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PREFACE

The series of which this book is the eighth volume 
is meant to serve the needs of the average college 
student. Like the others with which it now takes its 
place, this manual is not, therefore, to be regarded as 
a work for the specialist. It tries to say what it has 
to say in as direct and clear a manner as possible. It 
does not attempt to take the teacher’s place, nor to do 
his work for him by listing references, posing ques­
tions for study, and suggesting learned readings in a 
foreign tongue. It steadily tries to remain in char­
acter, and endeavors not to overreach itself. Such is 
this little book. As such it humbly presents itself to 
student, teacher, and critic.

In claiming directness and clarity, the book makes 
no claim to such simplicity as is naturally denied by 
the character of the study presented. A complex 
study like Ontology cannot be turned into a simple 
study, even by those whose skill in words amounts to 
magic, and certainly not by one whose expression 
can claim no merit beyond straightforwardness and, 
possibly, bluntness. Simplification, as G.K.C. points 
out, is far too often falsification. Therefore, the 
student of this manual must be under no illusion
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about its contents; he must not pick it up with the 
inward assurance that here the mystery of meta­
physics will be made clear as day. He must be pre­
pared to grapple with a difficult subject, and must 
bring to his effort the aid of the manly art of con­
centration and diligent application. This book has not 
made his work easy for him, but it has tried not to 
make it more difficult than it needs to be.

There are few manuals in Ontology available in 
the English language. With those that do exist the 
present work, it is felt, is not entirely identical in 
scope or in purpose. But, without drawing fine dis­
tinctions or attempting odious comparisons, it may 
be said that the present work justifies its appearance 
by the fact that each fresh presentation of important 
doctrine has, almost necessarily, features that will 
render it useful and pleasing to some, possibly to a 
very few, for whom the older writings have small 
appeal.

The importance of a thorough grounding in essen­
tial metaphysics is stressed in the introductory chap­
ter of the book itself, and must not be dealt with 
here. But it may be said, surely, that the fact that 
many of our Catholic colleges omit the subject of 
Ontology from their list of studies is deeply regret­
table. For here is the very heart of philosophy. With­
out it, a body of studies which includes Logic, Ethics, 
and Psychology (dragged momentarily from the lab­
oratory into the academic serene) does not appear to 
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be a pulsating organism or even a very presentable 
corpse.

It is hoped that this new presentation of very old 
doctrine,—a presentation that has nothing in the 
world about it deserving of that cheap epithet "orig­
inal",—will be of service to many. Yet if it be of 
service to but few, it may well stand unashamed 
before the world in its modest and hopeful dress of 
vernal green.

PJ.G.
College of St. Charles Borromeo, 
Columbus, Ohio.
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INTRODUCTION

I. Name 2. Definition 3. Object
4. Importance Z. Division

I. NAME
The name ontology is made up of two Greek 

words, to wit, on (stem ont-; combining form onto-) 
which means "being," and logos which is used in 
compound words to signify "science." Thus the term 
ontology literally means "the science of being."

The word being is both a participle and a noun. 
We find it used as a participle in the sentence, "Being 
in an agony, he prayed the longer"; we find it used 
as a concrete noun in the line, "A being breathing 
thoughtful breath," and as an abstract noun in the 
statement, "Philosophers discuss the questions of 
being and becoming." In ontology the term being is 
regularly used as a noun, and most frequently as an 
abstract noun.

Ontology is sometimes called General Metaphysics, 
but the terms are not strictly synonymous.. Ontology 
is properly a department of metaphysics, but it in­
cludes part of what is known as General Metaphysics 
and part of what is called Special Metaphysics. We 
shall accurately determine its scope when we discuss 
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its definition. We call it Fundamental Metaphysics 
rather than General Metaphysics.

The term metaphysics has a curious history, or, if 
the history be called in question, it must at least be 
said that an interesting legend explains the origin of 
the term. It is said that when Andronicus of Rhodes 
collected and edited the works of Aristotle, about the 
year 70 b. c., he grouped together Aristotle’s eight 
books on the natures of things in this visible world 
and very properly labeled them ta physika or “Studies 
on (material or bodily) Natures.” He placed after 
these studies,—and the Greek word meta means after, 
—the deep and abstruse studies of Aristotle on the 
nature and properties of reality in its most general 
aspects as it is found in non-material being and in 
non-material modes of being. The latter writings, for 
want of an accurately descriptive name, were labeled 
ta meta ta physika, that is, “Studies Placed After the 
Treatises on Material Natures.” So the term meta­
physics (meta-physika) came into existence and use. 
Now, by almost miraculous good fortune, this name, 
which originated in the accident of an editor’s ar­
rangement of books, suits perfectly the science to 
which it is applied. For metaphysics treats of that 
which comes after, or lies beyond, the separate objects 
grasped by the senses and the sciences which treat of 
such objects; it is the science which draws these ob­
jects,—bewildering as they are in number and variety, 
—into intelligible unities.
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2. DEFINITION
Ontology is the science of being as such and of cre­

ated being in its fundamental classifications and its 
causes.

a) Ontology is a science. That is to say, it is a 
body of doctrine, set forth in a manner that is sys­
tematic, logical, and complete, and it presents reasons 
to justify its data and to evidence its conclusions. 
Ontology is a philosophical science,—it is part of 
philosophy, and indeed it is the very heart of philos­
ophy,—because it searches out the very deepest rea­
sons for each point of its doctrine, and does not rest 
satisfied with immediate or proximate reasons which 
serve the requirements of the non-philosophical, phe- 
nonemal, and experimental sciences. Ontology is a 
speculative (or theoretical> or doctrinal) science, be­
cause it presents truth for the mind to possess as an 
enrichment and an illumination; thus it differs from 
practical sciences (or directive or normative sciences) 
which give the mind knowledge that leads directly on 
to action, to something-to-be-done as the normal fruit 
of what is scientifically known.

b) Ontology is the science of being. By being we 
mean reality. And by reality we mean whatever exists 
or can exist. Anything that now exists, or that has 
existed in the past, or that will exist in the future, or 
that can be thought of as existing even though it 
never actually existed and never will—any such thing 
is a reality, a thing> a being. Any such thing has be­



4 ONTOLOGY
ing, that is, it jias existibility. Since ontology deals 
with being or reality, it belongs to real philosophy, 
and is distinguished from mental philosophy (Logic) 
which studies exactness in reasoning, and from moral 
philosophy (Ethics) which treats of the rightness of 
human conduct. Further, ontology deals with being in 
its most general, abstract, and fundamental phases, 
and hence does not engage directly in the investiga^ 
tion of bodily Reality which is discussed in natural 
philosophy (Cosmology and Psychology) ; it is rather 
the science of non-bodily being, that is, of being as 
such, not as limited to the bodily order.

It will be valuable to set down a diagram of philoso­
phy and to notice the place of ontology among the 
philosophical sciences. (See the diagram on page 5.)

It will be seen from the diagram that we reject the 
division of philosophy introduced by Christian Wolff 
(1679-1755) add adopted almost universally since 
his time. Wolff made Cosmology, Psychology, and 
Theodicy, departments of special metaphysics. But 
Cosmology and Psychology, while they are philo- 
sophical sciences, are not metaphysical sciences; they 
belong to philosophical physics, not to metaphysics. 
We retain, with slight modification, the ancient Aris* 
totelian division of philosophy, and assign to ontol­
ogy (a science so named in comparatively recent 
times) part of general and part of special meta­
physics. We feel justified in calling ontology funda­
mental metaphysics.
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c) Ontology :is the science of being as such, or of 

being formally considered. The world about us is full 
of many and various bodily things. Add to these the 
realities that are non-bodily. Add to existing things, 
bodily and non+bodily, all things that could exist* 
The field of knpwables thus surveyed, is seen to be 
overwhelming. Yet all these things are at one in this: 
they are all things; each of them is a something, a 
reality; each of them has being. Taken out of their 
concrete setting ;l abstracted from material conditions 
and individual determinants, all things thinkable are 
brought together! for the mind’s consideration in the 
idea or concept pf being. Ontology views reality in 
the light of this i^lea or concept. It studies being in its 
most general aspects, classifications, principles, and 
properties. Ontojogy is thus the science of being as 
such, not of this or that class of bodily being, nor of 
the class called spiritual being, but of being simply as 
being.

d) Ontology ii the science of being as such and of 
created being in its fundamental classifications and its 
causes. Inasmuch; as ontology is the science of being as 
such it belongs to! general metaphysics. Inasmuch as it 
investigates the basic classes (categories) and the 
causes of created being it takes in a portion of special 
metaphysics. For this reason it is inaccurate to speak 
of ontology simply as general metaphysics. It is cer­
tainly permissible, however, in view of the basic im­
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portance of its subject-matter, to call it fundamental 
metaphysics.

3. OBJECT
Every science has a twofold object. The subject­

matter, the field of inquiry, is called the material ob­
ject of the science. Thus the material object of on­
tology is being. In this, ontology may be said to have 
a fundamental agreement with every science, for each 
science deals with some sort or some phase of being. 
Logic deals with mental being, ethics with moral be­
ing, metaphysics and natural philosophy with real 
being, the laboratory sciences with real, material, in­
dividual being.

The special aim, the end-in-view, the point-of- 
approach, the special focus in the field of the subject­
matter (or material object) which marks a science 
is called its formal object. Ontology treats of being 
(its material object) to discover and apprehend ulti­
mate, basic, unifying concepts (such as being itself, 
substance, cause, quality, etc.) into which bodiliness 
or materiality does not essentially enter. Hence we 
say that the formal object of ontology is non-material 
real being in its basic and most general aspects. On 
the score of this formal object, ontology is dis­
tinguished from natural philosophy and from every 
other science. Sciences are ultimately distinguished 
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one from another by their respective formal objects.

Now, real being may be non-material in one of two 
ways: either it is a substance with nothing bodily in 
its make-up or essential relationships (for example, 
God, angel, soul),; or it is an essence abstracted from 
materiality. A trep is a concrete, bodily object; it is 
material. But the essence tree as it exists in the mind 
of one who knows what tree means (that is, as it ex­
ists in the idea oij concept of tree) is non-material;
it has been abstracted or drawn out from the material­
ity of concrete existence by the knowing-operation 
of the mind. The concrete tree has its own size, shape, 
location, etc. But the idea or concept tree (that is, the 
essence tree grasped by the mind) is not limited by 
determinate size, Shape, or location. The intellectual 
grasp of what a tr0e is, is the concept of tree as such; 
it represents in thq mind the essence which constitutes 
any tree, every tree, big or little, here or there, actual 
or merely possible! Thus the concept or idea tree rep­
resents an essence abstracted from materiality, an 
essence, therefore,! which is non-material.

Ontology deals with non-material real being, but 
is not directly concerned with individual beings such 
as angel or tree, it deals with the ultimate general 
facts and truths to which real being is reducible and 
in which real bein£ is unified for the adequate grasp 
of the mind. Hencfc ontology deals with such concepts 
as being, substance, accident, quality, relation, cause, 
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etc., and with the general rational principles (or 
fundamental guiding truths) which the study of such 
things makes clear to the mind.

To sum up. The material object of ontology is be­
ing. The formal object of ontology is non-material 
real being in its basic and most general aspects. We 
might put the statement of formal object in another 
way, and say that the formal object of ontology is the 
non-materiality of real being.

4. IMPORTANCE
Ontology is the most fundamental of philosophical 

sciences. It studies the ultimate principles of all 
things. It investigates the very heart of reality. 
Rightly did Aristotle call it "hrst philosophy.” With­
out the service of this science the other departments 
of philosophy could not justify their existence as 
true sciences. Nay, without ontology, the mathe­
matical sciences, and even the laboratory sciences so 
much cultivated in our time, are incomplete and in­
secure. For all these sciences presuppose ontology, 
and, while they have completeness in their own re­
spective spheres, they are like buildings without 
foundation or like objects floating in the void unless 
they are grounded and moored upon the solid ultimate 
reality which ontology investigates. The biologist, 
the chemist, the mathematician, and all other scien­
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tists, are ever looking for causes and effects, for ex­
planations and fixed formulae, for common factors, 
for identifying marks and characteristics. But with­
out ontology thete is no scientific understanding of 
the meaning and value of cause, effect, relation, 
identity, unity. The scientist is a philosopher in spite 
of himself; consciously or unconsciously he holds 
some philosophy of being; his work is valuable in 
proportion to thC truth of his ultimate principles. 
Ontology as the true philosophy of being is therefore 
of first importance.

Ontology studies and evidences the basic princi­
ples which bring into harmonious and fruitful union 
the findings of the separate and partial sciences, and 
thus it crowns and perfects the labors of scientist and 
philosopher alike. Further, it satisfies the craving of 
the human mind for unified knowledge and a clear 
view of reality in a various and complex universe. 
Ontology is, in consequence, a study of the first im­
portance.

A. DIVISION
Ontology studies being, the principles involved in 

being, the properties of being, the classification of 
created being considered in itself and in its causes. 
Our study presents all these topics in the following 
Books and Chapters:
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Book First

Being

Chapter I. The Idea of Being
Chapter II. Primary Determinations of Being

Book Second

Properties of Being

Chapter I. Transcendental Properties of Being
Chapter II. The Most General Properties of Being

Book Third

Classification of Being

Chapter I. The Supreme Classes of Being
Chapter II. Beings in Their Causes





BOOK FIRST

BEING

This Book studies the meaning of the term being, dis­
cusses the idea or concept of being, investigates the manner 
in which the idea applies to things, and discerns the funda­
mental principles involved in the idea. Further, the Book 
discusses the object of the idea being (that is, being itself) 
in its primary determinations as real or logical, actual or 
potential, as essence and existence. The Book is divided 
into two Chapters:

Chapter I. The Idea of Being
Chapter II. Primary Determinations of Being





CHAPTER I

THE IDEA OF BEING

This Chapter studies the meaning of the term and con­
cept being. It investigates the manner in which being is 
predicated of its inferiors, that is, the way in which the 
idea being is applied to, or affirmed of, things. The Chap­
ter is divided into two Articles:

Article i. Ideas and Their Inferiors
Article 2. The Idea of Being and Its Inferiors

Article I. Ideas and Their Inferiors

a) Ideas b) Universal Ideas c) Inferiors of Ideas 
d) Transcendental Ideas

a) IDEAS

An idea (called also concept or notion) is the es­
sential presence of a thing in the mind; rather, it is 
the re-presence or representation in the intellect of 
the essence of a thing. Now, the essence of a thing 
is what constitutes the thing in its fundamental 
reality as such a thing; essence makes the thing pre­
cisely what it is in its specific kind. That, for ex­
ample, which makes a man a man is the essence of 
man, that is, the essence of human being. It is not 
his age, nor his sex, nor his nationality, nor his fat­
ness, nor his learning, nor his innocence of crime, 
nor his standing in the community. That which makes

15
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him a man is his man-ness, his human-ness; it is the 
essence man, arid nothing else. Again, that which 
makes white paint white is not the substance of paint, 
nor its thickness or thinness or chemical composition; 
it is its whiteness; it is the essence of being white, and 
nothing else. All this may seem so evident as to make 
discussion about it merely silly. But the discussion is 
not silly; it is rather subtle, and vastly important. In 
things of the mind, obviousness is often the cloak of 
what is most profound.

An idea, then, is an essence present in the mind. Of 
course, an essence is, first and foremost, present in 
the thing which ^t constitutes. It is re-present (it is 
there by representation) in the mind which knows 
that thing. An essence makes a thing (substantial or 
accidental) precisely the specific kind of thing that 
it is. Everything has its essence. We must now notice 
how essences, which are present in things, come to 
be re-present in the human mind or intellect.

There is nothing in the mind that did not come 
there from without. No ideas are inborn in the mind. 
And everything in the mind made its first entrance 
there through the doorways called the senses. All 
human knowledge begins with the knowing-action 
of the senses, that is, with sense cognition or simply 
sensation. All human knowledge begins with sensa­
tion ; it does not end there indeed, but it begins there. 
Once sensation has done its work, the mind employs 
its own native power upon sense-findings and rises 
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to knowledge that is far beyond the reach of the 
senses themselves; the mind rises to the formation of 
ideas, judgments, reasonings, and comes to grips 
with reality in all its phases, with things spiritual as 
well as things material, and even touches the infinite. 
But the mind cannot, in this earthly life, rise to its 
proper sphere of superior knowledge without the 
ground of sense-findings from which to rise. The 
essences of things come to be present in the mind by 
the activity of the mind working on what is grasped 
by the senses.

Now, to be knowable by any of the senses, an ob­
ject must be a concrete, material, individual reality, 
suitable to impress itself upon the organ of sense, 
and situated within range of the sense-action under 
due conditions. Thus, the tree which I see from my 
window is visible, and I see it, because it is a con­
crete, material, individual reality, suitable to impress 
the normal sense of sight, and present within range 
of my vision under due conditions of light and dis­
tance. My sense-grasp (in the present instance, my 
vision-grasp) of the tree is a sensation or a sense­
activity, and it arouses in me the knowledge or sen­
tient awareness of the tree. By this sensation I am 
aware of the tree as an object of a certain color, 
shape, size, and location. My sensation thus brings 
me knowledge or awareness of four distinct realities 
(viz., color, shape, size, location). Each of these 
awarenesses is a percept. Sensations and percepts are, 
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in themselves, concrete and bodily experiences.

But while huntan knowledge is founded upon sen­
sations and percepts, it is by no means limited to 
these. Man has a higher knowing-power than that of 
the senses. Man has intellect or mind or understand­
ing.,—three names which we use as entirely synony­
mous. By intellect man rises from percepts and sen­
sations (which are sense-grasps of material objects 
in concrete singularity) to concepts or ideas (which 
are mind-grasps df essences in abstract universality). 
This process of rising from sense-findings to ideas 
must be briefly illustrated.

In early life I learned, for example, what a tree is. 
I saw individual trees. I learned that, however differ­
ent individual trees are in point of size, botanical 
class, coloring of foliage, shape and flavor of fruit, 
location, age, general appearance, there is no differ­
ence whatever in What makes each one of them a tree. 
My mind adverted to this identical element (identical, 
that is to say, in kind) in all trees, leaving out of ac­
count the individual and individuating elements that 
neither make the free what it is nor prevent it from 
being what it is, but merely affect it in its individual 
and concrete existence. This activity of my mind is 
called abstraction; for I abstract from, prescind from, 
leave out of account, the non-constituting material 
and individual facts and features of trees in their 
singularity and concreteness, and focus upon that 
which, in each tre^, makes it a tree. Thus I rise from 
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the sense-knowledge of this or these trees to the 
mind-grasp of what tree as such means. In other 
words, I come to know intellectually the essence tree 
in universal; I come to understand what makes a 
tree a tree. Not that I am at once capable of reflexly 
analyzing my mind-grasp or idea or concept of tree, 
and of putting in clear and unmistakable terms the ex­
planation of what it is that makes a tree a tree. No, 
not reflexly but directly I come to know what tree 
means,—and not this or that or these trees, but any 
and every tree that ever was or will be or could be. 
Thus when I have once formed the idea of tree, the 
essence which is present in each tree individually is 
henceforward re-present in my mind universally. 
This essence is present in each tree individually and 
concretely; it is re-present in my mind universally 
and abstractly.

Possessed now of the idea or concept tree, I look 
into my garden and see the tree that first caught my 
attention as I looked from the window. By my mind 
I know it as tree, and then, by a kind of reflex act 
of the mind wherein I realize that this object squares 
with my already formed idea of tree, I know it in­
tellectually as this tree, as this individual tree. I no­
tice other trees, farther off in the garden. No two of 
them are alike in any material and non-essential 
point. One is a large apple tree, another a small peach 
tree, a third is a majestic elm, a fourth is a dwarf 
pine. Yet each of these, despite individual differences, 
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has that essence which I hold re-present in my mind 
in the idea tree. The very differences which make 
the sense of sight able to distinguish tree from tree 
are left out of account by the mind in its simple grasp 
of what tree as such means. The mind, as we have 
said, abstracts from these differences to grasp the 
essence which, in each and every tree, constitutes it 
in basic reality aH this specific kind of thing; the mind 
thus knows the essence tree in universal.

All this illustrates what we mean when we say that 
an idea is the tie-presence or representation in the 
mind of the essence of a thing conceived abstractly 
and in universal.

b) UNIVERSAL IDEAS
We have just seen that an idea is a mental or in­

tellectual grasp df an essence in universal. The term 
universal comes from the Latin unum-versus-alia, a 
phrase which may be loosely translated as "one thing 
in contradistinction to other things.” An idea is "one 
thing.” It is a single representation in the mind of 
the essence of a reality. And an idea stands repre­
sentatively related (and hence "in contradistinction”) 
to "other things,” that is, to the realities which have, 
or can have, the essence represented by the idea. Thus 
the idea tree is one thing; it is a single representation 
of a single essence. And it stands in contradistinc­
tion to all actual and possible trees, that is, to all the 
realities that have, or can have, the essence which 
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it represents. Thus is the idea tree truly universal.

A universal idea represents in the mind a single 
essence which may be found actualized in a plurality 
of individual realities outside the mind or "in na­
ture” as the expression is. In the familiar Latin 
phrase, a universal idea represents or makes repre­
sent to the mind unum quod potest inesse pluribus, 
that is, "one thing (one essence) which can be present 
in a plurality of individuals.”

Now an idea as such is universal. When we speak 
of an idea as singular (as the idea of "this tree”), 
or particular (as the idea of "some trees”), or as in­
definite (as the idea of "trees”), we merely qualify 
the universal idea tree to restrict its application to 
one or several objects. In itself and as such, the idea 
is universal. In its use, it may be applied to one, or 
a few, or some, or most, or all of the objects which 
have the essence represented in the mind by the idea. 
Even when there is and can be only one object which 
has the essence represented by the idea,—as, for in­
stance, in the idea of God, or of infinity, or of my 
father, or of the earth,—it is still true that the mind 
first grasps the object and first forms the idea which 
represents the essence as though there were or could 
be a plurality of such things. The mind of man is 
imperfect, finite, limited; and in dealing with limitless 
reality, as in the ideas God and infinity, it is forced 
by its limitations to conceive in universal what is and 
must be actually singular. We must make universal 
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our idea of Godb even to clarify our knowledge that 
there can be but one God; and we prove this knowl­
edge true by analyzing the question, "Gan there be a 
plurality of Gods?” We deal with the object in plural, 
even to understand that it actually can have no plural. 
Similarly, we establish the unique character of in­
finity, by showing, or realizing within ourselves, that 
a plurality of infinities is self-contradictory and un­
thinkable. In dealing with such singular objects as my 
father and the earth, we merely apply the universal 
ideas of father and planetary body in relations which 
make them singular. We repeat: an idea as such is 
universal, even though study and reflection may show 
that the idea applies to one object only, that is, that 
only one reality has, or can have, present within it the 
essence which the idea makes re-present in the mind.

An idea is universal; but to be definitely and ex­
plicitly universal the mind must apply it in full scope 
to all the objects that can have the essence it repre­
sents. And when an idea is expressed in words (that 
is, in terms) it must, to be explicitly universal, have 
some such word in the expression as each, every, all. 
Lack of such definiteness in expression leaves the 
idea indefinite. Definite application of the idea to 
some, but not all, of the objects which can have the 
essence it represents, makes the idea particular; and 
particularity is expressed by the aid of such words as 
some, few, several, most. Definite application of the 
idea to one individual makes the idea singular; and 
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singularity or individuality finds expression in such 
words as this, that, one, a certain, and in possessive 
singulars like my, your, his, etc., and in proper names, 
such as George Smith. In a word, an idea as such is 
universal, but in use or application it may be (ex­
plicitly or implicitly) universal, particular, indefinite, 
or singular.

c) INFERIORS OF IDEAS
We have spoken of the use or application of ideas. 

Now, an idea is applied when it is viewed with refer­
ence to the things that have, or can have, the essence 
which it represents in the mind. These things are 
subjected to the application of the idea; and they 
are called its subjects. In a more ancient terminology, 
the subjects of an idea are called its inferiors.

An idea in the mind is universal; it is the grasp of 
an essence in universal. Things outside the mind 
(things "in nature”) which can have the essence rep­
resented by the idea are the inferiors of the idea. 
Further, one universal idea may be predicable of 
other less universal ideas; and so the universal idea 
of larger scope may have, in the mind itself, lesser 
universal ideas as its inferiors. And thus the inferiors 
of a universal idea are, first of all, the less universal 
ideas which are mentally contained within its scope, 
and, secondarily, the objects "in nature” (that is, 
realities outside the mind) which have the essence 
which the idea represents.
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Thus, the idea animal is a universal idea. Its in­

feriors are, first, the less extensive universal ideas of 
rational animal and non-rational animal; further, the 
inferiors of animal are all men and beasts, actual and 
possible. Take another example: the universal idea 
tree. It represents an essence that is to be found in 
all possible trees, in each and every individual tree 
that exists or can exist. All these individual trees are 
individual inferiors of the universal idea tree.

Now, the sum-total of the inferiors of an idea con­
stitutes what is called the extension of the idea or its 
denotation. In other words, the inferiors of an idea 
are the things to which the meaning of the idea ex­
tends; they are the things which the idea denotes. 
Thus, as we have seen, all trees, actual and possible, 
—trees that have existed, now exist, will exist, or 
could exist although they never will,—constitute the 
extension or denotation of the idea tree.

The intrinsic make-up of the idea itself, considered 
without explicit reference to the inferiors taken ex­
tensively, is called the comprehension or the connota­
tion of the idea. Most ideas are composed or com­
pounded; they are made up of other ideas simpler 
than themselves. Indeed, there is only one absolutely 
simple and uncompounded idea, and this is the idea of 
being. All other ideas begin with being as their first 
constituent element or "note." The ideas that come 
together (beginning with that of being) to make up 
a compound idea are called the "notes" of the idea 
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which they constitute. The comprehension or con­
notation of an idea is the sum-total of "notes" that 
make it up. Consider an example: the idea animal is 
compounded or composed of five notes or "constit­
uent ideas," to wit, the ideas of thing or being, sub­
stance, body, organism, sentiency. These notes con­
stitute the comprehension or connotation of the idea 
animal. To be what it is, to mean what it means, the 
idea animal must comprehend (that is, take in) and 
co-note all these five notes and no others.

The comprehension of an idea is its own intrinsic 
make-up. The extension of an idea is the group of 
realities (or, it may be, the single reality) to each 
member of which the idea applies, and of which it is 
"predicable." Comprehension is intrinsic to the idea; 
you cannot drop or change one note, or add a new 
one, without changing the idea itself. Extension is 
extrinsic to the idea; you can increase or diminish 
the number of actual things to which the idea applies 
(or of which it is predicable) without in the least 
changing the idea itself. Thus the idea animal would 
remain precisely what it is, it would mean precisely 
what it now means, if all existing animals were killed 
tomorrow. But the idea animal would not remain the 
same if you dropped one of its constituent notes,— 
say "sentiency,"—for then the idea would not mean 
what it now means; it would not then represent the 
essence which it now represents; it would be, in fact, 
another idea altogether and not the idea animal at all.
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A homely illustration may make clear the distinc­

tion between the comprehension and the extension 
of an idea. Consider a little "skull cap” such as col­
legians of an older day fondly affected. The cap is 
made of six triangular pieces of cloth. Let the cap 
stand for the idea itself. Then the six pieces of cloth 
which make the cap will represent the notes or con­
stituent ideas which make up the idea under con­
sideration. The six pieces of cloth thus represent 
the comprehension of the idea. Now, the individual 
heads which the cap is made to fit will stand for the 
extension of the idea; these individual heads are the 
inferiors of the idea or its subjects; they are subjects 
because of them the idea can be predicated; to them 
it can be applied. Now consider this illustration in the 
case of the idea man, that is, the idea human being. 
The idea man means one kind of thing; it represents 
one essence in the mind. Yet the idea is composed of 
other ideas in such wise that one specific kind of 
essence is represented. Just so, the cap is cloth, made 
of distinct pieces of cloth, in such wise that it will 
perfectly fit only one definite shape of head. The 
essence man, represented in the idea man, is a thing 
or being as all essences are; it is a subsistent thing, a 
bodily thing, a living thing, a sentient thing, a rational 
thing. Here then are the six pieces of cloth for the 
cap: being, subsistent, bodily, living, sentient, ra­
tional. Now find what heads this cap will perfectly 
fit, for these, and no others, will constitute the ex­
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tension of the idea man. We find that the cap will fit 
every existent and existible human being, every man, 
woman, boy, girl, baby, that ever existed, now exists, 
will exist, or could exist were the Creator to bestow 
existence. All human beings, therefore, all human in­
dividuals actual and possible, are the inferiors of the 
idea man; they are the subjects of which this idea is 
predicable. Taken collectively, these inferiors consti­
tute the extension of the idea man.

Now, sometimes the inferiors of an idea, while 
necessarily at one in possessing the essence which the 
idea represents, are not at one in further essentials. 
Thus all bodily things have the essence body; all are 
subsistent, corporeal realities; all come under the ap­
plication or predication of the idea body, and they 
come together to make up the extension of that idea. 
But some bodies are more than mere bodies; these 
have the essence body, of course, else they would not 
be inferiors of the idea body; but they have a further 
essence; they are bodies “phis.” One is not more of 
a body than another; on the score of being bodies all 
are equal, and if the mind adverts to them as bodies, 
that advertence is complete in so far as bodiliness is 
concerned. But in addition to being bodies, some 
corporeal beings are living bodies, and some are non­
living. Of living bodies, some are plants, some are 
non-rational animals, some are human beings. All 
these things are truly represented in the mind by the 
idea body; all are equally the subjects or inferiors of 
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that idea. But the idea body, while it expresses the 
essence of all bodies (lifeless, living, vegetal, animal, 
human) completely inasmuch as it completely differ­
entiates them all from beings that are non-bodily, 
does not express completely the essence of bodies as 
distinct (essentially) among themselves. The stone, 
for example, is a body; no more. The plant is a body; 
more, it is a living body. Plant is all that stone is, in 
positive reality, and something essential in addition. 
The idea body goes the whole way, positively speak­
ing, with stone, but not with plant. The idea body 
applies to stone and to plant equally and with the 
same meaning, but it does not reach the complete 
and positive expression of the whole essence of plant. 
Nor, for that matter, does it completely express the 
essence of stone as non-living; for this negative note 
(i. e., non-living) is not expressed in the idea body 
taken simply; the idea body suggests nothing about 
the presence or the absence of life in its inferiors. In 
a word, body represents the essence of its inferiors 
(when these are viewed as distinct from one another) 
in an incomplete manner. To have a complete ex­
pression of these inferiors inasmuch as they are 
fundamentally and essentially distinct, we have need 
of two more definite ideas, each involving body as a 
common essence, and respectively adding to it, one 
positively and the other negatively, the further essen­
tial notes required for completeness. We have need of 
the ideas living body and non-living body. Then, tak­



THE IDEA OF BEING 29
ing living body which completely represents all plants, 
brutes, and men, inasmuch as these beings are marked 
off essentially from lifeless bodies, we discern the 
need of further distinguishing this idea (i. e., living 
body) to indicate the essential difference of living 
bodies among themselves. And so we distinguish in 
living bodies those that have sentiency (that is, those 
that are equipped to gain knowledge by the use of a 
sense or of senses) and those that lack it; thus living 
body or organism is distinguished as sentient organ­
ism and non-sentient organism. Animals and men 
are sentient organisms; plants are non-sentient or­
ganisms. Further, sentient organisms are essentially 
differentiated, and the idea sentient organism or ani­
mal must be distinguished as rational animal (that 
is, animal endowed with understanding and will, viz., 
man) and non-rational animal. Viewing the idea 
rational animal or man, the mind discerns that this 
idea expresses an essence in ultimate completeness; 
there are no human beings "plus"; human beings 
differ in many non-essential ways, but not in a single 
essential way.

An idea which expresses the essence of its inferiors 
incompletely is called the genus (or, more properly, 
the generic idea) of its inferiors. An idea which ex­
presses the essence of its inferiors completely is 
called the species (or, more exactly, the specific idea) 
of its inferiors. The whole group of the inferiors of 
a generic idea is called a genus; the group of inferiors 
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of a specific idea is a species. Thus the idea body, in­
asmuch as it completely defines its inferiors as dis­
tinct from beings that are non-bodily, is a species or 
specific idea; it is a species of the genus substance. 
But the same idea body, inasmuch as it incompletely 
defines its inferiors as essentially different among 
themselves, is a genus or generic idea, and is distin­
guished into the two species, living-body and non­
living body.

The chief classification of ideas as applicable to in­
feriors (or "predicable of subjects”) is that which 
distinguishes them as genera and species. This clas­
sification is both a logical (or mental) one and a real 
one; that is Jo say, the terms genus and species are 
used to signify ideas and also the realities which make 
up the extension of the ideas. As we have already no­
ticed, accuracy would indicate that we use the terms 
genus and species for the realities, and the terms 
generic idea and specific idea for the ideas in applica­
tion to their inferiors. But it is the common practice 
to use the simple terms genus and species for both 
logical and real classification. This practice is justified 
by its convenience, but we must keep clear minds, and 
make clean distinctions if we follow it. In passing, 
the student is advised to contrast our philosophical 
use of the terms genus and species with the scientific 
use of the same terms by biologists and botanists.

Each genus is "subdivided” into two species. That 
is, each genus represents that essence which two
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species have in common, and does not expressly rep­
resent the essential points by which these species 
differ, on the one hand positively, and on the other 
hand negatively. Each species becomes, in its turn, 
a genus of its own inferiors when these are viewed 
in essential distinction; this goes on until a species is 
reached which cannot be further divided into essen­
tial classifications. Thus there is a scale or "subor­
dination" of genera and species. This scale is graphi­
cally set forth in the famous Porphyrian Tree, an 
illustration made by Porphyry, a philosopher of the 
third century of the Christian era:

Substance

Non-Bodily SubstanceBodily Substance

Body 
 

Non-Living BodyLiving Body

Non-Sentient OrganismSentient Organism

Animal  
Non-Rational AnimalRational Animal

I
Man

Tom, Mary, John, Rose, etc., (individuals



32 ONTOLOGY
The trunk of the tree (which, by the way, appears 

to be growing upside down) is a line of genera or 
generic ideas: substance, body, organism, animal. The 
branches on either side of the trunk stand for species 
or specific ideas. Each genus, beginning with sub­
stance (which is the supreme genus) is distinguished 
into two species; each species is constituted by the 
genus just above it (called the proximate genus in 
each respective case) plus the specific difference. Thus 
the species living body is constituted by the proximate 
genus body, and the specific difference living (being). 
Each species becomes a genus with respect to its in­
feriors when viewed in their essential differences, un­
til a species is reached which admits no such differ­
ences among its inferiors. Each genus is proximate 
to the species into which it is immediately distin­
guished, and remote to the species further down the 
tree. Thus the genus body is proximate to the species 
living body and non-living body, but body is the re­
mote genus of animal and man. Conversely, the 
species man is referred to animal as its proximate 
genus, and to organism, body, and substance, as its 
remote genera. Man is the ultimately differentiated 
species, and cannot be a genus, for its inferiors are 
not essentially (or specifically) distinguished. We 
may classify human individuals and list them in 
groups according to talent, culture, nationality, re­
ligion, color, political preferences, and so on, but such 
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classification is never essential; it is non-essential or 
accidental.

A somewhat simpler presentation of "the subor­
dination of genera and species’’ is the following:

non-ra-
tional

SubSta»«{Sly^“’{“^vi“Srnon.se„ti«l 
’ 1 living.... | sentient . .

rational
This schema shows clearly how each species becomes 
the proximate genus of its inferiors until the last 
or ultimate species is reached; this ultimate species 
applies to (or is predicable of) inferiors which are 
not essentially (or specifically) distinguished one 
from another, for all have the same completely 
rounded essence; these inferiors are distinguished 
only as individuals, or, to use an ancient technical 
phrase, "these inferiors are not specifically, but only 
numerically, distinct.” 

d) TRANSCENDENTAL IDEAS
An idea is predicable of its inferiors because it rep­

resents in the mind (completely, if a species; incom­
pletely, if a genus) the essence which is present in 
each and every one of its inferiors. An idea (which, 
as such, is universal) thus applies in a definite field; 
it is applicable to its own inferiors, and not applicable 
to the inferiors of a different idea. Thus the idea 
body, although it is of vast extension and includes as 
inferiors all corporeal realities, has clear-cut limits 
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by which it is marked off from fields in which it does 
not apply. It is marked off from the field of non­
subsistent realities and from the field of spiritual 
substances.

A universal idea is, therefore, held within bounds. 
It has a determined field of application, a circum­
scribed group of inferiors. And there are inferiors 
of other ideas which are not in its field but in their 
own. Now, a a transcendental idea (named from the 
Latin transcendens, "climbing over,” "crossing over,” 
"soaring above”) is not thus held within bounds. It 
climbs over, or soars across, the boundaries that mark 
off the inferiors of one universal idea from thpse of 
another, and applies to all and is predicable of all 
and even to the marks that distinguish them one from 
another.

The idea being is a transcendental idea. Being 
means thing. And all that exists or can be thought 
of as existing; all that can serve to mark off or dis­
tinguish one reality from another; all that is exist- 
ible, whether finite or infinite, created or increate, 
subsistent or non-subsistent, bodily or non-bodily, liv­
ing or non-living, actual or merely possible,—all, all 
without exception, are some sort of thing. Hence 
all come under the application and predication of the 
idea being; all are inferiors of the idea being, and 
there are no inferiors of any other idea to which 
being does not apply or of which it is not predicable.
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Even the relations and distinctions that exist among 
realities are inferiors of being, for these also are 
things.

The transcendental ideas are being and its (more 
or less perfect) synonyms: thing, something, reality, 
entity, not-nothing, the one, the good, the true. That 
the first five of these ideas are practically synony­
mous with being is manifest. In a later Book and 
Chapter we shall see that the remaining three (the 
one, the good, the true} are also synonyms of being, 
and hence are truly transcendental ideas.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have laid the foundation for an 
adequate grasp of what is to follow. We have defined 
idea or concept. We have noticed that ideas as such 
are universal, that is, regarded in themselves, ideas 
are mental grasps of essences which may be found 
(or are regarded as though they might be found) in a 
plurality of things. We have learned what is meant 
by the inferiors or subjects of an idea, and have seen 
that an idea, in itself universal, may be applied to its 
inferiors (or predicated of its subjects) as universal, 
indefinite, particular, or singular. We have seen that 
the most important classification of ideas and of their 
inferiors are genera and species. We have indicated 
the meaning of the transcendental idea.
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Article 2. The Idea Being and its Inferiors

a) How Ideas Apply to Inferiors b) How Being Applies 
to its Inferiors c) Characteristics of the Idea 
Being d) Principles Involved in the Idea Being

a) HOW IDEAS APPLY TO INFERIORS

An idea is said to “apply” to its inferiors inas­
much as it is predicable of them, that is, inasmuch as 
it can be used as a predicate and affirmed of each in­
ferior as of a subject. When, for example, the mind 
grasps the truth that an animal is a sentient thing 
(that is, a being equipped to gain knowledge by the 
use of a sense or of senses), the mind affirms within 
itself, makes pronouncement within itself, to this 
effect, “An animal is sentient.” Such a pronounce­
ment is called a judgment; when a judgment is ex­
pressed in words or terms it is a proposition. In the 
example, the idea sentient (being) is used as a predi­
cate ; it is affirmed of animal as its subject or inferior. 
Thus we see what is meant by saying that an idea is 
predicable of its inferiors.

We have already seen that there are two chief 
modes or ways in which an idea applies to, or is 
predicable of, its inferiors. If the idea represents and 
expresses in the mind the essence of its inferiors as a 
complete thing, not adverting to possible essential 
distinctions and differences among the inferiors them­
selves, the idea is a specific idea (or species) and the 
inferiors constitute a specific group (or species). If, 
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however, the idea represents in the mind the essence 
of its inferiors in a more general and incomplete way 
than the specific way, the idea is a generic idea (or 
genus) and the inferiors constitute a generic group 
(or genus). Both the idea and the realities to which 
it applies are known by these terms,—i. e., respec­
tively, species and genus. And the very same terms are 
used in yet a third way: they are used to indicate the 
mode, the manner, the way> in which the idea applies 
to its inferiors. Thus the idea animal applies to its in­
feriors (brutes and men) as their genus, and we say 
that in this application the idea itself is a genus; we 
also say that the sum-total of all possible brutes and 
men constitute a genus. And now we learn that the 
manner in which the idea animal applies to all brutes 
and men is a generic mode or simply a genus.

Genus and species are, therefore, modes of predica­
tion; they indicate the ways in which ideas are ap­
plied to, or are predicable of, their respective in­
feriors. There are three other ways, in addition to 
genus and species, in which ideas apply. The five 
modes of predication are known as "The Predica­
tes.” Of the Predicates, genus and species are the 
most important, but we must glance briefly at the 
other three:

i. When an idea expresses in the mind an essence 
which is the point of essential difference or distinc­
tion among the inferiors of a genus, the idea is called 
the specific difference of its inferiors. Thus the idea 
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rational (being), predicated of man to distinguish 
him from brutes with which he has a common genus 
(viz., animal) is the specific difference of its in­
feriors, namely, of men.

2. When an idea expresses in the mind an essence 
which does not constitute the inferiors of which it is 
predicated, but which belongs to these inferiors by 
natural necessity when their constituting essence is 
complete and unhampered, it is called the property 
or the attribute of these inferiors. Thus the idea rea­
soning being (that is, being which actually has the 
use of reason) is predicable of man as his property 
or attribute. For when man’s essence is fully con­
stituted, and not hampered or thwarted in any way 
whatever, he has, of necessity, the use of reason. Man 
is not constituted by the use of reason; man is man in 
complete essence (or species) even when he is an in­
fant, or an imbecile, or unconscious, and cannot use 
reason. But when all obstacles to natural activity are 
removed,—obstacles such as immaturity, inexperi­
ence, bodily or mental defect, unconsciousness,—man 
must have the use of reason; this follows infallibly 
from his essence as man. Hence, when an idea ex­
presses in the mind what follows by natural neces­
sity from the fully constituted and unhampered 
essence of its inferiors, it is their property or attribute, 
and is so predicable of them.

3. When an idea expresses in the mind an essence 
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which does not necessarily belong to the inferiors of 
which it is predicated, but may belong to them, it is 
called the accident of its inferiors. Thus the idea 
reading being (that is, being that can read, or being 
that is actually engaged in the action of reading) is 
predicable of man (its inferior) as an accident. Mani­
festly, man may be perfectly constituted in his essence 
and perfectly equipped with properties and still be 
unable to read; certainly, he is not actually engaged 
in reading, even when he can read, at all times and 
in all places. The point, however, is that man can be 
a reading being; the thing can happen. The predicate 
reading being is not necessarily applicable to man; 
neither is it necessarily inapplicable. It means what 
may, and again may not, be verified in men as its 
inferiors. Hence, when an idea expresses in the mind 
no part of the essence which constitutes its inferiors 
in their own proper being; when it expresses no 
essential mark of distinction among inferiors; when 
it expresses no natural consequent or sequel attend­
ant upon its inferiors in their full and unhampered 
essence; when it expresses merely what may be (or 
may not be) found in its inferiors, it is the accident 
of these inferiors.*

Summing up, we say: an idea is predicable of its 
inferiors as their genus, their species, their specific 
difference, their property or attribute, or their acci­
dent. In every judgment, in every predication of the 
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mind, in every application of an idea to its inferiors, 
one of these five modes of predication will be verified 
simply or by analogy. These modes of predication 
("The Predicables") are manifestly not classes of 
things, they are merely the five modes or ways in 
which it is possible that an idea should apply to its in­
feriors.

