the world and at the same time he recognizes his separateness 
from both the world of things and that of persons. Experiencing real 
relations with the world, he knows that he does not pertain to the world 
of nature as one of its parts or functions; he knows that he transcends 
the world as the only being conscious of his own existence, the one 
who considers existence in general, the one for whom his own exis-
tence and the existence of other beings constitute a problem. Reality 
appears to him as incomprehensible, “questionable.” 

Man asks questions about the character (nature) of his existence, 
about the sense of his existence. Those are precisely the questions 
wherein the man’s transcendence in relations to all other beings most 
clearly manifests itself. Man asks such questions and needs explicit 
answers to them. Man, as Martin Heidegger rightly observed, is a being 
that in his life is concerned about his existence, and the question about 
existence in general is a way in which man exists. 

Man also raises a question concerning the “direction” of his exis-
tence. He asks not only the question “Whence did I come?,” but also 
“Whither am I going?” While desiring to know the source, foundation 
of his being, he also seeks a being which would strengthen and fulfill 
his incomplete, fragile, and mutable existence. This is manifested in 
man’s pursuit of happiness, which more or less consciously accompa-
nies all his experiences, and which is a second, “positive” side of man’s 
experience of his existential situation manifested in his particular tran-
scendence and dynamism in the areas of cognition and love. 
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The experience of man’s own contingency, of owing (not being) 
an existence, of the need for entrusting himself to other beings that 
eventually turn out to be helpless, of the dynamism manifesting his 
transcendence in relation to the world of nature and other persons, is so 
fundamental and universal that it exceeds all cultural, social or scien-
tific conditions. This experience is infra-cultural, infra-scientific, infra-
philosophical. 

In this primordial experience of human existence, the problem of 
God arises in a very germinal form, in the form of an intuition, an incli-
nation or a desire, and eventually in the form of a question. Neverthe-
less, through its connection with the experience of man’s existential 
situation—which, regarding its contingent nature, is not subject to any 
essential change in any cultural settings—the problem of God, of the 
affirmation of God, or of the idea of God, despite its various philoso-
phical and scientific solutions, returns persistently and holds human 
attention.3 

The spontaneous, natural conviction of the existence of a higher 
being, to which man is bound as with the beginning and end of his exis-
tence, constitutes a natural foundation and explanation of the very fact 
of religion. 

This radical human experience—associated with spontaneous re-
flection on this experience—reveals man as a correlate of a higher, 
stronger and transcendent reality. Man turns out to be a religious be-
ing—homo religiosus.4 

How can we explain, however, the plurality and variety of im-
ages of God, and related to them—the plurality of religions? 

                                                
3 On the spontaneous judgement about the existence of God, see Mieczys aw A. 
Kr piec, Ja–cz owiek [I–man] (Lublin 1974), 412. 
4 The meaning of an elementary conviction about the existence of God which brings to 
light the character (nature) of man as homo religiosus was underlined by Étienne Gilson 
in his book L’athéisme difficile (Paris 1979), especially in the following words: “une 
expérience valide dans l’ordre de la religiosité naturelle de l’esprit humain” (id., 84).  
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Man’s natural, primordial experience, as emphasized, is imper-
fect and imprecise; moreover, it is not an experience of God, but that of 
man himself who is admittedly associated with God, but with a God 
who is inaccessible for human direct cognition. 

Man, who has the experience of himself as a personal being, who 
is a subject of conscious and free actions (though confined by various 
factors), is aware that a person is a being of a high formation. Therefore 
personal beings are those among which man looks for a divine being, 
and on which he models his concept of God. Furthermore, personal 
beings explain the paradigms of a father, a chief, or the tendencies to 
personify the beings of nature. It is understandable that these images 
and ideas are imperfect or even naïve; they are simply the appropriation 
of the notions of God found within a given culture. But this is not of 
high importance. The most important thing is man’s inclination (mo-
tion) towards transcendence and man’s understanding of himself as a 
correlate of transcendence. 

The motion towards God, the formation of God’s idea, and the 
conviction of God’s existence meet various obstacles and difficulties 
among which the most persistent and significant is the presence of 
physical evil and moral suffering. There thusly arises a painful, existen-
tial question: “If I am a work of a strong and good being, why in my 
life are there so much pain, suffering and evil?” 