The Predicables may be set forth and illustrated as 
follows:

1. Genus. Represents essence of inferiors incom­
pletely. "The triangle is a plane figure." "A plant is a 
bodily being." "Man is an animal."

2. Species. Represents essence of inferiors com­
pletely. "The triangle is a plane figure of three 
straight sides and three angles." "A plant is a living, 
non-sentient, bodily being." "Man is a rational ani­
mal."

3. Specific Difference. Expresses essential distinc­
tion among inferiors. Indicates points by which 
species that have a common genus are differentiated. 
"A plant is non-sentient." "Man is rational."

4. Property or Attribute. Represents what belongs 
to inferiors by natural necessity once their constitut­
ing essence is perfect and unthwarted in operation. 
"A plant is a seed-bearing organism." "Man is a 
walking and talking animal."

5. Accident. Represents what can belong to in­
feriors, although this is no part of their essence, nor
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does it follow from the fact that their essence is con­
stituted in integral perfection. “A plant is an orna­
mental thing.” “Men are interested in aeronautics.” 
“The day is rainy.”

b) HOW BEING APPLIES TO ITS INFERIORS
To begin with, there is manifestly no possibility 

of applying being to its inferiors as specific differ­
ence, property, or accident. For being is not that 
which differentiates things, but that in which all 
things are at one. Nor is being something that fol­
lows by natural necessity when an essence is per­
fectly constituted and unhampered in function; such 
essence is itself a being. Nor is being that which may 
be present to, or absent from, its inferiors; it is in­
evitably present to them.

Further, being cannot be the species of its inferiors. 
For the inferiors of being are all things, actual and 
possible, and if being were the species of these in­
feriors it would express their essence completely. In 
other words, all things would be identical in essence, 
which is manifestly not the case. If being were a 
species it would be contained within the scope of a 
genus, and there is no simpler concept than being 
which could even be imagined as such a genus.

It is left to consider whether being is the genus 
of its inferiors. We have said that in every applica­
tion of an idea to its inferiors, that is, in every predi­
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cation, one of the Predicables is verified either simply 
or by analogy. Now, as we have just seen, being is 
not, in any sense, the species, specific difference, prop­
erty, or accident of its inferiors. Is being then a 
genus ? A genus simply, no. A genus by analogy, yes.

Strictly speaking, being is not a genus. But by 
analogy, or analogously, or analogically, being is a 
genus. This statement requires explanation, and be­
fore we can understand it we must know what 
analogy is. We pause upon this point for a few para­
graphs.

Analogy is "a resemblance of relations.” It is the 
agreement or the resemblance of things in some 
points, or under some aspects, or in certain relations, 
although the things are otherwise different. An idea 
is analogous (or is used by analogy) when it applies 
to some inferiors in one sense, and to others in an­
other sense, and yet holds a common point of con­
nection or relation between these varying senses. 
What is true of the analogous idea is true also of the 
analogous term. For such a term applies to the things 
which it denotes in a manner not evenly and equally 
the same in all cases, and yet not entirely and unre- 
latedly different in any two cases. Thus the idea (and 
the term) seeing expresses, in its simple and literal 
sense, the action of beholding visible objects by look­
ing at them with bodily eyes. Yet the same idea (and 
term) applies by analogy to the act of intellectual 
understanding. One says “I see” to express the be­
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holding of a visible object. One also says "I see” 
when some puzzling matter is explained and under­
stood. Manifestly, seeing with bodily eyes and seeing 
with the mind are essentially different acts. Yet there 
is a kind of resemblance, relation, or analogy between 
these two acts; each is the laying hold of something 
by knowledge, granted the one is sentient knowledge 
and the other is intellectual knowledge. Thus the idea 
(and the term) seeing applies to its inferiors (bodily 
action of beholding, and mental action of under­
standing) in a sense not entirely the same in both 
cases, and yet not absolutely and unrelatedly differ­
ent. And this is the very definition of an idea or term 
used by analogy.

In analogy of ideas or terms, it will be regularly 
found that the idea or term will apply in one instance 
in its simple and literal meaning, and in the other in­
stances it will be used in related meanings. Now, the 
idea or term in its simple and literal meaning is called 
the primary analogue. The other instances, in which 
the idea or term applies by analogy, i. e., by related 
meaning ("resemblance of relations”), are secondary 
analogues. In the example already given, seeing in its 
simple and literal sense of bodily beholding is the pri­
mary analogue; seeing in its related sense of mentally 
understanding is the secondary analogue.

Sometimes the primary analogue is not expressed, 
but understood. Thus we may find analogy where 
an idea or a term is employed in a single application. 
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For example, one may speak of "an angry sky." The 
sky is called angry by reason of the relation it bears 
to "angry" in its simple and literal meaning, although 
this meaning is not expressed. The term "angry" is 
used only once, and yet it is apparent that it does not 
apply in this use in its simple and literal meaning. 
The primary analogue is understood, not expressed. 
Therefore we say that the phrase "an angry sky" 
is an analogy, or that the term "angry" is used by 
analogy, even though there is no expressed compari­
son or contrast of the one term in two uses.

Analogy is of two chief kinds, namely, analogy of 
proportion and analogy of attribution. When analogy 
is based upon likeness or similitude between the ana­
logues, it is called analogy of proportion. When it is 
based upon some other relation than that of likeness 
or similitude, it is called analogy of attribution.

In analogy of proportion, the analogues bear com­
parison; there is a conceivable likeness between or 
among them; there is a proportion or sharing of the 
meaning of the primary to the secondary analogues; 
the analogues may be said to "look alike." In analogy 
of attribution, the analogues do not "look alike," but 
they are aligned in some such relation as instrumen­
tality, causality, manifestation, etc., by reason of 
which the meaning of the primary analogue is at­
tributed to the secondary.

In the example "an angry sky," there is analogy 
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of proportion, for there exists a conceivable resem­
blance between the lowering, frowning face of an 
angry man and dark and threatening clouds. Simi­
larly, we discern analogy of proportion in the de­
scription of learning as "the light of the mind," for 
there is a likeness between the service rendered by 
natural light to bodily vision and by learning to the 
mind; light to the eyes and learning to the mind 
serve, each in its own way, to make action possible.

On the other hand, we find in the expression "a 
murderous weapon" an analogy of attribution. Be­
tween the quality of being murderous,—which can 
be predicated literally only of a vicious human be­
ing,—and the weapon that could be used for murder, 
there is no likeness, but a relation of instrumentality; 
that is, the weapon may serve as the instrument used 
by a murderous man, and so (by relation of instru­
mentality) it has attributed to it what is properly 
predicable of the evil man who might use it. Again, 
the expression "a healthy color" is an analogy of at­
tribution. Health which is manifested by a clear com­
plexion is here attributed to the complexion itself.

Let the student notice and identify the type of 
analogy to be found in each of the following phrases: 
"the rude, imperious surge"; "an ugly situation"; 
"the running sea"; "ghostly finger-tips of sleet"; 
"keep my memory green"; "Godless schools"; "a 
cruel edict"; "the head of the family."
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Now, we say that being applies to its inferiors as 
a genus by analogy, or as an analogical genus. This 
means that being is predicable of all things in a man­
ner that is not always evenly and equally the same, 
nor, in any two cases, unrelatedly different. All things 
are beings, but not all things are beings in the same 
measure of rank, independence, or mode. God is His 
being; a created substance has its being; an accidental 
has in-being, inasmuch as it has being by virtue of its 
inherence in something else, as heat, for example, in 
hot water. Being is predicable of God necessarily, for 
God is self-existent and cannot be non-existent. But 
being is predicable of creatures contingently for all 
creatures are contingent upon, or dependent upon, the 
Creator for their existence and indeed for their exist- 
ibility. Thus it is manifest that, while being applies 
to all things, there is a measure of difference in the 
manner in which it applies to finite as contrasted with 
infinite, to necessary as contrasted with contingent, 
to substance as contrasted with accidental. In other 
words, being applies to its inferiors in a manner that 
is not ever and always the same in all cases, and yet is 
not entirely and unrelatedly different in any two cases. 
That is to say, being applies to its inferiors by 
analogy.

Granted that being applies to its inferiors by 
analogy, we may ask why we call being a genus by 
analogy, or an analogical genus. We do so, because 
being, in its application, more closely resembles a 
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genus than any other of the Predicables. For being 
applies to its inferiors in such a way as to express an 
essence that is truly in them all, yet it does not express 
this essence completely, with all its implications; nor 
does it differentiate the really different essences to 
which it applies. In this, being "acts like a genus.” 
Still, a genus, taken strictly and simply, does not 
apply at all to the essential differences among its in­
feriors, but to the one essential point which they 
hold in common. But, as being, all points are com­
mon; being applies to its inferiors and to all reality 
about them, even to their points of essential differ­
ence, for these points are truly things or beings. Be­
ing, therefore, is somewhat like a genus and some­
what unlike a genus. We might call it, in the ordinary 
sense of the casual expression, "a sort of genus,” or 
"a genus of sorts.” In more accurate terminology, 
we call it a genus by analogy or an analogical genus.

There is here, indeed, a twofold analogy. The name 
genus is applied by analogy to being inasmuch as be­
ing in its function as a predicable idea is somewhat 
like and somewhat unlike a genus. And there is 
analogy in the actual application or predication of 
being to its inferiors, taken severally. In other words, 
there is analogy in the use of the name genus when 
applied to being; and there is analogy in the use of 
the idea and term being when applied to its inferiors.

It may now be asked: does being apply to its in­
feriors by analogy of proportion or by analogy of 
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attribution ? Most authors say that being applies to its 
inferiors by analogy of intrinsic attribution. For, in 
analogy of attribution, if the basis of the analogy 
(the relation on which it is founded) is intrinsic to 
the analogues, we have intrinsic attribution. Thus, for 
example, if we speak (somewhat ungrammatically) 
of "healthy food,” we have an analogy of attribution 
in which health, which is literally predicable of living 
bodies and notably of man, is attributed to the food 
which is the cause and support of health. Yet, while 
health is really in the healthy man (i. e,, intrinsic to 
the healthy man), it is also causally intrinsic to that 
which produces and supports health, namely, good 
food. Thus, in the expression "healthy food,” we 
have an analogy of intrinsic attribution. But when 
the basis of analogy is intrinsic to the primary ana­
logue and extrinsic to the secondary, we have analogy 
of extrinsic attribution. Thus, for example, when we 
speak of "a healthy color,” we attribute health to 
that which does not have health properly speaking, 
like a healthy man; nor does it have health causally, 
like good food; it does not have health in any sense, 
but merely manifests health, or is a sign of health, 
and is the effect of health. Thus we have here an 
analogy of extrinsic attribution. Now, while all things 
thinkable have being in a true and intrinsic sense, 
they do not have being in the same measure of equal­
ity, mode, completeness, independence. Yet in each 
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case their respective being is their own; it is some­
thing intrinsic in everything to which the idea and 
term being can apply. Hence being applies to its in­
feriors by intrinsic analogy.

But we here leave the commoner opinion, or, to be 
exact, the commoner terminology,—for the doctrine 
is not really a matter of dispute,—and declare that, 
while being applies to its inferiors by analogy, and by 
intrinsic analogy, it does not apply by attribution but 
by proportion. For, although there can be no question 
of mere physical resemblance among the inferiors of 
being, this idea connotes something truly, if incom­
pletely, identical in all inferiors. It is not that being 
is attributed to anything; for anything existible is be­
ing, granted that all beings are not equally necessary, 
equally independent, equally actual^ equally important. 
The being of a substance is its being, its own status 
with respect to existibility; the being of an accidental 
is its being, its status with respect to existibility. And 
so, even though a substance can exist itself, while 
an accidental cannot, ordinarily, exist except as the 
mark or characteristic of a substance, still being is 
referred to substance and to accidental in the same 
meaning. Therefore, although it is quite true that 
being is predicated of its inferiors by analogy, it 
seems illogical to say that it is merely attributed to 
some inferiors as secondary analogues. Rather it 
seems just to say that being applies to all inferiors by 
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an analogy of intrinsic and proper proportion. Be­
tween the analogues there is a real resemblance, a 
real and proper sharing of the meaning of being.

The essence being is found formally, or as such, in 
all inferiors of the idea being. It is found primarily 
and independently (of causes) in God alone, the First, 
the Uncaused, the Necessary Being; secondarily and 
dependently (on causes), it is found in creatures. 
Among creatures, being is found primarily in sub­
stances, and secondarily in accidentals or, as they are 
technically called, accidents. Thus, in cold water, both 
the substance water and the accident coldness are 
things or beings. But the substance has being in it­
self ; it exists itself, whereas the accident has being 
and exists, not in itself, but as the modification or 
qualification or mark of the substance. Being is in­
trinsic to both the substance and the accident, but is 
predicated of the two things by analogy inasmuch as 
their essential mode of being is not the same; the one 
has being substantially, the other accidentally.

c) CHARACTERISTICS OF THE IDEA BEING
I. The idea being is the most abstract idea. In 

Logic and Psychology we learn that the idea is 
formed by a process called abstraction (C/. Art. I, a, 
of this Chapter). By abstraction we rise from the 
sentient knowledge of individual and concrete objects 
to the concept or idea or intellectual grasp of essence 
as such. We "abstract the essence out” by prescind­
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ing from all that limits an object to concreteness 
and singularity. Now, this refining-out process has 
reached its ultimate stage when there is only one in­
divisible note remaining in the mind's grasp of es­
sence,—the note of thing, of something, of being. 
This idea is manifestly the most abstract of all ideas.

2. The idea being is the most simple idea. The term 
simple means uncompounded, non-composed, not re­
solvable into parts or notes. An idea is simple when 
it is not made up of other ideas. The idea being is 
absolutely simple; it consists of a single and in­
divisible note. The approximate synonyms of being 
(such as reality, something, etc.) are also simple, 
but they may be viewed as having certain implications 
(thus reality may suggest a being that is more than 
mental or logical; something may suggest a being 
among other beings, and so may indicate some-o ber­
thing), whereas the pure concept of being is with­
out such implications. Hence, we rightly declare that 
the idea being is the most simple of all ideas.

5. The idea being is the most common idea. That 
is common which is shared equally among a plurality. 
That is most common which is shared equally among 
all things. Now, there is nothing conceivable to which 
the idea being does not apply; it is shared unto all 
reality, to all thinkable things. All things, actual and 
possible, finite and infinite, substantial and accidental; 
all classifications and differentiations of things; all 
aspects and viewpoints and phases of things, have 
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this in common that they are things or beings. In this 
common point of being, all things meet. Therefore, 
being is the most common of ideas.

4. The idea of being is perfectly transcendental. 
This idea transcends all classes and distinctions of 
things, and applies to all. Nay, it is super-transcen­
dental, for it applies not only to all real being (that is, 
to all things existible in nature) but to non-real or 
logical being.

5. The idea being is the most indeterminate idea. 
Determinateness or exactness in delimitation is a mat­
ter of notes, of essential or individual determinants. 
A picture in its first sketchy outline is not determi­
nate; each stroke of the artist’s pencil or brush is a 
new delimitation, and, line by line, the image is limited 
or made exact until it represents only one person or 
object or scene. The more the picture is "composed,” 
the more details that are drawn in, the less it can 
represent a plurality of things, the less "common” it 
is, and the more "individual” it becomes. So, in a 
sense, is the case with ideas. The more notes in the 
comprehension of an idea, the fewer the objects of 
which it is predicable. Logicians express this truth in 
their axiom, "The more notes in the comprehension 
of an idea, the narrower is the extension of that idea; 
and the fewer notes in the comprehension of an idea, 
the wider (and the more indeterminate) is the exten­
sion of that idea.” Now, the idea being is simple; 
it consists of a single note. Hence its comprehension 
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is all-embracing; it is the most indeterminate of ideas.

6. The idea being is the first idea. It is first in the 
order of intellectual knowledge (called the logical 
order) for nothing can be thought of except as a 
thing or a being. It is first in the order of time (called 
the chronological order) for in coming to know any­
thing we must first conceive it as a thing or being. 
This does not mean that infants advert reflexly to 
their idea of being as the first idea they have formed; 
as a matter of fact, they do not. It means that the 
idea being is implicitly present in every idea formed 
by any human individual from the very first move­
ment of intellect.

7. The idea being is the intellectual signature of 
the image of God. On this point Mr. Eric Gill has a 
significant word to say in his Beauty Looks After 
Herself (p. 75) : “What places him (man) as lord 
of creation is not his cleverness or ingenuity, not his 
power of ratiocination, not even his perseverance or 
his courage. His claim to superiority is based solely 
on his power of contemplation; he alone of all terres­
trial creatures is able to recognize being. . .

d) PRINCIPLES INVOLVED IN THE IDEA BEING
By the term principle we mean, in this present in­

stance, a basic and guiding truth which becomes self- 
evident when we study the idea being. As the idea 
being is the first and the fundamental idea, so the 
principles, or intellectual truths, involved in this idea 
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are the first and the fundamental guides of the mind, 
and they are the solid basis of all human certitude. 
These principles are self-evident; they are axiomatic. 
Like the axioms of geometry, they are so manifest 
that it seems silly to stress them; yet, like the axioms 
of geometry, they must be noticed and stressed before 
any progress can be made in the science to which 
they refer. And the science to which the principles 
involved in the idea being refer is the science of phi­
losophy, the science which embraces all human knowl­
edge in its deepest roots. These principles are called 
immediate principles or principles immediately evi­
dent, since there is no need, and indeed no possibility, 
of a medium (i. e., another idea, thought, or princi­
ple) through which one might gain evidence for 
their truth; they are §eZ/-evident.

i. The Principle of Contradiction.-r-The term con­
tradiction means complete and perfect opposition. Be­
tween black and white we have opposition, but it is 
not complete, since there are many things of which 
color is predicable which are neither black nor white; 
the two opposed ideas (and terms) do not exhaust 
the possibilities. Therefore, since contradiction is 
complete and perfect opposition, we know that the 
opposition between the ideas and terms black and 
white is not contradiction. It is contrariety; the ideas 
and terms are contraries, but not contradictories. The 
contradictory of black is not-black. Everything think­
able of which color is predicable is either black or it 
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is not-black. The ideas (and terms) perfectly ex­
haust the possibilities. We say that the ideas (and 
terms) black and not-black are contradictories, or 
that they express a contradiction. Since the contra­
dictories are perfectly opposed, they block each other 
out; thus a thing that is entirely black cannot be also 
entirely white. Now, when we look at the idea being 
we are really forced to consider it against a back­
ground ; we contrast it with not-being or nothingness. 
Thus we see being contrasted with its contradictory. 
And the mind understands at once that being and 
not-being block each each other out, and also exhaust 
the possibilities. Inasmuch as the ideas being and not- 
being block each other out, we understand that "be­
ing is not and cannot be not-being,0 or that "being 
cannot be and not-be at the same time and in the 
same sense.” This is the Principle of Contradiction. 
It is usually expressed in this formula: "A thing 
cannot be existent and non-existent at the same time 
and in the same way.”

2. The Principle of Excluded Middle.—Since be­
ing and not-being are contradictories, they not only 
block each other out (as expressed in the Principle of 
Contradiction), but they exhaust the possibilities. 
Nothing is thinkable which is neither being nor not- 
being. There is, in a word, no middle ground, no no- 
man’s-land, between these opposed ideas. That is what 
is meant by the phrase "excluded middle.” The 
Principle of Excluded Middle may be expressed thus: 



56 ONTOLOGY
“A thing either is or it is not; it is either a being or 
it is not-being; between being and not-being there is 
no middle ground.”

5. The Principle of Identity.—Since there is no 
middle ground between being and not-being, it is at 
once apparent that what has being is itself and noth­
ing else. A thing that has being is identical with it­
self ; it is what it is. This self-evident truth derives, 
like the other principles here noticed, from the very 
idea of being.

4. The Principle of Difference.—This principle is 
the complement of the foregoing Principle of Iden­
tity. For, manifestly, if a thing is what it is, it is not 
what it is not; it differs from, or is distinct from, all 
things other than itself. The Principle of Identity 
says, "A thing is what it is.” The Principle of Differ­
ence adds, "And it is nothing else; it is distinct from 
all else.” Often these two principles are combined, and 
are called The Principle of Identity and Difference. 
The Principle of Difference is also called The Princi­
ple of Distinction.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have discussed the application or 
predication of ideas; and we have discerned the 
modes (called The Predicables) in which an idea may 
be predicated of its inferiors or subjects. We have 
listed the Predicables (Genus, Species, Specific Dif­
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ference, Property or Attribute, and Accident) and 
have found that the idea being soars above this clas­
sification and is therefore a transcendental idea or con­
cept. In application to inferiors, the idea being is 
likened to a genus, but is not simply and literally a 
genus; it is a genus by analogy or an analogical 
genus. We have made a study of analogy, and have 
found that being applies to inferiors by analogy of 
intrinsic and proper proportion, and not merely by 
an analogy of attribution. We have studied the most 
notable characteristics of the idea being, and have 
found that it is the most abstract, the most common, 
the most simple, the most transcendental, the most 
indeterminate of ideas; that it is the first idea in the 
order of thought (the logical order) and in the order 
of time (the chronological order). We have dis­
covered and stated the self-evident first principles 
involved in the idea being, viz., The Principle of Con­
tradiction, The Principle of Excluded Middle, The 
Principle of Identity, The Principle of Difference or 
Distinction.



CHAPTER II

PRIMARY DETERMINATIONS OF
BEING

In the last Chapter we learned the meaning of the idea 
of being; here we are to study the thing itself. Being is not 
classified as of different kinds, for, as we have seen, it is 
transcendental and soars above such classification. Still, 
there are various phases of being which, for want of a better 
word, we may call determinations. This Chapter studies the 
following determinations of being: Being as real and as ra­
tional or logical; being as actuality and as potentiality; be­
ing as essence and as existence. The Chapter is divided into 
three Articles, as follows:

Article i. Real Being and Logical Being
Article 2. Actuality and Potentiality
Article 3. Essence and Existence

Article 1. Real Being and Logical Being

a) Real Being b) Logical Being

a) real being
Real being (called ens reale) takes its name from 

the Latin res (adjective form, realis) which means 
"thing" or "reality." Now, as we have seen, a reality 
is not only something that actually exists; it is any­
thing that can exist in nature, independently of the 
created mind. We say "independently of the created 
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mind/’ because all things existible in nature depend 
upon the Divine Mind for their existence and even 
for their existibility. So a reality is anything that can 
exist without dependency upon the mind of man or 
of angel or of devil. For our purpose, it will be 
sufficient to consider reality or real being as anything 
that can exist, without depending for its existence 
upon the mind of man. For real being is capable of 
existence in rerum natura, as philosophers say; that 
is, it is capable of having existence "in the nature of 
things,” and not as a form, or projection, or mode- 
of-grasp in the human mind.

The objects which we see and feel around us are 
real beings; so are all substances and accidents that 
actually exist in the universe. Even merely possible 
things, however fantastic,—such as a mountain of 
gold or a tree a mile high,—are real beings. For, 
though these things are not actual (i. e., are not ex­
istent) and probably never will be, they could exist; 
and if they did exist, their existence would be as in­
dependent of man’s mind as the hills and trees that 
we behold around us here and now. They would ex­
ist in rerum natura. And everything existible in rerum 
natura is a real being.

b) LOGICAL BEING
Logical being (called ens logicum or ens rationis) 

is such being as depends for existence on the created 
mind, or, as we may say at once,—limiting our view 
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to man and this world,—logical being depends upon 
the mind of man. The name logical is derived from 
the Greek logos which, among many analogous mean­
ings, signifies “thought” and “mind.” Thus whatever 
has reference to the mind or to thought-processes is 
called logical, in the fundamental sense of that term.

Logical beings depend upon the human mind for 
their existence. Now, which beings are, as a fact, 
thus dependent? They are the following:

i. Things that cannot have real existence, but 
which the mind thinks of as though they were exist­
ent or existible realities. For the mind, to think at 
all, must think of any knowable object as a some­
thing. Thus, for example, the mind thinks of noth­
ingness, of vacancy, of vacuity, of blindness, of 
darkness, of death, as though these things had exist­
ence of their own, whereas, as a fact, they have not; 
for they do not consist in the presence or existence of 
reality, but in its absence or non-existence. Try to 
define any of these things, and you will find that you 
are forced to formulate the definition in terms of 
something opposite and non-existent. Death and 
darkness may seem to the practical mind to be definite 
and positive realities; but they have not a real con­
stituting essence of their own; they consist in the 
absence, the non-existence, of life and of light. So 
nothingness is not the existence or existibility of any­
thing ; it is the absence of everything. So with vacuum 
and vacancy; these things are defined in terms of
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their opposites, that is, they are defined as the ab­
sence or non-existence of their opposites. So with 
blindness, which is the non-existence of the power to 
see. The only objective existence which such things 
as these may have is found in the fact that they are 
objectively known. In other words, these things de­
pend for such objectivity as they may possess upon 
the knowing mind. They are therefore rightly called 
logical entities or logical beings (entia logica or entia 
rationis).

2. Things which have neither an objective exist­
ence (or existibility) in the extramental world, nor 
any proper objectivity even in the mind, but which 
the mind, by a kind of convenient fiction, regards as 
knowable objects. Such a thing, for example, is "a 
square circle.” Here the mind merely adverts to two 
incompatible essences that are not and cannot be com­
pounded in one or represented in one idea, and holds 
them side by side, so to speak, in a close and combin­
ing view. For "a square circle” is not conceivably 
existent or existible, nor is it conceivable as the defi­
nite absence of an essence as in the case of nothing­
ness, blindness, or darkness. It is merely the mind’s 
view of two opposed essences seen in conjunction 
(but not in compound) and fictitiously regarded as 
though they constituted one knowable object. In other 
words, the only being possessed by such a thing as "a 
square circle” is the logical being conferred on it by 
the mind.
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3. The relations which the mind recognizes among 

its ideas. These relations are not things in rerum na­
ture1, but things in the mind> and things which depend 
upon the mind for being recognized or known. How­
ever just and valid such relations may be, however 
true a justification or "foundation" for them may ex­
ist in nature, they cannot have existence independ­
ently of the mind. We have, for example, certain 
modes in which the mind understands its ideas as 
predicable of one another. Thus the idea animal is 
seen by the mind to be predicable of the idea rational 
animal as its genus; and, conversely, the idea rational 
animal is seen by the mind to stand related to the 
idea animal as one of its species. Now this relation is 
essentially a thing for the mind’s grasp. It is not a 
thing existible apart from the mind. Therefore, it is 
properly said to be a logical being.

4. Ideas themselves (and judgments and reason­
ings), considered as entities or beings, and not in 
their real meaning with reference to extramental real­
ity. Ideas do represent reality, but the idea itself is the 
product of the mind’s activity. So with judgments 
and reasonings. However true, however valid, how­
ever representative of reality which does not depend 
on the mind, these mental forms and acts do depend - 
on the mind which elicits or exercises them; for with­
out a mind in which, and by function of which, these 
things exist, they cannot have existence at all. There­
fore, they are logical beings, notwithstanding the 
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fact that their representative value is frequently real, 
that is, that many of them do represent what is ac­
tually existible in rerum natura.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

This very short article has given us knowledge of 
important "classes" or determinations of being. We 
have learned what is meant by real being; we have 
seen that this is anything existible in rerum natura; 
that is, anything that exists or can exist in nature 
without dependency for its existence upon the human 
mind. We have learned the meaning of logical being, 
that is, of being which does depend for its existence 
upon the human mind. We have listed four types of 
logical beings.

Article 2. Actuality and Potentiality

a) Explanation of Terms b) Classification of Actuality 
and Potentiality c) Possibility d) Becoming or Change

a) EXPLANATION OF TERMS

A real being is, as we have seen, one that can exist 
independently of the created mind. Now, a real being 
that exists is actual; it has actuality; it is called ens 
in actu, that is, "a being in actuality."

A real thing that can exist is, in so far, potential; 
it has potentiality; it is called ens in potentia, that is, 
"a being in potentiality."

An existing being is actually what it is; potentially, 
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however, it is what it may become. A baby is actually 
a baby; potentially, it is an adult. Cold water is actu­
ally cold; potentially, it is hot. A seed is actually a 
seed; potentially, it is a plant. Hydrogen and oxygen 
are actually hydrogen and oxygen; potentially they 
are water.

Therefore, an actual creature (i. e., an existing, 
finite, real being) is never pure actuality. It has 
within it an element of the potential. It is not merely 
that which is; it bears a real relation to that which 
has been, and involves the possibility or even the fore­
cast of that which is to be and that which may be. 
For this reason, every actual creature is said to be 
compounded or composed of actuality and potential­
ity. It is whzt it is; and that is its actuality. It may 
become something other than it is, in accidental or in 
substance; and that is its potentiality.

b) CLASSIFICATION OF ACTUALITY
AND POTENTIALITY

z i. Actuality—(a) A creature, that is, a finite real 
being, is always composed of actuality and potenti­
ality. It is therefore a mixed actuality. Now, a pure 
actuality, an actuality wholly unmixed with potenti­
ality, must be an infinite being, possessing the fulness 
of all perfection in boundless degree, so that to lose 

.anything or to gain anything, or to undergo any proc­
ess of change, is entirely impossible. Pure actuality
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or actus purus is, therefore, the very definition of 
God.

(b) A first actuality, or actus primus> does not 
presuppose another actuality in the order to which 
itself belongs. A secondary actuality, or actus se- 
cunduSj does presuppose such a prior actuality. Thus, 
actual activity,—such, for instance, as vital activity 
in a man,—is an actuality; but it is not a first actual­
ity, for it presupposes the actually existing human 
essence equipped for such activity. The man is capa­
ble of vital action in the second place, after his essence 
has been constituted in the first place. Now, the hu­
man essence is formally constituted by the union of 
the actuating and active principle called the soul, with 
the organic body. Thus the human essence,—with its 
connatural activities,—is there in the second place 
after the soul has actuated the organism in the first 
place. The soul is the first actuality and the operating 
essence is the secondary actuality in this particular 
series of actualities. This fact, by the way, explains 
Aristotle’s definition of the soul as the "first act (or 
actuality) of the physical organic body.” We learn, 
in passing, that the terms first actuality and secondary 
actuality are not absolute, but relative; they are ap­
plied in certain series of actualities. Manifestly, if we 
were to speak absolutely, God is the first actuality, 
and the only one; for all other actualities presuppose 
the existence of the Infinite First Cause. But we have
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indicated this fact in our definition, for we said that 
a first actuality presupposes no other in the order to 
which it belongs itself.—Philosophers use these terms 
first actuality and secondary actuality (or first act and 
second act) very frequently. We say, for example, 
that a baby is rational,—i. e., has understanding and 
free will,—in first act or in actu primo. After a few 
years, when the baby has acquired sufficient experi­
ence for the powers of understanding and will to be 
exercised consciously and reflexly, we say that it has 
come to the use of reason, and, in its actual opera­
tions of mind and will, it is now rational in second 
act or in actu secundo. The basic power of reasoning 
and willing,—though yet inoperative,—is rationality 
in first act; the actual exercise of this power is ration­
ality in second act.

(c) We make a distinction between the actuality 
of essence (called actua essendi or actus essentiae) 
and the actuality of existence (called actus existendi 
or actus exiftentiae). The actuality of essence is that 
actuality by which a thing is constituted as a specific 
kind of thing. The actuality of existence is that actu­
ality by which a definite essence is constituted as a 
thing which is here. Limiting our view to creatures, 
the act of existence,—or the actuality of existence,— 
is that actuality whereby an essence is not merely 
producible, but produced; not only causable, but 
caused; not only existible, but existent.
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2. Potentiality—(a) Every existing or actual crea­

ture is subject to such agencies and forces as will 
make it different from what it now is. In other words, 
the potentiality or capability of becoming something 
else,—whether in essence or in non-essentials,—rgx 
sides in it subjectively. This defines what we mean by 
subjeciwe'^teniiality. That water, which is now ac­
tually cold, may become hot, is a potentiality resident 
in the water; it is subjective potentiality. That water 
may be presently changed substantially into hydrogen 
and oxygen is also a potentiality resident in the water 
as in its subject; more precisely, the potentiality in 
question resides in the prime matter which is the basic 
material constituent of water, which has here and 
now the substantial form of water, but which may 
undergo,—and hence is subject to,—the substantial 
change which will drive off the substantial form of 
water and, in the same instantaneous process, bring in 
the substantial forms of hydrogen and oxygen. The 
student will recall here a truth mentioned in many 
parts of philosophy, but which has its full explana­
tion in Cosmology, namely, that the production of 
bodily substances (after their first creation) is always 
a process of substantial change, and that the gaining 
of a new substantial form is the losing of the old sub­
stantial form. This truth is expressed in the familiar 
axiom, generatio unius est corruptio alterius, "the 
generation (substantial production) of one bodily 
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substance is the corruption (substantial reduction) of 
another/’ The truth also holds conversely, corruptio 
unius est generatio alterius. We repeat, subjective 
potentiality is the capability or capacity resident in an 
existing creature (as in its subject) of becoming 
something other than it now is, whether in essence or 
in non-essentials.—Objective potentiality, on the 
other hand, is the possibility of a thing’s coming into 
existence. We may, somewhat illogically, define ob­
jective potentiality as the "capacity of a non-existent 
thing to receive existence.” Let us contrast the two 
types of potentiality discussed in this paragraph. The 
acorn is potentially an oak. This is subjective po­
tentiality; it resides in the acorn as in a subject. But 
we may consider the oak itself (i. e., objectively) 
without reference to the acorn or any other thing, 
and view it merely as a reality which is not yet ex­
istent but which can be existent. In this view, the 
potentiality of the not-yet-existent oak is objective 
potentiality. The oak does not exist, but it can exist, 
and in this fact,—without considering the subject in 
which the capability of producing the oak is situate,— 
we discern its objective potentiality. In a word: sub­
jective potentiality is a capacity in an existing thing; 
objective potentiality is the capacity for existence in a 
non-existent thing. Objective potentiality is neither 
more nor less than pure possibility (called also meta­
physical, absolute, or objective possibility) of which 
we shall speak in another part of the present Article.
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Subjective potentiality is more than pure possibility; 
it is, so to speak, the surety or promise of that which, 
in the natural course of events, is not merely capable 
of existing, but which is going to exist or may readily 
exist.

(&) Active potentiality is a form of subjective po­
tentiality, and consists in the capacity or capability of 
an existing thing to act, to do something. Passive po­
tentiality is a form of subjective potentiality, and 
consists in the capacity or capability of an existing 
thing to be acted upon, to receive something. The 
power to walk or to digest food is an active potenti­
ality or active power. The power to be shaped into 
this figure or that (as in a lump of wax, for example) 
is a passive potentiality.—In its perfect form, active 
potentiality is not properly called potentiality at all. 
For in this form, the perfect form, it is identified 
with the perfect essence which is God, and God is 
actus purus, or pure actuality, having no slightest ad­
mixture of potentiality in His infinite being. God’s 
activity in creating, governing, concurring, and pro­
viding, by which His creatures have their being and 
their operations; His activity whereby the eternal 
processes of Generation and Procession take place 
within the Godhead, in no wise involves any change 
in God Himself. We rightly refer to God’s power to 
do all things as His omnipotence or His almightiness; 
we do not rightly refer to it as a potentiality. For this 
almighty power does not reside in God as in its sub­
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ject; it is not, therefore, a subjective potentiality. 
This almighty power is one with God, identical with 
the divine essence itself; it is not something that God 
has; it is one with what God is; and God is Pure 
Actuality, excluding every slightest imperfection or 
potentiality. It will be understood, then, that when we 
speak of active potentiality; and define it as the power 
to do something or to act, and ascribe this power to a 
being as the subject in which it resides, we are speak­
ing of creatures only and of the capacities of crea­
tures.

(c) Active potentiality is usually understood by 
philosophers as a power or capability for taking hold 
of something and changing it. The digestive power 
of man, for example, lays hold of food and trans­
forms it substantially into flesh and bone and tissue. 
The active powers which do not involve a change in 
the reality upon which they work, are usually called 
operative instead of active. Thus the power of rea­
soning, of thinking, or even of walking, is more prop­
erly called operative than active. It will be noticed in 
a moment that the term operative embraces not only 
active powers or potentialities, but certain passive 
potentialities as well.—Passive potentiality may be 
purely passive, as in the case of the block of marble 
which receives the form given it by the sculptor. Or 
passive potentiality may be receptive and re-active as 
in the case of the sense of sight which receives the 
impression of a visible object and reacts to the stimu-
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lus of this impression and actively sees the object. 
This sort of passive potentiality is really passive, for 
the senses do receive their objects; they do not act 
upon them and change them as the digestive power 
acts upon and (substantially) changes food, or as the 
sculptor acts upon and (accidentally) changes the 
marble block. But this potentiality is not passive in a 
dead and inert manner; it is re-active. And we call it 
operative. Thus we find that the term operative po­
tentiality or operative power includes those active 
powers which act upon their objects without changing 
them, and those passive potentialities which re-act to 
their objects and actively receive them,

(d) An active or a passive potentiality is called 
natural when it does not exceed the powers which be­
long to a reality when constituted in its own essential 
perfection. Thus the capacity for digesting food, 
walking, sensing, and growing larger, are natural po­
tentialities in a young boy or girl. A potentiality (ac­
tive or passive) is supernatural when it is a capacity 
bestowed, in excess of the requirements or capabilities 
of a created essence itself, by Almighty God. The 
term supernatural potentiality is usually restricted to 
the capacity of God’s rational creatures (men and 
angels) to receive,—under divine "enlargement" of 
their powers,—the gifts and graces whereby God is 
served, men’s hearts are won, or the Eternal Vision is 
enjoyed. Thus man’s capacity to receive grace is not 
from his own nature; his nature, as such, is incapable
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of receiving grace and has no essential claim to it; by­
God’s gift, by His "enlarging of nature” man is ca­
pable of receiving the supernatural gift of grace. So, 
similarly, man is capable of receiving the gift of 
prophecy, or the gift of tongues, or the power to work 
miracles, or the Light of Glory for beholding God 
in heaven. In the case of bodily creatures less than 
men, the potentiality to re-act to God’s commands in 
a way that exceeds the normal capacities of their na­
ture, is usually called obediential, to signify the fact 
that all creatures must obey their God, even in things 
that exceed their natural powers. Thus the potenti­
ality of Aaron’s rod to become a living serpent when 
thrown before the throne of Pharao was obediential 
potentiality, as was the potentiality of the barren fig­
tree to wither instantly at the word of @ur Lord.

There are certain axioms which derive immediately 
from the ideas of actuality and potentiality. @f these 
we mention but a few that are more frequently quoted 
in philosophical treatises and discussions:

j. "Inasmuch as a thing is actual, it is perfect; inas­
much as it is constituted in potentiality it is imper­
fect.” Unumquodque secundum quod est actu est 
perfectum, secundum quod est in potentia est imper- 
fectum. In other words, "actuality” and "potential­
ity” are synonyms respectively for "perfection” and 
"imperfection.” For the potentiality of a thing is a 
capacity unrealized, unactualized, and hence it in­
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volves a lack of perfection,—and the word perfection 
suggests a "thorough making” and a fulfillment,— 
which is given by actuality.

2, "Potentiality cannot actualize itself; it is actual­
ized by something actual.” Potentia ut sic per se ad 
actum reduci nequit; reducitur ab alio principio in 
actu. That which is constituted in the state of potenti­
ality, and is in so far imperfect, cannot give to itself 
what it does not possess, that is, actuality. Actuality 
must be conferred by a capable agency existing and 
functioning to actualize the potentiality in question.

5. "Absolutely speaking, actuality is prior to po­
tentiality; but in a creature potentiality is prior to 
actuality.” Absolute prior est actus potentia; in ente 
autem mutabili prior est potentia actu. To illustrate: 
a cause must exist before it can produce its effect; it 
must be actual before it can actualize the objective 
potentiality of the effect. But no created cause exists 
which is not itself an effect, and hence, though now 
existing and actual, it came to actuality by the actual­
ization of its own objective potentiality. Thus, the 
chain of creatures runs necessarily back to the abso­
lute First Cause, the actus purus, and in this, abso­
lutely speaking, we find the basic actuality, prior to 
all potentiality. But a creature must have potentiality 
before it can act or receive action, and here we find 
potentiality prior to actuality.

4. "Whatever is moved, is moved by something 
pther than itself.” Quidquid movetur, ab alio move- 
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tur. Whatever is moved is, in so far, actualized; it is 
carried from a state of potentiality to actuality. And 
we have seen that potentiality cannot actualize itself. 
Movement does not mean local motion only; it means 
this, of course, but it means any transit from poten­
tiality to actuality.

c) POSSIBILITY

Possibility is a word derived from the Latin possi- 
bilitas, which in turn is from the verb posse "to be 
able." Possibility, therefore, by reason of its etymol­
ogy, is that whereby a thing "is able" to exist. The 
clearest definition of possibility views the term nega­
tively, and declares that possibility is the absence or 
non-existence of self-contradiction in the very concept 
or thought of a thing. If you analyze the concept or 
thought of a thing, and find that its elements are not in 
conflict,—if these elements do not contradict one an- 
other and refuse to be compounded,—then the thing is 
intrinsically possible. Thus the mountain of smooth 
glass which the hero in the fairy-tale had to climb in 
order to liberate the enchanted princess, is intrinsically 
possible. No such mountain exists on earth, and it is 
not likely that it ever will exist; but the point is that it 
could exist; there is no conflict or contradiction in the 
the very thought of its existing. But a "square circle" 
is a conflict in itself; the elements of "square circle" 
are found to be contradictory, mutually cancelling 
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each other, and hence the “square circle” cannot be 
thought of as an existing thing. Therefore, it is not 
intrinsically possible; on the contrary, it is intrinsi­
cally impossible. Intrinsic possibility and intrinsic 
impossibility are sometimes designated by the adjec­
tives absolute, metaphysical, objective, as well as by 
the adjective intrinsic.

Anything intrinsically possible can, of course, 
be brought into existence by the boundless power 
of God. Things intrinsically impossible cannot be 
brought into existence at all. And this is not saying, 
as many thoughtless persons seem to think, that the 
infinite power of God is not really infinite after all, 
and that there are some things that God’s power 
cannot compass. For intrinsically impossible things 
are not true things or realities at all; they are logical 
beings or logical entities (entia logica or entia ra- 
tionis). We call them “things” by a sort of extension 
or figure of speech, for we have no adequate simple 
term for them. An intrinsically impossible thing,— 
such, for instance, as a “square circle,”—inevitably 
cancels itself and turns to nothing when we try to 
conceive it in terms of reality. Thus, “a square circle” 
is neither more nor less than a circle which is not a 
circle. In other words it is nothing at all. If you were 
to draw the picture of circle on a blackboard, and then 
carefully erase the drawing, you would not pose an 
unanswerable question by pointing to the vacancy and 
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saying, “Can God make that?” For the obvious an­
swer is, “Can God make what? There is nothing 
there.”

Anything, then, that is conceivable as a reality, 
anything that is thinkable as existing, whether as a 
fact it exists or not, is intrinsically possible; in other 
words, it has objective potentiality. Now, an intrinsi­
cally possible thing is said to be also extrinsically pos- 
sible when there is a cause capable of conferring 
actual existence upon it. Therefore, every intrinsically 
possible thing is also extrinsically possible inasmuch 
as there exists an Almighty First Cause which can 
effect or produce it. But if we limit our view to the 
power of creatures,—to their active and operative 
potentialities,—we find that creatures (which are sec­
ondary causes) are not able to effect or produce every 
intrinsically_jpQ,ssible thing. For many things which 
involve no self-contradiction are yet beyond the 
power of created causes (i. e., secondary causes) to 
produce. We say of such things that, while they are 
intrinsically possible, and also extrinsically possible to 
the primary cause (God), they are extrinsically im­
possible to the limited power of natural or secondary 
causes. Thus the glass mountain of the fairy-tale is a 
thinkable thing; it is intrinsically possible; it is also 
extrinsically possible to God; but it could not be pro­
duced by the natures or physes that we have available 
in this world, and so we say that it is physically im­
possible. To vary the language a bit, it is metaphysi- 
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ossible (i. e., intrinsically), but physically^im­

possible; it is absolutely possible, but relatively (i. e., 
in relation to the power of created natures) impossi­
ble; it is objectively possible (i. e., as an existible 
object or reality), but subjectively (i. e., with refer­
ence to the subjective potentiality of creatures) im­
possible. Whatever is within the scope of natural 
powers (secondary causes) to effect is physically pos­
sible; whatever lies beyond this scope is physically 
impossible. It is physically possible for a man to mas­
ter the works of St. Thomas Aquinas in many years ; 
it is physically impossible for a man to master these 
works in a day. It is physically possible for a strong 
man to climb the Matterhorn; it is physically impos­
sible for a baby to perform the same feat. It is physi­
cally possible for a sick man to show sudden and 
unexpected strength; it is physically impossible for a 
dead man to come back to earthly life. Whenever the 
power of God intervenes to produce an effect that is 
physically (but not metaphysically or intrinsically) 
impossible, we have a miracle. A miracle may be de­
fined as a wondrous event, outside the ordinary course** 
of nature, produced by Almighty God directly or 
through the instrumentality of creatures.

We have said that intrinsic possibility is absolute 
possibility. The term absolute is from the Latin ab~ 
solutus which means "loosed from; freed from." A 
thing absolutely possible is freed or loosed from any 
restricting considerations, such as "possible to un~ 
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aided nature ” or ‘‘possible in a certain way or under 
certain conditions ” Absolute or intrinsic possibility 
is the possibility of a thingy considered in itself and 
not in special relations. Now, there is another view of 
possibility (extrinsic possibility, of course) which 
does see it in special relations, that is, in relation to 
the capacity of certain causes. This sort of possibility 
is not absolute, but relative. Physical possibility is 
one form of relative possibility; it is possibility in re­
lation to, or relative to, the natures or physes of crea­
tures. There is yet another form of relative possibility 
which views possibility in relation to, or relatively 
to, the effort or care which is expended in normal 
human conduct. This type of relative possibility is 
called moral possibility. The term moral does not sug­
gest, in this present use, the issues of good and bad, 
right and wrong. The word is derived from the Latin 
mos (stem, mor-) which means characteristic human 
action or conduct. Thus the term moral here suggests 
merely what lies within the scope of normal human 
action. A thing is morally possible when,—being first 
intrinsically possible and also physically so,—it falls 
within the power of man when acting in a normal and 
characteristic way. Therefore, a thing which is physi­
cally possible is also morally so when a man can effect 
it without going beyond the normal human mode of 
action; in other words, a thing is morally possible 
when it can be effected by man without very great 
difficulty or the expenditure of very great exertion. 
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Thus it is physically possible for a man to walk three 
miles to Mass on Sunday, and also morally so. It is 
physically possible for a strong man to walk ten miles 
to Mass, but it is morally impossible. It is physically 
possible for an unskilled climber to scale a difficult 
mountain-peak, but it is morally impossible. It is 
physically possible for a speaker to enunciate every 
word of a lengthy oration with perfect intonation, 
stress, and correctness of emphasis, but it is morally 
impossible. It is physically possible for a motorist to 
observe every least traffic regulation for a full year 
together, but it is morally impossible. It is physically 
possible for a man to make a long and expensive 
journey for the purpose of gaining some unimportant 
bits of information, but it is morally impossible. In 
a word, that is morally impossible which is done with 
very great difficulty, or which involves outlay of 
effort or expense greater than ordinary human pru­
dence would deem justified in the circumstances.

It is manifest that before a thing can be relatively 
possible, it must first be absolutely possible. Further, 
it is clear that before a thing can be morally possible, 
it must first be physically possible. Thus all possibility 
rests upon the ultimate basis of absolute or intrinsic 
possibility. We have now to inquire into the root­
principle of intrinsic possibility itself.

All philosophers agree that intrinsic possibility 
means the absence of conflict or contradiction in the 
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very concept or idea of a thing. But we have a ques­
tion to answer which goes beyond this point of com­
mon agreement, and asks how it comes about that our 
ideas or concepts of intrinsically possible things are, 
as a fact, without conflict, while our ideas of intrin­
sically impossible things are self-contradictory. In 
other words, what, we ask, is the root-principle of 
intrinsic possibility ?

1. Some theorists have held that the basic princi­
ple of intrinsic possibility is the actual existence of 
things. That things exist, they say, is proof positive 
that they can exist. Now, it is self-evidently true that 
actual existence is a proof of possible existence; the 
fact that a thing is is indubitable evidence that it 
can be. This is expressed in the ancient axiom, ab esse 
ad posse valet consecutio. But this truth does not con­
stitute an answer to the question here proposed. We 
wish to know the ultimate principle of intrinsic pos­
sibility ; we wish to know how it happens that intrinsi­
cally possible things are, as a fact, possible. We are 
not answered by the assertion that some possible 
things do exist and therefore can exist. The existence 
of a thing is proof of its possibility, but it is not an 
ultimate explanation of its possibility. We therefore 
reject the theory of actual existence as the root­
principle of intrinsic possibility. We find that this 
theory misses the issue entirely; it does not explain 
what it purports to explain.

2. Other philosophers have taught that the ideas or
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concepts of things in the human mind constitute the 
ultimate principle of intrinsic possibility. The fact, 
they say, that we can think of a thing as existing is 
the principle of its existibility, that is, of its intrinsic 
possibility. But this theory would make the human 
mind the creator of its objects, which is not the case. 
Things in nature exist independently of the human 
mind; hence they have their existibility (or possibil­
ity) independently of that mind. We therefore reject 
the theory here proposed.

5. William of Ockham (1290-1347) declared that 
intrinsic possibility finds its ultimate principle or root 
in the power of God. But this doctrine would limit 
the divine and infinite power. Things intrinsically im­
possible would then be so only because God would 
lack power to effect them, which, as we have seen, 
cannot be the case. God’s power is indeed the ultimate 
principle of the extrinsic possibility of existible 
things, but not of their intrinsic possibility.

4, Rene Descartes (1596-1650) taught that in­
trinsic possibility depends ultimately upon God’s free 
will; things are possible because God chooses that 
they shall be so. But this doctrine would destroy the 
objective value of knowledge and render all human 
science impossible. For if it cannot be known that es­
sences are constant, that they are necessarily and 
changelessly the same, our knowledge of essences 
(i. e., our ideas) must be transitory, unreliable, sub­
ject to change without notice. If, for example, the 
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essence man or the essence circle (that is, the meta­
physical essence, the things which these essences 
mean) could be changed by divine choice to an impos­
sibility, our knowledge of what man means, or what 
circle means, would be no true knowledge at all. And, 
unless God in the supposed choice were to annihilate 
existing men, we should be faced with the absurdity 
of beholding utterly impossible human beings walk­
ing about; we should find the non-existible existing, 
and the impossible an actual fact. Were the free 
choice of the divine will to render actual essences im­
possible, we should find all our present knowledge of 
these things falsified, our sciences involving them fu­
tile and erroneous. Psychology, physiology, anatomy, 
hygiene, and all sciences which in any way touch the 
human essence would be rendered meaningless in the 
event that God should freely choose to make the es­
sence man impossible. And should the divine choice 
make the essence circle impossible, geometry would 
go by the board. We are forced to reject the theory 
that the root-principle of intrinsic possibility is the 
free choice of God. God’s choice does determine 
which creatures shall exist, not which shall be pos­
sible.

5. To find the true principle of intrinsic possibility 
we must look to the divine mind, the divine intellect, 
the divine knowledge. We have learned that intrinsic 
possibility consists in the "thinkableness’’ of things. 
To borrow an analogy from secondary causes, we



PRIMARY DETERMINATIONS 83 

know that the architect must first think of the build­
ing in project; he must know it as existible; he must 
conceive it as a reality; else he cannot even begin to 
draw his plans. The sculptor must first know the 
image he is to produce, or he cannot even begin to 
produce it. The dressmaker must first know the gar­
ment she is about to make, or she cannot even begin 
to make it. In other words, before a thing is possible 
to one who can produce it, it must be thought of and 
known; it must exist in knowledge before it can exist 
in fact. Therefore, before anything is intrinsically 
possible, it must be known as existible in the mind of 
the First Infinite Cause. For this reason we say that 
the true principle of intrinsic possibility is the divine 
intellect. Now since God’s knowledge is one with His 
intellect, and His intellect is one with the divine es­
sence itself, we say that the essence of God is the 
radical principle of intrinsic possibility, though the 
divine intellect is the formal principle of this possi­
bility.—We must pause upon this doctrine for a brief 
space. God knows all things possible; He knows all 
things existible; He knows these things in His own 
divine essence, since His essence is one with His 
knowledge and His knowledge one with His essence. 
God knows all things possible and knows His power 
of choosing which of them He shall bring to actual 
existence. As the creating cause, the First Cause, God 
thus knows all things perfectly before they exist in 
fact, before any of them exist, before any scrap or 
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shred of them or any “materials” for their making 
exist in fact. Now with creatures (secondary causes, 
since God is the sole primary cause or First Cause) 
the case is much different; indeed, the case is oppo­
site. God, in His own essence, knows all possible 
things before any of them exist. Creatural causes, if 
they be rational (that is, if they be men or angels) 
must also know what is possible to their action before 
this exists; but creatures do not know what is possible 
to them in their own essence, nor eternally; creatures 
have learned what is producible from other things 
which actually exist. God does not learn; He knows 
perfectly, eternally, in His own essence. Rational 
creatures learn, they acquire knowledge, and it is al­
ways in the light of this acquired knowledge that they 
project future possibilities and plan things not yet 
existent. Hence, while the knowledge of a creature 
may reach forward into the realms of possibility, it 
also reaches backward and finds its support and 
foundation in the realm of things which actually ex­
ist. Even in projecting something new,—as the archi­
tect may envision new types of building, the sculptor 
news styles of artistic expression, the dressmaker new 
fashions,—the knowledge of a creature ever views 
the new in terms of the old; the new thing in project 
is a reshaping, recombining, rearranging of elements 
known from actual experience. Creatural activity can 
never bestow complete existence by a creative act, for 
creation is possible to God alone. The milliner may 
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call her newest hat "a creation,” but it is really a re­
arrangement of things already created. Creatures can 
know things only from other things which exist; the 
elements which enter into the projected production 
must exist before they are known, for they must be 
learned. But with the First Cause all existibles, all 
things possible, must be perfectly known,—and not 
merely in their elements,—before they exist. Thus 
we see that all things possible depend essentially upon 
the divine intellect which perfectly knows them as 
possible, and fundamentally they depend upon the 
divine essence itself.

d) BECOMING OR CHANGE
We have learned that a finite thing is what it is, and 

is in so far actual; but it came into being, and it in­
volves the possibility of becoming something other 
than it is, in substance or in accidentals; indeed it is 
in constant process of becoming something else; and 
in so far it is potential. Thus the study of actuality 
and potentiality necessarily involves the topic of be­
coming or change.

A finite actuality is, as we have seen, never pure 
actuality; it is mixed with potentiality; it is a mixed 
actuality or actus mixtus, as philosophers say. Indeed, 
it is just to declare that it is composed of actuality 
and potentiality. Therefore, a finite actuality is not 
merely actual being; it is also actual and potential 
becoming.
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So manifest is the fact of becoming or of change 

in the world about us, that certain philosophers, imi­
tating the ancient Heraclitus and Protagoras (6 and 
5 centuries b. c.), have declared that the very essence 
of things is change: "Nothing is, they say, all is be­
coming/' But this doctrine is not only destructive of 
objective truth; it is self-contradictory. If all consists 
in change, it is pertinent to ask what it is that con­
tinually changes. Baffled by this question, certain 
other philosophers veered completely about and de­
nied the existence of becoming or change, saying that 
this is mere illusion: "All is” they declare, "nothing 
becomes ” Such was the doctrine of Parmenides (6 
century b. c.) and many a muddled philosopher fol­
lowed him in teaching it. But the doctrine is wholly 
inadmissible. It makes nonsense of human knowl­
edge, and it suggests that everything impart and par­
cel of Pure Actuality (that is, of God) and thus 
breeds pantheism, the most absurd of all false philos­
ophies. The truth of course is that the world of finite 
actualities is also a world of potentialities; actual be­
ing exists and so does actual and potential becoming.

Now, becoming is a process of change. And change 
may be defined as a movement or transit from one 
state of being to another; it is a transition from po­
tentiality to actuality.

There are four types of change, three of which are 
accidental and one substantial. These types are: 
change of place or local change; change in amount 
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quantity or quantitative change; change in quality or 
qualitative change; change in substance or substantial 
change. The movement of a body from one place to 
another, or the movement of a part of a body with 
respect to other parts, is local change. The movement 
or transition of a body from smaller to larger, from 
larger to smaller, or the increasing or diminishing of 
the number or amount of elements or parts, is quan­
titative change. The change or movement from one 
quality to another, from hot to cold, from sweet to 
sour, from light-colored to dark-colored, from ig­
norance to knowledge, from virtue to vice, from joy 
to greater joy, is qualitative change. It will be no­
ticed that qualitative change is not limited (as local 
change and quantitative change) to bodily things, but 
extends to the mental, the volitional, the spiritual. 
These three types of change are accidental since they 
affect a substance without affecting its nature or es­
sence in a radical way; they modify, they qualify, 
they characterize a substance without transforming it 
into another substance.

The fourth type of change is substantial change. 
It consists in the transition of a bodily thing (since 
spirits cannot be substantially changed) from one 
substantial state to another. The change of a living 
body to a dead body; the change of lifeless food into 
living blood and tissue and bone and sinew; the 
change of oxygen and hydrogen into water and of 
water into these two elements; the change of coal 
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into ashes and smoke—all these are examples of sub­
stantial change.

Now, every change involves five things: (r) A 
thing to be changed whether substantial^ or acci­
dentally. This is called the term from which (or the 
terminus a quo) the change moves or takes its begin­
ning. (2) A thing resulting from the change, and this 
is the term to which (or the terminus ad quern) the 
change moves and in which it finds its completion or 
fulfillment. (5) An actual transition or movement 
(called the transitus) in which the change essentially 
or formally consists. (4) A substantial support for 
the change, and this remains unchanged in the process. 
(5) An agent or mover or motor-force which effects 
the transition. The first three requirements of change 
are self-evidently necessary to it, and we need not 
pause to comment upon them. But a word must be 
said about the other two.

We assert that every change requires a substantial 
*support, a subject which remains itself unchanged. In 
accidental change, this support or subject is the sub­
stance affected by the change. When water is changed 
from cold to hot, the water itself is the subject and 
the support of the change-process. When a quart of 
water is increased to a gallon by the simple process of 
pouring more water into the container, the water it­
self is the subject which undergoes the change in 
quantity. When a soul is changed from the state of 
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sin to the state of grace, the spiritual substance of the 
soul underlies the change. Notice that in all these 
changes, the substance which undergoes or underlies 
the change is itself unchanged. Water remains water 
while it passes from cold to hot, from a quart to a 
gallon; the soul remains the same soul, the same sub­
stance, while it passes from sin to grace. There is no 
difficulty in understanding the necessity of a sub­
stantial support (itself unchanged) for accidental 
change. But we must notice the fact that there is an 
equal necessity for a substantial support (itself un­
changed) for substantial change.

If you change coal, for example, into ashes and 
smoke, you do not annihilate the coal and create the 
ashes and smoke, There is not, in this process of 
change, a complete breaking off of one actuality and 
a complete producing of other actualities. No, there 
must be something which underlies and supports the 
change, something which remains itself unchanged; 
and this something must be substantial, as is manifest 
from the nature of the case. We call this substantial 
something by the name prime matter or materia 
prima.

Prime matter is the underlying substantial substrate 
of all bodies. It is not a definite kind of matter; it has 
no kinds of its own, no actuality of its own, no ex­
istence of its own or by itself; it is pure potentiality. 
Every body is bodily, and its bodiliness is due to its 
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prime matter. Every existing body is an actual body 
of a definite essential kind (lifeless, living, mineral, 
vegetal, animal, human), and all its actualness, and 
all its definiteness of specific kind, are due to the fact 
that prime matter is actualized in this essential and 
definite kind of being by another substantial reality 
called substantial form. Prime matter and substantial 
form are the ultimate substantial elements of any ex­
isting body. These are two substantial co-principles. 
Prime matter cannot exist by itself; and, unless it be 
spiritual (as in the case of the human soul, for ex­
ample) substantial form cannot exist by itself. But 
the two come together to produce one complete and 
specific kind of actual bodily substance. Prime matter 
and substantial form are substantial; they are sub­
stances ; but they are incomplete substances. They are 
complementary, one to the other, and from their 
union results, in each individual body, the actuality 
which we recognize as this existing, substantial bodily 
reality.

Every existing body is, therefore, a compound of 
prime matter and substantial form. And when sub­
stantial change occurs,—as, for example, in the 
change from coal to ashes and smoke,—this is due to 
the fact that one substantial form gives way to an­
other or to others, the prime matter remaining the 
same as the support or subject of the substantial 
change. It is not within our present province to dis­
cuss the ultimate constitution of bodies; this study
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belongs to the department of philosophy known as 
Cosmology. But we must notice the fact that bodies 
are composed of prime matter and substantial form, 
in order to grasp the full meaning of substantial 
change. And out of this fact, which we have very 
briefly explained, emerge two inevitable conclusions, 
namely, (z) The coming in of one substantial form 
is the driving out of another substantial form. There 
is no interval during which no substantial form holds 
prime matter in being; for prime matter is incapable 
of existence by itself. There is an ancient axiom which 
expresses this truth: generatio unius est corruptio 
alterius, "the generation (i. e., the substantial produc­
tion) of one thing is the corruption (i. e., the sub­
stantial reduction or removal) of another.” The 
axiom holds also in the converse: corruptio unius est 
generatio alterius. The generation of water is the cor­
ruption of hydrogen and oxygen; the generation of 
hydrogen and oxygen is the corruption of water. (<?) 
Substantial change (i. e., generation and corruption) 
is instantaneous change; it is not progressive, succes­
sive, or gradual. When, for example, each tiny particle 
of coal is changed to ashes and smoke, a line is 
crossed, an immeasurable instant is passed, and the 
change has taken place. Up to that line, that instant, 
the substance was coal; beyond it, the substance is 
ashes and smoke. The instant itself is immeasurable. 
Similarly, in the substantial change called death, there 
is an immeasurable instant before which the living
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body is alive, after which it is dead, and the line itself 
is not to be reckoned in terms of duration; it is a 
measureless instant.

In passing, it is well to notice that creation is not 
substantial change, but complete and entire produc­
tion. To create is to produce a thing in its entirety, 
there being no materials of any sort out of which the 
created thing is made. Therefore, the created object, 
the creature directly made by the creative act, is not 
changed from one substantial state to another. The 
"term from which" is lacking; there is no original 
substantial state from which the creature is drawn by 
the creative act. In like manner, annihilation is not a 
substantial change. Annihilation means the complete 
reduction of a reality to nothingness. Hence there is 
no substantial state to which change is made (i. e., no 
"term to which"), and the annihilated creature is not 
changed but totally destroyed. Creation is an opera­
tion requiring infinite power, and therefore is pos­
sible to God alone. Annihilation is the withdrawal of 
the creating and conserving power, and hence can be 
exercised only by the infinite being which has that 
power to withdraw. Creation accounts for the first 
production of bodily substances; thereafter, their 
origin is found in substantial change, i. e., in genera­
tion. Annihilation is within the absolute power of 
God, but does not occur, because it is not in harmony 
with the ordinated power of God, that is, with God’s 
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power as seen in its infinite identity with His other 
perfections, such as His goodness, mercy, wisdom, 
justice.

We must now consider the final requirement of 
change, viz., the need of an agent, a motor-force, a 
mover> under the action of which the change is 
brought about. Change is movement, and nothing 
moves itself; a mover other than the thing moved is 
required. We have already seen the truth of this in 
our study of the principle Quid quid movetur ab alio 
movetur, "Whatever is moved is moved by something 
other than itself." And in all activity of finite things, 
the verb to move is properly employed in the passive 
voice. We say, in casual speech, that an engine moves, 
or a stream moves, or a man moves, but, in each in­
stance, the exact expression is "is moved" rather than 
"moves." Self-movement, strictly understood, is a 
contradiction in terms and in thought. It involves the 
notion of a motionless thing giving itself motion, that 
is, giving to itself what it does not possess to give. 
Finite realities have activities, but these come from 
their capacities, and the capacities come in last analysis 
from the Creator. No creature moves itself from 
nothingness into existence. And, given existence, it 
operates by powers which belong to a nature which 
the creature did not give to itself, did not construct, 
and does not maintain in existence. A creature, that 
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is, a limited agent or actor, is moved into existence, 
preserved in existence, dowered with powers for act­
ing in a certain way; and all this happens by the action 
of existing causes (other than the creature affected by 
them), and ultimately by the infinite creator, the Actus 
Purus, the First Mover Himself Unmoved.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have learned the meaning of 
actuality and potentiality, and have defined the varie­
ties, pure actuality, mixed actuality; first actuality, 
secondary actuality; actuality of essence, actuality of 
existence; subjective potentiality, objective potential­
ity; active and passive potentiality; natural, super­
natural, and obediential potentiality. We have set 
down certain axioms which derive immediately from 
the ideas of actuality and potentiality. We have 
studied the question of possibility, and have found 
that possibility is absolute and relative; and that rela­
tive possibility is either physical or moral. We have 
discussed various opinions about the root-principle of 
absolute or intrinsic possibility, and have concluded 
that this principle is, formally, the divine intellect, 
and, fundamentally, the divine essence. We have in­
vestigated the topic of becoming or change, defining 
it, indicating its types, and explaining its require­
ments.
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Article z. Essence and Existence

a) Essence b) Existence c) Distinction Between 
Essence and Existence

a) essence
The essence of a thing is that which makes the 

thing what it is, constitutes it in basic reality, es­
tablishes it as a definitely specific kind of thing. If a 
reality is composed of distinct constituent parts, the 
enumeration of these parts defines the physical essence 
of the reality. Thus, "body and rational soul" defines 
the physical essence of man. If we consider an essence 
in the fundamental realities which explain it to the 
understanding mind, the enumeration of these reali­
ties or real aspects of the essence defines the meta­
physical essence. Thus, "animality and rationality" 
defines the metaphysical essence of man, and we say 
man is "a rational animal." In the metaphysical 
definition (which expresses the metaphysical essence) 
of man, we view the essence as the sum-total of 
"notes" or component ideas which enter into the con­
cept or complete idea man; we do not view the es­
sence as the sum of physical parts which constitute 
any individual man in rerum natura. Man’s body and 
soul are his constituent physical parts; these are parts 
which make up any individual man in rerum natura; 
the parts are distinct and even separable, and indeed 
they are separated when a man dies. But the "notes" 
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of the idea man (i. e., being, subsistent, bodily, living, 
sentient, rational,—the first five of which are summed 
up as animal) are not physical parts; they are meta­
physical parts, or, as they are generally called, meta­
physical grades. They are distinct notes but they are 
in no wise separable parts. They express realities in 
man, and are no mere mental figments or groundless 
views of diverse aspects of man; but they are not 
separable realities in the human essence. These notes 
baffle mere physical division, partition, or separation; 
as parts of the essence man they are metaphysical. 
They express the essence man in a more completely 
abstract way than does the physical definition of this 
essence.

We have seen in another place that essences are 
marked by necessity and changelessness. If, for ex­
ample, the essence man is truly expressed in the physi­
cal definition, “Man is a creature composed of body 
and soul,” or, metaphysically, in the definition, “Man 
is a rational animal,” it is manifest that, to be man, a 
being must consist of these elements. This explains 
what is meant by saying that essences are necessary. 
And what is necessarily so is changelessly so, eternally 
so, indivisibly so. For a man to be a man, he must have 
the essence man, invariably, always, completely. For a 
circle to be a circle, it must have the essence circle, 
changelessly, eternally, entirely. Otherwise these be­
ings are not man and circle at all. Hence we justly 
declare that the characteristics of essences, considered 
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in the abstract, are these four: necessity, changeless­
ness, eternity, indivisibility. And when we come to 
know an essence, when we grasp it in concept or idea, 
we have laid hold of something necessary, changeless, 
eternal, indivisible. When, for example, I know what 
circle means, I can define its essence, and my definition 
expresses what it must be to be circle at all; the defini­
tion expresses not only what a circle now is or hap­
pens to be, but what a circle is, has ever been, must 
ever changelessly remain, without division or break 
in its essential unity.

There have been philosophers who taught that es­
sences are not knowable, that our knowledge of things 
cannot go beyond some grasp of externals, that our 
ideas are only mental names applied to things or 
mental forms turned out by the mind without refer­
ence to fundamental reality. So the Nominalists and 
the Conceptualists have taught. We cannot accept 
Nominalism or Conceptualism. For, omitting the ar­
gument,—which might well be forcibly elaborated,— 
that the Nominalists and Conceptualists assume an 
essential knowledge of the mind in their attempt to 
prove that it cannot have essential knowledge of any­
thing, we present positive evidence for the fact that 
we can and do know the real essences of many things. 
Not of all, indeed, but of many. Life inevitably makes 
us aware of the real relation of cause and effect; we 
cannot help noticing how certain properties and activi­
ties stand related to realities as effects to their causes.
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Now, when we know proper effects, we know some­
thing essential about the causes whence these effects 
proceed. When, for example, we notice that a plant 
grows, that an animal is sentient, that a man can rea­
son and exercise acts of choice, we know something 
about the real essence of plant, of animal, and of man. 
The growth of a plant,—a constant and proper phe­
nomenon,—tells us something about the real essence 
of the plant: it is a thing which grows. Similarly, the 
proper activities of animal and of man tell us much 
about the real essences which exercise these activities. 
Properties are so many indicators or indexes of es­
sences. As a thing is, it must act, for its proper activity 
is rooted in its being. When we know all there is to 
know about the proper activity of a reality, we know 
all there is to know about the essence of that reality. 
All men define realities and recognize essential dis­
tinctions among them. Now, a definition is the expres­
sion of the real essence of a reality, and essential 
distinctions involve knowledge of the essences dis­
tinguished. Our ideas truly represent essences, and 
the Nominalist and Conceptualist theories fall before 
the unanswerable actuality of experience and the 
nature of human reasoning. A full discussion of the 
trans-subjective value of our ideas is found in that 
part of philosophy which is called Criteriology.

b) EXISTENCE
Existence is that which actualizes an essence and 
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sets it outside its causes as a thing produced. Of 
course, we speak here of the existence of finite or 
creatural things. The infinite essence of God involves, 
and is identified with, all perfections in boundless de­
gree. Hence the essence of God involves the perfection 
of infinite existence. God is self-existent; He is es­
sentially existent; He is ipsum esse subsistens, "sub­
sistent (hence, existent) Being itself.” But creatures 
are caused beings; they are produced; their existence 
is bestowed on them and received by them; they are 
not identical with their existence. It is very easy to see 
that there is a clear mental or logical distinction be­
tween that which exists (essence) and that whereby 
it exists (existence). We must now take up the ques­
tion of this distinction to discover whether it is more 
than a logical one, to find whether it is, in fact, a real 
distinction.

c) DISTINCTION BETWEEN

ESSENCE AND EXISTENCE
For centuries there has been a notable controversy 

among scholastic philosophers about the nature of the 
distinction between the essence and the existence of 
a finite reality. The question is not concerned with 
metaphysical essences. All, of course, recognize the 
fact that if a man, for instance, is to exist at all he 
must exist as a rational animal; this metaphysical 
essence ("animality plus rationality”) is manifestly 
not really identified with actual existence; it is a re­



100 ONTOLOGY
quirement for the existence^)f such an essence, but it 
is an abstract essence, viewed in itself or as such by 
the mind. The question is concerned with the actual 
physical essence and the actual existence of an exist­
ing creature. It inquires, for example, whether there 
is a real distinction or only a logical distinction be­
tween the actual, existing physical essence (body-and- 
soul composite) of John Jones who stands here 
before us, and the actual existence of John Jones. Are 
the actual essence and the actual existence of this man 
two distinct realities, or are they only two aspects of 
the one reality?

Some philosophers say that the distinction in ques­
tion is logical and not real. They say that the essence 
and the existence of an actual creature are only two 
aspects of one thing. They willingly admit that there 
is ground and basis for this mental or logical distinc­
tion, inasmuch as an essence can be thought of with­
out its existing, and the aspects of essence and ex­
istence in an actual creature are real enough as aspects 
or views. And therefore these philosophers declare 
that, while there is only a logical or mental distinc­
tion between the essence and the existence of an actual 
creature, this distinction is grounded in reality. To 
put the doctrine in technical terms, they say that the 
distinction is a distinction of reason with a basis in 
reality, or, in the well known Latin phrase, distinctio 
rationis cum fundamento in re. This distinction is 
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sometimes referred to as a virtual distinction. (Cf. 
Book Second, Chap. I, Art. i, d.)

Opposed to the doctrine of mental distinction only 
stand the majority of scholastic philosophers, declar­
ing that the distinction in question is a real one. Now, 
a real distinction is a distinction as between thing and 
thing; it is not merely a distinction between different 
aspects of one thing. It is not here asserted that the 
essence and the existence of a creature are separate or 
separable things; it is not suggested that an essence 
can be actual without existing, or that the existence 
of a creature can have its being apart from the crea­
ture which exists. For it is manifest that existence 
is the actualization and the actuality of an essence; 
it sets the essence among actual things. What the 
present doctrine maintains is that, in a creature, es­
sence and existence are two realities which constitute 
the creature in its being; that essence and existence 
are two real principles which, independently of the 
created mind, combine, as really distinct things, to 
make the creature an existing essence.

We might spend much time upon this question, 
weighing argument against argument, and setting 
points against rebuttals, but it will suffice to say that 
the weight of authority and of cogent reasoning ap­
pears to be on the side of those who assert the real 
distinction. By way of support for this statement we 
may set down a few brief notes.
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1. There is a real distinction between two things 

when one of them is not included or comprised in the 
complete concept of the other. Now, the concept of 
the essence of a creature can be quite complete with­
out involving the notion of that creature’s actual 
existence.

2. Creatures are contingent; they have no intrinsic 
necessity for existence; they are brought into exist­
ence ; existence is conferred on them by the action of 
their producing causes. Now, if existence be identified 
with essence in a creature, then there is a necessary 
connection between these two principles. But this is 
contrary to our whole idea of contingency in crea­
tures.

5. Substantial creatures are a) matter, b) form, 
or c) a composite of matter and form. Prime matter 
is pure potentiality; it is indeed an essence, though in­
complete, but it cannot have existence by itself. A 
material substantial form is likewise an essence, 
though incomplete; but it cannot have existence by 
itself. A non-material substantial form (the human 
soul) can exist completely, yet it is incomplete specifi­
cally or essentially. The composite of matter and 
form (that is, a complete actual bodily essence) can­
not be identified with its own existence, since it is a 
compound of parts which are not, respectively, identi­
fied with their own existence.

4. There is a real distinction between what a thing 
is in its basic constitution and that which it partici-
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pates or shares. Now, existence is rightly said to be 
shared to creatures; creatures have existence, not as 
their basic constitution in whole or in part, but as 
something which they participate, something shared 
unto them.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have learned the meaning of es­
sence and existence. We have distinguished physical 
essence and metaphysical essence. We have shown that 
the characteristics of essence, considered in the ab­
stract, are necessity, changelessness, eternity, indivisi­
bility, We have shown that knowledge of real essences 
is possible to man, and that the doctrines which deny 
this truth, notably Nominalism and Conceptualism, 
are inadmissible. We have briefly set forth the terms 
of the ancient controversy about the nature of the 
distinction between the essence and the existence of 
an existing creature, and we have favored the doctrine 
which asserts a real distinction, and not merely a 
logical distinction, between creatural essence and ex­
istence.





BOOK SECOND

PROPERTIES OF BEING

This Book discusses those aspects of being which are 
called its transcendental properties or attributes, and studies 
all their implications. Further, the Book investigates the 
characteristics or properties of being, which, while not 
strictly transcendental, are nevertheless most general or 
universal. These matters are studied in two Chapters, as 
follows :

Chapter I. The Transcendental Properties of Being
Chapter II. The Most General Properties of Being





CHAPTER I

THE TRANSCENDENTAL PROPERTIES 
OF BEING

This Chapter studies three aspects or phases of being. 
These are not something different from being itself; they 
are not something new or additional which we must join 
to the concept of being. On the contrary, they are entirely 
coextensive with being and identical with it. But these as­
pects or phases of being are of great help to our inquiring 
minds when we come to study all the implications of the con­
cept of being: they serve us as distinct points of approach to 
that study. For want of a better term we call these phases 
or aspects of being by the name properties or attributes, and, 
since they are identified with being itself, which is a tran­
scendental concept, we call these properties transcendental 
properties or transcendental attributes of being. Such attri­
butes are three, viz., unity or oneness, truth or trueness, and 
goodness. We shall study the three transcendental properties 
of being in three Articles:

Article I. The Unity or Oneness of Being
Article 2. The Truth or Trueness of Being
Article z. The Goodness of Being

Article i. The Unity or Oneness of Being

a) Meaning of Unity b) Classification of Unity c) In­
dividuality and Individuation d) Identity and Distinction

107
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a) MEANING OF UNITY

When we speak of the unity or oneness of being 
we do not mean that all things are really one and that 
there is no real variety or multiplicity in the world. 
There have been, and indeed are, philosophers to pro­
pound this strange doctrine. We call these teachers 
imonists, and their doctrine monism; the terms are 
derived from the Greek monos which means "one 
only,” "single,” "alone.”

Monism has several varieties, although it is a 
doctrine which denies real variety. First, there is ma­
terialistic monism which ignores or denies everything 
but the bodily universe, and holds that things in this 
material world are no more different in their essences 
than biscuits from the same lump of dough or drops 
from the same sea. Then there is pantheistic monism 
which denies the existence of everything but God, 
and, in one way or another, identifies the world with 
God. A notable form of pantheistic monism is ideal­
istic monism which denies the existence of the world 
as we experience it, and makes the universe a series 
or scheme of images in an Absolute Mind, that is, in 
God.

When we speak of the oneness of being we mean 
nothing monistic, nothing materialistic, pantheistic, 
or idealistic. We have already seen that all things are 
one only in the idea or concept of being and, even 
there, this oneness is not specific or generic but ana­
logical. In reality as it exists outside our minds there 
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is not being but there are beings; not thing, but things.

By the unity or oneness of being (that is, by the 
transcendental unity of being) we mean that for a 
reality to exist or to be existible it must be that reality, 
that one thing, unbroken, undivided, unmultiplied or 
unrepeated.

Unity or oneness means undividedness and unre- 
peatedness. A thing is one, or has unity, inasmuch as 
it is itself, undivided into parts, and unrepeated as a 
plurality or multiplication or repetition of itself. To 
say that a reality has unity, therefore, is simply to 
say that the reality is itself, that it is this thing, that 
it is this one thing and no other. It is not suggested 
that a reality cannot be divided into parts if it has 
parts; it is only asserted that, as a fact, it is not 
divided into parts. Further, it is asserted that a unit 
(a reality which is one) is not at once itself and a 
repetition or multiplication of itself; it is not at once 
singular and plural. In passing, we must notice here 
that this self-evident doctrine which is derived im­
mediately from the concept of being, and which is but 
a new way of expressing that concept, does not deny 
the possibility of a multiplied presence of one and the 
same unmultiplied reality. By a power greater than 
that which lies at the command of created natures, one 
single reality remaining that one single reality, may 
conceivably be present in more than one place. Thus 
the five loaves and two fishes which, at the command 
of Christ, fed a multitude of thousands, remained the 
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five loaves and the two fishes; the Lord did not create 
new supplies of bread and fishes; He multiplied the 
presence of the original five and two, and each of 
these served at the same moment as the food of many. 
Similarly, Christ is one Christ; He is not multiplied 
into repetitions or multiplications of Himself; this is 
manifestly a metaphysical impossibility. But His 
presence is multiplied in the Blessed Sacrament, so 
that the same Christ is truly and literally present in 
every consecrated Host and in every part thereof, 
though there be millions of consecrated Hosts exist­
ing at the same moment in the tabernacles throughout 
the world or within the bosoms of thousands who 
have just received Holy Communion.

Some realities cannot be divided into parts because 
they are not made up of parts. Such realities are 
called simple, in the original Latin sense of that term 
which means "uncomposed," "not compounded," "not 
made up of parts," and hence "indivisible." Such a 
reality is, for example, the human soul; it cannot be 
divided into parts because it has no parts. But the 
unity of a reality does not depend upon its being a 
simple reality; a reality, a being, has unity whether 
it be simple or compounded. The unity of a reality 
consists in its being undivided and unrepeated; such 
unity consists in actual undividedness, not in indi­
visibility.

All bodily realities are made up of parts; they 
are not simple but composed or compounded. Some 
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writers like to call a bodily reality "a manifold” 
whether they are speaking of one body, such as an 
apple, or of the whole material world as one world. 
Such realities, such manifolds, may indeed be divided 
into their parts, but not into parts which shall also be 
their complete original selves. Each part, after di­
vision has been made, is one thing; it has unity as an 
independent reality; but each part is not the original 
undivided whole. An apple is one apple, but the pieces 
into which an apple is cut are not each one apple, and 
even if each part were an apple, it would not be the 
one identical apple which was first divided. Neither 
the separate pieces of the apple nor their aggregate 
or sum constitutes the one, complete, unbroken reality 
with which the experiment started. The aggregate of 
pieces is one aggregate; each piece is one piece and 
has its unity as such; but the apple is no longer the 
precise, unbroken, entire reality that it was at the out­
set. To begin with, there was an apple; now there are 
pieces of apple. To begin with, there was a thing; 
now there are things. An apple had being and unity; 
now pieces of apple have, severally, their respective 
being and unity.

A reality cannot even be thought of except as itself, 
as that thing, as that one thing, whether it be simple 
or compound, whether it be spirit or sand-dune, 
whether it be a blade of grass or a grassy plain, 
whether it be a drop of water or the mighty ocean, 
whether it be the infinitesimal heart of an atom or the 



112 ONTOLOGY
whole bodily universe. Whatever can be thought of 
as existing (i. e., any being) is necessarily thought of 
as one; it is necessarily one; whatever is existent or 
existible has unity. The very idea or concept of being 
makes this fact imperative and makes it evident. This 
sort of unity is called transcendental unity.

The classic definition of unity is indivisio ent is, that 
is, "the undividedness of a thing in its being.” A 
reality has unity inasmuch as it has undividedness and 
unrepeatedness in itself. Now, what is undivided in 
itself is, in this multiple world, immediately recog­
nized as contrasted with other things, each of which 
is, in itself, undivided. Thus the immediate conse­
quence of undividedness in a reality is its dividedness, 
or its being marked off as distinct, from everything 
else. Therefore, the definition of unity is properly 
rounded out by a phrase which indicates the distinc­
tion of a thing from other things, and we say that 
unity is the undividedness of a reality as such or in 
itself, and its dividedness or distinction from all that 
is not itself. The point is crisply expressed in the 
familiar Latin formula, unum est id quod est in- 
divisum in se, divisum a quolibet alio.

Before taking up the classifications of unity, we 
must say a brief word about unicity or uniqueness. A 
thing has unicity, or is unique, when it is the only 
thing of its kind. Modern casual speech often em­
ploys the term "unique” in the sense of "unusual,” 
"strange,” "remarkable,” or "notably fine.” But,
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while we would be foolish to quarrel with a usage long 
established, we must notice that the original and 
philosophical sense of the term "unique" is quite dif­
ferent from the casual and colloquial sense. Unique 
means the only thing of its kind*. God is unique as well 
as one. But true uniqueness is almost unknown among 
earthly creatures. Every man is one, he has unity, but 
there are multitudes of men, each of whom is identi­
cal in kind with all other men; hence each human 
being is one, but he is not unique; he has unity, but 
not unicity.

b) CLASSIFICATION OF UNITY
We distinguish I. Transcendental Unity and II. 

Quantitative Unity. Further, we classify transcen­
dental unity as i. Concrete Unity, 2. Abstract Unity, 
3. Essential Unity, 4. Non-essential Unity. Certain 
minor distinctions of these classes must also be made.

I. Transcendental Unity is the unity of a being as 
such. Every reality, every existent and existible sub­
stance or accident, every possible object of thought 
or fancy, is itself, is that thing, is that one thing and 
no other. Whatever exists, exists in the oneness of its 
being; whatever is existible, can come into existence 
only as that one thing. Thus we see that the unity of 
reality transcends the boundaries of genera and 
species, of classes and kinds; not this or that sort of 
being only, but any being, every conceivable being, has 
its unity. Even as the idea being soars over the limits
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and boundaries of kinds and classifications, so unity 
(which is the synonym of being) soars over these 
limitations and applies to all reality. Rightly, there­
fore, do we name this unity transcendental. We say 
that transcendental unity is a property or attribute of 
being, because a property or attribute is that which 
belongs to a reality by natural necessity, and unity 
belongs by natural necessity to every being as such. 
Yet the terms attribute and property are used here by 
analogy, and not in strict and literal meaning. For 
transcendental unity not only belongs to every being; 
it is identical with the very concept of being. Inas­
much as a thing has being, inasmuch as it is itself, it 
is one, it has unity. The concept of being and the 
concept of transcendental unity are truly identical. 
Hence we see the justice of the axiom, omne ens est 
unum; ens et unum convertuntur, that is, “Every 
reality has unity; being and oneness are synonymous 
and interchangeable terms.”

Transcendental unity is concrete or abstract, es­
sential or non-essential.