The problem is serious and returns insistently. The ultimate an-
swer to it can only be given by a religion which is soteriological by its 
nature and addresses the human need of liberation from every danger, 
limitation, and evil (cf. the following words of The Lord’s Prayer: “but 
deliver us from evil”). 

It needs to be emphasized again that the conviction about the ex-
istence of a strong and good being (God), the conviction gained in a 
primordial experience of human existence, has a germinal form and 
demands to be developed and completed. What this experience contains 
is a problem, rather than a solution. This problem is mostly solved by a 
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concrete religion; thus, the more detailed information about God’s exis-
tence and His nature comes from non-rational, supernatural sources, 
and the affirmation of God is achieved by virtue of faith. 

This problem, however, can be also undertaken and solved 
within the field of an organized, methodically attained and rationally 
justified cognition, namely within philosophy. A philosophical answer 
to the question “Does God exist?” becomes dependent on the type of 
cognition which is proper for a given branch of philosophy that is ade-
quate to its object and method. Philosophy becomes a “technical,” so to 
speak, cognition that pertains to the area of culture which is an interme-
diary between man who asks and a given answer. The intermediation of 
philosophy (or in a wider sense, of culture) in answering the question 
about God is exactly where the possibility of an affirmation or a nega-
tion of God lies, the possibility of theistic or atheistic solutions.  

There are philosophical systems a priori hostile to God, which 
adopt concepts of reality that exclude God’s existence, e.g., branches of 
philosophical materialism. There are also concepts of man which a 
priori  deny  God’s  existence  (such  as  those  of  Nietzsche,  Hartman,  
Freud, Sartre). Furthermore, there are philosophical systems a priori 
friendly to God (like those of St. Augustine, St. Bonaventure, Des-
cartes). Finally, there are systems neutral in relation to God, among 
which the most important systems are those of Plato, Aristotle, St. 
Thomas Aquinas.  

Taking into consideration various types of philosophy, the most 
natural and adequate ground where the problem of God can be formu-
lated and solved is the philosophy of being (metaphysics), as John Paul 
II recalled: “The philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas is a philosophy of 
being due to the actus essendi whose transcendental value is the short-
est way to know the subsistent Being and Pure Act: God.”5 

                                                
5 John Paul II, “A Speech to the Pontifical University of the Angelicum (November 17, 
1979),” L’Oservatore Romano (November 18, 1979). 
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In order to explain the data received in the direct cognition of 
really existing beings, beings which in philosophical analysis appear to 
be complex, mutable, analogical, endowed with transcendental proper-
ties, the Absolute must be accepted as their only ontic reason. It is pos-
sible, however, to take human facts—which are closer to the man—as 
an object of analysis and explanation, and consider the problem of 
God’s existence within the frame of philosophical anthropology which 
is especially recommended due to intense interest in man in contempo-
rary philosophical thought. 

In this case we have at our disposal various possibilities. For it is 
possible to take various human facts as the objects of a detailed analysis 
and explanation. For example: 

1. The fact of an intellectual cognition which in the course of 
analysis discloses its inclination towards the Absolute Truth; the cogni-
tion manifested in a subject-predicate language where the expression 
“is” performs a special function which consists in affirming particular, 
independently existing beings that ultimately demand the “is” of the 
Absolute Being. 

2. The fact of human love which displays the infinite capacity of 
the human will and the division of the human will into a desire for the 
Absolute Good and a desire for contingent goods—the division which 
creates a specific dynamism of human love. 

3. The fact of human freedom which results from the desire for 
the Absolute Good.6  

4. The fact of morality. 
All of these human facts—formulated, analyzed, and philosophi-

cally interpreted in conformity with an anthropology cultivated in the 
frame of the philosophy of being—display the particular nature (charac-
ter) of the human person, his particular contingence, potentiality, dy-
namism, and transcendence which cannot help but be explained by 

                                                
6 Those facts are more carefully analysed by Kr piec, 421 f. 
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affirming the existence of the Divine Person as the source and the ulti-
mate fulfillment of the human person.  