1. Concrete unity is the unity of a thing (existent 
or existible) apart from the consideration of the 
mind. If, for example, a blue horse is to exist, it is 
to exist concretely in nature as an individual reality, 
and not merely as a mental concept. It will exist as an 
individual thing, not as a universal species or genus. 
Things which actually do exist,—whether simple or
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compound, finite or infinite, spiritual or material,— 
exist as determinate things, and not as mental ab­
stractions. In a word, each existing thing "in nature” 
has its own concreteness, its own individuality, its 
own singular or numerical or real or concrete unity. 
Concrete unity is the unity of an existent or existible 
thing as such, not the unity of a thing as conceived 
by the mind, or classified or predicated by the mind.

2. Abstract unity is the unity of a thing as conceived 
by the mind. The reality man, as grasped by the mind, 
has unity; it is one understood essence. Yet there are 
many men in nature outside the mind, each with his 
own individual and concrete unity. Tom, Dick, Harry, 
Mary, Jane, and Rose are concretely or individually 
distinct beings, each with its own proper concrete 
unity; but they are one essential kind of thing. Thus 
they are of one species (that is, they are inferiors of 
one specific idea or concept),'and it is this essential 
kind that is represented by the mind’s grasp of the 
essence man. Therefore, while human beings are, in 
nature, distinct beings, and one is not the other, all 
human beings are one in the mind’s abstract concept 
of man, of the human essence. Human beings in 
nature are concretely or individually distinct, and each 
of them has concrete unity; conceptually or abstractly, 
all human beings are one; all are inferiors of the one 
idea; all are abstractly represented in the single idea 
man. The mind, as we have seen, conceives reality in
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universal, but reality is existible only in individual. 
The unity of a thing as grasped by the mind (i. e., 
abstract unity) is the undividedness and unrepeated- 
ness of the idea itself and as such; the real essence 
which the idea represents may be repeated indefinitely 
in individuals which exist (or can exist) in nature 
outside the mind. Thus the idea man is one (specific) 
idea and remains one idea, undivided and unrepeated 
in itself and as such; it has abstract unity. But the 
real essence man, which the idea represents, is re­
peated or multiplied in existing and existible human 
beings, each of which has its own individual or con­
crete unity as a reality "in nature." Thus, again, the 
idea animal is one (generic) idea, unrepeated in itself. 
But the real essence animal is repeated in all existible 
men and beasts, each of which has its own individual 
or concrete unity. Thus, finally, the idea being is one 
(analogical) idea, and it represents one essence. But, 
in reality, this one essence is repeated in every existi­
ble thing, each of which has its own concrete unity. 
We see from these examples that abstract unity may 
be generic, specific, or analogical. If the student will 
refer to Book First, Chapter I, Art. i, c, he will 
readily understand that abstract unity may also be 
differential, proper, or accidental.

5. Essential unity is the oneness necessary to an 
essence. If the essence is a substance (as, for example, 
a man or a tree) its essential unity is also substantial
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unity. If the essence is an accident (as, for example, 
whiteness or height) its essential unity is non-sub- 
stantial, but may not be called accidental, for, as 
we shall see, the term accidental unity means non- 
essential unity, and we are speaking here of essential 
unity. The unity of an accident as such is essential to 
that accident. The whiteness of a substance,—say, of 
snow,—is not substantial; it is accidental; yet this 
whiteness has its being, and hence its unity, as white­
ness and as this whiteness, and this unity is non- 
substantial but essential to the accident itself. How­
ever, in nearly every case where essential unity is 
thought of or exampled, it is referred to a substance, 
and rightly so, since an accident has its real being 
dependently upon a substance, and its essential unity 
is thus actually referable to the unity of the substance 
on which it depends. Therefore, for practical pur­
poses, the terms essential unity and substantial unity 
are regularly synonymous and interchangeable. Es­
sential unity is often called unity per se, that is, "the 
unity of a thing which is one in itself”; it is also 
known as unitas simpliciter, that is, "unity simply so 
called.”

Essential (or substantial) unity is distinguished as 
follows: (a) The unity of simplicity is the unity of 
a substance which has no parts in itsel f and is there­
fore indivisible; it is the unity of a simple substance. 
Such is the unity of a soul, an angel, God Himself. 
(Z?) The unity of composition is the unity consequent
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upon the merging or fusion of substantial elements 
in such wise as to constitute a new substance, that is, 
a substance not identified with any of the fused ele­
ments taken singly nor with their mere aggregate or 
sum. Thus a man is a substantial unit; he is a com­
posite of body and soul; he is not body alone, nor soul 
alone, nor the mere sum of body plus soul; he is a sin­
gle compound substance the elements of which are 
body and soul. The human substance has, therefore, 
the unity of composition. Every bodily substance is 
one by the unity of composition, for no such substance 
is simple; a body is always fundamentally composed 
of two substantial co-principles called respectively 
prime matter and substantial form (C/. Book First, 
Chap. II, Art. 2, d).

4. Non-essential unity or accidental unity is the one­
ness of a plurality of things in some point that does 
not constitute them in a new substantial existence. 
Two horses hitched together; a number of apples 
heaped in a basket; a man with his name, age, height, 
weight, etc.,—these are examples of accidental units, 
and we speak of them as one team, one basketful, one 
human individual. Accidental unity is sometimes 
called unity per accidens, that is, "the unity of a thing 
by reason of accident”; it is also known as unitas 
secundum quid, that is, "unity after a fashion” or 
"unity under a certain aspect.”

Accidental unity has varieties, notable among which



THE TRANSCENDENTAL PROPERTIES 119 
are the following, which, as will be seen, are not per­
fectly exclusive all along the line, but, in some cases, 
may overlap: (a) Collective unity is the result of mere 
aggregation or juxtaposition, as in a handful of 
pebbles or a coachful of passengers. (&) Natural unity 
is the product of the forces of nature, as in a tree with 
its size, shape, number of leaves, etc. (c) Artificial 
unity is the product of human labor and skill (art), 
as in a radio, a watch, an automobile, an airplane, 
(d) Moral unity is the unity of a common purpose, 
the unity of human wills working together, as in a 
club, a sodality, a church, a trade union, a political 
party.1

1 It is manifest that the two sets of unities, viz., abstract­
concrete and substantial-accidental may overlap. Unity, of course, 
cannot be at once concrete and abstract from the same point of 
view; neither can it be simultaneously substantial and accidental. 
But concrete unity can be either substantial or accidental; ab­
stract unity too may be either essential or non-essential. John 
Jones, cantering in the park, presents the spectacle of substantial 
unity (for the man is a substantial unit; so is the horse) and 
of accidental unity (man-and-horse), and both unities are con­
crete. Abstractly considered, John and his horse are one in point 
of being animals; and when the mind adverts reflexly to this 
fact it notices that the unity in this case is generic; that is, man 
and beast are at one as inferiors of the genus animal.

II. Quantitative Unity or Predicamental Unity is 
distinguished from transcendental unity which soars 
above classifications and is predicable of every being 
as such. Quantitative unity is proper to a special class 
or category of things, and does not soar above the 1
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boundaries of that class; it is properly predicable of 
realities that have quantity and of no others. Thus, 
strictly and properly, quantitative unity is predicable 
of material things alone, to things subject to measure­
ment and to numbering of amounts, elements, and 
parts. However, by analogy, we use the terminology 
of quantitative unity in speaking of non-material 
things and in speaking of quantities abstractly. Quan­
titative unity is also called mathematical unity; it is 
the basis of counting, computing, numbering, measur­
ing.

c) INDIVIDUALITY AND INDIVIDUATION
We have learned that a universal idea is the repre­

sentation (or re-presence) in the mind of an essence 
regarded as capable of actualization in a plurality of 
things. Thus the universal idea man is a single repre­
sentation in the mind, and it represents an essence that 
can be actualized in many beings outside the mind. 
Indeed, this idea represents an essence that is actually 
found in every existing human person, regardless of 
age, sex, color, culture, state, or condition. The es­
sence thus represented by the universal idea is called 
the universal. In other words, the universal is the 
object of (or the essence represented by) the universal 
idea. When the universal represents a substance, it is 
called substantia secunda or secondary substance, and 
is thus contrasted with substantia prima or primary 
substance or the concrete reality which has the essence 
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in singular which the idea represents in universal. 
For example, the universal man (that is, the essence 
man considered abstractly) is a secondary substance, 
and each single existent human being is a primary 
substance. Now, this primary substance is what we 
mean by an individual substance, or simply an in­
dividual.'

An individual substance has individuality; it has 
singularity. It has not only an essence which is (or 
may be) identical in kind with the essence of other 
things; it has its own concrete essence which belongs 
to itself alone and to no other. Thus, John Jones is 
a human being, and as such he is identical in species 
or in kind with every other human being; in this fact 
we discern his specification, that is, his assignment, 
so to speak, to a definite essential (i. e., specific) class 
of things. But John Jones is, in himself, a singular 
and concrete actualization of the essence man; he is 
this one human person and no other; in this fact we 
discern his individuation, that is, his assignment, not 
to a class, but to his place as a single existent member 
or item of his class. For John Jones is not only a 
human being in a general or abstract way; he is this 
human being in a singular and concrete way. If we ask 
what he is, that is, if we inquire after his essence, we 
seek to specify him, and to define him in terms of the 
universal; so we say he is “a man." If we ask who he 
is, that is, if we inquire which single one he is among 
the many with whom he shares a common specifica­
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tion, we seek to individuate him. Our first question 
asks for his essence or species; our second question 
asks for his individuality. If we choose to be some­
what priggish, we may say that the first question 
inquires after the fundamental "whatness," and the 
second question inquires after the "thisness" of John 
Jones. His "thisness" is his individuality, that is, his 
state of being as this one person and no other; it is 
his numerical distinction as this one man among all 
existing men. It is, of course, manifest that we use 
the term individuality in no loose and casual way, as 
it is used in current colloquial speech to indicate a 
special force of character, or a notable originality in 
thought or speech or action. Every existing substance 
is an individual; every such substance, in every order 
of earthly being (lifeless, vegetal, animal, human), 
has individuality. Every such substance is of a kind, 
and that is its specification; it is a definite one of its 
kind, and that is its individuation.

It is of the very nature of the universal that it be 
communicable, that is, that it be capable of existing 
as shared unto things, participated in by things, com­
municated to things. Thus the universal man (that is, 
the essence represented in the mind by the universal 
idea man) is shared or communicated, so to speak, 
to all human beings, one equally with another, for all 
are equally human beings, equally men. Now, it is of 
the very nature of the individual that it be incom­
municable, that it be incapable of being shared unto
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things other than itself. The essence man (a uni­
versal) is shared unto all human beings (not literally 
shared, to be sure, since each human being has the 
entire and complete essence which the universal ex­
presses) ; the concrete essence of this man Jones (an 
individual) is not capable of being shared at all.

It will be remembered from our discussion of the 
universal idea, that the universal (i. e., the object of 
the universal idea; the essence which the universal 
idea represents) exists formally or as such (i. e., in 
true universality) in the mind alone; it has solid 
grounds for its formation, in reality outside the mind, 
but it can exist as a universal only in the mind. Out­
side the mind, or "in nature,” things can exist only 
in singularity or as individuals. Thus within the mind 
we have the grasp of the essence man, for example, in 
universal, and because of that grasp we know what 
any human being must be in order to be rightly called 
a human being. But in the trans-subjective world, that 
is, the world of knowable reality outside the mind, 
there are only individual human beings. So with all 
substances. The substances which our ideas represent 
exist (or are existible) only as individual realities 
outside the mind, and, as such, each of them is a 
primary substance; but the mind conceives them ab­
stractly and universally in its universal ideas, and 
the object of each universal idea (i. e., the universal) 
is a secondary substance. Now, the point to cling to 
here is this: the primary substance is so concretely



124 ONTOLOGY
set in its own singular being that it is not communica­
ble. It is not a “iiote” or a phase of something else; 
it has its own incommunicable being as this one single 
thing. Further, a primary substance, an individual 
substance, if it has the full perfection of individuality, 
is a complete substance; it is not merely an element or 
constituent part of something else. Thus, for example, 
a man’s body is not the individual man, nor is man’s 
soul the individual man; the individual man is the 
complete substantial composite of body-and-soul.

So much for individuality. We come now to the 
question of individuation. And on this point two ques­
tions present themselves: First, what makes an in­
dividual knowable as an individual; what manifests 
the individual; what reveals it to human knowledge ? 
In the second place we inquire: what constitutes the 
individual formally or as such; what makes a thing 
individual? In answering the first question we state 
the Principle of Manifested Individuality. In answer­
ing the second question we state the Principle of In­
dividuation, properly so called.

i. The Principle of Manifested Individuality.—It 
is evident to anyone who thinks even briefly about the 
commonest experiences of daily life that we recognize 
individual things and events by points that are ac­
cidental to them. For example, we know one person 
from another by such points as name, age, sex, ap­
pearance, sound of voice, and so on. We know one
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tree from another by size, location, shape, appearance; 
we even recognize the botanical class of a tree (as 
an individual specimen) by certain accidental features. 
Now, the accidental marks or points by which we 
recognize an individual substance among other in­
dividual substances of the same kind are called "in­
dividuating marks” or "individuating notes,” and 
these are summed up in an ancient Latin formula:

Forma, figura, locus, tempus, stirps, patria, nomen: 
Haec ea sunt septem, quae non habet unus et alter.

We may translate the couplet freely as follows:

Form, shape, place, time, blood, country, name, 
In no two things are all the same.

It is manifest that the doggerel refers, first and fore­
most, to individual human beings, but, by an obvious 
extension, it can be applied to all bodily substances. 
Form and shape (and figure) are much at one in their 
meaning, and we must remember that the form here 
mentioned is accidental, not substantial, form. Some 
writers say that form should be used for the bodily 
outline of artificial things (such as a house or a 
watch), while figure or shape should be referred to 
natural substances (such as a man or a tree) ; but 
the three terms are readily interchangeable in casual 
speech. Place and time need no definition here. Blood, 
of course, means ancestry, lineage, genealogy. Coun­
try means nationality, and name means both surname
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and given name. In no two human individuals (and 
in no two individual substances) are all seven of these 
notes or marks found to be identical, not even in 
identical twins. For even twins cannot occupy the 
identical spot at the same time, nor can the closest 
resemblance amount to identity.

2. The Principle of Individuation.—Are the ac­
cidental features of a substance which enable one to 
recognize it as an individual to be considered the 
factors which make it an individual? Manifestly not. 
For an individual,—such as this man, or that woman, 
or the tree in the corner of the garden yonder,—is a 
substantial thing, a substantial item, a substantial one 
among all existing substances, substantially distinct 
from them all, even from those with which it has an 
identity of species or essential kind. Its individuation 
is therefore not a matter of mere accident. It is true 
that Tom and Mary and Joseph and Jane are only ac­
cidentally distinguished one from another as inferiors 
of the universal idea man; there is no essential or 
specific distinction among them. But when we con­
sider them, not abstractly, but in their concrete ex­
istence as individuals, we plainly understand that the 
substance which is Tom is not the substance that is 
Mary; the substantial actuality which is Joseph is not 
the identical substantial actuality which is Jane. 
Though these persons do not differ in their essence, 
abstractly considered, they do differ in their substance, 
concretely considered. They do not differ essentially;
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they do differ substantially. Therefore, the accidental 
features or points which manifest or reveal these 
persons as individuals will not suffice to establish and 
constitute their substantial distinction as individuals. 
Hence we must look beyond accidentals for our true 
Principle of Individuation, that is, for the true deter­
mining and constituting factor which makes an in­
dividual an individual.

Well, may not each individual bodily substance 
(for it is of such substances that we are here speak­
ing) be constituted an individual by its own rounded 
reality; may not its individuality be a phase of its 
essence? This cannot be. For if a substance were in­
dividuated by its essence, there would be no possibil­
ity of other things having the same essence; each 
individual would be unique; it would be the only thing 
of its kind. Yet we know that trees are all trees; hu­
man beings are all human beings, equally, one as 
truly as another. For an essence can be communi­
cated; it can be given to many; many things may be 
identical in point of essence. But we have seen that 
it is of the very definition of an individual that it 
cannot be communicated. St. Thomas Aquinas says, 
"That whereby Socrates is a man can be communi­
cated to many; but that whereby Socrates is this 
man cannot be communicated to anyone but himself 
alone. If, then, Socrates were made this man by the 
same factor which makes him a man (i. e., by his 
essence), there could be no plurality of men any more
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than there can be a plurality of Socrates.” Therefore 
an individual substance in this bodily world is not 
made individual by its own essence. We must look 
farther for the true principle of individuation.

May not the existence, the actual being here, of a 
bodily substance be the principle of its individuality? 
No; for it is quite possible to conceive of individual 
substances as merely possible and non-existent, which 
would not be the case if existence were required to 
confer individuality. An individual substance receives 
existence; it is not constituted an individual by ex­
istence. But, it may be asked, may not the fact that 
a substance can exist be sufficient to individuate it; 
may not possible existence and not actual existence, 
be the true principle of individuation? By Lio means; 
for possible existence is not an individuating factor; 
it is common to all reality.

Scotus (d. 1308), one of the most profound of 
Scholastic philosophers, held that a certain quality of 
"this-ness" attaches to an existing bodily substance 
as a kind of property formally distinct from the es­
sence or nature of the substance itself; it is this 
property which constitutes the individual as such. It 
is not certain, in the present stage of information 
about the doctrines of Scotus,—which are now being 
diligently investigated and reduced to pure form by 
Franciscan scholars,—just what is meant by a prop­
erty "formally” distinct from the nature of a sub­
stance which it affects; the "formal distinction” of
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the Scotistic system is still a difficult point to grasp. 
But it appears that such a principle of individuation 
would be an accidental rather than a substantial fac­
tor, and hence would not suffice to individuate sub­
stances. Without presuming to criticize the Scotistic 
doctrine, we may say that the current interpretation 
of that doctrine as touching individuation of bodies 
does not appear to be satisfactory.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) proposes the 
principle of individuation most generally accepted 
among Scholastic philosophers. He teaches that an in­
dividual bodily substance is made individual by the 
fact that it is a material thing with quantity. The 
phrase used is materia quantitate signata, or, more 
simply, materia signata, which we may translate as 
“quantified matter.” To forestall an objection at the 
outset, we do not say that quantity individuates bodily 
substances, for quantity is an accident. We say that 
matter (a substantial principle of bodily being) indi­
viduates bodies inasmuch as it is marked by quantity. 
Quantity is an accident, but it is proper to matter, and 
existing matter is necessarily quantified; it is such 
matter, such substantial reality, that individuates bod­
ily substances. We offer a few points in explanation of 
this doctrine:

(cr) If quantified matter (which is a bodily real­
ity) is the principle of individuation, there can be no 
strict and literal individuation of complete spiritual 
substances. Each complete spiritual substance is con-
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stituted as one thing by its own essence, and is there­
fore a species in itself. And so the term "angel" is 
not a universal term, like the term "man"; "angel" 
is indeed a collective term, and serves handily the 
requirements of our limited minds when we think and 
speak of pure spirits, but it is not a universal term 
with individual angels as its real inferiors. There can 
be no strict and literal individuation except in the 
realm of bodily substances. As regards human souls 
in the state of separation,—that is, the state which 
endures between death and the resurrection of the 
body,—it is to be noticed that each soul has a real 
relation to the actual material (i. e., the actual body) 
with which it was substantially united during earthly 
life, and with which it is ultimately to be joined again. 
By this real relation to the body, a soul is said to 
be individuated. Still, strictly and literally, it is men, 
and not souls, that are truly individuals.

(b) A bodily substance is fundamentally consti­
tuted by the union of prime matter and substantial 
form. The substantial form is the determining prin­
ciple, the active substantial factor which makes the 
substance the essential kind of existing body that it 
is. Hence the substantial form constitutes the body in 
its actual and complete essence, i. e., its species, and 
we therefore call the substantial form the Principle of 
Specification. But to constitute the substance in its 
singular and concrete existence, the substantial form 
requires what may be called the cooperation of mat-
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ter. Matter (i. e., prime matter) is wholly passive 
and potential, incapable of independent existence and 
activity. But unless matter be there to receive the 
actualizing action of the form, the proper function of 
the form itself is baulked. Hence, while the term 
"cooperation of matter” may appear a strong one, 
it is manifest that we do not assign any action to 
matter, but a passive cooperation only. The matter 
must be there with the form, before the form can 
constitute the actual body. It is in-formed matter 
that makes the bodily substance, and it is in-formed 
matter that is individuated. Now, the form of any 
individual body might conceivably have been con­
joined with some other quantity of matter, and 
in that case the emerging individual would not 
be, in all respects, this precise individual reality 
as now we find it. It is rather, therefore, the mat­
ter than the form that ultimately constitutes the in­
dividual; not pure matter, indeed, but matter sub­
jected to quantity under the actualizing action of the 
form. The matter as quantified constitutes an indi­
vidual bodily substance. Father Lor tie {Element a 
Philo so phiae Christianae, Vol. I, p. 372—edition 
1929} has this to say: "The principle of individua­
tion in bodily substance is not matter alone nor quan­
tity alone, but matter under the mark or limitation of 
quantity. Matter is said to individuate a bodily sub­
stance in a basic or primary sense, while quantity is 
the individuating factor in a secondary sense. The
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root of individuation, in so far as this involves incom­
municability, is matter; and the root of individuation, 
in so far as this implies being marked off from other 
things, is mensurable quantity. Hence the principle of 
individuation is matter marked by quantity ” The 
quantity here mentioned is, of course, the tri-dimen- 
sional quantity found in every bodily substance.

(c) When we say that quantified matter is the 
principle of individuation, we do not mean that a 
certain and definite amount of matter, capable of clear 
expression in terms of cubic inches, yards, or meters, 
enters into individuation. A baby changes its measure­
ments constantly, but its individuality is not changed 
at all. Of course, there is an accidental change as the 
amount of matter increases with the baby’s growth, 
but the child itself, as a bodily substance, retains its 
individuality through life as this individual, this hu­
man being. The amount of matter necessary for any 
given substance doubtless lies between a more or less 
definite minimum and maximum, but the terms of 
this amount in units of measurement are not available, 
nor necessary, for quantification and for individua­
tion. Quantified matter is matter subject to the three 
dimensions. It is mensurable, indeed, but does not 
necessarily have just these dimensions, which at a 
given moment it actually possesses, to constitute the 
individual substance. It is true that trees, for example, 
have certain maximum and minimum amounts of 
matter in their actual being. But if the oak by the
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roadside should suddenly, and miraculously, grow to 
the height of one mile, it would still be this tree. 
Therefore, the individuality of the tree is determined, 
not by the fact that it has this much matter, in its 
make-up, but by the fact that it has this matter, which 
happens, at the moment, to have these precise meas­
urements.

(d) Accidents are said to be individuated by their 
inherence in individual substances. The whiteness of 
a snowdrift is the individual whiteness of this snow­
drift; the whiteness of the page before my eyes is the 
whiteness of this page. Further, accidents are indi­
viduated by their space and time relations to individ­
ual substances in which they occur. Thus the action 
of swinging one’s arms is a series of individual 
swings, each distinct as an individual action from 
the others by reason of the fact that the movements 
are not identical in time. The term "individual” may 
be applied as an adjective to accidents, but not as a 
noun, for "individuals” are, strictly and properly, 
bodily substances.

d) IDENTITY AND DISTINCTION
I. Identity is a term derived from two Latin words 

{idem, and entitas) which mean "the same thing” or 
"the same entity.” Inasmuch as a thing is itself, it is 
identical with itself. This is not a senseless mumbling 
of words. For the mind may view severally, or under 
different aspects, what is really one in itself, and thus
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L special act of mind is required to hold in view the 
fact that what the different aspects present to knowl­
edge is truly one, is truly identical. On the other hand, 
things really distinct and even separate in the realm 
of nature outside the mind may be identified in the 
abstract view, grasp, or concept of the mind. Father 
Coffey {Ontology} p. 136—edition 1918) says: 
"When we think of a being as one we must analyze it 
further, look at it under different aspects, and com­
pare it with itself before we can regard it as the same 
or identical with itself. Or, at least, we must think 
of it twice and compare it with itself in the affirmative 
judgment ‘this is itself/ ‘A is A/ thus forming the 
logical Principle of Identity; in order to come into the 
possession of the concept of identity.’’

The identity of a thing with itself in the order of 
nature outside the mind (or simply "in nature,” as 
the saying is) is called real identity. And yet the term 
identity necessarily involves the mind in the act 
whereby we "think of the thing twice and compare 
it with itself.” The fact that a thing is what it is in 
nature, independently of the mind’s consideration, 
indicates its unity; the fact that it is recognizable by 
the mind as existing (or existible) in real unity in 
nature, indicates its identity. On the part of the thing 
itself, that is, on the part of the object in nature, this 
identity is real; on the part of the mind which recog­
nizes it, this identity is logical or formal.



THE TRANSCENDENTAL PROPERTIES 135
When one and the same objective reality is re­

garded under distinct aspects by the mind, we say that 
the identity of the object is real but not formal or 
logical. Thus the identity of “Franklin D. Roosevelt" 
and “Our President" is a real identity, for, as a mat­
ter of objective fact, the one person is both Franklin 
D. Roosevelt and the President of the United States. 
But one might know Franklin D. Roosevelt as this 
person without knowing him as this president; the 
mind may think of him in his personal, and not in his 
official, character. Thus there is a distinction in the 
mind between the person and the president, although 
as a fact in reality, this person is the president. Hence 
we say that there is a real identity but not a formal 
(or logical) identity in the two concepts “Franklin 
D. Roosevelt" and “Our President."

We see, then, that identity may be real without be­
ing formal. Conversely, identity may be formal with­
out being real. Washington, Adams, Jefferson, 
Lincoln, Wilson, Roosevelt, and others, are all identi­
fied in the concept “President of the United States"; 
they are seen in formal or logical identity. But, mani­
festly, these are different persons, not identified but 
distinct and separate in the real order of things. Hence 
we say that their identity is logical or formal, but not 
real. Take a further example: All human beings are 
at one, all are identified, in the concept or idea man; 
this is formal identity. But each man is an individual 
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in nature, really distinct from every other man and 
from every other substance; hence men are not 
really identified.

Logical or formal identity is a matter of degrees 
or of kinds. For example, all men are identified for­
mally in the specific concept man; this is specific iden­
tity, All men and beasts are identified in the concept 
animal; this is generic identity. All the presidents 
from Washington to Roosevelt are identified in the 
concept President of the United States; this is acci­
dental identity.

Generic or specific identity is essential identity; all 
other degrees or types of formal identity are non- 
essential or accidental. Any accident may be a point of 
identity in a group: for instance, leaves, wind, run­
ning water, a racing horse, a planet, are all identified 
inasmuch as all are subject to movement. White men 
are identical in color. Catholics are identical in faith. 
Of all points which serve as the basis of accidental 
identity, quantity and quality are the most notable. 
Things identical in quantity are said to be equal or to 
have equality; things identical in quality are said to 
be alike or similar. Between a pound of sugar and a 
pound of rice there is an equality (these things are 
identical in quantity, i. e., in weight) ; so also, be­
tween a six-foot rod of iron and a tree six feet high 
there is an equality (these objects are identical in 
quantity, i. e., in height or length). But between two 
persons that look alike there is not equality, but simi-
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larity, for resemblance is a relation based on quality.

In all this, we have been considering being as static. 
The Principle of Identity thus abstracts from the fact 
that creatural being is steadily subject to change and 
is continually undergoing change, substantial or ac­
cidental or both. The very nature of the discussion 
imposes upon us the necessity of making such an ab­
straction. Nor do we therefore falsify reality or re­
gard it in a distorting light. For no human mind can 
deal with reality at all, even with the reality called 
change, without holding it steadily and unchangingly 
before the mind’s attention. For the rest, actuality is 
as true a fact as potentiality in the world of real be­
ings. The student is referred to Chapter II, Article 2, 
of the First Book.

II. Distinction is the absence of identity in a plu­
rality of things. The idea of distinction is bound up 
with that of identity as its correlated opposite. When 
we assert the Principle of Identity (“A is A”; "A 
thing is what it is”: "That which is, is”) we im­
plicitly assert the Principle of Distinction (C/. Book 
First, Chap. I, Art. 2, d). For the assertion that a 
reality is itself, is an implicit assertion that it is not 
anything other than itself.

Distinction is real or logical.

1. Real distinction is the distinction which exists 
between thing and thing. It is the lack or absence of
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identity between things existible in nature, independ­
ently of the view of the mind. Thus there is a real 
distinction between Tom and Harry, and between a 
house and a hill. But real distinction does not always 
indicate separate things, nor even separable things. 
Thus between a man’s soul and his body there is a 
real distinction but not, while the man lives, a separa­
tion. Thus again, between the shape of a pictured cir­
cle and the color in which it is drawn there is a real 
distinction, but these things (the shape and the color 
of this picture) are not physically separable. Real dis­
tinction is major or minor.

(a) A major real distinction is a distinction be­
tween one thing and another. Thus the distinction 
between two apples, or the distinction between an ap­
ple and its flavor, or the distinction between a sub­
stance and its parts, or the distinction between two 
parts of the same substance, or between a substance 
and its absolute accidents, is a major real distinction. 
—(b) A minor real distinction is a distinction be­
tween a reality and its mode of being. Thus the dis­
tinction between the movement of a flying bird and 
its rate of speed is a minor real distinction; for the 
speed or velocity is but a mode of the movement. 
Again, the distinction between the curvature of a line 
and its degree of curvature is a minor real distinction; 
so is the distinction between a man’s health and the 
state or degree of his health.—A major real distinc­
tion is sometimes called an entitative or absolute dis-
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tinction; a minor real distinction is often called a 
modal distinction.

2. Logical distinction (called also distinction of 
reason or rational distinction) is a distinction between 
or among different aspects which the mind finds in 
the same thing. It is the lack of identity between or 
among concepts of what in reality ("in nature”) is 
one and the same. Logical distinction is either purely 
logical or logical with a basis in reality.

(a) A purely logical distinction has no foundation 
in reality outside the mind; it is a distinction made by 
the mind for its own requirements (for purposes of 
closer study and investigation) or is required by the 
mind because of the limitations of human understand­
ing. Thus when we analyze and define one idea in 
terms of another, the idea defined and the essential 
definition indicate an identical reality, but they present 
to the mind logically distinct concepts. Thus when we 
define "man” as "rational animal” there is no distinc­
tion, but real identity, in the object, the thing, indi­
cated by both terms, i. e., by both "man” and "rational 
animal.” For the second term ("rational animal”) is 
an essential definition of the first ("man”), and be­
tween a thing and its essential definition there must 
be absolute real identity. Yet "man” and "rational 
animal” are logically distinct concepts, inasmuch as 
one is an essence viewed simply in its complete total-
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ity, and the other is the same essence viewed more 
penetratingly and understanding^ in its elements. 
The foundation for this sort of distinction is not in 
the identical reality considered, but in the mind itself 
and in the requirements and processes of the mind. 
Such a distinction is, therefore, a purely logical dis­
tinction; recall that the Greek word logos (and hence 
the English logical) is expressive of what belongs to 
mental requirements and processes. Such a distinction 
is also called, "a distinction of reason without a ba^is 
in reality,” or, in the old Latin formula, distinctio 
rationis sine fundamento in re. This (purely logical) 
distinction is also known as, "a distinction ascribable 
to the mind of the person making it,” or, in the Latin 
phrase, distinctio rationis ratiocinantis.

(b) A logical distinction with a basis in reality is 
one for which the mind may find justification in the 
reality itself which is considered, even though the 
points distinguished are not really distinct. Thus, for 
example, we make a distinction between God and His 
attributes, or between God’s mercy and His power, 
although we know that in God there is no real dis­
tinction except that which exists among the Three 
Divine Persons. God is simple; all that God has He 
is; there is perfect identity between the Divine Sub­
stance and the Divine Attributes, and so, of course, 
there is perfect identity among the Divine Attributes 
themselves; all are identified in the Divine Substance. 
Yet, despite this real and perfect identity, God stands
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revealed in His creation in a manner that may be 
called piecemeal; the world shows its Creator as su­
premely knowing or intelligent, as supremely power­
ful; man’s history shows God as most wise and 
provident, most good and merciful. Thus God affords 
the human mind what may be called really distinct 
aspects of His infinite identity. True, this piecemeal 
view of what is in Itself a perfect identity, is due to 
the limitations of the human mind, yet not entirely so; 
for the aspects we take of Infinite Being are justified 
in that Being Itself. To use a very imperfect simile, 
a diamond is a single stone, but it may flash out from 
its facets a variety of dazzling hues. That we perceive 
different colors is indeed due to the fact that we view 
the diamond from different angles; yet there is a 
foundation in the gem itself for the varying views, 
since it is really manifested or revealed as glowing, 
now with this color, now with that. Take a further 
example of logical distinction with a basis in reality: 
Man is defined as rational animal. Now, between 
man’s animality and his rationality there is no real 
distinction, for these are not physical parts or ele­
ments of man’s essence, as body and soul are. Yet 
there is here a rational or logical distinction, not en­
tirely ascribable to the mind which makes it. For man 
has real aspects, real points to justify the view of the 
mind, in which he may be seen now as animal, now 
as rational. Hence we say that the distinction here in 
question is a distinction of reason (or a logical dis-
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tinction) with a basis in reality. The old Latin phrase 
for this distinction is distinctio rationis cum funda­
ment o in re. Sometimes this distinction is called, "a 
logical distinction based upon the object in which 
points are distinguished,” or, distinctio rationis rati- 
ocinatae. This distinction is also, and most commonly, 
known as a virtual distinction.

Now, when the points distinguished by a virtual 
distinction are such as to include one another of 
necessity, so that, in the reality considered, these can­
not exist separately, nor can they exist separately even 
in different things than the reality in which the mind 
distinguishes them, we have a minor virtual distinc­
tion. Thus the infinite attributes of God are really 
identified in God, nor can any one of these infinite 
attributes exist in another being than God, nor, if it 
could, would it be able to exist apart from all the 
other infinite attributes. But when the points distin­
guished by a virtual distinction do not, of necessity, 
include one another, but may be found, one without 
the other, in other things than the reality considered 
(and in which the distinction is made), we have a 
major virtual distinction. Thus animality and ration­
ality are distinguished in man; for in beasts we find 
animality without rationality; animality does not of 
necessity include rationality (although it does in 
man).

The following schema may help the student to fix 
in memory the classification of distinctions:
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major (absolute; entitative)

rReal
minor (modal)

Distinction -

virtual (basis in
minor

purely logical (no basis in reality) 
(major

Closely allied to the subject of individuality, and of 
identity and distinction, is that of 'multiplicity or, 
more properly, of multitude. A multitude is a plural­
ity of units or individual things, each of which is 
unidentified with (is really distinct from) the others. 
Thus it appears that the idea of multitude is at least 
indirectly implied in the idea of individuality and in 
that of identity and distinction. A multitude, inas­
much as it is measurable by a unit (that is, by one of 
the individual items or instances that compose it) is 
called a number. Therefore a number is defined as "a 
multitude measured by one." In figuring, that is in 
measurements of quantities in the abstract or in con­
crete, we employ numbers, and each of these is either 
a sum of ones (of units) or a division of ones (of 
units).

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have learned the meaning of 
unity or oneness. We have seen that transcendental 
unity is synonymous with being itself, so that a being 
as such is necessarily one. We have classed tran­
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scendental unity as concrete and abstract, essential and 
non-essential, and we have made certain sub-classifi­
cations. After studying transcendental unity, we have 
discussed quantitative {mathematical) unity. We 
have investigated the question of individuality and 
individuation, and have established the principle of 
individuation among bodily substances as materia 
signata, that is, matter marked or conditioned by 
quantity, without, however, involving set and deter­
minate measurements of the quantity. We have no­
ticed the principle of manifested individuality, and 
have listed the individuating notes by which each 
individual is recognizable among those with whom it 
has a common essence or specific nature. We have 
studied identity and distinction, and have noted that 
each is real or logical. We have made important sub­
classifications of distinction, especially of logical dis­
tinction, which is either based on reality {cum 
fundamento in re) or is due entirely to the needs and 
limitations of the mind {sine fundamento in re). We 
have added a word on multitude and number.

Article 2. The Truth or Trueness of Being

a) Meaning of Truth b) Classification of Truth
c) Falsity

a) MEANING OF TRUTH

Truth is the relation of equality, of adequation, of 
equalization, of exactitude and justness, which exists
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between a thing and the mind which knows that 
thing. Thus truth may be roughly compared to a line 
that is stretched, straight and taut, between two posts. 
The one post is a knowing mind, a mind not deceived 
or misinformed. The other post is a reality about 
which the mind possesses adequate and justified 
knowledge. And the taut line between the posts is an 
illustration of the direct, unequivocal, clear-cut rela­
tionship between the knowing mind and the reality 
known; in other words, it is an illustration of truth. 
Let us choose another simile, less clumsy perhaps than 
that of the two posts and their connecting line. Be­
tween a yard of cloth and a yard-stick there is equal­
ity; it is not the stick nor the cloth but the relation 
of equality in measurement between the stick and the 
cloth which determines a true yard of cloth. Now, it 
is not the knowing mind nor the thing known which 
constitutes truth, but the relation of equality, or "the 
adequation,” between the mind and the thing known. 
Truth is therefore accurately defined as "the adequa­
tion of the mind and the thing known by the mind.” 
Truth is thus seen to consist in a relation between a 
knowing mind (that is a judging mind, a mind which 
judges the thing known to be what it really is) and an 
object, a reality known. The ancient Latin definition 
of truth is adequatio rei et intellectus, that is, "the 
adequation, the squaring-up, of a thing and the mind 
that knows it.”

Truth involves, of necessity, not only things, but 
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mind. Now, the relationship of reality to the mind is 
twofold. Things (i. e., reality) may stand in a rela­
tion of dependency upon mind for their being and 
existence, nay, for their very possibility. Such a com­
plete dependence of things is ascribable to no finite 
mind, no created mind. But there is necessarily such 
a complete dependence of creatural reality upon the 
Divine Mind, the Infinite Mind, the Creator. Finite 
reality ultimately depends upon God for its being and 
for its possibility (C/. Book First, Chap. II, Art. 2, 
c). Finite things exist as the product of their causes, 
and they are ultimately the product of the First Cause, 
which is God. Now, God is Infinite Knowledge; He 
knows all things in Himself, in His own essence, from 
eternity. Hence God perfectly knows all creatures be­
fore they come into existence. He holds in Himself, 
so to speak, the plans and models and patterns (called 
"archetypal ideas”) according to which creatures are 
to come into existence, and according to which they 
do, as a fact, come into existence. Thus, the first re­
lationship of reality to mind is the relationship of 
created reality to the Creating Mind. This is a com­
plete, per se, dependency. Things (finite realities) are 
what they are because of the Mind which knows them, 
for what they are and gives them existence in accord­
ance with that perfect and eternal knowledge. Now, 
the relationship of things to the Divine Mind is called 
absolute truth, or ontological truth. In a manner anal­
ogous to that in which things depend for existence
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on the First Cause, they may be said to depend upon 
their efficient secondary causes. Thus, a house must 
be first known in plan and specification (at least in a 
general way) before it can be built. The knowledge 
precedes the production of the reality; the knowledge 
is the norm or measure to which the reality is to meas­
ure up. Here again is a dependency (less absolute in­
deed than the dependency of things on the Divine 
Mind) of certain creatures upon secondary causes. 
And the relationship of such creatures to the finite 
mind, the knowledge, of their producing (secondary) 
causes is truth, and ontological truth.

The second way in which reality may be said to 
stand related to mind, or even to depend upon mind, 
is that of dependency for being known. In so far as 
this involves the First Cause, it is the identical rela­
tionship we have already considered, for things must 
be known to the Divine Mind if they are to be existi- 
ble. But things in this universe can exist whether 
creatures know them or not. There are objects on 
earth, and areas of the earth’s surface, that have 
never been seen by any human being; but these objects 
are not deprived of existence by that fact. Things can 
exist whether man knows them or not. Yet to exist 
as humanly known objects do depend upon man’s 
knowing them. They have a dependency, therefore, 
not for being, but for being known, which relates 
them to the creatural mind. This is. not a per se de­
pendency, but an accidental one, a per accidens de­
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pendency. And in this dependency, this relationship, 
we discern truth: that is, this dependency indicates 
that there can be an adequation, a squaring-up of 
objects thus knowable and the mind thus able to know 
them, and when this adequation is verified, we have 
truth.

Truth, we repeat, involves not only reality but 
mind. And yet there is no real distinction between 
reality as being and reality as true. Being itself, inas­
much as it is knowable, is the true. And being, in­
asmuch as it is being at all, must be knowable and 
known to the Infinite Mind. The aspect of the true 
(or simply of trueness or truth) adds nothing new, 
nothing alien, to the concept of being when fully un­
derstood. Thus being and the true are synonymous 
terms. For a being is what it is; the Infinite Mind 
necessarily knows it for what it is; the being depends 
for its being-ness (its very possibility) upon the In­
finite Mind. Hence, being as such is necessarily pres­
ent in the Infinite Mind as true, as truly known, as 
known and judged upon in the completes!, most essen­
tial, most exact, most exhaustive manner. Being and 
the true are therefore only two aspects of one and the 
same thing; there is but a logical distinction between 
them, not a real distinction. For this reason we say: 
“Every being is true; the true and being are inter­
changeable terms,” or, in the old Latin formula, omne 
ens est verum; ens et verum convertuntur. The truth 
of being, or, more precisely, the aspect of being as
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the true is a transcendental concept, even as being, 
its synonym, is a transcendental concept. And the 
truth here designated is, as we shall see, absolute or 
metaphysical truth.

b) CLASSIFICATION OF TRUTH
Truth is classified as ontological, logical, and moral.
1. Ontological truth (called also absolute truth, 

metaphysical truth, the truth of things) is the squar­
ing-up of things with the Divine Mind. In a second­
ary way, ontological truth is the adequation or 
squaring-up of things with the human or the angelic 
mind (i. e., the creatural mind). When we speak of 
"true friends” or "a true circle” or "true gold” we 
indicate ontological truth. We have seen that all truth 
is a relation between a mind and reality. Now, 
when the mind is in possession of knowledge, 
and when it uses this knowledge as a test or stand­
ard to which an object must measure up, the object 
so measuring is called true with ontological truth, 
or the truth of things. Thus, if I know what gold 
is, I am in possession of knowledge which serves 
me as a measure or standard by which I judge 
whether a given bit of metal is true gold. If I know 
what friendship is, I know my "true friends.” If I 
know what a circle is, I use that knowledge as the test 
or measure whereby I judge a given plane figure as a 
true circle or not a true circle. Ontological truth is the 
truth of things inasmuch as these measure up to the 
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knowledge of the judging mind. Now, things must 
measure up to the knowledge of the Divine Mind; 
there is no possibility of their not so measuring, since 
things depend for their being (i. e., for their very 
possibility) upon the Divine Mind. Hence, ontological 
truth, inasmuch as it is understood in its primary 
sense as an adequation of things with the Divine 
Mind, is necessary truth, absolute truth. It is the truth 
of things, the truth whereby being is necessarily true.

2. Logical truth (called also conceptual truth, truth 
of thought) is the adequation or squaring-up of the 
mind with reality. Properly, logical truth is the truth 
possessed by a finite mind, a mind that has learned 
what a reality is. In ontological truth, the knowledge 
is the standard to which reality must measure up and 
by which it is judged; in logical truth, the reality is 
the standard to which the creatural mind must meas­
ure up. Ontological truth is the truth of things; logical 
truth is the truth about things, the truth of thought or 
judgment about what things are. When you say, 
"This is true gold," you mean, "I know what gold is; 
my knowledge is the standard to which this substance 
must measure up or it is not gold at all; I find that it 
does measure up to my knowledge, and therefore I 
pronounce it gold"; you declare that the object, the 
thing, squares with the judgment of your informed 
mind; you indicate ontological truth, the truth of 
things. When you say simply, "I know what gold is," 
you mean, "I have learned from the object (i. e.,
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gold) what it is; my mind has conformed itself to 
that object and laid hold of it cognitionally; my 
knowledge about it is true knowledge”; you declare 
that the judgment of your mind squares with the 
objective thing judged; you indicate logical truth, the 
truth of thought about things, the truth of knowledge.

3. Moral truth (called also ethical truth, truthful­
ness, truth of speech, veracity) is the adequation, the 
squaring-up, the agreement, of the words of a speaker 
or writer with his mind, his state of knowledge. Moral 
truth is fully discussed in that part of philosophy 
which is called Ethics or Moral Philosophy.

The root and basis of all truth (ontological, logical, 
moral) is God, the First and Eternal Truth. Moral 
truth (truth of speech) requires knowledge; one can­
not speak intelligently without knowing what one 
says. Thus moral truth in its perfection requires logi­
cal truth as prerequisite. But truth of knowledge, 
truth about things, presupposes the truth of things; 
there is no true knowledge that is not based on reality 
as it is; knowledge cannot square with reality unless 
reality is there to be known. Thus moral truth depends 
on logical truth; logical truth depends on ontological 
truth; ontological truth, as we have seen, depends 
upon the Divine Mind, upon God, who knows all 
reality from eternity and in full perfection, and who 
is Himself the root principle of possibility. Therefore, 
upon God, the Infinite Mind, all truth ultimately de­
pends.
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C) FALSITY

Falsity is the absence of truth. Academically speak­
ing, therefore, there are as many types or classes of 
falsity as there are classifications of truth. Thus we 
distinguish ontological, logical, and moral falsity.

I. Ontological falsity would be,—were it possible, 
—the lack of conformity between reality and the Di­
vine Mind. Such lack of comformity, however, is 
utterly impossible. For reality or being is possible only 
in so far as it is known; the Divine Knowledge, or the 
Divine Mind, is the root of possibility, as we have 
seen. Being as such is necessarily true with ontologi­
cal truth. Hence there is really no such thing as onto­
logical falsity. Yet we do speak of the falsity of 
things, as, for instance, of false teeth, or false whisk­
ers, or false friends. But this is merely a trick of 
speech; we do not really mean that the things called 
false are not what they are,—a manifest contradic­
tion in thought and in terms; we merely mean that 
certain things have an appearance which may easily 
lead the unwary to a false judgment about them. But 
a false judgment is logical falsity, not ^ntoUgieal 
falsity.

r <?. Logical falsity is the lack or absence of logical 
truth. It is not the mere absence of knowledge, for 
such absence is not falsity, but ignorance. Rather it is 
a misapplication of knowledge; a judgment made with 
the conviction that it squares with the thing judged, 
whereas it does not. Logical falsity is error; it is er-
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roneous judgment. Logical falsity is quite possible, 
and indeed it is a common weakness of mankind. True 
education seeks to dispel both ignorance and error; its 
aim and purpose, as far as the mind is concerned, is 
to afford logical truth and dispossess the intellect of 
the disease of logical falsity. The point here to re­
member is this: error is always logical, never ontolog­
ical. It is always error in the judging mind (of a 
creature), never error in the essence of things. Things 
are what they are, inevitably and infallibly; they have 
ontological truth; nothing is self-contradictory or 
erroneous in itself.

5. Moral falsity (called also lying, mendacity, un­
truthfulness, ethical falsity) is the conscious lack of 
conformity between the statement of a speaker or 
writer and his knowledge. Like moral truth, moral 
falsity is discussed in the science of Ethics.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

This short Article has brought to our attention 
some important points of doctrine. We have learned 
the nature of truth as an adequation or conformity 
which exists between mind and reality. We have seen 
that this adequation is necessarily present when there 
is question of the Divine Mind, and this necessary 
truth we have called ontological or metaphysical or 
absolute truth; it is the truth of things; it is the truth 
that necessarily belongs to being and is synonymous 
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with being. Thus we have learned the axiom, omne 
ens est verum; ens et verum convertuntur. We have 
discussed the truth about things, which can be pos­
sessed by the creatural mind; this we have called logi­
cal truth; it is the truth of thought, the truth of 
knowledge, the truth of judgment, With truth we 
have contrasted falsity, and have found that ontologi­
cal falsity is utterly impossible.

Article z. The Goodness of Being

a) Meaning of Goodness b) Classification of Goodness 
c) Evil

a) MEANING OF GOODNESS

Transcendental goodness which, as we shall see, 
is but a phase of being itself and is in reality identified 
with being, consists in the fact that being in general, 
and any being in particular, can answer a tendency, 
a natural desire or appetite. This is a loose-sounding 
description, and we must make it definitely intelligible 
by approaching the question of goodness in a some­
what circuitous manner.

When is a thing called good ? First, when it pleases, 
when it is enjoyable, when it affords satisfaction. 
Thus we speak of a good dinner, a good vacation, a 
good time; thus a child calls candy good, and children 
of a larger growth speak of a good discussion, a 
good sermon, a good view, a good play; and the Vic­
torian lady used often to admit the satisfying experi-
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ence of "a good cry.” In the second place, a thing is 
called good when it is useful, and when it has all the 
qualities that fit it for its proper use. Thus we speak 
of a good broom, a good house, a good car, a "good 
fit,” a good rain. And inasmuch as a thing is not 
wholly fitted for its proper use it is lacking in good­
ness, and we say that it is "no good.” Further, we 
call a thing good when it serves a good purpose. Thus 
a certain food, although unpalatable, may promote 
health-giving or health-preserving activities in the 
body, and we say that it is good food, in spite of the 
fact that it does not please our palate. Again, a thing 
is good when it meets the requirements of the moral 
law. Thus we speak of a good life, a good thought, a 
good action. We may sum up all these aspects of good 
in a practical, if not exhaustive, way, by saying that a 
thing is good (a) when it gives pleasure or satisfac­
tion; (&) when it has all requisites for its proper use;
(c) when it actually serves a good end or purpose;
(d) when it squares with the rational requirements 
for proper human (i. e., moral) conduct.

Now, in all the phases or types of goodness here 
considered there is a common point, a common char­
acter. It is this: a good thing answers a natural appe­
tite, tendency, or desire. For it answers an appetite or 
tendency for satisfaction, for fit and useful things, 
for a suitable end or goal, for suitable human conduct. 
The note of satisfaction, of filling out a need, of 
answering a requirement, of meeting a tendency, is 
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in all the phases and all the types and examples of 
good we have considered and in all we could consider. 
Good answers tendency or appetite. In this fact we 
discern its fundamental nature. Upon this fact we 
frame its essential definition. Aristotle was right when 
he said, "Good is what everything tends to or de­
sires.”

Regarded in this fundamental way, good is mani­
festly a synonym for being. For every being (inas­
much as it is actual) is capable of answering a 
tendency, desire, or appetite. And even as potential 
(i. e., as possible) a being bears a relationship to actu­
ality and to the capability of answering a tendency 
which comes with actuality. Actual being is there; and 
what is there can be aimed at, can be the goal of tend­
ency or appetite. Hence actual being, in so far as it is 
being at all, is desirable or good. And potential being 
is, in the exact measure of its potentiality, also good or 
desirable; it is potential good. Hence it is just to say 
that being and goodness, or, more exactly, being and 
the good are interchangeable terms. The old Latin 
formula is, omne ens est bonum; ens et bonum con- 
vertuntur, that is, "Every being is good; the good and 
being are synonymous.”

Take another view of this same truth: We discern 
purpose in things; we see about us an ordered uni­
verse; things tend to their ends, their goals, and all, 
literally, "work together unto good.” Therefore there 
is in things a tendency or inclination or appetite by
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which they seek their ends, and the ends are therefore 
good. And the beings which seek their ends are them­
selves elements or units in an ordered and complex 
universe, and each of them serves in its own way the 
needs of other things, and is, in so far, an end, a 
desirable thing, a good. Anything that exists or can 
exist can be the object of a tendency or appetite; and 
only in the measure in which a being exists or can 
exist can it be such an object. But anything that exists 
or can exist is being. Therefore being and the good 
are synonymous terms. This is not goodness (or the 
good) of a certain type, but goodness in its root­
meaning; goodness that transcends the boundaries of 
type and class; goodness that is transcendental. And 
it is of this transcendental goodness that we speak 
when we say that goodness and being are not really 
but only logically distinct. Omne ens est bonum; ens 
et bonum convertuntur.

b) CLASSIFICATION OF GOODNESS
Goodness is classified as metaphysical, physical, and 

moral.
1. Metaphysical goodness (ontological goodness; 

transcendental goodness) is that goodness which we 
have seen to be synonymous with being. Metaphysical 
goodness is, first and foremost, synonymous with ac­
tual being. It extends, however, to potential being in­
asmuch as this being involves a direction and order 
towards actual existence. Thus metaphysical or trans­
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cendental goodness is a complete synonym for actual 
being; in only a secondary way does it extend to po­
tential being, for potential being, lacking actuality, 
lacks perfection which is the measure of actual good­
ness.

2. Physical goodness is the perfection of a being 
which has all the rounded completeness which its na­
ture requires. Any lack of a natural requirement is 
a lack of goodness, and such lack or absence of being 
(i. e., perfection) is not good but evil. Thus we say 
that bread is good bread when it has all the qualities 
and perfections that its nature as bread requires. If 
something is lacking in its "rounded perfection” we 
say that, in so far, the bread is not good. Indeed, we 
sweepingly declare, "This bread is no good.” And 
here we discern the meaning of an ancient axiom, 
Bonum ex integra causa; malum ex quocumque de- 
fectUj that is, "A thing, to be good, must be wholly 
and completely good; it is spoiled (made bad) by any 
defect.” We shall see the justice of this axiom again, 
when we speak of the opposite of goodness, that is, 
of evil. We speak of physical goodness when we say 
that our health is good, or that our motor car is a 
good one, or that the carpenter has done a good job. 
When all the parts, elements, qualities, that should be 
present to a thing are actually there, then the thing 
has physical goodness. When a thing has all that it 
needs to fulfill its use or its purpose, it has physical 
goodness. Thus we see that there can be such a thing
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as good food; we also see that there can be such a 
thing as good poison.

5. Moral goodness is the perfection which accrues 
to free human activity from the fact that such activ­
ity squares with the requirements of the moral law. 
Free human activity means all deliberate human 
thoughts, desires, words, deeds, omissions. And the 
requirements of the moral law (which is fundamen­
tally God Himself, viewed as Divine Reason and 
Will, that is, as the Eternal Law) are manifested 
proximately to man by conscience, that is, by human 
reason pronouncing upon the lawfulness or unlaw­
fulness of a situation here and now to be decided. 
Thus moral goodness is the goodness of human con­
duct which is in line with conscience. The absence or 
lack of moral goodness is moral evil or sin.

In addition to the classification of goodness just 
given there are certain other classes (sub-classes, 
contained under the headings of physical or moral 
goodness) which we must notice here:

(a) A thing chosen as a suitable means to an end 
has the goodness of utility. It is called a bonum utile 
or "a useful good.” Thus a good broom not only illus­
trates physical goodness, but useful goodneZS. Thus, 
again, a painful and dangerous operation is, however 
undesirable in itself, a useful good; it is good as a 
means to the recovery of normal functions.

(b) A thing chosen for its own sake (and not as a 
means to something else) is a proper good. It is called 
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a bonum honestum or "a seemly and fitting good." 
Thus life and health are proper goods.

(c) A thing chosen for itself affords satisfaction 
when achieved, and, under this aspect as satisfying, 
it is called a bonum delectabile or "a pleasurable 
good.” Thus the enjoyment of health, or the pleasure 
one takes in a good dinner, indicates that health and 
pleasing food are pleasurable goods.

(J) A thing which truly answers an unspoiled nat­
ural tendency, or also a thing which answers a super­
natural (i. e., grace-derived) tendency, is a real good. 
Thus, health, virtue, suitable work, are real goods. 
Contrasted with real good is apparent good, that is, 
a thing which has the outer seeming and the appeal of 
a real good, but which brings no lasting satisfaction, 
mius indolence and sinful indulgence are not real, 
but apparent goods. It is a truth established in philo­
sophical psychology that man cannot deliberately 
choose evil for its own sake or under the true aspect 
of evil; man can only choose evil when he views it as 

^good. Nor is this sad choice a mere mistake; in re­
sponsible persons acting deliberately, it is always a 

uperverse and blameworthy choice. Man, in every hu­
man action,—that is, in every deliberate thought, 
word, deed,—acts for good, real or apparent.

(e) A good which belongs to the order of man’s 
outer, bodily life, is a material good. Such goods are 
man’s health, his property, his standing in the com­
munity, his good name. A good which perfects man’s
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mind, is an intellectual good; such goods are, for ex­
ample, knowledge, studiousness, tact or prudence. A 
good which perfects man’s will, is a moral good; 
such, for instance, are justice, fortitude, purity.

(/) A good achievable by natural powers is a nat­
ural good; such a good is, for instance, acquired 
knowledge. A good achievable only by the aid of rev­
elation or grace, is a supernatural good; such are the 
certitude of divine faith, confidence in God’s provi­
dence, the divine virtues (faith, hope, charity). 
Further, a good achievable by a creature is a finite 
good. God alone is infinite Good.

c) EVIL

Evil is the absence of good, the lack of perfection, 
the privation of what ought to be present. Evil is ac­
curately and simply defined as the privation of good.

We have distinguished goodness as metaphysical, 
physical, and moral. Academically, we may make a like 
classification of evil, the opposite of goodness. But, 
as we have seen, being and goodness are metaphysi­
cally identified, and so it appears that there is no such 
thing as metaphysical evil. Every being is good.

Now, on first sight it appears not only unlikely but 
downright untrue to say that every being is good. Is 
a wound or sore good ? Is sickness good ? Is sin good ? 
The answer is that a wound or a sore or a sickness is 
physically bad, and that sin is morally bad. But we 
have no metaphysical badness or evil here. After all,
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a wound or a sore or a sickness is not so much some­
thing positive as something negative; not so much 
the presence of something as the absence of some­
thing. Thus sickness is the absence of health; a 
wound or sore is the absence of physical soundness. 
These are not $o much things as the absence of things. 
And so also with sin; it is the lack of conformity 
between man's conduct and the moral law; it is a 
failure, a falling away, a lack, an absence. These 
things which are physically or morally bad have no 
positive proper entity of their own which could be 
called evil; if they had, there could be metaphysical 
evil. But, as we see, they have not, for their essence 
lies in a lack and an absence, and not in the entitative 
presence of anything; they are rather to be called non- 
being than being, and hence their badness or evil is 
not to be ascribed to being, which is ever good.

Now, sickness and pain may appear very positive 
actualities to a man who must bear them, especially 
if they are due to physical causes that have positive, 
and even visible, presence, such as tumors or cancer­
ous growths. It sounds a bit mad, at first hearing, to 
be told that a large and luxuriant collection of boils is 
rather the absence than the presence of something. 
Nor is it complete sense. The boils are indeed positive 
entities, but the damage that they do and the pain that 
they inflict is an interruption of normal function, an 
absence of healthy activities in the body. And only in 
so far are they evil. In themselves they may be very
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good boils, and may delight the scientific soul of the 
surgeon who finds them perfect specimens of a cer­
tain type of infection; but whether they are good in 
this sense or not, they are good in so far as they have 
actual being. But how can they be good in the root­
sense of desirable? They are not only desirable but 
desired; not, indeed, by the patient who feels them as 
pain and suffering, but by the body cells which helped 
to produce them in an effort to overcome what was 
interfering with normal processes. The germs which 
caused the first infection are in themselves good. In 
so far as they cause a disturbance, a lack of proper 
function, in the human body, they constitute a physi­
cal evil for that body, but, while they are bad for the 
body, they are not bad for themselves or in them­
selves. Being as such is good; any positive entity or 
being as such is good; and this is metaphysical good­
ness. Even the movement of the murderer’s arm in 
striking down his victim is good; the same movement 
might readily be conceived as striking off the shack­
les of a slave, or as driving away a wild beast from 
innocent and helpless prey. The action is even physi­
cally good. But it is morally evil. And its evil consists 
in the fact that what is itself good is misdirected, 
misapplied, used in a manner out of line with (hence 
lacking conformity with) the law which should gov­
ern human conduct.

Metaphysical evil, then, is utterly impossible. But 
physical and moral evil are not only possible, but
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manifest facts. Physical evil is any lack of elements, 
parts, functions, services, ends, purposes, that should 
be present in a natural agent, that is, in any duly 
constituted actual nature. All the perfections de­
manded by a rounded and complete nature must be 
present to render it worthy of the simple description 
physically good. Of course, a complex nature may 
have good features, and these may be considered as 
distinct natures in themselves, and so be discerned as 
good, whereas other features are not good, Thus a 
blind man may be in good health; all organs of his 
body may be functioning perfectly with the single 
exception of his eyes. But the point we make is that 
his nature as a whole is, by reason of his blindness, 
not perfect; it has a lack; it is in so far not good, but 
physically bad. Again we say, Bonum ex integra 
causa; malum ex quocumque defectu, that is, "A 
thing to be good must be wholly and completely good; 
it is rendered bad by (and to the extent of) any de­
fect." Thus when we say that an ill-fitting coat is "no 
good," we do not say that the cloth is not of a pleasing 
weave, that it is not of suitable color, that it is not of 
fine workmanship; we mean merely that it does not 
fit. Thus a man may complain of bad health, and say, 
"I’m not well; my health is not good," even when 
only one organ (such as liver or stomach) is de­
ranged. Qf course, in an organism there is an inter­
play and sympathy of function which makes the man 
with a bad stomach or liver deficient in many other
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functions; but the point we make is that the man’s 
health is not good because all organs are not func­
tioning properly and harmoniously. Again, a watch is 
"no good” if the mainspring be brpken; all other parts 
are perfect, only one has broken down; yet the watch 
is thereby rendered a bad watch, a watch that is "no 
good.” Bonum ex Integra causa: a thing to be good 
must be entirely good.

Moral evil is sin. It is the lack of agreement between 
human activity and the norm or measure of what such 
activity ought to be. This norm is, as we have seen, 
fundamentally the Eternal Law (God, as Divine Rea­
son and Will), and proximately human conscience, 
that is, human reason judging the present situation as 
in order or out of order, as lawful or unlawful. The 
Eternal Law is God’s plan and programme for the 
proper conduct of human life as a purposive thing, a 
thing directed to a great End. Reason is man’s mind 
inasmuch as it comes to grips with reality and studies 
it out; and one of the first signs that a man has reached 
the full use of his nature as man (a rational animal) is 
that he studies out and recognizes an order in things 
that he is required to observe and not to upset; in a 
measure, he recognizes the Divine plan, the Eternal 
Law. Man early becomes responsible; he "comes to the 
use of reason”; and, while he may disobey and disre­
gard the obligations which reason makes manifest to 
him, he cannot deny the existence of such obligations. 
He cannot deny conscience. Thus we see that con-
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science is not some mysterious inner urge, not "some 
still small voice,” not "a little spark of celestial fire,” 
but plain human reason, the same reason with which 
we work out a problem in mathematics, or with which 
we plan the family budget, or with which we scheme 
for a better job; only, to be called conscience, reason 
must deal with issues of right and wrong, lawful and 
unlawful, good and bad. Now, moral evil is a lack of 
conformity between human conduct or activity on the 
one hand and conscience on the other. Like all evil, it is 
the absence or lack of something, not the entitative 
presence of something. In the face of moral, as of 
physical, evil, we can and must still declare that being 
as such is ever good; for moral evil, like physical evil, 
is, in its essence, non-being rather than being.

What, now, is the cause of evil? Well, since evil is 
essentially a deficiency, a lack, an absence, a non-being 
in itself, it requires not a cause which produces it, but 
a cause which fails to supply the deficiency. It requires 
not so much an efficient (i. e., producing) cause as a 
deficient cause. Btit, in so far as positive reality is the 
cause of evil (by reason of its lack of power, or by rea­
son of its moral perversity) we must assert that the 
cause of evil is good in itself. An engraver may have 
poor tools, or his skill may be defective, or he may be 
careless and hurried in his work, and for any or all of 
these reasons his work is not good; it is bad, no good, 
evil. Now, the engraver himself, his ability, his instru­
ments, and his activity, are, as existing realities, actu-
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ally good. That is, these things have being, and hence 
have metaphysical goodness. But physically these 
things present aspects of deficiency, and their product 
is therefore marked by deficiency of what it ought to 
be; it falls short, it is imperfect; it is, in so far, evil or 
"no good." The actual causes as realities have meta­
physical or transcendental goodness; the actual prod­
uct has actual metaphysical goodness. But the causes, 
and the product, are physically only "good as far as 
they go," and they do not go the whole distance; they 
fail; they are lacking. Hence there is absent from the 
product the rounded perfection that should be there, 
and this absence or lack is what we call physical evil or 
badness. We see that the true cause of this evil is the 
lack, the failure, the deficiency of what is, in itself, 
good. Thus understood, the statement is true that the 
cause of evil is good.

As to evil in the world about us, we find, as we have 
explained, both the physical and the moral type. Of 
physical evil, God is the accidental cause, not the per se 
or direct cause. The most manifest of physical evils 
are sickness, death, plagues, bad climate, waste lands, 
noxious plants, dangerous animals, natural forces in 
destructive play. Yet these things are not evil in them­
selves, nor are they evil for man; man grows to full 
stature only under pressure and hardship; he is all the 
better for the whips and scorns of time; he would in­
evitably fail of attaining his great End if the earth 
were still a paradise. As bitter medicine and painful
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operations are sometimes required to restore health 
and soundness, so the so-called physical evils of ex­
istence are required by fallen man; rightly received, 
they drive out the deadly sickness of pride, they make 
man look to God, they help him achieve the purpose 
of his creation. Man, by the original sin, put "the times 
out of joint”; he upset the order of the world; he can­
not, then, blame the consequent hardships upon God; 
and yet God allows the hardships to happen, and merci­
fully turns them to man’s account, to his lasting good. 
In this (accidental) sense, God is the cause of physical 
evil in the world.

Of moral evil, God is in no sense the cause. Having 
made man free, he does not destroy the gift of free­
dom, even when it is abused. And sin or moral evil is 
always the abuse of freedom, of free-will. Yet even 
out of sin, of which man is the author and not God in 
any sense, the merciful Creator and Provider draws 
good. For out of the sin of persecutors came the glori­
ous constancy of the martyrs. Out of the ills of civic 
or industrial oppression arises the opportunity for the 
exercise of the social virtues, the works of mercy.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

This Article has shown us the meaning of goodness 
and the good. We have seen herein how being and the 
good are really identified, and that they are distin­
guished only by a rational or logical distinction. We
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have classified the good as metaphysical or ontological, 
physical, and moral. We have discussed the negative 
nature of evil, the opposite and the privation of good. 
We have seen that metaphysical evil is utterly impos­
sible. We have discussed physical and moral evil. We 
have indicated the cause of evil.



CHAPTER II

THE MOST GENERAL PROPERTIES
OF BEING

The transcendental properties of being are, as we have 
seen, unity, goodness, truth. These are attributes of being 
of every class, and are but aspects of being itself as such. 
In addition to these transcendental properties, there are 
properties of being that somehow fall short of the truly 
transcendental. These are two: beauty and perfection. We 
call these, not transcendental, but most general properties 
of being. Of these two properties we speak in the present 
Chapter, which is, accordingly, divided into two Articles:

Article i. The Beauty of Being
Article 2. The Perfection of Being

Article i. The Beauty of Being

a) Meaning of Beauty b) Classification of Beauty 
c) Expression of Beauty

a) MEANING OF BEAUTY
The first note or mark about a beautiful thing is 

that it makes us think well of it, it pleases us, it ap­
peals to us, it wins our approval. And the appeal of 
such a thing comes to us through the senses, chiefly 
that of sight, and, secondarily, that of hearing. But 
this appeal is not a matter of the senses alone. The

170
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higher animals have sight, hearing, and the inner 
sense called imagination, and yet they give no mani­
festation of an appreciation of the beautiful, no evi­
dence that they sense beauty at all. The senses are 
the channels of beauty to an understanding mind. 
Even in the appreciation of a landscape, or of a con­
course of sweet sounds, eye and ear are powerless to 
account for the fact that the scene or the music is 
discerned as beautiful. The eye and ear are required, 
indeed, to perceive the objects here mentioned; they 
are required for the apprehending of this type of the 
beautiful; but they are not sufficient; back of the 
senses must be mind or intellect. Hence we are in 
error when we speak of a sense of beauty, or,—with 
a fine appreciation of Greek roots,—of the aesthetic 
sense, if we mean the term sense to be understood in 
its literal meaning as an organic faculty.

There is beauty in an ordered and well-directed 
life; there is beauty in the logic of an argument; 
there is beauty in the deep speculations of a thinker. 
These are types of moral and intellectual beauty, of 
beauty that belongs to will and to mind, and no sense 
is directly concerned with the appreciation of such 
beauty, for it is spiritual and supra-sensile. Yet the 
senses are required as avenues by which to come at 
such beauty; there must be visible evidence of the 
admirable life; there must be sensible expression of 
the logic and of the deep and valuable thoughts; else 
we cannot know of their existence. But no matter 
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how material, how much a matter of the senses, is 
the manifestation of beauty, the grasp of the beauti­
ful is never a matter for the senses alone. It is the 
intellect which sees the beautiful, which apprehends 
it. Mr. Eric Gill, in his book Beauty Looks After 
Herself, says that truth is the object of the intellect, 
and goodness the object of the will, and beauty the 
object of the whole soul. Now, it is quite true that 
the object of the intellect is the true (or truth), and 
that the object of the will is the good (or goodness7; 
but it is not true that "the whole soul” apprehends 
beauty. It is a truth established in philosophical psy­
chology that the soul operates only through powers or 
"faculties” which are really distinct from the sub­
stance of the soul itself. Now, the soul has two funda­
mental faculties,—intellect and will. Each of these 
has diversities of operations, and they are often called 
by special names by reason of such operations, but 
they are never divided into really distinct sub­
faculties, and there are no other soul-faculties which 
exist in the same order and line as themselves. Funda­
mentally, therefore, the apprehension and apprecia­
tion of beauty is a matter of intellect or of will or of 
both. In so far as the apprehending of the beautiful 
is rather a matter of knowing than of willing,—and 
surely it is formally such,—we must say that the 
intellect is the true aesthetic faculty. But the will has 
a part to play in the fruition or enjoyment or satis­
faction which comes with the appreciation of the
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beautiful, and deserves to be called an aesthetic fac­
ulty, at least in a secondary way. And the senses of 
sight and hearing, together with the imagination 
which preserves the findings of sense and reproduces 
them, constitute the sentient element of the aesthetic 
faculty. So we should not be far wrong if we summed 
up the whole matter by saying that the beautiful is 
apprehended by the intellect upon the action of the 
senses (sight, hearing, imagination), and into the 
full appreciation of the beautiful the will enters. Thus 
the aesthetic faculty is a collective name for sight, 
hearing, imagination, intellect, will; and among these 
five elements, the intellect undoubtedly holds the 
first place.

If the intellect is the chief element in the aesthetic 
faculty (i. e., the faculty for apprehending the beauti­
ful) there must be a close connection between the 
beautiful and the true, for the object of the intellect, 
the thing which it is made to grasp, is truth. Still, 
the beautiful is not entirely snyonymous with the 
true, for there are many truths which are not ap­
prehended as beautiful. We have said that the first 
note or mark about a beautiful thing (after it is ap­
prehended, of course) is that it pleases us, it is the 
occasion of satisfaction, and this brings the beautiful 
into the domain of the good, which is the object of 
the will.

The beautiful pleases us. Whether it is seen (i. e., 
apprehended) by the bodily eyes of an intelligent be-
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holder, or by the mind alone, it is that “which pleases 
the beholder." This description of the beautiful must 
not mislead us into thinking that the whole essence of 
the beautiful lies in the pleasure which it gives, the 
emotion which it evokes, the approval and joyous 
contemplation of the one who experiences it. For it 
is not entirely true that ‘beauty is in the eye of the 
beholder." There is an objective, a trans-subjective, 
foundation for the beautiful. The subjective element 
or factor (i. e., the element furnished by the be­
holder) is a strong and important one in the appre­
hending and appreciation of the beautiful, but it is 
not the only one. It is true, indeed, that the same 
object may appeal to one beholder as beautiful, to a 
second as lacking beauty, to a third as positively 
repulsive and ugly. Think, for instance, of the vari­
ety of opinions about the beauty of a “modernistic" 
painting (say a piece of surrealism), or about the 
beauty of a Beuronese statue, or the beauty of 
Strawinski’s music or of Sandburg’s verse. Thus it 
is manifest that the subjective factor, the individual 
“taste" of the “beholder," is a matter of wide vari­
ety. Tastes differ, and there is no disputing about 
tastes, partly, as G. K. Chesterton points out, because 
some tastes are beyond dispute. But wide as the field 
of tastes may be, it is not all-inclusive and all-suffi­
cient when the beautiful is in question. There are ob­
jective (or trans-subjective) factors which enter into 
the very concept of the beautiful. To list these is not
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easy, yet it must be attempted. Here we propose no 
new or fantastic theory, but submit, in our own 
way, the traditional doctrine.

First, a beautiful thing has about it a natural com­
pleteness or integrity. Broken arches or ruined towers 
may be beautiful, but it is not because of their in­
completeness that they are so; if it were, any half- 
built house would be beautiful, which is manifestly 
not the case. The arches and towers are beautiful 
because time and natural processes have softened 
their rugged outlines, and made them fit into a larger 
picture of a whole landscape; and because they stir 
the pleasing vague memory of a dimly-suggested past. 
A twisted hand is not beautiful, nor is a withered 
branch of a tree; yet either of these may be telling 
details in a larger picture which is truly pleasing. 
Therefore, when incompleteness or lack of sound­
ness is found in a beautiful object, its presence does 
not constitute beauty, but may help (by contrast or 
suggestion) to manifest the beauty of the whole 
object,—and the wholeness of the object is a re­
quisite for its claim to be something beautiful. But 
completeness or integrity does not mean maturity. 
There is beauty in a rosebud, and in a little child, 
quite apart from the implied forecast or promise of 
what is to come. The rosebud and the child have each 
a complete nature, even if it be an immature nature.

In addition to completeness or integrity, a beauti­
ful thing must have about it a certain opulence or
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richness which is powerful in its influence upon the 
beholder. In a word, it must have a kind of fulness, 
fineness, and effectiveness. Sometimes this fulness is 
described as largeness, but the term may be mislead­
ing. For, while there is undoubted beauty in far 
distances, in the wide sweep of sea or plain, or in the 
noble dimensions of a mountain range, it is not physi­
cal largeness that constitutes the effectiveness of 
every beautiful object. Some beautiful things are 
quite small. There is beauty in the tiny gem; there is 
beauty in the crystal, though it requires a microscope 
to render it visible. Physical bigness is an element of 
beauty in some things, but not in all. But the fulness 
and effectiveness of which we speak here is rather a 
kind of richness; a rounded nature richly graced. 
These things are not easy to set down in human 
speech; no terms are adequate to express what is in 
itself never completely expressible; but it seems that 
the terms fulness and richness are more justly sug­
gestive of the second objective requirement for the 
beautiful, than the term largeness.

The third objective (or trans-subjective) element 
of the beautiful is variety, A beautiful thing presents 
to view a certain pleasing complexity of elements or 
parts, of viewpoints or aspects. There is no beauty in 
a single sustained tone, unrelated to other tones. 
There is no beauty in a single curved line which is 
not a part of any picture. Even that which is per­
fectly simple is not apprehended as beautiful by man’s
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mind until it has been intellectually grasped as pre­
senting a variety of logical distinctions. God is per­
fectly simple, uncomposed, undivided. Yet in God 
there is the real variety of the Holy Trinity of Per­
sons, and in the undivided Divine Essence the student 
and the devout worshipper find phase after phase of 
surpassing beauty; and throughout eternity, our faith 
assures us, the blessed in heaven will behold God as 
an endless revelation of unspeakable beauty, the Ever 
Ancient, Ever New. We repeat: for a thing to be 
beautiful it must have parts, or present aspects that 
are various. The beautiful gem, though a single 
stone, presents a number of facets, each shattering 
the light into a variety of colors and blended tints.

A fourth objective (or trans-subjective) element 
or factor of the beautiful is unity or harmony. For 
variety alone is not beautiful; only that variety is 
beautiful which is set in order, which is harmonious 
and unified. A room of fine proportions, with all the 
furniture needed to make it a beautiful place, is not 
beautiful if the furniture is heaped together in the 
middle of the floor or scattered about at haphazard. 
Order, balance, unity, harmony,—-these enter into the 
objective structure of a beautiful thing.

A fifth and final trans-subjective element of the 
beautiful is the result or product of the first four, and, 
indeed, may be considered not so much an element of 
the beautiful as a snyonym for beauty itself. This is 
a certain clarity, splendor, refulgence, lightsomeness,
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or glory, which emerges from that which is integrally 
complete in the fulness of rich and gracious being, 
and which presents to view a pleasing variety unified 
in proportionate and balanced harmonies.

These five factors, then, enter into the objective or 
trans-subjective structure of a beautiful thing. No 
matter how tastes may vary,—and they vary widely 
and even wildly,—that which appeals to any taste as 
beautiful has about it some real or apparent com­
pleteness, fineness, variety, harmony, and splendor.

We come now to the formulation of a definition 
of beauty or the beautiful. We may put it thus: 
Beauty is an attribute or property of that being 
•which, in its parts, elements, aspects, or activities, 
manifests, in a manner pleasing to the mind and satis­
factory to the will and the emotions, a striking re­
splendence of completeness and harmony, of propor­
tion and balance. This definition is cumbrous, indeed, 
but it appears to cover the ground and to meet at all 
points the requirements of the essence defined. It 
takes account of the subjective element or factor in 
the apprehending and appreciation of the beautiful 
(as is evident in the terms pleasing, satisfactory, 
striking) as well as the objective or trans-subjective 
factors in the beautiful thing. For it indicates com­
pleteness and harmony by name, and suggests variety 
(“in parts, elements, aspects, activities”); richness 
and effectiveness are suggested in the term striking;
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and clarity or splendor are indicated in the term re­
splendence.

There are current many famous definitions of 
beauty, many of them brief and pointed in expression, 
but, for the most part, these definitions justify the 
ancient saying, "Trying to be brief, I become ob­
scure." Such are the following: "Beauty is the splen­
dor of truth"; "Beauty is the splendor of being”; 
"Beauty is the splendor of order”; "Beauty is the 
splendor of perfection.” Andre and Cousin define 
beauty as "Unity amid variety,” but the definition is 
not acceptable for it leaves out entirely the subjective 
factor, the appeal to the mind, the pleasure and satis­
faction which comes to the beholder. Kant says that 
beauty is the power of a thing to stir imagination 
without upsetting the understanding; but this defini­
tion is inadequate on both the subjective and the 
objective side, and its terms are too vague to convey 
an accurate meaning. Keats declares:

Beauty is truth, truth beauty; that is all
You know on earth, and all you need to know.

But the statement is not true. For while the beautiful 
is necessarily true with the truth of all being, it is 
quite easy to instance cases of truth that is not 
beautiful. The concept of being as such is a true and 
objective concept, but being as such is too simple and 
abstract to admit the trans-subjective factors of the
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beautiful. It may be said that Keats did not mean to 
make beauty identical with transcendental truth, but 
with logical truth. But there are many items of 
knowledge (logical truth) that are not beautiful. To 
know that there are 26 letters in the English alphabet, 
or that a railway accident occurred yesterday, or 
that prices of commodities are steadily rising, does 
not suggest beauty to the mind; such knowledge is 
surely not to be identified with beauty. To identify 
beauty with transcendental truth is to widen the con­
cept of beauty to an extent that destroys it; to 
identify beauty with logical truth is to narrow its 
limits destructively. For fiction is not an expression 
of logical truth, but of the figures and fancies of the 
imagination under the light of the mind and the 
direction of the will; and yet fiction is often beauti­
ful. Therefore, truth and beauty are not to be identi­
fied. The beautiful is true, inasmuch as it is being, 
but it does not follow that the true is necessarily 
beautiful.

b) CLASSIFICATION OF BEAUTY
I. Beauty is ideal and real. Ideal beauty is a kind 

of standard in the mind, according to which known 
objects and activities are measured in judging 
whether they merit the description of "beautiful." 
The perfect ideal beauty, free from every possible 
mistaken whim or prejudice, is to be found only in 
the Perfect Mind, that is, in God. Yet there is an 
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ideal of the beautiful in every normal and experienced 
human mind, limited and imperfect as such a mind 
ever is. Thus we distinguish two types of ideal beauty, 
the divine and the human.—Real beauty is the ob­
jective or trans-subjective beauty of things knowable. 
It is the beauty of an object that has integrity or 
completeness, richness of being, variety, unity, re­
splendence.

2. That which has real beauty has either material 
or spiritual beauty. Material beauty is that which 
makes a direct appeal through the senses; it is sen­
sible beauty. Of course, we have already learned that 
beauty is never entirely material or sensible, since 
it involves the mind, and, to an extent, also the will. 
It is accurate to say that material beauty is that 
which is discerned in sensible objects. Such is the 
beauty of face or form, of a flower, of a painting, of 
a piece of needlework, of the starry heavens.—Spir­
itual beauty appeals to the understanding and the 
noble will. Thus we find spiritual beauty in a beauti­
ful life (though it be lived in rags and in squalid 
surroundings), in virtue, in an innocent mind, in a 
sweet and trusting disposition, in high ideals, in 
grace, in devotion, in the true religion, in self-sacri­
fice, in resignation.

5. Real beauty, whether spiritual or material, may 
be manifested in varying degrees. Thus, on the score 
of effectiveness in the beautiful object, we distin­
guish that beauty which gently moves the beholder 
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to a certain tenderness of appreciation, that which 
moves him more strongly, and that which overpowers 
him and renders him incapable of a just expression 
of his appreciation. The first of these three types or 
degrees of beauty may be called loveliness, charm, 
graciousness. The second is simply the beautiful or 
beauty. The third is the sublime or sublimity. The 
beauty of a face, of manner, of conduct, is of the 
first type. Most beautiful objects belong to the widely 
inclusive field of the second type, the simply beauti­
ful. The beauty of God, or, in the material order, the 
beauty of the mighty ocean in a wild tempest, is of 
the third type, the sublime.

c) EXPRESSION OF BEAUTY

The beautiful, in so far as it is capable of material 
expression by the skill and effort of human beings, 
who have nobly conceived it in mind and adequately 
imaged it in fancy, is the object of what we call the 
fine arts. The term art, taken simply, may be defined 
subjectively and objectively. Subjectively considered 
(that is, considered from the standpoint of the sub­
ject, the person, the artist or artisan), art is a suitable 
conception, a right idea of how things should be done 
to produce a useful or a beautiful result (recta ratio 
factibilium). Objectively, art is the process of pro­
ducing useful or beautiful things, or it is the fruit 
of that process, that is, it is the collection or sum­
total of beautiful or useful things produced.
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An art which aims at the production of useful 

things of bodily character, is a 'mechanical art. Such, 
for example, are the arts of weaving, of dressmaking, 
of practical carpentry. An art which aims at the 
production of beauty in a fuller knowledge and a 
nobler life, is a liberal art. An art which aims at the 
production of beautiful objects in the material order 
is a fine art. A programme of valuable studies which 
serve to enlighten the mind and enrich culture is a 
list of liberal arts, and it is of such arts that we turn 
out Bachelors and Masters at every college com­
mencement. Among the fine arts we list architecture, 
sculpture, painting, poetry, and music. It is manifest 
that many of the arts are of mingled character; dress­
making, for instance, is itself a mechanical art, yet 
the dressmaker certainly aims at producing some­
thing that is beautiful as well as useful, and in so 
far, her art is a fine art. A competent workman who 
exercises any of the mechanical arts is called an 
artisan. A follower of the liberal arts is usually called 
a student, a philosopher, a theologian, a theoretical 
scientist, a scholar, etc. Only the follower of one of 
the fine arts is called an artist, and, in current col­
loquial speech, the name artist suggests one devoted 
to the art of painting; sometimes the term is extended 
to include the sculptor and the musician; seldom is it 
applied to the architect or the poet.

Our listing of arts is suggestive, not exhaustive. 
We might mention the political arts (lawmaking, 
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government, polity), the professional arts (teaching, 
administration, etc.), the household arts (manage­
ment, cookery, decoration, budgeting, etc.), and 
many other items of an almost endless litany. Nor 
have we given a full list of even the fine arts; we 
have, for example, made no mention of the dramatic 
art, the elocutionary art, and so on. But the three 
varieties mentioned (mechanical arts, liberal arts, 
fine arts) are the major classifications of art; most 
individual arts are readily grouped, each in its logical 
place, under these three headings.

A product of a mechanical art is called an artificial 
thing; a product of a fine art is called an artistic 
thing. It is manifest that a thing may be artificial 
and also artistic (for as we have seen the mechanical 
and the fine arts have points at which they overlap). 
It is equally evident that every artistic product, inas­
much as it is the fruit of applied human effort and 
skill, is artificial, that is arte factum, "a thing made by 
art.” Beautiful objects of the material order are 
classed as beauties of nature and beauties of art, or 
as natural and artificial beauties.

What is the relation of art to morality? Can a 
painting, for instance, be really artistic (hence beauti­
fulfor the beautiful is the aim and end of the fine 
arts) if it depicts a scene offensive to Christian 
modesty ? May the artist ignore the laws of morality; 
may he consider himself freed by his art from the re­
quirements which bind upon ordinary men? Is it 
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true to say that art is its own justification, and that 
the moral law must not be allowed to interfere with 
the full expression of what is beautiful in itself? Is 
it right to say, "Art for art's sake” ? Mr. G. K. Ches­
terton once said that, after viewing some of the work 
done by the proponents of "Art for art's sake," he 
felt strongly impelled to shout, "No art, for God’s 
sake!’’ But the questions propounded demand a seri­
ous answer. We shall set forth that answer in a 
series of three points:

z. It is a fundamental truth to be recognized by 
artist and critic that there can be no conflicting vari­
eties of beauty. Grades or degrees of beauty, yes; but 
one sort of beauty conflicting with another, contra­
dicting it, blocking it out, absolutely no. Now, mo­
rality is a sublimely beautiful thing in itself, and, in 
special, the virtue of modesty is wondrously beauti­
ful. Therefore, what conies in conflict with this 
beauty cannot be itself beautiful. Art which conflicts 
with the moral law is not art in any true sense of 
the term. We do not mean to say that art and morality 
are identified, but we do mean to say that they are 
definitely related and are not in wholly independent 
fields. And since morality aims at the good, and 
ultimately at the summwm bonum or supreme good 
which is the driving force behind every human activ­
ity and the goal towards which every human existence 
is impelled, it has the supreme place in human life, 
and no human work can be divorced from its in­
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fluence or free from its relationship. Therefore art 
cannot be either immoral (that is, in conflict with 
morality) or unmoral (that is, a thing wholly un­
related to morality).