From among the above mentioned specifically human facts, I 
would choose the fact of morality to indicate that which demands the 
affirmation of God to be explained. For, as Karol Wojty a has clearly 
discerned, morality discloses in its own way the human person’s 

profound contingency. This contingency is equivalent to ontic 
non-necessity: the possibility of existence and nonexistence. Mo-
rality discloses the sheer possibility of good and evil within one 
and  the  same  personal  subject  as  the  fruit  of  that  subject’s  effi-
cacy  and  self-determination.  To  the  extent  that  good  is  the  ful-
fillment of this subject, evil is its unfulfillment. Unfulfillment 
implies a certain non-existence. In any case, unfulfillment is the 
non-realization of that which not just could become a reality but 
in fact should become one. The element of duty reveals the un-
conditionality of the good as a kind of absolute residing in the 
human person; at the same time, however, it also reveals in a par-
ticular way the contingency of that person . . . As human beings, 
we experience the unconditionality of the good, and in this way 
we encounter the element of the absolute within ourselves, yet 
we ourselves are not the absolute, for we are constantly oscillat-
ing between the possibility of good and evil . . . This also ex-
plains why in the realm of morality there arises an encounter 
with the Absolute, with God. The ability to experience the ele-
ment of the absolute within ourselves while simultaneously being 
aware of our own contingency, including our ethical contingency 
as the constant possibility of good and evil, evokes in us a rela-
tion to the Absolute in both the ontic and the ethical sense. Relig-
ion and morality are mutually related to one another by a very 
deep bond.7 

Homo moralis is homo religiosus. 

                                                
7 Karol Wojty a, “The Problem of the Theory of Morality,” in Karol Wojty a, Person 
and Community. Selected Essays, trans. Theresa Sandok, O.S.M. (New York: Peter 
Lang, 1993), 157. 
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There are three moments of the experience of morality which are 
particularly important, and which require the affirmation of God as the 
only reason that explains the fact given in experience: 

1. The experience that my judgment on a particular good (my 
personal moral norm, a judgment of my conscience) is not entirely 
autonomous. While it is my judgment, it discloses its connection with 
the truth about other persons and the whole reality, the truth about be-
ing which demands the affirmation of God as an ultimate reason for the 
intelligibility of things and for their inclinations and ends.8 

2. The experience of the responsibility for an action. Man experi-
ences that he is a performer of his own actions, since it is he who ulti-
mately decides that a given action is performed and is such as it is, and 
since it is he who fulfills his obligation in one way rather than another. 
Being a conscious performer of his actions, a source of their existence 
and quality, the man experiences his responsibility for them. The re-
sponsibility “for” an action, however, postulates the responsibility “to-
wards.” But there is a problem which arises: Towards whom is man 
responsible for a particular action of his, for the whole of his actions, 
for the fulfillment of himself? Is it enough if he is responsible to him-
self or to other persons who are mutable and non-necessary? Man’s 
responsibility also requires the affirmation of God’s existence as a rea-
son for itself. 

3. The experience of the value of the human person as a being in 
itself and for itself, as a subject and a purpose of his actions which con-
stitute a foundation for the affirmation of the person for his own sake, is 
an experience which embraces not only the perfections of the person, 
but also his deficiencies and weaknesses, his ontic and moral instabil-
ity. If this is so, then another question arises: For what reason is there 
an obligation to admit the unconditional value and dignity of the human 
person? Such an obligation would be incomprehensible unless the Most 
Perfect Person—who, while being the source of the human person, is 
                                                
8 Cf. Kr piec, 268. 
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also the person’s ultimate end to which he heads through his conscious 
and free actions—was accepted. 

All the experiences of that kind within the context of the experi-
ence of morality invite us to ask questions about the ultimate source of 
moral norms, moral responsibility, or the value of the human person. 
These questions are undertaken and resolved by moral philosophy and 
philosophical anthropology when they strive to ultimately explain the 
fact of morality. The fact of morality remains incomprehensible, how-
ever, if one does not accept the existence of a Personal God who deter-
mines the perspective both for man’s moral life to evolve and for the 
value of the human person to become comprehensible. In the light of 
this perspective, the human person appears as a particular work of a 
Personal God, created for the sake of being in dialog with Him. And 
this is where the “religious” nature of the human person becomes fully 
disclosed and rationally justified. 

Translated by Fr. Artur Wójtowicz 
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