2. It is the function of philosophical ethics to 
prove that man, in all his truly human (that is, 
knowing, deliberate, and free} activities, tends 
towards happiness in the possession of the summum 
bonum. In other words, the attainment of complete 
and endless happiness is the business of life, and 
towards the proper and full discharge of this business 
every feature, factor, and function of life must tend; 
for the primary obligation of any existence is to 
attain its end and purpose. Now, the moral law is the 
code of rules, the essential directions, for conducting 
the business of life as it should be conducted. Hence 
nothing must be allowed to conflict with this law, and 
everything must aid, according to its character and 
measure, in the fulfilling of this law. Therefore, art, 
far from being a thing indifferent or opposed to the 
moral law, must be its positive aid arid support. Art 
must not be immoral; it must not be unmoral or 
amoral (to use a term in fashion) ; it must be posi­
tively moral. That is to say, art must be a worthy 
human expression of the beautiful in terms that will 
not debase a man, but inspire him, lift up his heart 
and will and fancy, evoke noble emotions, and so 
further man in the attainment of the destiny for 
which he is put on the earth.
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5. One cannot justly say, “Science ignores mo­

rality; why does not art have the same privilege?” 
First of all, science is a thing of the mind; it is con­
cerned with knowledge. Art is not concerned with 
mind alone, but with will, and with powerful emo­
tions which sway the will. Science seeks to know, but 
invites no approval upon its findings. To know evil 
is not to approve evil. Indeed, to know evil is neces­
sary, even to avoid evil. Scientific knowledge (not 
pseudo-scientific theories) even of evil things is thus 
of direct service to man in the attaining of his final 
goal. It is not true, therefore, to say that science is 
wholly independent of morality. And even if it were 
true, art could not claim parity with science on the 
point, for art is expressed in objects that are meant 
to invite approval, to excite pleasure, to win the will 
to delight or at least to complacency.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have learned the meaning of 
beauty and the beautiful. We have found that the 
subjective factors in the apprehending and apprecia­
tion of the beautiful are not the only ones to be con­
sidered; certain objective or trans-subjective factors 
exist, and these are perfections in the beautiful ob­
ject itself, viz., completeness or integrity; fulness or 
opulence of being which gives effectiveness; unity of 
parts or aspects; harmony or balance of elements; 
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and resplendence. We have classified beauty as real 
and ideal; spiritual and material; and have discerned 
certain degrees of beauty which make an object 
simply beautiful, graceful or charming or lovely, or 
sublime. We have considered the expression of the 
beautiful in the fine arts. We have discussed the mis­
taken principle of “Art for art’s sake," and have seen 
wherein it is fallacious.

Article 2. The Perfection of Being

a) Meaning of Perfection b) Classification of Perfections 
c) Phases of Perfection

a) MEANING OF PERFECTION
We have seen that a being is necessarily good with 

transcendental goodness. Actual being (that is, 
existent being) has actual goodness; potential being 
(that is, possible being) has potential goodness. Were 
we to try to express the goodness of being in terms 
of measurement and value, we should say that the 
goodness of actual being is major goodness, and that 
of potential being is minor goodness. Now, major 
goodness, or the goodness of actuality, is manifestly 
present according to the measure of actuality or 
existence. The more a thing is actual, the more it 
exists in its fulness and completeness, the more good 
it is in itself. And when a thing is actually all that it 
should be, when it exists as something thoroughly 
complete, when it is “made or done through and
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through/’ when it is "all there/’ we say that it is 
perfect or that it has perfection.

The terms perfect and perfection are from the 
Latin per "through,” and factum "made.” Thus the 
words suggest something made throughly or thor­
oughly, completed, finished, rounded out, no element 
lacking. So we define a perfect thing as an actuality 
which is lacking in none of the requirements for its 
complete and rounded nature. And we define per­
fection as the fulness of being required by the 
rounded nature of an existing reality.

b) CLASSIFICATION OF PERFECTIONS
1. Absolute—Relative. Absolute perfection (term 

derived from the Latin absolutum "freed from” or 
"loosed from” limitations) is the unhampered and 
unlimited fulness of being in every respect. Mani­
festly such perfection belongs only to Infinite Being, 
that is, to God alone. The term absolute perfection is, 
in a way, a self-contradictory expression; for per­
fection suggests, as we have seen, something made, 
something actualized, something thoroughly com­
pleted. Of course, God is not made, nor actualized, 
nor completed; He is Pure Actuality; He is Neces­
sary Being. Therefore, while we may surely follow 
long usage in employing the expression absolute per­
fection and in applying it to God, we must notice the 
limitations of the term itself, and clearly exclude 
these from the concept which we express by it.—
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Relative perfection (that is, perfection viewed in re­
lation to special natures) is the fulness of being re­
quired for the rounded completeness of any existing 
creature.

2. Entire—Partial. A relative perfection is entire 
when it embraces the whole nature of the object of 
which it is predicated. Thus, using the term perfect 
in an entire sense, "a perfect man" is a man who is 
physically, mentally, and morally all that he should 
be.—A relative perfection is partial when it is pred­
ictable, not of a whole nature, but of some element 
or elements of a nature. Thus, using the term per­
fect in a partial sense, "a perfect man" may mean a 
man who is physically perfect. Thus again, "perfect 
eyesight" indicates a partial perfection.

5. Pure—Mixed. A perfection is pure or unmixed 
when it involves no concomitant or admixed imper­
fection. Life is a pure perfection; so is knowledge. 
The scholastic term for a pure perfection is perfectio 
simpliciter simplex, that is, "a perfection taken 
simply," "a perfection without qualification."—A 
perfection is mixed or non-pure when it involves im­
perfection. Thus the power to walk is a perfection, 
but it involves inability to move from place to place 
without slow and laborious steps. That I am able to 
walk is a perfection; that I must walk to reach a 
desired destination and cannot be there at once with­
out walking, is an imperfection. Again: that I can 
reason, that I can work out a problem and find the
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answer, is a perfection; but it is an imperfection in 
me that I cannot clearly see the answer at once with­
out having to work it out. Thus walking and reason­
ing are mixed perfections. The scholastic name for 
a mixed perfection is perfectio secundum quid, that 
is, "a perfection of sorts,” "a perfection after a 
fashion,” "a perfection from a certain viewpoint.”

. 4. Formally present-—Virtually present—Emi­
nently present, A perfection is present in its subject 
(that is, in the being that possesses it) formally 
when it is there according to its literal definition and 
in literal fact. Thus the perfection of reasoning, of 
being able to study out a problem or "think out” a 
situation, is formally present in a normal human 
adult. But this perfection is not formally present in 
an angel, for the angelic intellect knows all that it 
can know directly and clearly without having the 
need to unravel complexities or study things out. The 
angelic mind has the result, the fruit, the value or 
the virtue (that is, the force, power, effectiveness) 
of reasoning without the effort of reasoning; it has 
the virtue of the process without having to go 
through the process. Therefore we say that the per­
fection of reasoning is present in an angel, not for­
mally, but virtually. Let us illustrate these contrasted 
modes in which a perfection may be present in its 
subject, by considering another example. The life­
principle (or soul) of a plant is formally vegetal, 
that is, it is the principle which directly and literally
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renders the plant a living thing of the vegetable 
order, and endows it with the operations of nourish­
ing itself, growing, and propagating. Now, the spir­
itual soul of a man is not formally vegetal, but 
formally rational, for it is in its nature above the plane 
of things material and hence above the plane of 
material operations such as those that belong to the 
vegetal order. Still, the spiritual soul of a man is his 
only soul; it is his only life-principle; it is the only 
substantial source of all the vital operations exercised 
in and by a man. And a man has vegetal operations; 
he has plant-life; he is nourished, he grows, he re­
produces his kind. Therefore the one soul in man 
is the source of his vegetal operations, even though it 
be not formally vegetal itself; though it be a superior 
life-principle, it has all the force, power, excellence, 
and effectiveness (that is, the virtue) of lower life­
forms or life-principles. Hence we say that man’s 
soul is formally rational, but virtually vegetal. So 
also, man’s soul (which is formally rational) is vir­
tually sentient, for it is the root-source in man of the 
animal-operations of sensing, appetizing, and mov­
ing locally. So also the life-principle of an animal is 
formally sentient, and virtually vegetal.—A perfec­
tion is said to be present in its subject eminently 
when it is there (formally or virtually) in a manner 
superior to that which marks its presence in limited 
natures. Thus we say that the perfection called life



THE MOST GENERAL PROPERTIES 193 

is present in a man formally; so also the perfection 
called reasoning is present in a man formally. But we 
say that life is present in God formally and emi- 
nently, and that reasoning is present in God virtually 
and eminently. The term eminently or the term em- 
Mrentferfection is used only with reference to Infinite 
Perfection, that is, to God. Of course, it is an inade­
quate expression, for, as we have seen, God does not 
really have perfections; all that God has, He is, all the 
attributes or perfections of God are identified in the 
undivided Divine Essence.

C) PHASES OF PERFECTION

The absolutely perfect Being is without lack or 
flaw or limitation, no matter what our point of view 
in studying it. It suffers no defects; it is subjected 
to no limits or boundaries, such as are imposed on 
less perfect beings by space, time, quantity, depend­
ency, change. We say, therefore, that the absolutely 
perfect Being, viewed under distinct aspects or seen 
in logically distinct phases, is infinite, eternal, neces­
sary, uncompounded (simple), unalterable. But crea- 
tural things are not absolutely perfect but only rela­
tively so. Contrasting them with Absolute Perfec­
tion, we notice their deficiencies (or, more accurately, 
the fact that their perfections are mixed perfections) 
and we find that they are finite, temporal, contingent, 
compounded, changeableThis contrasting of the
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Absolute Perfection and the relative perfections of 
creatures gives us the following series of views or 
phases of perfection.

i. The Finite and the Infinite. A finite being has 
boundaries or limits or limitations. It is called finite 
from the Latin finis "end"; and the term "end" 
here means "boundary," "finishing-line," "point of 
breaking off." A finite being is capable of measure­
ment of one kind or another, and such measurement 
is expressible in terms of quantity (literally or by 
analogy), or in terms of limited power, capacity, or 
activity. All creatures are finite.—The Infinite Being 
is (as the term in-finite or non-finite indicates) a 
Being with no boundaries or limitations whatever. 
It is the fulness of being; it is measureless perfec­
tion in every direction and in boundless degree. It is 
not only a Perfection which actually exists or has 
actuality; It is Pure Actuality Itself, so that there 
is nothing conceivable which It might still achieve in 
growth, existence, or activity; nothing conceivable 
that might be lost or left behind; no advance or re­
trogression; no maturing or aging; no change or 
alteration. That there exists one, and only one, In­
finite Being, whom we call God, is proved in the 
philosophical science of Theodicy or Natural The­
ology. Our knowledge of Infinity is not built up in 
us by piling, so to speak, finite idea on finite idea. 
We derive our idea of the Infinite from finite con­
cepts simply by dropping the notion of limits and
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boundaries which such concepts connote.—A thing 
which has no determined limits is properly called in­
definite, although it is often called potentially infinite. 
But it is never actually infinite. The One Actual In­
finity is, as we have said, boundless in all directions 
or under all points of view. The potentially infinite 
offers an unbounded (but not determinately bound­
less) view in a single direction only. Thus a number 
is called indefinite or potentially infinite (in the direc­
tion of abstract quantity) in so far as there is no 
determined limit to the possibility of adding to it, 
multiplying it, dividing it. You may, for instance, 
multiply ten by ten, and this result by ten, and so on 
indefinitely; there is no determinate point at which 
the process must stop; there is no point at which fur­
ther multiplication by ten becomes impossible to con­
ceive. Or you may divide the number ten by three, 
using the decimal system, and you may go on writing 
threes in your answer forever; there is no point at 
which you must put down the final three, no further 
item of the quotient being conceivable. But at any 
given moment, at any actual stage in the process of 
multiplying or dividing, the result is finite.

2. The Temporal and the Eternal. A temporal be­
ing is subject to the measurement of time. The term 
temporal comes from the Latin tempus (stem, tem­
per—) which means "time." A temporal being has a 
beginning, and it endures through a succession of 
moments or intervals of time. Of the nature of time. 
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itself, we shall speak in another place (Cf. Book 
Third, Chap. I> Art 3, c).—Eternal Being is wholly 
outside time, having neither beginning, successive 
duration, nor ending. Only the Infinite Being is 
eternal in this complete sense. A qualified eternity 
(called by the Latin name aevum or aewiternitas) is 
ascribed to those beings which have a beginning but 
which will not have an end of their existence; such 
a qualified eternity may be called immortality or 
deathlessness; it belongs to angels and to human 
souls.

3. The Contingent and the Necessary. A contin­
gent being is a being which involves in itself no 
necessity for existence, but is dependent upon, or 
contingent upon, the operation of causes sufficient to 
produce it. A contingent being is a caused being; it 
is an effect; it requires a cause to bring it into exist­
ence and to keep or maintain it in existence; it is 
never self-sufficient. All finite beings, all creatures, 
are contingent beings.—Necessary Being is that 
which must exist and cannot be non-existent; it is a 
Being of boundless perfection, the very nature of 
which includes the perfection called existence; it is 
identified with boundless existence; it is Pure Actual­
ity.—A hypothetical necessity attaches to a result 
which necessarily comes from the fulfillment of a 
condition. Thus, if a cause operates to produce an 
effect, the effect is there, and cannot be denied; it is 
there necessarily. All existing creatures are hypo-



THE MOST GENERAL PROPERTIES 197 

thetically necessary; that is, since they are here, they 
are necessarily here, and there’s no denying the fact ; 
it is necessary to acknowledge the existence of what 
truly exists. Hence, though creatures are, in them­
selves, contingent beings, existing or actual creatures 
are necessary by the necessity of fact.—It is mani­
fest to the thinking mind that the existence of con­
tingent beings is proof positive of the existence of 
an Infinite and Uncaused Necessary Being, which is 
the First Cause of every contingent existence.

4, The Compounded and the Uncompounded, A 
compound, compounded, or composed being is one 
that is made of elements or parts. If the elements are 
real, that is, if they are things in nature outside the 
mind, the compounding or composition is called real 
composition. In the union of body and soul in a man, 
in the union of hydrogen and oxygen in water, in the 
union of grains of sugar to make up a pound, we 
have examples of real composition. The first two 
examples illustrate essential and substantial real com­
position ; the third example illustrates accidental real 
composition. Essential real composition normally 
brings with it, at least in the more complex bodily 
substances, a train of things which are non-essential 
but which are needed for the rounded completeness 
and full operation of the composite, that is, the com­
pounded being. Thus the essential elements of a 
human being are body and soul. But there are many 
bodily parts without which a human being can exist
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and function, even if this be in a hampered way; 
hence these parts are not strictly essential. Still, they 
are needed for the complete perfection of a man. A 
man can live without fingers, toes, arms hands, legs, 
teeth, hair. These are not, therefore, essential parts 
of a man, since his essence can exist without them. 
But they are integral parts of a man, or, more pre­
cisely, integral parts of a man’s body, for they belong 
to the integrity (that is, to the completeness, the "un­
defective condition”) of the body; their loss means 
a certain damage, a certain hampering, a certain lack 
in the perfection or the operations of the body. Inas­
much as a substance is a real composite, we may view 
it as a union of parts that are essential, substantial, 
integral, accidental.—When the elements of a being 
are not real entities in nature, but logical entities in 
the mind (views, phases, aspects), we call the com­
pounded being a logical composite, or say that it is 
constituted by logical composition. Thus when vte 
say that a proposition is made up of subject, verb, and 
object, we indicate logical parts of the proposition, 
and we declare the proposition itself the product of 
logical composition; it is a logical composite. If the 
logical composite is a union of ideas or concepts 
which constitute the understood essence of a thing, 
we call the composite metaphysical. Thus, the idea or 
concept of man is composed of six distinct constituent 
concepts or ideas (being, subsistent being, bodily be­
ing, living being, sentient being, rational being). The
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idea man as an entity in the mind is a logical compos­
ite, and its component elements or logical parts are 
the six ideas named. But the idea man as the essence 
of man understood by the mind, or re-present in the 
mind, is a metaphysical composite and its elements or 
metaphysical parts are the six essences represented 
by the six ideas named. The ideas named, considered 
in their objects, that is, considered as the essences 
which they represent, are not mere logical phases of 
man’s essence; they are points of known reality 
which together represent in mind the whole reality 
called man. They are not physical parts of man as he 
exists in nature; they are not purely logical parts or 
aspects of a mental point of view; they are parts 
which are representatively real; we call such parts by 
the name metaphysical. As explained elsewhere, these 
metaphysical parts are also metaphysical grades, 
since, in their series, each presupposes the foregoing, 
like steps in a stairway.—Contrasted with compound 
being (a composite) we find uncompounded or sim­
ple being. A being is simple when it is not made up 
of parts. Thus the human soul is a simple being. It 
is not absolutely simple, that is, simple from every 
point of view, but, like all finite beings, it is relatively 
simple; it is simple in relation to or relatively to its 
mode of physical being. The soul has no proper 
physical parts; but the soul is composed of actuality 
and potentiality, essence and existence, nature and 
faculties. Only the Infinite Being is absolutely sim-



200 ONTOLOGY
pie; all creatures, from highest to lowest, are either 
compounded or they are only relatively simple. The 
Infinite Being must be absolutely simple, because it is 
absolutely perfect, and composition is always an im­
perfection and a limitation. Composition indicates 
the contingency of a being, for a composite is depend­
ent on the union of its elements or parts; it involves 
potentiality, since it is itself an actualization brought 
about by the uniting of its elements or parts. But the 
Infinite Being is Necessary Being; It is Pure Actual­
ity. Hence the Infinite Being is absolutely simple. In 
the Infinite Being, therefore, essence and existence, 
substance and powers, nature and faculties, are all 
one and the same undivided essence.

5. The Changeable and the Changeless. A change­
able being, as the name indicates, is one that can pass 
from one state of being to another; it is mutable be­
ing. Now, mutation or change may be intrinsic, that 
is, it may occur right in the thing changed (as in 
water that is changed from cold to hot, or in food 
that is changed to flesh and blood); or it may be 
extrinsic, that is, it may be a change of aspect, angle, 
or external circumstance of that which remains in 
itself (intrinsically) unchanged (as a tree by the 
roadside along which I walk is first in front of me, 
then abreast of me, then behind me). Extrinsic 
change is not really change in the object to which it 
is referred, but in its standing or relation to some­
thing else. Intrinsic change is substantial or accidental 
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(Cf. Book First, Chap. II, Art. 2, d).—A change­
less being is one that is in no wise subjected to in­
trinsic mutation or change. Manifestly, only the 
Infinite Being is changeless.- This changelessness in 
God must not be conceived of as a kind of frozen 
fixity, for that would be a hampering thing, a limita­
tion; and God is not subject to any limitation at all. 
Change in a finite being, a creature, is a necessary 
consequent of its imperfect state; even to develop 
and to achieve its full relative perfections, a preature 
must pass from stage to stage, gaining the newest 
one only by relinquishing the last. But God has all 
perfections in boundless measure all at once and 
eternally; more properly, all perfections in boundless 
degree are identified with the eternal Divine Essence. 
Hence, truly, there is with God, "no change nor 
shadow of alteration.”

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have learned the meaning of 
perfection and of a perfect being. We have classified 
perfections as absolute and relative; as entire and 
partial; as pure (perfectio simpliciter simplex) and 
mixed (perfectio secundum quid). We have learned 
that perfections are predicable of their subject either 
formally or virtually, and have seen that in the In­
finite Being perfections are present, whether formally 
pr virtually, in an eminent degree. We have studied 
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phases or aspects of perfection, viewing it in the 
Infinite Being as infinite, eternal, necessary, simple, 
changeless (and have seen that such perfection is 
really identified with the Divine Essence itself), and 
in creatures as finite, temporal, contingent, com­
pounded, mutable.



BOOK THIRD

CLASSIFICATION OF BEING

This Book studies the most general classifications of real 
finite being, namely substance and accident. The classifica­
tion called accident is ninefold, and the nine accidents to­
gether with substance constitute the ten categories or the 
ten predicamentals. The categories are not ten kinds of 
being, but real modes in which created being may exist; 
they are the supreme genera of being, or the supreme classes 
of real and finite being. The present Book studies these 
genera or classes, and then takes up the closely related sub­
ject of the causes of being. The Book has, therefore, two 
Chapters, as follows:

Chapter I. The Supreme Classes of Being
Chapter II. Beings in Their Causes





CHAPTER I

THE SUPREME CLASSES OF BEING

This Chapter studies the most general classifications, the 
supreme genera, of real and finite being. We do not here 
discuss logical being, nor dp we directly discuss that Infinite 
and Necessary Being which is boundlessly more perfect 
than the most perfect finite substance, and which is not sub­
ject to the qualifying limitations of the accidents. We study 
real and finite being. The supreme classification of real finite 
being marks it off into ten categories, or predicamentals, or 
predicaments, which we call “substance and the nine acci­
dents." These are the ultimate classifications of reality in 
so far as it falls within the immediate experience of a human 
being, that is, of finite reality, whether spiritual or material, 
whether existing or existible, whether existible in itself or 
existible as the mark, mode, qualification, or characteristic 
of something other than itself. In a word, we have in the 
categories modes of real being that are intelligible to the 
human mind. These are not modes of mind, or modes of 
thought, or modes of predication (such modes, as we have 
seen, are the Predicates'). They are modes of real being, 
and yet these modes bear a relation to the mind and con­
stitute man’s catalogue, or his series of real pigeonholes, in 
which he files his experiences of reality. The Chapter is 
divided into three Articles, as follows:

Article i. The Categories in General
Article 2. Substance
Article z. Certain Accidents

205
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Article i. The Categories in General

a) Need of Categories b) Basis of Categories
c) Aristotle’s Categories

a) NEED OF CATEGORIES
The philosopher is a man who tries to penetrate as 

deeply as can be done into the nature of things. He 
seeks knowledge that is more than surface knowl­
edge; he seeks knowledge that is root-deep, and in­
deed he seeks the very last and deepest roots. He 
wants the answer to ultimate hows, whys, where­
fores. And he seeks to draw this knowledge from 
every available source, and to bring it into order and 
unity in his mind. Therefore, his is no random quest, 
no dilettante skipping here and there, no vagrant 
journey. Manifestly, if his search is to be fruitful, 
if it is to realize its most serious aim, the philoso­
pher must have a clear-cut and objectively true map 
and plan. Of course, there must have been, in ages 
past, pioneers who had first to investigate before 
making up the map. But maps are checked and re­
checked as time goes by, and presently they are 
known to be adequate and reliable. We do not take 
a map on faith alone, but because it checks with ex­
perience, because it indicates the way of a complete 
and rounded journey, and because it works out as a 
satisfactory guide. Now, something of the service
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of the true map to the traveller, is rendered to the 
philosopher by the categories.

All things come together in the concept of being 
or thing. But there must be some classes of real 
being, immediately discernible within the all-inclusive 
classification of being itself, which will enable the 
philosopher to begin his work, to get started on his 
journey with some promise of success. And these 
classes of real being must square with fact. It will 
not do to sit down and plan what we shall choose to 
regard as the ultimate classifications of real finite 
being. Hegel (1770-1831) made this mistake; he 
tried to analyze the concept or idea of being to learn 
the ultimate classifications of reality. One might as 
well try to map a territory by analyzing the abstract 
concepts of distance and direction. Manifestly, the 
classifications of reality, whether proximate or ulti­
mate, depend upon human experience, upon human 
knowledge, upon human contact with the universe of 
realities. Man must classify reality according to what 
he has, by direct experience, come to know of reality. 
Hence, the true categories, or ultimate classifications 
of real finite being, must not be a priori postulates; 
they must be the fruit of experience.

The categories, born of experience and study, and 
found true by constant check with continued ex­
perience, enable the philosopher to be orderly and 
systematic in his efforts, and successful in his achieve-
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ment. Without categories, no philosophy of reality 
would be possible; without the true categories, the 
adequate and true philosophy of reality is impossible. 
Hence the need of the categories.

b) BASIS OF THE CATEGORIES
The basis of the categories is reality as it is ex­

perienced by human beings. The categories therefore 
are modes of being, not modes of thinking. True, the 
categories serve to make thinking successful, they 
direct it, they align its results, they unify its findings. 
But in themselves the categories, despite a necessary 
relation to mind, are classes of things and not of 
mental processes. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) gave 
to the categories the character of mental grooves or 
molds through which the "molten metal" of sense­
experience is poured to take its final shape. Thus 
Kant made man’s mind the ultimate determinant 
of reality, a mill which turns out ingots of knowl­
edge. Thus, incidentally, Kant destroyed the trans­
sub jective value of all human knowledge. Now, the 
true categories are not mental forms imposed by the 
mind on the world of experienced reality; they are 
classes of real things that may be experienced by 
knowing man. The true categories are not merely 
put into reality; they are found there; they are not 
imposed by the mind, but discovered or disclosed by 
the mind investigating reality and studying its own 
experiences with reality.
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Further, the categories are based upon a change­

less relation which they bear to a consistent and iden­
tical human mentality. The mind of man is of the 
same nature in all human beings of all times. It 
comes to grips with the same world of reality which 
waits to be experierDM and understood. Deny this, 
and you sweep away the possibility of true knowl­
edge altogether; you lapse at once into the self- 
contradiction of utter skepticism. Now, if the human 
mind can have truth about this world with which it 
has direct experience, it must have changelessly true 
concepts of things which are really there. We know 
that there is a continuous process of physical change 
going on in the individual things that make up the 
universe, but this does not touch our contention. In­
dividual things change; truth about things does not 
change. Individual things change; but their change 
involves no change in the essential kind of thing they 
were before change affected their fundamental being. 
Once, for example, I know what an apple is, my 
knowledge is not changed by the fact that an in­
dividual apple is eaten or rots away. The objective 
essence which I know as a circle is not destroyed be­
cause a circular hoop is bent into ovular form. The 
individual hoop has, indeed, ceased to be circular, but 
the essence circle is not thereby destroyed, so that all 
men must henceforth understand a circle as some­
thing ovular, and all the geometry books burned up 
as fallacious in their doctrine on the circle. Essences 
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are, in this sense, eternal, changeless; necessary, in­
divisible. Therefore, the fact of physical change in 
the bodily universe (whether this change be sub­
stantial or accidental) does not alter the fact that the 
human mind (which is the same in alb men of all 
times) comes to the study oEMngeless reality, and 
deals with immutable objects or essences that are 
changeless. Hence, once the true categories are dis­
covered and listed, tested and certainly known, their 
service is not subject to change, or to limitations im­
posed by times, fashions, or special interests.

The true categories, then, are based upon reality 
as experienced by the unvarying human mind which 
deals with eternal essences. Lacking the basis of 
these categories, any proposed classification of reality 
can but lead the mind astray in its quest for ordered 
knowledge. The history of thought furnishes us with 
many a calamitous futility turned out as philosophy 
(that is, as a fundamental interpretation of reality 
and a guide to human thinking) by men whose cate­
gories were misconceived and misconstructed. Such, 
for instance, is idealism which limits human knowl­
edge to an awareness of one’s own states of mind 
and denies reality altogether. Such is phenomenalism 
which denies the existence of real substances and 
makes the world a series of apparent facts and 
events. Such is monism which was born of an over­
simplification of the categories, and which makes the 
universe a single substance, variously manifested in 
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what we consider distinct realities. Truly, we require 
the true categories if we are to have true philosophy. 
And the true categories must be based upon reality 
as experienced by the unchanging rational nature of 
man.

c) Aristotle’s categories
Aristotle (384-422 b. c.) took into account not 

only the abstract concept of being, but the real trans­
sub jective ^Ofld as it lies available to the effort of 
human knowing. He taught that the categories of 
reality must be discovered by the careful investiga­
tion of what man can know about reality. Both the 
mind and the reality subject to the mind’s quest for 
knowledge must be brought under consideration. 
What can the mind know about real things? That is 
the fundamental question.

It is the part of Criteriology, the philosophy of 
knowledge, to show what the mind can know, and 
how far and how certainly it can know things. The 
point we make here is that to have a valid list of 
categories, neither mind nor knowable reality is to 
be denied. We do not invade the field of Criteriol­
ogy; we do not here present a philosophy of knowl­
edge, truth, certitude. But we take the basic truths 
of Criteriology as demonstrated, and proceed to a 
detailed list of the things that the mind seeks to know 
in reality.

When we investigate the points about real being 
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that the mind seeks to know, and can know, we find 
ten distinct questions which indicate the mind’s 
quest:

1. what?
2. how much?
3. what sort?
4. in what relations?
5. what doing?
6. what enduring?
7. where?
8. when?
9. in what attitude?

io. in what external condition?

The answers to the ten questions indicate the cate­
gories of Aristotle. There is no finite reality that is 
not, directly or indirectly, referable to one or the 
other of these ten. Two thousand years and more of 
close investigation, of a check-up endlessly repeated, 
have not brought to light any reality that is not to be 
listed in any one of these categories. Even Infinite 
Reality and logical reality are analogously referred 
to them, although they are strictly classes of finite 
reality. Surely, we are justified in accepting these 
categories as true, even as we are justified in accept­
ing a tried and tested map.

To name and illustrate the ten categories of Aris­
totle, let us suppose a situation in which we contem-
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plate a definite real being and put the ten questions 
listed above. We shall suppose that there is a man 
standing on a street-corner, talking with his em­
ployer, at three o’clock on an autumn afternoon. 
Keep the picture in mind as the following lists are 
studied and compared: *

overcoat on; etc.

QUESTIONS NAME OF
CATEGORY

CATEGORY ILLUSTRATED 
IN EXAMPLE

I. What is the being 
or reality?

Substance A man

2. How much? (how 
big or little?)

Quantity six feet tall; weighs 
200

3. What sort? Quality white; American; in­
dustrious; Catholic, 
Republican, etc.

4. In what relations? Relation employee
5. What doing? Action talking
6. What enduring or 

undergoing ?
Passion fatigue ? irritation ? 

satisfaction ?
7. Where (is the real- 

ity) ?
Place street-corner, town, 

county, etc.
8. When (is the reality 

so placed, so act­
ing, so enduring, 
etc.) ?

Time 3 p. m. ; autumn; after­
noon; etc.

9. In what attitude? Posture standing
10. In what external 

condition? (state, 
dress, etc.)

Habit fully clothed; in work­
ing clothes; in busi­
ness suit; with

Here, then, are the categories: Substance and the 
Nine Accidents. Or, to repeat the categories in full:
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Substance, Quantity, Quality, Relation, Action, Pas­
sion, Place, Time, Posture, Habit. We here append 
a very brief explanation:

I. Substance is a reality (bodily or spiritual) 
which is suited to exist itself, and not as the mark, 
modification, characteristic, or qualifier of something 
other than itself. Examples of substance: body, soul, 
spirit, hill, tree, fire, water. Substance is, in general, 
contrasted with the accidents. And each accident is a 
reality which is regularly unsuited for existence it­
self or by itself, but is fitted to be the mark, modifi­
cation, characteristic, or qualifier of something else. 
The something else will always be, proximately or 
ultimately, a substance. A substance takes its name 
from the Latin sub-stans "standing under”; a finite 
substance is regularly marked and modified by acci­
dents and it stands under them, supports them in 
being; and the accidents are said to inhere in the sub­
stance which they affect. Here we see why God is 
not properly to be called a substance; for God is not 
marked or qualified by accidents; He does not stand 
under any modification of qualification (for such 
things are limitations). But the true perfection of 
substance does not lie in the fact that it can support 
accidents in being, but in the fact that it can exist 
itself or by itself. Viewed in this way, the term sub­
stance is applicable to God. Indeed, God is the super- 
substance, for He not only exists Himself, but He
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rived knowledge; it is derived by the mind as a 
legitimate and indeed an inevitable consequence of 
the reality of things. It bears the check and proof of 
experience; it squares with all the facts that we ob­
serve. We learn of bodily substances first, and, by 
justified abstraction of mind, we rise to the knowl­
edge of substances that are non-bodily. We behold 
around us a.manifold universe of bodies; we unify 
this manifold in the universal concept of substance 
(secondary substance), and we recognize actual in­
feriors of this concept in the distinct and various 
substances that exist as individuals about us {pri­
mary substances).

d) THE EXISTENCE OF REAL SUBSTANCES
That substances exist in reality, and that the con­

cept of substance is no mere figment or fiction of 
mind, is a fact made evident by three things: (1) 
consciousness; (2) sentient experience; (5) reason.

I. Consciousness makes us aware that each of us 
is a reality which remains permanent under a con­
tinuous succession of changes and variations. Each 
of us expresses this consciousness in such phrases as, 
"I think,” "I used to feel,” "I wish,” "I was near 
death some years ago, but today I am in the best 
of health.” Each of us is aware of his thoughts and 
feelings, his states of conviction and of health, as 
something distinct from and different from himself. 
The thoughts come and go, the feelings are altered,
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the convictions may falter, the state of health may 
deteriorate or improve, but the self stays the same, 
the self endures, the self is known as a reality which 
exists itself or in its own right, and it is merely 
affected by, qualified by, influenced by, the things 
that make up the succession of experiences which it 
undergoes. In a word, the self is known by the in­
evitable awareness of consciousness (upon which is 
based the worth and truth of all knowledge) as 
something substantial> as a substance, which is ac­
cidentally affected by thoughts, feelings, wishes, states 
of health, etc. Therefore, it is a fact within the ex­
perience of all that the self (or the ego) is known 
by consciousness as substantial, and is contrasted 
with the accidental character of the things which 
merely affect but do not constitute it. Certain mod­
ern psychologists, especially those engaged in the 
study of "psychology of education,” are prone to 
deny what they call "the substantive mind,” or, in 
other words, the substantiality of the human soul 
and of the human self. These mistaken scientists cut 
the ground from beneath their own feet ; they deal in 
manifest self-contradictions. For they are forced to 
assume in fact what they deny in theory. They must 
take up a substantial soul even for the sake of smash­
ing it. They have neither terms nor concepts to deal 
with human personalities regarded as non-substantial. 
They make of life, as they make of mind, a chain of
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experiences that do not happen to anybody, and a 
stream of events that has no channel in which to 
flow.1

1 Father Coffey (Ontology or The Theory of Being, ed. 1918, 
p. 223) writes: “Once the soul is regarded merely as a ‘series of 
conscious states/ or a ‘stream of consciousness/ or a succession 
of ‘pulses of cognitive consciousness/ such elementary facts as 
memory, unity of consciousness, the feeling of personal identity 
and personal responsibility, become absolutely inexplicable.” 
Coffey refers the student to Maher (Psychology, ch. xxii) for 
an analysis and refutation of theories that would deny the sub” 
stantiality of the human person.

2. Sentient experience of the bodily world around 
us gives us inevitable knowledge of things that are 
not, so to speak, standing on their own feet; things 
which exist by reason of something else. Thus we see 
that the color of an apple, the heat of a fire, the size 
of a house, the complexion and the disposition of ac 
man, the speed of a horse, are things which do not, 
and normally cannot, exist independently of other 
things which they mark or qualify or affect. Now the 
apple may turn from green to red and still be an 
apple, and indeed the same apple ; the man may turn 
from taciturn to gay, and be the same man; the fire 
may die down and emit less and less heat, and still be 
true fire. Hence, our sentient experience of the bodily 
world obtrudes upon us the fact that there are acci­
dental things here existing; and that there are other 
things in which these accidental things exist, and 
which these accidental things qualify and affect. In 
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a word, sentient experience (considered in mind) 
shows us the existence of substances as well as of 
accidents.

F. Reason accepts from nature, from science, from 
philosophy, the fact of the real existence of the 
world. Reason says: if things exist in the world, as 
they do, they must exist in themselves or in other 
things. If they exist in themselves, they are sub­
stances. If they exist in other things, they are acci­
dents. But accidents cannot exist in other accidents, 
and these in other accidents, and so on forever. One 
must come finally to a reality which exists in itself; 
that is, one must come to substance. Hence, whether 
we take up the study of reality from the standpoint 
of that which exists in itself, or from the standpoint 
of that which exists in something other than itself, 
we come at the last to the same conclusion: that 
reality, to be reality, demands the existence of real 
substances.

e) FAULTY DOCTRINES ABOUT SUBSTANCE

We have set forth our doctrine of substance as a 
reality which, independently of the mind, exists or 
can exist itself. This doctrine is realisticand it 
stands opposed to doctrines on the point which are 
idealistic, that is, to doctrines which would make sub­
stance a mere figment of the mind, a baseless idea or 
ideal of the mind. Idealism of this type is already re­
futed in our study of the existence of real substances.
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We have already seen that substance is not to be 

thought of as a core of reality wrapped in the folds 
of accidentals. We do not conceive of substance and 
accidents merely as two concrete and separable en­
tities tightly bound together. The substance is af­
fected by its accidents; it is determinable by them; 
they are actualizations of its potentialities. A change 
of accidents means a change in the concrete being of 
the substance, although not in its essential being. The 
red apple which became red after it was green is, 
indeed, the same apple, but it is not the same in its 
whole concrete substantiality. Created substance is a 
limited and an imperfect mode of existence; it is 
bound up with its accidents, and is not adequately 
distinct from them. Hence there is no simple and 
direct and concrete way of coming at substance it­
self ; one must take the path of abstraction and deri­
vation ; one must come at substance by way of mind 
working on the findings of sense. But this fact must 
not make one childishly impatient over the whole ques­
tion; it must not lead one into over-simplifications; 
it must not lure one into the silly position of the 
"nothing else” philosopher who says that substance is 
"nothing else” or "nothing other” than a collection 
of accidents; which is like saying that the ocean 
doesn’t exist but that the waves are marvellous; or 
like saying that the Cheshire cat is non-existent but 
its grin remains. These misconceptions come from 
the faulty first notion that substance is a core or 
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kernel wrapped about with the husks of accidents.

Substance is not an inert substratum underlying 
accidental features and activities. That is apparently 
what Rene Descartes (1596-1650) thought of it, or 
father, what he thought of what we call substance in 
this finite world; he himself defined substance as 
self-existent reality, and thus made God the only true 
substance. Substance is not inert, though we do 
study it under static aspects. On the other hand, sub­
stance is not defined by its activity, for a substance 
as active is called a nature. Leibnitz (1646-1716) 
made the mistake of identifying substance and na­
ture. Spinoza (1632-1677) made substance an un­
caused being ("that which, for its idea, requires the 
‘"idea of no other thing"), thus identifying substance 
J and God. Cousin (1792-1867) comes close to Spino­
za’s position by defining substance as that which has 
in itself no reference or relation to anything else 
(even to its cause!).

Against all these mistaken views of substance we 
allege the clear doctrine which we have already set 
forth and evidenced. And we repeat the declaration 
that, while we can and must know of the existence of 
real substances, and while we can and must know 
much of the nature of substance, we have here a 
deep and complex subject of study, one that defies 
simple statement and exhaustive treatment. We can 
and do know much about substance, but we do not 
and cannot know all about substance.
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f) SUBSISTENCE

The crowning perfection by which an individual 
and actual substance stands, so to speak, on its own 
feet, ready to function as a rounded nature, is called 
subsistence. A substance that is a complete individual 
(i. e., primary substance), not merely a portion or 
element of a larger substance; which has its own 
autonomy or its own way of acting, is a subsistent 
substance or, as it is called, a suppositum or supposit. 
A man or a tree is a supposit. A man’s hand is a 
substantial thing; it is a substance; but it is not 
a supposit; it has substantiality but not subsistence. 
For the man’s hand has not its own completeness and 
autonomy; it is a part of the man; its actions are the 
man's actions. An old axiom says, Actiones sunt 
suppositorum, that is, the actions of a substance are 
the actions of the supposit. Thus, though a murder 
is committed by the stroke of an arm or the pressing 
of a finger against a trigger, the courts of law do not 
consign the arm or finger to gallows or electric chair ; 
the courts condemn the man who used the arm or 
finger; these substantial things are but parts of the 
man, and their action is his action; he is the supposit, 
and "actions are of the supposit.”

For a reality to have subsistence, it must be: (1) 
a substance; an accident cannot be subsistent; (<?) an 
individual substance, not a secondary substance, that 
is, a universal, an essence conceived objectively but 
abstractly and universally in the mind; (5) a com­
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plete substance, not the substantial part (essential or 
integral) of a compound substance; (4) an auton­
omous substance, that is, a substance that is a 
finished nature with its own laws and ways of acting 
(sui juris is the ancient Latin phrase for this re­
quirement).

g) THE HUMAN SUBSTANCE
When we speak of the human substance, we do 

not mean to say that there is a general or universal 
human mass of which individual men are the sharers 
or participants. We should more properly speak of 
human substances, for the only human substance that 
exists is that which is found in individual human be­
ings. Things can actually exist (as we have learned 
elsewhere in our study) only in individual, although 
they be unified in our knowledge, and mentally con­
ceived in universal. Therefore, we speak here of the 
individual human substance, the human substance 
as it is found in actual human beings.

The individual human substance is a supposit, for 
it is a complete, individual, autonomous substance. 
Thus it has subsistence. More: its subsistence, its 
crowning perfection which sets it in being as a com­
pletely rounded nature functioning in its own con­
natural way, is subsistence of a special type and 
makes it a supposit of a special kind. Human sub­
sistence makes the individual man (the individual
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human substance) a supposit of the rational order, 
that is, a supposit endowed with rationality, a sup- 
posit endowed in actu primo with understanding and 
free-will. Now, that type of subsistence which makes 
a substance a complete, individual, autonomous sub­
stance of the rational order, is called personality. 
And the substance which has such subsistence is a 
person. Of all creatures, only men and angels are 
persons.

Every human being has personality; every human 
being is a person. The term personality is used here 
in its strictly philosophical sense. It does not suggest, 
as it does in much popular "psychological" writing 
and discussion, a kind of impressiveness, a power to 
influence others, a thing composed of such elements 
as charm of manner, resonance of voice, alertness, 
self-assurance, and so on. Personality is here under­
stood as the subsistence which makes a substance a 
supposit of the rational order. Even the unborn child, 
from the very first moment of conception, is, in the 
truest and fullest sense, a person and has personal­
ity.

Nor do we mean by personality the outer mani­
festation of character or disposition, of whim and 
caprice, of moodiness and variability of conduct, of 
which people speak when they say, "He has an odd 
personality," or "He is a reliable personality," or 
"He has a dual personality," or "He has a Jekyll and
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Hyde personality?' Manifestly, this "personality" is 
merely a matter of observable qualities. And most of 
us have our "moods and tenses”; we have our ups 
and downs, our hours of vivacity and our hours of 
depression and languor. Of almost every man or 
woman it has been said, on some great or some dire 
occasion, "Why, he seemed a different person al­
together,” or "She is a completely changed person.” 
We repeat: our use of the term person and the term 
personality has nothing to do with this manifested 
character or disposition,—"the empirical ego,” as it 
is sometimes called. Our use of the terms has to do 
with the substantial ego, the subsistence which makes 
the human individual a supposit of the rational or­
der. And this personality cannot be "dual,” or "mul­
tiple,” or variable; this personality cannot be changed 
by the most startling or the most momentous of 
events.

The human substance (in individual) as consti­
tuted in its essential structure and ready for its con­
natural operations is an individual human nature. To 
this individual nature, subsistence (which, in the case 
considered, is personality) adds something real and 
positive and intrinsic, which makes the individual a 
supposit, and, in our present case, a supposit of th? 
rational order, that is, a person. There is, therefore, 
a real distinction between the individual nature and 
its subsistence, between nature and person in the in­
dividual. In the Incarnation, the Eternal Second Per-
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son of the Holy Trinity took human nature and 
became man. But He did not take human personality. 
The Divine Person of the Son of God subsists 
henceforth also in human nature. Christ is therefore 
only one Person; He is the Second Person of the 
Trinity. And Christ has two natures, the nature of 
God> which He has from eternity and which is one 
and undivided among the Three Divine Persons; and 
the nature of man, which He took in the bosom of 
His Blessed Mother. Now, as we have seen, the ac­
tions or activities of a substance are the actions of 
the supposit, or, in the case of the human substance, 
of the person. Hence the actions and activities of 
Our Lord, in His human as well as in His divine na­
ture, are the actions and activities of the Divine Sec­
ond Person of the Trinity; they are the actions and 
activities of God. Once more we have briefly invaded 
the field of theology, but this little digression from 
strict philosophical procedure is justified both by the 
importance of the point mentioned and by its close 
connection with the philosophical doctrine of per­
sonality.

Many items of interest touching the subject of 
person and personality might be discussed here. Such, 
for instance, are the nature of man’s physical con­
stitution, the substantial character of the union of 
soul and body, and the manner in which soul and 
body interact. Yet these are points properly treated 
in philosophical psychology and not in ontology.
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SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have learned the meaning of 
substance, and have studied the implications of both 
its nominal and its real definition. We have classified 
substance as primary and secondary; complete and 
incomplete; simple and compound; material and non­
material. We have investigated our knowledge of 
substance, and have found that, while this is no in­
tuitive and direct knowledge, it is derived knowledge 
that is true and reliable. We have demonstrated the 
existence of real substances in the world about us, 
drawing proofs from consciousness, sentient expe­
rience, and reason. We have briefly mentioned and 
criticized certain faulty notions about substance, and 
have seen that doctrines developed from such notions 
are fallacious. We have learned the meaning of sub­
sistence, and have dwelt upon lhat notable type of 
subsistence which is called personality. We have des­
tined supposit and person.

Article 3. Certain Accidents

a) Quality b) Relation c) Quantity d) Action, 
Passion, Motion e) Place and Space f) Time

a) quality
We often say that any accident qualifies its sub­

ject. The word qualify (and its cognate quality) is 
thus seen to be capable of a wide or loose meaning. 
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In such a meaning, any accident which tells us some­
thing about what sort of thing its subject is, is a 
quality. Strictly, however, a quality is an accident 
which modifies or influences a substance in itself or 
in its activities. Even this definition seems some­
what vague; it is necessarily so, since the accident of 
quality is so widely inclusive. But, in general, it may 
be said that any quality makes the substance which it 
affects better or worse in itself, or makes it function 
more easily or less easily.

Marks of a quality are these: (1) It is a thing 
which has an opposite, and qualities may be listed in 
opposed pairs. Thus, virtue, vice; knowledge, igno­
rance; health, illness; whiteness, blackness, are ex­
amples of opposed qualities. (^») It is a thing of 
degrees, being capable of increase or diminishment. 
Thus, virtue may be ordinary or superior, knowl­
edge may be greater or lesser, and so on. (5) It 
is a thing which serves as a basis of comparison. 
Thus things which are like in quality are called 
similar, and things which differ in point of quality 
are, in so far, dissimilar.

Important types of quality are, as we have briefly 
noticed elsewhere, the following:

1. Dispositions and habits. A habit is a settled and 
enduring quality, born of repeated acts or of a con­
tinued state of being, which influences a substance in 
itself or its operations. A habit is firmly fixed and not 
readily removable. Before it becomes so fixed, and 
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while it is still relatively easy to remove, it is called 
a disposition. Thus a child who has lied a few times 
to avoid difficulties may be said to have the dispose 
tion to escape trouble in this unworthy way; contin­
ued lying will fix the practice as a habit. Thus a pupil 
who has, by taste or effort, acquired a liking for 
serious study, is disposed to do good work, and con­
tinued application will make regular study a habit. 
A habit, in casual or colloquial use of the term, sug­
gests the doing of something as a regular practice, 
but it need not be limited to this meaning. Continued 
sickness is a habit; enduring health is a habit; fatness 
or leanness is a habit. These latter are called habits 
of being or entitative habits, while the habits of do­
ing are operative habits. The ability to typewrite 
rapidly is an operative habit; so is the ability to 
skate, or to play the piano, or to read French; these 
are things acquired by continued effort and repeti­
tion, and they are not easily lost or removed, even 
though they be not often exercised after they have 
once become a fixed possession. A habit is distin­
guished as good or bad, according to the effect it has 
on action or conduct. Vice is a morally bad habit; 
virtue is a morally good habit. Chewing tobacco is a 
socially bad habit, Cleansing one’s teeth twice daily 
is a hygienically good habit. But usually the terms 
good and bad have, as descriptive of habit, a mor cd 
implication. Again, a habit is distinguished as natu^ 
red yr supernatural; a natural habit is one acquired
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by the unaided powers of nature; a supernatural 
habit is one that cannot be achieved by natural powers 
but is bestowed by God. Thus, knowledge gained by 
study, is a natural habit; sanctifying grace is a super­
natural habit. The basic meaning of habit (from 
Latin habitus the passive past participle of the verb 
"to have”) is "a thing had, a thing one has got,” a 
thing that stays. A grasp of this fundamental mean­
ing of the term will clear up all that seems unusual 
in the distinction of various habits that we have just 
made.—The cultivation of good (operative) habits 
is of immense practical importance for the conduct 
of life. Good habits render "the right thing” prompt 
and easy in ordinary circumstances, and in moments 
of great stress of temptation they furnish the most 
favorable ground for the operation of actual grace. 
What is called a man’s "character” is largely a mat­
ter of acquired natural and supernatural habits.

2. Capacities. A capacity or power is the faculty 
for doing something. All the activity of a substance 
comes from its nature (for nature means an essence 
viewed as the root and source of operations), but na­
ture is not operative immediately, but only through 
faculties or powers or capacities which inhere in it as 
qualities. Thus the capacity for thinking (the mind 
or intellect) and for choosing (the will) and the 
capacities for sensing (sight, hearing, touch, taste, 
smell, imagination, memory, consciousness, instinct) 
are not the substance of a man, nor the nature of a 
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man, but powers (which in themselves are accidents> 
and qualities) which serve the man in his connatural 
activities. The noblest of human faculties are, of 
course, the soul-faculties of mind and will. When a 
man uses these well, we say that he is a man of fine 
qualities. Since capacities or powers are qualities, 
they must have their respective opposites; for we 
have seen that this is a requirement of quality. The 
opposite of power is impotence, debility, weakness. 
Thus the quality of keen-sightedness has its opposite 
quality in weak-sightedness.

j. Passive characteristics. The term passion has 
many meanings in English, and the most common 
one is that of a strong emotion. But its literal mean­
ing is "an undergoing or an enduring.” Of course, 
when one is strongly moved (as by anger or by love) 
one undergoes, one suffers, one endures something; 
yet here one is apt to think of the passion as the ac­
tive force which produces the emotion; literally it is 
not so. When one endures cold, or heat, or when one 
undergoes a change of color, as of paleness through 
fright or a flushing of the face because of anger or 
embarrassment, one experiences passion in the strict 
and literal sense. Now, the actual undergoing of in­
fluences (actions) is the special category called the 
accident of passion, which is the terminus and the 
complement of the accident of action. The result in 
a substance of the enduring or undergoing of in­
fluence (action) is the accident of quality, which we
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exists of Himself, necessarily, causelessly. However, 
the literal meaning of the term substance limits it to 
the order of finite reality; indeed, all the categories 
are classifications of real finite being.

2. Quantity is the spatial extension of bodily sub­
stance. When we say a thing is big or little we ex­
press a quality rather than quantity; quantity is more 
definite; it indicates, in terms of measurement, how 
big or little, how much. When we say a tree is forty 
feet high, or that a man weighs about 200 pounds, 
or that a rug is "nine by twelve,” we indicate quan­
tities.

3. Quality is, of all accidents, the most inclusive; 
it is the widest accident in scope of meaning and 
application. It indicates what sort or kind a thing is. 
Most adjectives are expressive of qualities. A list 
of the more important qualities may be arranged 
as follows: (cr) Dispositions and habits: prudence, 
for example, studiousness, rashness, credulity, are 
qualities of mind or will. Fatness, leanness, healthi­
ness, robustness, are qualities of body. (Z>) Capa­
cities: sensibility, keen-sightedness, responsiveness 
of thought or imagination, are examples of quality 
as capacity, (c) Passive characteristics: color, com­
plexion, age, temperature, etc., are qualities of this 
type. Temperature and age can also be quantities 
when they are presented in more or less definite 
terms of measurement or degree, (d) Outlines or
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figures: roundness, angularity, straightness, curved­
ness, are qualities of this type.

4. Relation is the order, the standing, the habitude, 
of one thing towards another. Examples of relation 
are found in equality, identity, paternity, servitude. 
Notice that relation is not a simple accident, but in­
volves two things at least (and sometimes more than 
two) and exists between (or among) them.

5. Action is the producing of an effect. That which 
acts regularly produces modification or change; it 
affects something even as it effects its own result. 
Action is indicated in terms such as talking, walking, 
hitting, wounding, thinking, whistling, attending.

6. Passion is the receiving or enduring or under­
going of change. It indicates a being as affected, and 
thus it is the correlative and complement of action. 
Passion is indicated in terms like being hit, being 
wounded, being impelled. Transitive verbs regularly 
express action in their active voice, and passion in 
their passive voice.

7. Place is position of a body in space, with refer­
ence to other bodies; it is expressed in terms such as, 
here at home, down town, in that corner, on the 
ground, out west.

F. Time is the position of a body or of an event 
with reference to what precedes and what follows. 
It is indicated by such expressions as, at nine o’clock; 
after school; to-day; last year; before noon; in 1492.

p. Posture indicates the relative position of parts
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of the same body. It is expressed in such terms as, 
standing, sitting, lying down, lolling about, huddled 
up, outstretched, sprawling.

10. Habit indicates external adjuncts of a body. It 
is expressed in terms such as, well-dressed, in full 
armor, moss-covered, ivy-clad. The term habit as a 
special accident is always expressive of material and 
external things. A mental habit or an intrinsic bodily 
habit is something quite different from this “pre- 
dicamental habit”; as we have seen, a mental or bodily 
habit is a quality.

Strictly speaking, a substance is a being, and has 
being. An accident is a modification of a being, and 
has in-being. An accident is said to inhere in the 
substance which it (directly or indirectly) qualifies 
or modifies or marks. An accident may qualify a 
substance directly (as motion or movement qualifies 
a flying bullet), or indirectly (as speed or direction 
qualifies the movement of the bullet, and, through 
the movement, qualifies the bullet itself). Thus there 
is such a thing as “the accident of an accident” (e. g., 
velocity of motion), but not in any absolute sense; 
there is always a substance at the bottom of the acci­
dents, no matter how these are massed and inter­
twined, and the substance is needed to give reality 
to all the accidents concerned. It is not manifestly 
impossible for certain accidents to exist without a 
substance in which to inhere. Such accidents would 
be absolute accidents, that is, accidents which really 
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confer a new entity upon the substance which they 
affect (such as quantity, or heat), and not merely 
modal accidents, that is, accidents which indicate the 
degree, or manner of presence, of an entity (such as 
straightness of a line, of degree of heat, or velocity 
of motion). In the order of nature, however, even 
absolute accidents do not occur without a substance 
in which to inhere. The point we make is that there 
exists no intrinsic or metaphysical impossibility of 
absolute accidents existing without a substance; the 
concept of such a thing is not self-contradictory. 
And, indeed, by divine faith we know that such a 
thing is not only possible, but is an actual fact. When 
bread and wine are substantially changed into the 
Body and Blood of Christ (transubstantiation), the 
accidents of the bread and wine remain. These do 
not become the accidents of the substance of Christ; 
they remain the accidents of the bread and wine; that 
is, they remain the existing accidents of a substance 
which is no longer there to support them in being. It 
is the common doctrine of theologians that the ab­
solute accident of quantity endures after the sub­
stance of the bread and the wine has been changed, 
and that the other accidents of the sacred species 
(shape, size, color, taste, etc.) inhere in this quantity. 
This, however, is not a matter of philosophy, but of 
theology; it is mentioned here merely in passing, for 
the fuller information of the Catholic student.
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SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have studied the meaning of 
the categories, and the need or necessity which they 
serve. We have found that the true categories must 
be based on no abstract analysis of being considered 
in itself, but must be grounded upon actual reality 
which lies within human experience, and upon the 
unchanging nature of man’s rational nature which 
inevitably tends to interpret reality and so to obtain 
an orderly and a deep understanding of the universe. 
We have named and explained the categories of 
Aristotle which alone, of all such classifications of 
finite reality, meet the requirements of reason, and 
which have endured the unceasing test of more than 
two thousand years. All finite reality is reducible, 
directly or indirectly, to one or other of these modes 
of real being or supreme classes of being. Even In­
finite Being and logical being are, by analogy, reduci­
ble to the categories.

Article 2. Substance

a) Definition b) Classification c) Our Knowledge of 
Substance d) Existence of Real Substances 
e) Faulty Doctrines about Substance f) Sub­

sistence g) The Human Substance

a) DEFINITION OF SUBSTANCE
We have seen that by force of its name (hence, by 

its nominal definition) substance is the support of 
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accidents. And right here the student is warned not 
to take the term support in too literal a meaning. For 
substance is not to be conceived as a kind of nucleus, 
or core, or kernel, wrapped up in accidents as an ear 
of corn is wrapped up in its husks, or as the pulp of 
an orange is wrapped up in its peel. You cannot come 
at substance in a bodily thing by tearing away an 
outer wrapping of accidentals. Substance is not han­
dled, in its pure or unaffected form, by the hands, or 
laid hold of by the senses. No man hath seen sub­
stance at any time. Substance is known, it is under­
stood; it is necessarily understood by the mind or 
intellect in its investigation of the universe. Nor is it 
a mere postulate of mind, a mere supposition of in­
tellect; it is a known reality. But we shall come to 
this point again. For the present, we repeat that the 
nominal definition of substance (from sub "under," 
and stans "standing") describes it as the support of 
accidents.

The real definition of substance is this: Substance 
is a reality which is fitted for existence itself (or in 
itself, or by itself) and does not require some other 
thing in which it is to have being as a mark, modifier, 
qualification, or characteristic. The essential point 
about a substance is that it is existible per se, or by 
itself. That substance is the reality which makes pos­
sible the real existence of accidents is secondary; it 
is not the fundamental and essential requirement of 
substance itself; there is nothing in the abstract idea 
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of substance which demands that it have accidents. 
Hence we see the inadequacy of the nominal defini­
tion of substance, and we notice the misconception 
which that definition may suggest to an unwary 
mind. Of course, a substance in this universe of finite 
and bodily realities, is regularly affected by real acci­
dents, and, indeed, it is through the accidents, and 
their appeal to our senses, that we come to know the 
existence and the nature of substance. This fact, 
however, does not touch our contention that sub­
stance as such does not involve in its concept or idea 
the note of actual accidents which affect it.

The formal (i. e., constituting) element about 
substance, therefore, is this: it is existible per se, 
existible itself, existible in or by itself. We do not 
say that a substance is existible of itself; for that 
would mean that a substance is self-existent, and un­
caused. Only God, the Infinite Being, exists of Him­
self. A finite substance requires its producing cause; 
it is an effect of its cause or sum of causes. Further, 
it requires the conserving power of the Creator to 
keep it in existence, and His concurring power to 
render it operative according to the capacities and 
tendencies of its nature. But, given existence, the 
substance is the thing which exists; it exists itself; 
it is not the "hanger on" of something else. When 
we say that a substance is existible by itself we do 
not mean that a substance exists "alone" and that no 
other substance can simultaneously exist; we do 
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mean that an existing substance is fundamentally in­
dependent of the accidents which happen to inhere in 
it. Thus the rosy apple which I hold in my hand, is 
large, sweet, red, hard, smooth, in this place, at rest 
or moved about by my fingers. Now this size, color, 
flavor, hardness, smoothness, rest or motion, presence 
in this place, are accidents of the apple; they exist, not 
by themselves, but as things which affect this apple; 
they in-exist in the apple as in their subject. But the 
apple could be an apple, and even this apple as far as 
substance goes, if all these accidents were different. 
This explains what we mean by saying that the sub­
stance of the apple exists by itself; we mean that 
the substance is the fundamentally important thing 
in this complex existence called "this apple with all 
its accidents”; we mean that this substance is basically 
independent of the precise accidents which are here 
and now found in it, and could "get on” without them 
by itself.

Substance is, therefore, a reality or essence which 
is existible per se. Secondarily, it is a reality in which 
accidents may inhere; that is, it can be the subject 
of accidents (from Latin subjectum "throw under”; 
and a substance is, so to speak, thrown under the 
qualification of the accidents which affect it). A sub­
stance is a finite reality. Only by analogy do we ’speak 
of God as a substance. All that is most perfect in the 
concept of substance is to be attributed to God emi­
nently, or in a transcendent way, and all that is im-
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perfect in the concept is to be excluded from this 
attribution. Thus, inasmuch as substance is that 
which is existible itself, God is the perfect substance. 
Inasmuch as substance may be the subject of acci­
dents, God is not a substance.

b) CLASSIFICATION OF SUBSTANCE
I. Primary—secondary. A primary substance 

(usually called by its Latin name, substantia prima) 
is an existing individual substance. Thus, Tom, 
Mary, this tree, my guardian angel, are primary 
substances. A primary substance is neither an acci­
dental, nor is it something pre die able of things other 
than itself. Tom is Tom; he is not an accidental 
reality but a substantial one; nor is Tom predicable 
of others (as "this stick is Tom,” or "that stone is 
Tom”) ; Tom is this one human being, singular, 
concrete, not referable to something else as its es­
sence. A primary substance is called also a physical 
substance.—A secondary substance (Latin, sub­
stantia secunda) is a substance conceived abstractly 
and universally by the mind. Thus the idea man is the 
idea of a substantial reality, not an accidental one like 
whiteness, for instance. It means a substance. Its 
object (i. e., the universal "man”; the human es­
sence objectively conceived) is something existible 
only in individually existing substances. Now, the 
universal (the objective essence conceived abstractly 
in the mind) is not itself a substance in a primary
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way, but it is called a secondary substance. A second­
ary substance is defined as a reality which is not an 
accidental, but is predicable of things other than 
itself. Thus the universal man (i. e., the essence man 
conceived in the idea or concept of man) is predica­
ble of all individual human beings, for each of these 
is a man, a human being. Thus we rightly say, "Tom 
is a man, Mary is a man, the baby is a man,” and so 
on. The secondary substance is referable to things 
other than itself (its inferiors) as their essence. In 
a word, a primary substance is a concrete, individual, 
actually existing substance; a secondary substance is 
the essence of a substantial reality conceived univer­
sally in the mind. A primary substance is an actual 
individual; a secondary substance is a universal. A 
secondary substance is sometimes called a metaphys­
ical substance.

2. Complete—incomplete. A primary substance 
is complete when it is a finished nature, fitted for 
existence with all its connatural functions; it is not 
ordinated towards another substance for substantial 
union therewith. A man or a tree or an angel is a 
complete substance.—A primary substance is incom­
plete when it is ordinated towards another substance 
for substantial union therewith, so that the resultant 
compound substance will be a finished nature with all 
its connatural functions. Prime matter and substan­
tial form are incomplete substances; they come to-
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gether in substantial union to constitute a body, 
which is the resultant complete substance. A sub­
stance may be incomplete in one of two ways: (a) 
It may be incomplete in substantiality and in species, 
that is, it may be incapable of existence either as a 
substance or as the complete essence towards which 
it is ordinated as a constituting factor. Thus, the 
life-principle of a plant is a substance incomplete 
both in substantiality and in species. It is incomplete 
in substantiality, for it cannot exist without its co­
substance which is the organic body of the plant; it 
is incomplete in species, for it is manifestly not the 
complete essence called plant, but is only a substan­
tial element of that essence. (&) A substance may be 
incomplete in species, and complete in substantiality 
or incomplete in species only. Thus the human life­
principle or soul is a complete soul; it is a substance 
which can exist without its co-substance, the organic 
body. But the human soul is not the complete species 
(or complete essence) towards which it is ordinated 
as a substantial element; it is not the complete human 
being. In other words, the soul is complete inasmuch 
as it is an existible substance (i. e., complete in sub­
stantiality), but it is not complete as the substance of 
which it is an essential part; it is not complete man 
(i. e., it is incomplete in species).—Substances that 
are incomplete both in substantiality and in species 
are true substances, not accidents; they cannot indeed
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exist without their respective co-substances, but they 
are not things which inhere in co-substances; they 
co-exist in substantial union, they do not inhere.

5. Simple—compound. A simple substance is not 
made up of parts; that is; it is not made up of two or 
more incomplete substances. A plant-soul, a human 
soul, or any substantial form is a simple substance, 
even though incomplete. An angel is a simple and 
complete substance.—A compound or composed sub­
stance is made up of two or more incomplete sub- 
stances. A body (made of matter and form), a man 
(made of body and soul), are examples of compound 
or composed substance.

4. Material—non-material. A material substance 
is either composed of matter (and is therefore a 
body) or it is depej^^
upon matter. A tree or a man is a material substance. 
So is the life-principle Or soul of a tree. This life­
principle is not, indeed, made up of matter, but it 
depends upon matter; it cannot exist or function 
without the material organism which it vivifies or 
makes alive.—A non-material or spiritual substance 
is neither composed j>fjnatter, in whole or in part 
(and, indeed, a non-material substance is simple and 
has no parts), nor is it dependent upon matter for 
its existence and proper operations. The human soul 
is a spiritual or non-material substance; so is an an- 

^gel.—In passing, it must be noted that while a spir-
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itual (or non-material) substance is always a simple 
substance, it does not follow that every simple sub­
stance is spiritual. The substantial form of any body, 
as, for instance, the life-principle which is the sub­
stantial form of a plant, is simple, for it is not made 
up of bodily parts; but it is material, and not spir­
itual, because it depends upon matter, i. e., upon that 
which is made up of bodily parts. We do not call 
such a substance bodily; we do call it material. For 
a bodily substance is composed of material elements 
or parts; a material substance is either composed of 
parts (and hence is bodily) or depends upon that 
which is composed of parts, although it has no con­
stituting parts of its own.

C) OUR KNOWLEDGE OF SUBSTANCE

We have no intuitive knowledge of substance. 
That is, we have no immediate and direct mental 
grasp of substance as such. Our knowledge begins 
with the action of the senses; and the senses do not 
have substance as their object. The senses lay hold of 
accidents. But the intellect, taking the findings of the 
senses, discerns the underlying reality which we call 
substance. Nor is this a mere supposed foundation 
for accidents. It is not, as John Locke (1632-1704) 
declared, "an unknown something" which the mind 
posits as the support for accidents. Substance is far 
from unknown. We may know much about it, gath­
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ering justified data by the intellectual investigation 
of sense-findings. But, we repeat, we have no imme­
diate and intuitive knowledge of substance as such; 
we have a justifiably derived knowledge of it

We can know the existence of real substances, and 
we can know the specific nature of substance. These 
points are discoverable by the mind in its study of 
accidental reality, and especially in its study of those 
accidents that are called proper accidents or proper­
ties. Such accidents are revealing things. The old 
sayings, “Handsome is as handsome does," and “Ac­
tions speak louder than words," may be adapted to 
express the truth that “A substance is as a substance 
reveals itself in proper accidents and activities." For 
the proper activities and the proper determinants of a 
thing follow upon and express what the thing is in 
itself. Agere sequitur esse, that is, “Function follows 
essence." Therefore, a careful study of sense-find­
ings, a reflecting upon and an analysis of observed 
properties, activities, functions, behavior, must lead 
us to a knowledge of the existence and nature of the 
fundamental reality which is marked by such proper­
ties, and which so acts, so functions, so behaves. And 
this knowledge is clarified and fortified by what may 
be called the “check-up of mediate experience." That 
is, this knowledge meets the requirements of daily 
life and hourly experience; it squares with facts; 
it fits into our inevitable interpretation of the uni­
verse. And the theories which doubt or deny the
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possibility of knowledge about substance do not so 
check with the actual facts and experiences of our 
life. Indeed, every such theory is self-contradictory. 
It begins by denying substance (flatly or equiva­
lently) and ends by asserting that accidents are all 
substantial; at least, this assertion is implicitly made 
in the manner in which the theorists think of acci­
dents and speak of them.

To deny or doubt the trustworthiness of our in­
tellect in deriving the concept of substance from 
sense-findings of accidents, is to deny the truth of 
all knowledge and to lapse into the self-contradiction 
of skepticism. For all our knowledge, of things con­
crete and of things abstract, of things most evident 
and of things most abstruse, begins with the action 
of the senses. Therefore, if the senses do not avail 
to furnish the mind with the reality from which it 
works out its true and reliable concept of substance, 
these senses do not avail to furnish the mind with 
reality from which to form any true concepts at all. 
What evidence, what grounds, what criterion can 
be suggested, according to which the senses are to be 
known as reliable in the one case and not reliable in 
the other? Therefore, to deny the power of the mind 
to know substance, is to deny it power for true 
knowledge altogether. And this is skepticism, which, 
as is proved in Criteriology, is a self-contradictory 
and impossible doctrine.

Our first knowledge of substance is doubtless an
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implicit concept. That is, it is “infolded” in the earlL 
est cognitions of life. When we began to know 
things, we took the world around us at face value* 
and the things that we experienced we considered as 
existing in their own right. In a word, we took all 
bodily objects, especially those perceived by touch 
and sight, as substantial. But soon we noticed dif­
ferences in these sense-objects. The cry of a baby 
was soon recognized as a different sort of thing from 
the baby itself; it was quickly understood as some­
thing that depends upon the baby and proceeds from 
the baby, and does not have existence in or by itself. 
So too we noticed that the lad scampering home 
from school was more manifestly an existing thing 
(that is, a thing existing itself, or in its own right) 
than the movement of his flying feet. Thus early in 
childhood the concept of substance and of accident 
(as yet implicit) emerged to the forefront of the 
mind’s view of reality. The movement and the hum 
of a spinning top were known as belonging to some 
other category of things than that to which the top 
itself belongs; the color of a toy was seen to mark 
and qualify the toy. Substance and accident are in­
evitable classifications forced upon the mind, not by 
its bent or bias, not by some mysterious outer force, 
but by recognised reality. And all human experience 
checks with this classification, establishing it clearly 
and solidly as fundamental in all knowledge.

Our knowledge of substance is, therefore, a de-
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here call, somewhat lamely and inadequately, a pas­
sive characteristic. Thus the actual undergoing of a 
sensation of fright is passion, not quality. But the 
resultant state of the substance affected by passion, 
the paling of the face, the trembling of the hands, is 
quality, or "passive characteristic” which is a type 
of quality. This type of quality is, unfortunately for 
minds easily muddled, also called by the simple term 
passion if it is a quickly passing quality, a transitory 
state or condition of the substance affected. If this 
quality is an enduring thing, it is called passive qual­
ity, or, in the old Latin phrase, qualitas patibilis. 
Thus the paling of the face, the sinking of the heart, 
the trembling of the hands, are qualities called pas­
sions, for these things are, of their nature, fleeting 
and transitory. But the ordinary state of the com­
plexion, the regular temperature of the body (which 
are things produced by normal influences) are not 
fleeting or transitory, but tend to endure; therefore, 
these things are called, not passions, but passive 
qualities.

4. Outlines and figures. The outline or figure or 
form or shape of a thing is the limit of its quantity. 
Every actual body has quantity, and the quantity has 
ends, terminations, limits, points where it breaks off. 
These limits determine the shape of the body, or its 
outline or form or figure. The form or figure is not 
the substance affected by it, nor the quantity of that 
substance; a ball of wax that weighs one pound is
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not changed in substance or in quantity when the 
wax is reshaped. The form or figure of a bodily sub­
stance is a quality of the substance; it is a quality of 
quantified matter. By an ancient usage, the term 
form was used only with reference to artificial 
things, like houses, or paintings, or wagons, or 
clocks; and the term figure was used with reference 
to natural substances like trees or horses or men. 
Later usage, however, has made the terms form and 
figure practically synonymous and interchangeable, 
and has added a new synonym, shape.—In passing, 
the student is warned that the term form (which 
here means, of course, accidental form, and of a 
special type) is a most potent and most frequently 
recurrent word in a philosopher’s vocabulary. In gen­
eral, a form means any determinateness of being, 
essential or non-essential, substantial or accidental. 
In this sense, all accidents are forms (accidental 
forms), and the essence, the nature, the subsistence 
of a substance are forms; the substance itself is con­
stituted in its character as an existing thing of 
definite essence and nature by its substantial f orm.

b) RELATION
We have defined accident in general as that reality 

which is not fitted for existence in itself or by itself, 
but regularly exists in something other than itself as 
a mark, qualifier, characteristic, or determinant. In 
a word, an accident exists in the subject which it
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affects; it m-exists, rather than exists. But there is 
one accident of the nine that is not accurately de­
scribed as an in-existing reality. This exceptional 
accident is relation. For relation is not something 
which inheres in a subject, or in-exists; it is rather 
something that exists between two subjects, or among 
a plurality of subjects. Relation is the standing, the 
ordering, the habitude of one thing towards another. 
The world about us is marked by a most complex 
tissue of relations or relationships.2

2 The most obvious and the most important of relations is 
that of causality. To this relationship we devote an entire Chap­
ter, called “Beings in Their Causes.”

It is possible for us to consider certain realities 
alone, and in this view they are called absolute reali­
ties. Thus we can consider a man, or a man’s appear­
ance, or a tree, or a field of corn. But if we take into 
account all that can be known about such things, we 
inevitably see them in relations which they bear to 
other things. The man is somebody’s son; the man’s 
appearance makes him similar to others, or dissimi­
lar ; the tree is like or unlike other trees; the field of 
corn suggests somebody who planted the corn. Indeed, 
everything can be seen in relationships or relations 
which tie it up with other things. Some things can be 
regarded as absolute; but some cannot. Thus, for ex­
ample you cannot conceive of parent absolutely; for 
parent means a person who bears a relationship to 
offspring. You cannot think of son or daughter with-
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out involving in the thought the idea of parent. You 
cannot think of king without thinking of subjects, 
for a king is miscalled, and is not a king, unless he 
holds the place of rule over subjects. Thus, there are 
some realities which, of necessity, involve a reference 
to others. Such realities are called relative. We may 
put the whole matter thus: things that can be known 
by themselves without reference to anything else are 
absolute; things which cannot be known alone but are 
necessarily known as related to other things, are rela­
tive. Of course, in a strict sense, only God is truly an 
absolute Being. Every creature depends upon God, 
and is related to God, as to its First Cause. But, 
omitting this fundamental relation which affects all 
positive reality, we assert that among creatures them­
selves there are some that can be seen in an absolute 
light, and some that cannot be seen except as involv­
ing reference to other things; and on this basis we 
classify creatures as absolute and relative.

. Now, is relation all a matter of seeing things, of 
knowing them? If so, relation is a thing of the mind, 
a logical entity and not a real entity. That there can 
be logical relations is manifest; such is the relation 
between the subject and predicate of a sentence; such 
is the relation between a red flag and danger; such is 
the relation between a laurel wreath and triumph. 
These relationships are unquestionably due to the 
view of the mind or the invention of men; they are 
not a necessarily objective state of facts in the world
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of realities which does not depend on man’s mind or 
man’s view or man’s customs. They are logical rela­
tions. But we assert that there are also real relations 
in the world, and many of them. A child is related to 
his parents, as effect to cause, independently of man’s 
view of the case. The pillars in St. Peter’s Basilica 
are alike, whether anyone notices the fact or not; they 
bear to one another the relation of similarity (and 
that, in each of them, which is the basis of compari­
son, is the quality of likeness). The first distinction 
of relations is that of logical relations and real rela­
tions. Logical relations are the "tie-ups" that depend 
on knowledge, or invention, or understood custom. 
Real relations are the product of things taken inde­
pendently, and not in a special view of mind, or as a 
special arrangement or form of symbol invented by 
man.

Relations are further distinguished as essential and 
non-essential. An essential relation is the very essence 
of a thing inasmuch as it involves a reference to 
something else. Thus the soul is created expressly for 
union with the body so that, in substantial union 
therewith, it may constitute man. The soul is essen­
tially directed to, ordinated to, referred to, related to 
the body. This is an essential relation. Again, between 
two and four, there is the relation of half to whole; 
this relation is necessary; it cannot be different; it be­
longs to the very essence of the two quantities; it 
is an essential relation. An essential relation holds
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everywhere and always between or among the es­
sences concerned. It transcends times, occasions, con­
ditions, circumstances. Therefore an essential relation 
is often called a transcendental relation.—A non- 
essential relation (or an accidental or a predicamental 
relation) is one that happens to be there, but need 
not be, by any necessity based on the nature or es­
sence of the things related.3 That John looks like Joe 
may be an actual fact and a real relation; but it is 
manifest that this resemblance is an accidental thing, 
not an essential one. It may be that John is later dis­
figured by disease or accident, and no longer looks 
like Joe. And still John and Joe are the same essences 
they were before the change occurred. For a predica­
mental or non-essential relation we find a basis in 
quantity, in quality, or in action-passion; quantity is 
the basis of the relations of equality and inequality; 
quality is the basis of the relations of likeness and un­
likeness, similarity or dissimilarity; action-passion is 
the basis of the relation of origin or causality.

A relation is mutual when it works two ways, 
when it is truly reciprocal. Thus the relation between 
parent and offspring is mutual. Parent means a per­
son who has a child; offspring means a person who has 
a parent. From the standpoint of the parent, this rela­
tion is paternity or maternity; from the standpoint of 
the child, this relation is filiation. Thus, aS is evident,

3 It is of predicamental relation that we speak in the present 
study.
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the relation between parent and offspring is mutual or 
reciprocal, but it is not the same from the respective 
standpoints of the things related. It is a mutual but un­
equal relationship. Between John and Joe who look 
alike there is a mutual relationship of similarity which 
is the same from the standpoints of both things re­
lated : John looks like Joe; Joe looks like John. This is 
a mutual and equal relationship.—A relation is non­
mutual or non-reciprocal when it does not work two 
ways. Thus, there is a relation between the mind of a 
man and a reality known to that mind, between 
knowledge and a real object of knowledge. But this 
relation is non-mutual. The man’s knowledge depends 
on the object, for the object must be there before it 
can be known. But the object does not depend on the 
man’s knowledge, and would be there, and be the 
same, whether the man knew it or not. Again, the 
relation between God and creatures is a real but non- 
mutual relation. Creatures depend on God, and nec­
essarily stand in the relation of dependency upon 
Him; God must be there, or the creatures cannot be 
there. But the relation does not work the other way. 
God does not depend on creatures; and God would be 
there whether creatures were there or not there.

In every relation we distinguish three elements: 
the subject, the term, and the basis. The subject is 
that which is referred to something else. The term 
is that to which the subject is referred. And the basis 
is the reason by which the subject is referred to the
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term. Thus, in the relation called paternity or father­
hood, which exists between father and son (from the 
standpoint of the father), the subject is the father; 
the father is the reality referred to or related to the 
son. The term is the son. The basis is the process of 
generation, the physical having of offspring (the 
action-passion) which makes the father the progeni­
tor of the son. Take the same relation from the 
standpoint of the son; it is now the relation of filia­
tion or sonship, not of paternity. The subject is the 
son; the term is the father; the basis is the process of 
generation (action-passion, with the emphasis now 
on passion) which makes the son the offspring of the 
father. Take another example: John looks like Joe. 
Here the subject is John; the term is Joe; the basis is 
the quality of appearance in John and in Joe. Turn 
the relation around (since it is mutual and equal), 
and say: Joe looks like John. Here the subject is Joe; 
the term is John; the basis is the quality of appear­
ance in Joe and John.

There are real relations in the world about us, but 
the world does not consist of relations. And in the 
truths that we can acquire about reality, whether in 
the material world, or in the metaphysical world (the 
world of understood essences), or in the moral world 
(the realm of right and wrong, of duty, of con­
science), there is an absolute value, not a relative one. 
As philosophers, we have no direct concern with phy-
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sical essences and their material characteristics and 
processes; we leave the question of physical relativity 
to the discussion of physicists and mathematicians. 
But we must, in the name of truth, and on the basis of 
reality in being, take a definite stand against the in­
tellectually and morally ruinous theories of relative 
truth and relative morality which are much in fashion 
today. The question of such relativity has full dis­
cussion in Criteriology and in Ethics. But we must 
make passing mention of it here. On the intellectual 
side, the relativist holds that what is true here and 
now is not necessarily or absolutely true, so that it 
must be true for all men of all times; but it might have 
been false in the past, or may turn false in future, or 
may be false now in other places than this world we 
know. In a word, the relativist holds to the dictum 
truth changes. Against him we might marshal a list 
of crushing arguments, and it is the duty of the 
criteriologist to do so. Here it will suffice to answer 
him quite simply, to condemn him out of his own 
mouth, to show that he proposes a self-contradictory 
doctrine, and so stultifies himself, and is unworthy 
of a serious hearing. When he says, "Truth changes,” 
we may upset him completely by asking, "Is that 
true?” For, if his statement be true, then his doc­
trine is itself an unstable, unreliable, changing theory, 
and is therefore inadmissible.—The relativist in 
moral matters says that nothing is absolutely right
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or wrong, good or bad, but that the moral quality 
(goodness or badness) of any human activity is de­
termined by its relation to the times, or to the current 
needs of industrial or social groups, or to the existing 
stage of civilization and of human "progress." Our 
own American philosopher, William James (1842- 
1910), held such a relativist theory in regard to both 
truth and morality. He taught that the test of truth 
and goodness is the "workableness" of a thing; a 
thing is true and good if "it works," if it meets the 
needs of the moment or of the circumstances. From 
the Greek word pragma (an act, a deed, a thing that 
works or is worked) the theory of James takes the 
name Pragmatism. We may say to the pragmatist, 
intellectual or moral, "How can you speak of a thing 
as true or good if you have no understanding of what 
truth and goodness mean in themselves and apart 
from all special circumstances? How do you know a 
thing is good now, or that it actually works for hu­
man weal, unless you know what good means itself?" 
Chesterton says that the relativist is a man engaged 
in looking for the comparative of a word of which 
he has forgotten the positive. He believes in things 
being made better, but he does not know what good 
means; he believes in progress, but he has no idea of 
a starting-point, or a direction, or a goal; he believes 
in change, but he does not admit the stable existence 
even of a thing that can be changed.
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C) QUANTITY

Quantity is the accident which affects a bodily sub­
stance with extension of parts. It is called "an acci­
dent which spreads out a bodily substance so that it 
is part here part there" (accidens extensivum substan­
tiae corporeae in partes). Quantity is not the bodily 
substance itself, but an accident which affects the 
bodily substance. It is a proper accident of actual 
bodies, and, in the order of nature, an actual body is 
never found without some quantity; but quantity is 
not the essential constituent of the body itself. We 
have seen that a bodily substance has essential parts 
or elements, viz., prime matter and substantial form. 
It is not of these parts that we speak when we say 
that quantity extends the parts of a body. We speak 
of integral parts; the parts that make up the body in 
its mensurable character, and not the parts that make 
it up in its essence. When, for instance, we speak of 
the quantity of a block of stone, we do not refer to the 
substantial elements which make this substance stone, 
but to the parts or elements which make it this much, 
this amount, this bulk of stone.

There are five notable properties or attributes of 
quantity: (z) It extends the body in a manner that 
may be called internal, without reference to the space 
which the body occupies, or the place in which it 
moves or reposes. It is this property which is the 
formal property, or even the constituent property and 
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the essence, of the accident called quantity. (<?) It ex­
tends the body in an external manner so that its parts 
occupy space or place. (5) It makes the bodily parts 
incompenetrable, so that one is not precisely where 
another is. (4) It makes the bodily substance divisible 
because the extended parts, not compenetrating, are 
conceivably and really separable, one from another. 
(5) It renders the bodily substance mensurable or 
measurable, because parts that are divisible can be 
numbered and can be seen in relation to one another 
as equal or unequal.

Quantity properly so-called is referable only to 
bodies. By an extension of meaning it may be, and 
is, applied also to material things which are not sub- 
stances. And, by analogy, it is predicable of even non­
material or spiritual substances and accidents. Thus 
we speak of a number of apples, a quantity of time, 
an amount of virtue of learning, a number of angels. 
But quantity in the strict and proper meaning of the 
word is always corporeal quantity, bodily quantity, 
mensurable quantity, the quantity of a thing that has 
dimensions.

Quantity as corporeal is either a matter of size or 
a matter of number. Quantity of size is called con­
tinuous quantity; its parts are united; the line which 
marks the end of one part is the same identical line 
which marks the beginning of the next neighboring 
part. By reason of this quantity a body is said to have 
magnitude, size, bulk. Quantity of number is called



THE SUPREME CLASSES OF BEING 259 
discrete quantity; its parts are severed, discrete, sepa­
rated. These parts may be, indeed, more or less per­
fectly contiguous (one lying close to another, so that 
the line which marks the end of one part is right 
against the line which marks the beginning of the 
next neighboring part), but they are not continuous. 
The quantity of a grain of sugar is quantity of size, 
continuous quantity; but the quantity of a pound of 
sugar in a sack (the whole being regarded as one 
quantity) is discrete quantity; it is the quantity of a 
number of grains taken together. Other examples of 
continuous quantity: an apple, a horse, a man, a tree, a 
stone. Examples of discrete quantity: a peck of apples, 
a herd of horses, a group of men, a clump of trees, a 
pile of stones. Of the first examples we say that they 
are of such and such size; of the others, we say that 
they exist in such and such number (or multitude).

Continuous quantity is called permanent or simul­
taneous if its parts are all in existence together; if it is 
"all there” at once. Such is the quantity of a horse, a 
house, or a stone. Continuous quantity is called suc­
cessive if its parts come into existence one after an­
other, and are not all there together. Such is the 
quantity (so-called by extension of the literal mean­
ing of the term) of time, or of movement, or of a 
speech. Time is a flowing thing; minute follows 
minute; and, as the harassed hero of the comic opera 
sings, "The months in succession come round, and 
you don’t find two Mondays together.” So with move^ 
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ment; it is a thing which goes through a course, makes 
a transit, proceeds from point of beginning to point 
of ending, and one element or "part" exists at a time, 
to be followed by others in turn, until the motion or 
movement is complete. So also with a speech; it 
would doubtless be a convenience if we could have 
the multitudinous words of some orators thrown 
upon us in one instantaneous and shocking blast, but 
the rigorous rule of reality forbids that this kindly 
thing should be.

Some philosophers, like Rene Descartes (1596- 
1650), have thought that the essence of bodily sub­
stance is its quantity. This is untrue. Quantity, as we 
have already said, is an accident of bodily substance; 
it is not the bodily substance itself. A drop of water is 
as truly the substance waler as is the ocean; which 
manifestly could not be if quantity or extension or 
amount were identified with the substance quantified.

In abstract thought and language we deal with 
corporeal quantity as lines (or distances), surfaces 
(or areas), or volumes (cubic content, extension, 
mass). But in the concrete, a corporeal quantity is 
always a cubic quantity; it has always length, width, 
and thickness. The finest "line," drawn with the finest 
instrument, on the hardest surface, has manifest 
length; but it has width also, though it be the millionth 
of an inch; and the ink or graphite with which it is 
drawn lies upon the surface as a layer of bodily matter
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with its thickness or depth, even though this be but 
the billionth of an inch in measurement.

d) ACTION, PASSION, MOTION

1. Action is an accident (or non-substantial reality) 
by virtue of which a cause produces an effect. It is not 
an ability or capacity to do something; this, as we have 
elsewhere seen, is a quality. It is the actual "getting to 
work," the "going into action" that we call the ac­
cident of action or predicamental action.

The action whereby God produces things out of 
nothing (creation) is not, strictly speaking, predica­
mental action, for God is not affected by anything ac­
cidental. Yet such are the limitations of speech, that 
we speak of the creative action of the Almighty. An 
action of creatures is always an effecting, a producing 
(not out of nothing, but out of something already 
existent), an operating, a functioning. This, inas­
much as it is the actual doing (and not the equipment 
or capacity for doing), is the predicamental action of 
which we here speak.

An action which produces a new substance is gen­
eration. And, since the production of a new substance 
is always the reduction or removal of another (or 
others), generation of one substance is the corruption 
of another (or others). Thus, the generation of water 
is the corruption of hydrogen and oxygen; the genera­
tion of living cells is the corruption of food. Genera-
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tion and corruption are instantaneous> not successive. 
When the action is not productive (and corruptive) 
of substance, but of accidental form or forms, it is 
called change or alteration. Thus the action of fire 
upon a pail of water turns the water from cold to 
hot; this is alteration. Alteration is usually succes­
sive, that is, it proceeds by steps or stages. Thus, the 
water passes successively through the stages of cold, 
less cold, lukewarm, warm, hot.

Action which remains, in itself and in its main 
effect, within the being which produces it is immanent 
action (from Latin in and manere "to remain in"). 
All vital action (that is, life action: nutrition, growth, 
generation, sensation, appetition, locomotion, intellec­
tion, volition) is immanent, and all immanent action 
is vital. The growth of a plant has, indeed, outer 
effects; it is larger as it grows, and stands in different 
spatial relations to surrounding bodies. But this is a 
secondary effect of growth; growth in itself and in 
its main effect is in the plant, and stays in the plant, 
and perfects the plant. Non-immanent action is tran­
sient (from Latin transiens "going over") ; that is, 
it is action which goes over from the being which 
produces it and has its main effect on something else. 
The action of sawing wood or hitting a ball is tran­
sient,

2, Passion is an accident (or non-substantial real­
ity) by which a being is constituted in the actual re­
ceiving of action, the actual undergoing of action in
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its effect. Action is actual doing; passion is actual 
undergoing. Passion is thus the complement of action; 
it is its opposite, indeed, but in the sense of a related 
opposite; an opposite which is also a term or goal.

5. Motion is a kind of composite view of action and 
passion. St. Thomas says that "inasmuch as motion 
proceeds from a doer, it is action; inasmuch as it af­
fects what undergoes the doing, it is passion." Motion 
is any transit from potentiality to actuality; it is any 
going over from non-action to action, from non­
undergoing to undergoing. Motion is a term which 
suggests to the ordinary mind a moving about of a 
body or of parts of a body. This is indeed motion, but 
it is not the only type of motion; this is merely local 
motion or local movement. But there is motion in 
generation, and in corruption, and in alteration. There 
is movement or motion from the state of being hy­
drogen and oxygen to the state of being water, and 
conversely, from the state of being water to the state 
of being hydrogen and oxygen. There is motion in 
the transit from hot to cold, from cold to hot; from 
virtuous to vile, from sinful to sinless. There is 
motion in quantitative growth (enlargement) or di- 
minishment.

e) PLACE AND SPACE
I. Place is an accident which determines "where" a 

thing is. It is an accident of a body which is immedi­
ately, contiguously, surrounded by another bodily
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substance; and it is determined by the whole outer 
surface of the body in its contact with the surround­
ing substance.

Consider a glass of wine. Where is the wine, the 
continuous quantity or volume in this amount called 
a glassful? There are several answers. The wine is in 
the glass; it is on the table, it is in the room, it is in 
the house, it is in this county, and so on. The surface 
of the inside of the glass is its immediate external 
place or its proper place. The other places (table, 
room, house, county, etc.) are the mediate external 
places or the common places, for other things than 
the glassful of wine are localized in these places. But 
the outer surface of the volume of wine itself may be 
regarded as a kind of container, a kind of film or skin 
which holds the volume of wine; and this is the in­
ternal place of the wine. Internal place is immovable. 
No matter where the glassful, the amount, of wine 
may be, its internal place remains the same; for con­
sidered as "self-contained," its content or cubic bulk 
is ever the same as long as it continues to be the 
identical amount of wine. Take another illustration. 
Think of a baseball flying through the air from the 
bat of a muscular athlete. The external place of the 
baseball is being constantly changed as long as the ball 
is in motion; but the internal place of the ball is not 
changed at all. For, as long as the ball remains the 
same bodily mass or volume, it is held within the 
same dimensions, or rather, it is the same in cubic
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content; its mass, considered as contained or enclosed 
by its own surfaces, is its internal place. Thus, in­
ternal place is immovable in the sense of changeless. 
The external place of the ball, that is, the proper ex­
ternal place, is determined at any given moment by 
the concave surface of the air which immediately sur­
rounds the ball and touches its surface at every point. 
For, at any given moment of its flight (such moment 
being statically considered), the ball is completely en­
closed by the concave surface of the immediately sur­
rounding air; there is, so to speak, a hole in the air 
into which the ball fits perfectly; indeed it is the actual 
extension of the ball which displaces the air and causes 
this perfectly fitting envelope to exist. The hole, 
envelope, or concavity into which the ball perfectly 
fits,—no other substance coming between the ball and 
this concave surface,—is the proper external place of 
the ball. The common external place of the ball is, 
of course, the air (in general), the park, the neighbor­
hood in which the park is located, the section of 
county, state, or territory in which the neighborhood 
is located, and so on. In most of our expressions of 
localization, that is, expressions concerning the place 
occupied by bodies, we indicate common external 
place. Such is the meaning of the following phrases: 
"In this room”; "On the desk”; "In our part of the 
country”; "In America”; "Right here on this spot”; 
"On the campus”; "In chapel.”

How may a thing be in a place? How may it be
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localized? How may it be said to be present? There 
are four chief ways in which a reality may be local­
ized :

z. If the thing localized is a bodily substance with 
quantity it has presence in a place, or is localized, in 
the literal and proper sense of these expressions. A 
body is in a place (external and proper place) when 
its own dimensions are immediately circumscribed by 
the dimensions of surrounding surface. Just so the 
baseball of which we were speaking is literally and 
properly localized by the immediately surrounding 
air, the exactly-fitting pocket of air, the inner surface 
of which is co-dimensional with the outer surface of 
the baseball. Lay a coin on a sheet of paper and, with a 
finely sharpened pencil, draw a close-fitting circle 
around it. You have thus "written around” the coin, 
and the circle you have written or drawn indicates the 
location of the coin in so far as it has place on the 
paper. Now, the Latin circumscriptum means "written 
around.” This term gives us the English phrase 
circumscription, or circumscriptive location. Circum­
scriptive location is what we call location in its literal 
and proper sense. And we say that all bodily sub­
stances are located, or are in their proper external 
places, circumscriptively. Only bodies can be present 
in a place circumscriptively. Yet, by figure of speech, 
by metaphor or analogy, we use the language of cir­
cumscription very frequently when we speak of non- 
bodily things. Thus we speak of the places of the
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angels in heaven, and of the places left vacant by the 
rebel angels. Thus again we speak of a man’s knowl­
edge as something that is in him; our language seems 
to suggest that it is in him in somewhat the same 
manner as his heart or his liver is in him. But, of 
course, our language is metaphorical. Non-material 
things have no dimensions which can be co-dimen- 
sional with a containing surface, and hence they can­
not literally be in a place circumscriptively.

2. If the thing localized is a form which gives 
actuality (existence) to a substance or accident, it is 
said to in-form such substance or accident, and to be 
in that substance or accident (i. e., to be located or 
placed there) informatively. Thus the substantial 
form of any material substance is said to be in that 
substance, or to be located in that substance, informa­
tively. Thus the soul is said to be located in the body. 
Thus the character or quality of beauty is said to be 
in a beautiful face or scene.

3. If the thing localized is a working force, an 
acting power, it is said to be present where it works 
in a manner that is called operative; it is said to be 
present or to be placed operatively. There are two 
types of operative presence: (a) A creatural power, 
a finite power (substantial,—like the soul; or ^ac­
cidental,—like the power of seeing) can be present 
only in one subject at a time, and is definitely limited 
to that subject, and can function only there. It is thus 
said to be definitively present in the subject in which
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it operates. Thus the human soul is said to be present 
in the body operatively and definitively; we have 
already seen that the soul is in the body informatively. 
(b) The Infinite Power (that is, the Divine Essence 
Itself) is unlimited in itself, and therefore is un­
limited in the field of its exercise. And so it is present 
everywhere; it is ubiquitously present (the term is 
from the Latin ubique, "everywhere"). Thus God 
(and God's power) is present everywhere operatively 
and ubiquitously; and, since God’s power is identified 
with His Essence, His very Being, He is present 
everywhere in full essence or essentially.

4. The fourth mode of localization or presence (or 
ubication, as it is sometimes called; a term from the 
Latin ubicatio or "whereness”) does not lie within 
the proper scope of a purely philosophical discussion, 
but we add it here for reasons of completeness. It is 
the mode of presence exampled by Christ in the Holy 
Eucharist. This mode of presence is called sacra­
mental, and it is defined as a presence wherein a 
located substance has place through the mediation of 
the dimensions of another substance, but without 
making these dimensions its own. Thus the substance 
of Christ is present under the appearances (and di­
mensions) of bread and wine, but the dimensions of 
the transubstantiated bread and wine are not the 
dimensions of Christ. Christ is present in a tiny host, 
not in miniature, not partially, but whole and entire
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in the fulness of His mature humanity as well as in 
the fulness of His divinity. And, while the host we 
look upon is really Christ Himself, we cannot transfer 
the dimensions and other accidents of the host to 
Christ and say that Christ is small, or Christ is round, 
or Christ is white, or Christ is brittle. For Our Lord 
uses the extension and other accidents of the host as 
the “veil,” so to speak, of His presence, but He does 
not make this extension and these other accidents His 
own extension and accidents. He is present in the 
Holy Eucharist sacramentally.

It may be asked whether one body can conceivably 
be present in two or more places at the same time, and 
also whether a plurality of bodies can conceivably be 
present simultaneously in one and the same place. The 
first question asks about the possibility of multiloca­
tion; the second inquires about the possibility of 
compenetration.

1. Multilocation of bodies is an absolute impos­
sibility if the plural localization is conceived of as 
circumscriptive in all cases. For it is a contradiction 
in terms and in concepts to say that the same body 
can be circumscriptively present in two or more places 
at the same time. It is to say that a body is in one 
place, and measures its actual dimensions with the 
actual dimensions of that place, and, at the same time, 
does not measure its actual dimensions with that place
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since it is in another place simultaneously, measuring 
up its dimensions with that place.4 Now, a self- 
contradiction cannot be actualized; what is self­
contradictory is absolutely or metaphysically impos­
sible ; not even a miracle can bring it to actual being. 
However, it is conceivably possible (because it in­
volves no self-contradiction) for a single body to be in 
one place in one manner, and in other places in re~ 
spectively distinct manners. Thus, as we know by 
revelation and faith, Christ is present in each con­
secrated host, and in each part of each host, in a real 
and true and factual manner. His body, risen and 
ascended, is circumscriptively present only in heaven 
whither it has ascended; but it is sacramentally 
present in each consecrated particle of bread and of 
wine. A multiplied sacramental presence is not in­
conceivable, and hence, by a miracle, is a possibility. 
In a manner analogous to the sacramental presence, 
—without, however, involving the existence of a 
sacrament in the theological sense,—the loaves and 
fishes were multiplied for the comfort of the multi-

4 Certain notable scholastic philosophers do not agree that 
circumscriptive multilocatipn (that is, the presence of the one 
body circumscriptively in a plurality of places) is a self- 
contradiction and therefore a metaphysical impossibility. These 
say that the circumscriptive presence of a body in its place is a 
secondary effect of quantity, and depends upon external exten­
sion; therefore, just as external extension can be impeded or 
blocked out by a miracle, so equally it might be multiplied with­
out involving a multiplication of the quantity of which it is the 
secondary effect. Such is the opinion of Scotus, Suarez, Fran- 
zelin, and others.
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tudes who heard Our Lord’s discourse in the desert 
The loaves were not multiplied in the sense that new 
ones were made and added to the original store; no, 
the crowds were fed with the original few loaves. But 
the presence of these loaves was multiplied. Now, it 
was not their circumscriptive presence or location 
which was multiplied; that would have been, as we 
have just seen, an impossibility because a self-con­
tradiction; it would have been the presence and the 
simultaneous non-presence of each loaf in each place 
of its use. Yet the measurements or dimensions which 
determine circumscriptive presence are not the sub­
stance of the body which has such presence, nor are 
these dimensions the essence of the accident called 
quantity; for circumscriptive presence is a matter of 
external location and of external extension, whereas 
the essence of quantity lies in the internal extension 
of the quantified bodily substance. Hence there is no 
intrinsic impossibility in the fact of each loaf being 
present circumscriptively in one place and, at the same 
time, being present in other places in a non-circum- 
scriptive manner. Our examples of multilocation are 
instances of the miraculous and the supernatural; 
necessarily so, since, in the order of unaided nature, 
multilocation is unknown. But our doctrine is not de­
pendent on the examples which illustrate its meaning. 
Nor is it any part of our purpose to prove the actuality 
of the miracles mentioned. Our only legitimate pur­
pose in the present discussion is to show that multi­
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location, according to different modes of presence, is 
not a manifest absurdity and a self-contradiction. The 
most that philosophy can prove is that such multiloca­
tion is not an intrinsic or absolute impossibility.

2. We have already seen that one of the natural 
properties of actual quantity is incompenetrability. 
This is a property by force of which the existence of 
one bodily substance in a place blocks out any other 
body from that place at that time. Since this is a 
natural property, or physical property, of quantity, 
there is no such thing as compenetration of bodies 
(that is, two or more bodies occupying the same place 
at the same time) in the order of nature. Therefore 
the natural order affords us no examples of compene­
tration. Water in a sponge is not compenetration; the 
water merely occupies the spaces between and among 
the sponge-fibers which are drawn apart by its action. 
Anything porous which admits another substance, 
merely draws aside its own parts to allow the admitted 
substance to occupy their former place. Still, though 
nature gives us no examples of true compenetration, 
there is no self-contradiction in the very idea of com­
penetration as a fact. Though we have no physical 
possibility of compenetration in bodies, we have meta­
physical possibility, or intrinsic possibility of such 
compenetration. For a body blocks out another body 
from its place by reason of its external extension, its 
extension in the place, not by reason of its internal 
extension, its extension in itself. And it is internal
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extension that is the essence of quantity. Hence there 
is nothing in the essence of quantity itself which re­
quires that "blocking out” which makes compenetra- 
tion naturally impossible. Therefore, a miracle could 
give us actual instances of compenetration. And, in­
deed, miracles have done so. Consider the entrance of 
Our Risen Lord into the upper chamber through the 
door that was closed and locked. Consider also His 
rising from the sealed tomb, and recall the fact that 
the great stone which closed the entrance of The 
sepulchre was not rolled back until after Our Lord 
had risen and was not there. Nor is it an objection to 
our point to say that the Lord’s body was, after the 
Resurrection, a glorified body; for it was still a true 
body, despite the wondrous qualities that came to it 
with its glory. For two bodies to compenetrate, it 
would be, of course, requisite that at least one of them 
should have no external> but only internal extension 
at the moment of compenetration.

II. Space is usually thought of as a kind of con­
tainer in which bodies are located and in which their 
movements take place. Space is not the same as place; 
rather, place is a portion of space, a definite part of 
space occupied by a bodily substance. The moment one 
thinks of a body, one thinks of its surroundings, its 
place; and the moment one thinks of two or more 
bodies, one thinks of the relation of distance between 
and among them, and this is a thought of space.
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Real space is the relation of distance among actually 

existing bodies. It is coterminous or coextensive with 
the extension of such bodies. For in the "distance" 
which intervenes between and among actual bodies in 
the existing universe, there is a bodily medium. 
Nature abhors a vacuum, and no true vacuum (that 
is, no true interval of absolute nothingness) exists 
within the limits of the visible world. What we call 
a vacuum in our physical laboratories is not the 
absence of all bodily reality, but the absence of atmos­
pheric air. We have all seen the experiment in which 
a ringing alarm-clock is placed under a glass bell from 
which the air is then pumped out. The sound of the 
alarm-gong ceases to be heard, although we still see 
the little hammer pounding busily away. We say that 
the alarm cannot be heard because it is ringing in a 
vacuum. But the fact is that under the glass bell is a 
mere absence of air which is required for the trans­
mission of sound. But there is no absence of what 
used to be called "ether" under the bell; there is no 
complete vacuum or absence of all material media, 
else we should not even see the clock. Light is a 
material entity and needs a material medium to carry 
it; the ether through which the light-waves come to 
us is as bodily as air, as bodily as water, as bodily as 
steel. And therefore between our earth and the most 
distant star that sends its light to us there is a ma­
terial medium which is continuous, and has no in­
tervals of nothingness, no breaks of absolute vacuum.
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Hence the whole of our known universe is a continu­
ous series of bodies without breaks or vacuums. Now, 
conceive of this universe as enclosed in a vast con­
tainer, like a gigantic sack or an immense balloon. The 
sack or balloon will represent the outside limits of our 
bodily universe; it will mark also the limits of real 
space. What is outside the sack? Nothingness. Yet 
we are forced by the limits of experience and of im­
agination to fancy this outer nothingness as though it 
were a continuation of real space. This fancied image 
of space is called imaginary space. If the mind reflects 
upon the fact that real space may actually extend on 
and on, beyond the limits of the known or visible uni­
verse; if one thinks, that is to say, of the possible 
extension of real space (not merely picturing it in 
fancy, but reflecting on the intellectual concept or 
idea of space) one is dealing with ideal space. These 
are the three types of space usually listed: real space, 
imaginary space, ideal space.

Real space is fundamentally a real entity. It is not 
a projection of mind. It is not an "innate form" which 
conditions our sentient knowledge, as Immanuel Kant 
(1724-1804) thought it was. Kant denied the real 
existence of both space and time, and made them into 
something that may be called the "shape" of the 
sensing-power. And just as a bottle will conform to 
its shape whatever is poured into it, so the sensing­
power, taking in its findings (phenomena, Kant calls 
them), makes these conform to its "shape," and sq 
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perceives them as occupying space and occurring in 
time. But, we repeat, space is fundamentally real. It 
is the real extension of existing bodies in our universe, 
without break or interval; it is "the unbroken series 
of coexisting bodies.” And as this series is real, so 
space is real. Yet space means something more than a 
series of bodies with their extension. We think of this 
extended series of bodies as a container of bodily 
substances and of bodily movements. And so our mind 
makes its contribution to the concept of space. Thus 
space is fundamentally real, and formally logical. As 
the extension of real bodies, it is real; as the container 
of bodies and their movements, it is rational or 
logical. So we declare space to be an ens rationis cum 
fundament0 in re, that is, a logical entity with a 
foundation in reality, Kant made space a purely 
logical entity. Isaac Newton made it a purely real 
entity. He said that, since God is eternal and infinite 
by His essence, He exists everywhere and endures 
always, and so constitutes space and time. Thus New­
ton made space so real that he turned it into Reality 
Itself, and fell into a kind of pantheism.5

6 Newton is not to be declared an out-and-out pantheist for 
this statement, since the statement is capable of interpretation 
that expresses truth. If he means that space may be used to ex­
press some explanation of God’s immensity, that is, if God’s 
immensity is to have some sort of expression in terms of space, 
he is not obviously wrong. Our minds are limited and cannot 
grasp the unlimited simply and adequately; we find it helpful 
in forming our true concept of God’s immensity to envision Him 
as present in endless reaches of imaginary space; and, indeed,
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Imaginary space is described by the philosopher 

Lepidi in a just (and priceless!) sentence: “Im­
aginary space is that measureless void and spacious 
nothingness which lies beyond the limits of this world, 
and is depicted in our fancy as though it were real 
space endlessly extended and wholly motionless." 
Now, even this imaginary space is more than a fig­
ment of fancy, for there is ground and justification 
for the imagination of such space in the possibility of 
space being indefinitely extended; in a word, imagi­
nary space is grounded on ideal space.

You may say, “Beyond the limits of this universe 
we know, there may be countless other worlds, and 
they may be severed from this universe by a true 
vacuum on all sides. How then can you define real 
space as fundamentally identified with the uninter­
rupted series of coexisting bodies?" It is true that 
there may be other worlds not included in this un­
broken series of bodies that we call our universe. 
There may be; the thing is possible. But the realm of 
possible extension is the realm of ideal space. Our 
definition of real space remains what it was.

Modern physicists are much concerned with the

He is present throughout the unlimited reach of all possible 
space. But if Newton identifies space with God’s immensity (and 
his words seem to suggest this), then he is entirely wrong and 
pantheistic. For God’s immensity, like all His attributes, is one 
and the same thing as His Divine Essence which is spiritual and 
indivisible and infinite. Space, on the contrary, is material and 
divisible, and consequently finite. 
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character of real space. Some of them have declared 
that our old conception of space is all wrong. We 
conceive of it as a thing of extension by three 
dimensions, length, width, thickness, or, as the physi­
cists like to say, "up-down, right-left, forward-back­
ward.” But there are really four dimensions, and the 
fourth is time or "before-after.” The world is a kind 
of series of situations, in which events take place, and 
stand related* to other events, and the relations differ 
according to different points of view or "points of 
reference,” and in the convergence of events in a 
"point of reference regarded as ultimate” we find the 
phenomenon called matter. This vague doctrine takes 
the reality, not only out of space, but out of bodily 
substance itself. It makes things consist in their rela­
tion to the viewpoint of an observer. Some such 
relativity is taught by Dr. Albert Einstein in our day.

f) TIME
Time is an accident (or non-substantial reality) 

which affects bodily things inasmuch as these have 
motion or movement which presents to the mind 
phases of duration, and of before and of afterwards. 
Aristotle called time "the number or enumeration of 
motion looked at from the standpoint of before and 
afterwards.” The "number of motion” means "the 
measure of movements” or of the concrete items or 
moments of a continuous thing, in which the end of 
one moment is the beginning of the next following.
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Space and time have this in common that they deal 

with quantities and parts, and that they are thought 
of as containers. Space, however, deals with perma­
nent quantities, for its parts are all present at once, 
whereas time deals with successive quantity, for its 
parts are not all present at once but follow one an­
other into being in a continuous series of moments. 
Further, space is thought of as a receptacle or con­
tainer in a simple sense, whereas time is thought of as 
a measuring container which, so to speak, marks and 
measures the time-quantity as it successively moves 
through its scale.

In time we distinguish three elements, the present 
or the now which is an indivisible instant, the past, 
and the future. The now is indivisible, for if it be 
thought of as divided, it falls into three parts itself, 
one of which is not now, but past; another of which 
is not now, but future; and still the indivisible point 
(the now) lies between. The fundamental concept of 
time lies in motion, in movement from the past 
through the present to the future.

To define time is not easy, nay, strict definition is 
impossible. We are all like the great philosopher, St. 
Augustine, who said, "If nobody asks me (what time 
is), I know well enough; but if somebody asks me 
to explaih. it, I know not.” But time may be described, 
if not essentially defined, in these terms: Time is an 
extending or spreading-out which consists of an 
unbroken series of movements which succeed one an­
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other, and it is thought of as the container and meas­
urer of these successions. Time therefore measures 
movements; and these are local movements, that is, 
movements from place to place, movements in space, 
and such movements affect bodies. Hence time, objec­
tively considered, is an accident which has to do with 
moving bodies. More: the mind makes its contribu­
tion to the concept of time, and conceives it as a con­
tainer and a measure of local movements. Therefore, 
time, inasmuch as it is based upon real movements in 
unbroken succession, is real; but inasmuch as it is con­
ceived as a measure, it is logical or rational or mental. 
Time, therefore, is an ens rationis cum fundamento 
in re, that is, a logical entity with a foundation in 
reality.

A natural extension of the idea and terminology 
of time (which, as we have seen, deals literally and 
fundamentally with bodily movements as seen by the 
mind in terms of measurement) enables us to speak 
of times and moments with reference to things non- 
bodily and spiritual. So we time thoughts as well as 
visible events, and we apply the notion of time even 
to timelessness or eternity which we inadequately ex­
press in terms of duration or of time.

Here in the world movement is an inescapable fact 
which we notice from earliest childhood. It is in­
evitable that reasoning man, for his convenience and 
the seemly conduct of social life, should avail him­
self of certain obvious and regularly recurrent move­
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ments as a standard or fixed scale with which irregular 
and free movements, and indeed non-bodily activities, 
are brought into comparison. Of all the major move­
ments, regularly recurrent in the world, that which 
we incorrectly call the movement of the sun is most 
obvious. It has come about quite logically therefore 
that this movement has become the standard, and has 
been itself marked off into sub-divisions convenient 
for man’s purposes, and these determined by variously 
devised and gradually improved mechanical devices 
from burning candles and hour-glasses to sun-dials, 
clocks and watches. Yet all this measurement is not 
the constituent element of time, but is what we call 
extrinsic time. Intrinsic time is the actual duration of 
a real movement; extrinsic time is the ratio which 
this movement bears to a standard movement. Thus 
the movement of the sun (so-called) is in itself in­
trinsic ; but, as applied to other things, as giving us, 
for example, a schedule of hours, minutes, and sec­
onds, it is extrinsic; just as the length of a yard-stick 
which is intrinsic to the stick, is an extrinsic norm 
or measure of the cloth or other substance that is 
marked off in yards by its aid. Sometimes we use the 
terms internal and external time instead of intrinsic 
and extrinsic time. External or extrinsic time is dis­
tinguished into general time (such as solar time, or 
lunar time, or sidereal time), and particular time 
(such as the hours and moments marked by chrono­
meter or wrist watch). Thus, "today” or "last year” 
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expresses general time; but "in ten minutes" or "at 
half-past three" expresses particular time.

In the foregoing paragraph we dealt with what is 
called real time. But time may also be imaginary and 
ideal. Ideal time is possible time; the mind, reflecting 
on the concept or idea of time, envisions it as extend­
ing unto indefinite reaches of duration. Imaginary 
time is based on ideal time inasmuch as imaginary 
time presupposes the possibility of extended duration; 
and fancy creates an image of an extended future 
which is not seen merely as a possibility but as a 
reality, which however is not actually there, at least 
as yet. When the poet says, "I looked into the future, 
far as human eye could see," he examples imaginary 
time for us. So does the young collegian who writes 
the inevitable "class prophecy" and envisions John 
Jones >38 as a bald and belligerent boss in i960, and 
Mary Smith ’39 as a wise and wizened dean of 
something-or-other in 1955. Real time, however, is 
the actual duration of real events, and of this time 
(that which has actually been, and that which is 
actually to be) We have no present possession beyond 
the invisible instant called now which has become past 
even as we give it a name.

We reject the theory of Kant who denied real time 
and made time a form or determination or "shape" of 
the sensing-power. So too we deny the theory of New­
ton who made time one with the eternity of God. But 
in asserting the reality of time, we do not forget that
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this reality is fundamental; the formal element,—that 
which gives us time as such or time the measure,—is 
the concept of the mind. Rightly did Aristotle say, "If 
there were no such thing as mind, there would be no 
such thing as time.”

With time we contrast timelessness or eternity. In 
the strict or absolute sense, eternity is duration with­
out beginning, succession, or ending. Such eternity 
belongs only to the Infinite Being and is identified 
with His essence. Eternity in a less strict sense, is du­
ration which had a beginning but which will have no 
ending; often this is called by the Latin term aeviter- 
num or aeviternitas (and these words seem to have 
an affinity with our aeon, and with our expression 
"forever and for crye”). In this less strict sense, we 
speak of the eternity of the soul, and of the eternity of 
human happiness in heaven. We have used the term 
duration many times in our present study; perhaps 
it was unkind to do so without a definition or at least 
a description. It may suffice now to declare that dura­
tion means continuance in being, A reality which is 
completely and perfectly and necessarily in being is 
eternal. Such a being has all perfections boundlessly; 
certainly, it has the high perfection called life; and it 
endures no succession, no change or shadow of altera­
tion. And therefore Boethius rightly defined eternity 
(in strict sense) as "The simultaneous, complete, and 
perfect possession of boundless life.”

Modern mathematicians and physicists are much
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muddled about time. Many of them make it a di­
mension of matter or of space; many of them, view­
ing it so, call it space-time. With physical theories, 
vague or definite, we have no direct concern in this 
philosophical study. But we may say, in passing, that, 
while most modern science disregards (when it does 
not deny) the classical concept of time the measure 
which we have herein explained, it is not consistent, 
nor is it confidently satisfied, in its own physical in­
terpretation of the fundamental reality called time. 
The same is true of space in modern science. Dampier- 
Whetham’s^ History of Science (lyz i) quotes (in­
directly) Sir William Bragg as saying that the classi­
cal theory is in use among scientists on Mondays, 
Wednesdays, and Fridays, and the relativity theory 
on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. The learned 
treatise might have added that Sundays are reserved 
for the next theory to appear. But there is a thought 
in the fact that scientists who have no use for old 
time the measure are still content to speak his lan­
guage and do business on "Mondays, Wednesdays, 
Saturdays.”

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this very lengthy Article on the important acci­
dents we have learned much valuable ontological 
doctrine. We have defined and classified quality. We 
have learned the meaning of relation, and have studied 



THE SUPREME CLASSES OF BEING 285
its elements, and its varieties. We have noted the fact 
that truth is never relative in the sense of changing, 
nor is morality relative in such a sense. We have 
studied quantity, and have found that its essence con­
sists in internal extension, that is, in extension in the 
extended substance itself, not in external extension, 
that is, extension in a place. We have studied action and 
passion and motion. We have learned the meaning of 
place, both internal and external, and have found that 
a thing may be localized, or in a place, in ways that 
are various according to the variety of placeable 
reality; the modes of presence or of place discussed 
are: circumscriptive, informative, operative, and we 
added a word on the sacramental mode of presence. 
We have discussed the possibility of multilocation and 
compenetration of bodies. We have defined space, and 
have distinguished it as real, imaginary, and ideal. 
We have discussed time (also distinguished into real, 
imaginary, and ideal), and have contrasted it with 
eternity. We have found that both space and time are 
rational or logical beings with a basis in reality.



CHAPTER II

BEINGS IN THEIR CAUSES

The most important of relations is that of causality, that 
is, of the dependency of an effect upon its cause and of the 
necessity for finding adequate cause for existing effect. 
The recognition of this relation is a basic and indispensable 
requirement of reason in its work of interpreting the uni­
verse. Indeed, the principle of causality ranks close in 
importance to the first principles which are immediately de­
rived from the concept of being. Philosophy, the highest 
achievement of unaided reason, is often described as "the 
science of ultimate causes?’ Rerum cognoscere causas, to 
learn the causes of things; that is the function of the philos­
opher. For the philosopher seeks knowledge that is root­
deep, and he wants the deepest roots. Therefore the study 
of ultimate causes is his proper employment; when he knows 
things in their ultimate causes, he comes close to knowing 
all that is knowable about them. It is pur duty, therefore, in 
this treatise on ontology, which is the very heart of philos­
ophy, to devote special study to the question of causes; We 
cannot know being thoroughly, unless we view beings in 
their causes. In the present Chapter we seek to discharge 
this duty. The Chapter is divided into three Articles,, as 
follows:

Article i. Causes and Causality in General
Article 2. Intrinsic Causes
Article 3. Extrinsic Causes

Article 1. Causes and Causality in General

a) Meaning of Principle b) Meaning of Cause
c) Classification of Causes
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a) MEANING OF PRINCIPLE

We must define principle before we define cause, 
for cause stands to principle as species to genus, that 
is, a cause is a special kind of principle. Now a prin­
ciple, in its widest meaning, is defined as that from 
which anything proceeds or takes its rise in any 
manner whatever.

There are many types of principles, but every one 
of them comes under the definition just given. There 
are, for example, intellectual and moral principles, 
that is, basic truths which serve to guide the mind to 
further knowledge, or the will to action. The axioms 
of geometry, for instance, are principles; in their 
guiding light the mathematician proceeds as he de­
velops the whole of his science. The Ten Command­
ments are moral principles; they give directions which 
serve as the starting-point and the source of proper 
conduct. Every science, every art, every practical 
system of action, has its principles. The lad in manual 
training class learns the principles of carpentry, or 
of some other mechanical art; the law student learns 
the principles of jurisprudence; the medical student 
learns the principles of anatomy and therapeutics; 
even the little girl, learning to sew under the patient 
direction of a devoted mother, is learning principles, 
that is to say, first facts and truths which are valuable 
not only in themselves but as steps to further knowl­
edge and skill. All conduct comes from moral prin­
ciples, good or bad. Of a man whose conduct is 
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upright and admirable we say, "He is a man of prin­
ciple,” meaning, "His principles are good”; we rightly 
judge that his conduct comes from (proceeds from; 
takes its rise in) fixed convictions recognized as basic 
truths about what human conduct should be. Of the 
man whose conduct is evil, who is untrustworthy, we 
say, "He has no principle,” meaning, "His principles 
are not good,” "His conduct flows from (proceeds 
from; takes its rise in) convictions that are ignoble 
and unworthy.” In all this we see the justice of our 
definition of principle: that from which anything 
proceeds or takes its rise in any manner whatever.

In a material and literal way, a principle is simply 
a beginning, a starting-point, or a source. Thus the 
dawn is the principle (that is, the beginning) of the 
day; thus the mountain spring is the principle (that 
is, the source) of the dashing stream.

An important point,—indeed, the important point, 
as is manifest from the definition,—about a principle, 
is that it is prior, or has priority, to what proceeds 
from it. There are various types of priority, among 
which the following are important: (a) Priority of 
order; the point is prior to the line, and is the principle 
of the line, (d) Priority of time,—called also priority 
of succession; dawn is prior to day; three O’clock is 
prior to four o’clock, (c) Priority of nature; the 
flame is prior to the illumination that comes from it, 
even though it is not prior in time. Flame and illumi­
nation come into existence at the same instant (al­
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though, of course, it takes time for the illumination 
to spread abroad), (d) Priority of consequence; the 
working out of a theorem is prior to the proved con­
clusion ; the conclusion proceeds from the demonstra­
tion and is its consequence.

A principle, then, in widest sense, is that from which 
anything proceeds, whether it has being therefrom, or 
is made thereof, or is known thereby. In a stricter 
sense, a principle is an entity (real or logical) which is 
distinct from, and prior to, and intimately connected 
witlt, that which proceeds from it.

b) MEANING OF CAUSE
A cause; as we have said, is a special kind of prin­

ciple. It is a principle by force of which a thing is 
produced. Whatever contributes, in any manner, to 
the producing of a thing, is a cause. We notice at once 
that a cause is always a principle; we must notice also 
that a principle in not always a cause. The point is 
the principle of the line, but not its cause, unless in the 
special view of a line as produced by the transit of a 
point through space. The dawn is the principle of day, 
but not its cause. The starting-point is the principle 
of a race, but not the cause of the race. In other 
words, the idea of principle is generic and includes 
cause as a species; but principle has non-cause as its 
species too. Particular points of difference between 
the wider concept (principle) and the narrower or 
more special {cause) are these: (a) Between a cause 
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and what proceeds from it (effect) there must be a 
real distinction, whereas there is sometimes only a 
logical distinction between a principle and what pro­
ceeds from it. (&) Between a cause and its effect, 
there is an order of dependency; that is, effect depends 
on cause; such dependency is not always present in 
the case of what proceeds from a principle. When the 
lights are "dimmed out” in a theatre, the darkness 
follows upon, or proceeds from, the gradual fading 
of the illumination; but the darkness does not de­
pend upon such gradual fading; it might have come 
suddenly by the simple snapping off of the electric 
current, (c) A cause is prior to its effect by a real 
priority, at least of nature if not of time. But a prin­
ciple is often only logically prior to what proceeds 
from it. Thus the Divine Essence is the principle pf 
the Divine Attributes, but is only logically prior to 
them (that is, prior in a special view of mind, since 
Essence and Attributes are really identified).

A cause must be carefully distinguish from a rea­
son, from an occasion, and from a condition.

i, A reason is that which, in any manner, con­
tributes to the explanation or the understanding of a 
thing. Smoke informs me that there is fire; it explains 
or makes me understand the presence of fire; but it 
is not the cause of fire. Everything (finite and infinite, 
substantial and accidental) has its reason, but not 
everything has its cause. Infinite Being is uncaused;
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but it is not unknown or unexplained. Therefore, we 
have an important self-evident truth (called the prin­
ciple of sufficient reason) which may be stated thus: 
nothing exists without a sufficient reason for its exist­
ing. But the principle of causality runs: nothing is 
produced without a cause (or sum of causes) ade­
quate to produce it. Contrast the terms, exists and is 
produced. The existence of a thing demands an ex­
planation, and this explanation (that is, this reason) 
is found either in the existing thing itself (and then 
it is uncaused, necessary, self-existent, infinite), or in 
something other than the existing thing (that is, in 
its causes). Here once more we see an important con­
trast, and we declare: every cause is a reason, but not 
every reason is a cause. In other words, when you 
know what causes a thing, you know something which 
explains the thing, at least in some measure; but you 
may know something about a reality without knowing 
what caused it, and you may know something about 
that Reality which has no causes because it is un­
produced.

2. An occasion is that in the presence of which, or 
on the occurrence of which, something is done. Thus, 
an anti-New Dealer may find the picture of the Presi­
dent in his morning paper the occasion for unpleasant 
thoughts and, perhaps, unpleasant language. The pic­
ture is not the cause of the unpleasantness; it is the 
occasion. Every occasion has something of the char­
acter of a reason; but not every reason is an occasion. 
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Men are morally bound to avoid the occasions of sin. 
The occasions of sin, however, are not the causes of 
sin, for the cause of sin is the will of the sinnef.

3. A condition is that which is required (by nature, 
by agreement, or by bias of mind) before a thing is 
done. A condition is more or less readily dispensable. 
If it is indispensable it is called a conditio sine qua 
non, that is, "a condition without the fulfillment of 
which (a certain thing) will not (be done)"; in other 
words, it is a necessary condition. You may agree to 
buy an article if the merchant will reduce his price; 
you place a condition. The actual causes of the trans­
action (if it comes off) are the wills of buyer and 
seller. Hence the condition referred to is not the cause 
of the sale. The fulfillment of the condition may in­
deed be a reason for buying, and the condition itself 
may be a reason for the merchant to reduce the price 
of the article. Usually a condition bears the character, 
directly or indirectly, of a reason; but not every rea­
son is a condition. To illustrate further: The physi­
cian may say, “You’ll not get well unless you take this 
medicine"; he expresses a condition, and indeed an 
indispensable condition. If you take the medicine, and 
its cures you, the medicine is the cause of your cure 
(one among several causes which include your will 
to take the medicine, the fact that the druggist is able 
to compound it, and so on) ; the medicine, duly taken 
and effective, explains your cure and is therefore a 
reason for your cure; and the taking of the medicine, 
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regarded abstractly, is the condition of your cure. 
Here we see how cause, reason, and condition may 
concur or even overlap without, however> becoming 
identified.

A cause, to repeat, is that which contributes, in any 
manner whatever> to the producing of a thing. Stress 
the word producing, A cause looks to products. And 
the thing produced by a cause is called its effect. Be­
tween cause and effect exists the relation called 
causality. For true causality to exist there must be: a 
real distinction between cause and effect; a true de­
pendence of effect upon cause; a priority of time or of 
nature in the cause when viewed in conjunction with 
its effect.

c) CLASSIFICATION OF CAUSES

We here present Aristotle’s catalogue of ultimate 
causes. We shall list the four major causes, and we 
shall mention certain minor causes. But before taking 
up the definition of these causes, we shall consider 
them as presented in a concrete example.

I have here before me an ivory crucifix. It is not a 
necessary thing (it is not a thing that has to exist, it 
has had existence given to it) ; it is a contingent thing, 
as all finite realities are. It is contingent upon, or de­
pendent upon, the causes that produced it. For it is 
a produced reality; it is an effect. Let us see what a 
study of this crucifix has to tell us about its causes.
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First of all, I notice that this crucifix is made of a 

substance called ivory. This substance has made a 
contribution to the effect (that is, to the crucifix), 
for without it the crucifix would not be here. Of 
course, some other substance might have been used, 
wood, or metal, or rubber, or plaster, or other ma­
terial. But, in that case, the effect (this crucifix) 
would not have been precisely this effect that it is 
now; it might be an effect very smiliar to this, but 
the point is it would not have been exactly this thing 
that it is now. Well, the material out of which this 
bodily object is made is its material cause. The ma­
terial cause has place in every substantial bodily effect. 
Spiritual creatures have their causes, but they have 
no material cause, since there is no bodiliness about 
them; there is no material out of which they are made. 
The material cause is called an internal or an intrinsic 
cause, since it is right in the effect, it is part and parcel 
with the effect; thus the bit of ivory which is here 
shaped into a crucifix is right in the product itself; 
it is internal or intrinsic to it. The first of the four 
major causes is called the material cause.

Secondly, I notice that the crucifix has been given 
a definite form or shape or image-value. This is a 
cause, for if the bit of ivory had been differently 
shaped it would not be a crucifix, or at least, not the 
precise crucifix it is now. Remember that a cause is 
what contributes in any manner to the being and the 
producing of the effect; and surely the outer form of 



BEINGS IN THEIR CAUSES 295
this crucifix has a lot to do with its being just what 
it is. Yet the outer form, the shape, the image, of the 
crucifix is an accidental thing, not substantial. The 
substance of which the crucifix is made would be this 
same substance if it were differently carved or shaped. 
But, as a fact, it is this determinate kind of substance 
that makes the crucifix, and no other; there is a sub­
stantial determinant (that is, form) of this effect as 
well as an accidental one; and any determinant of an 
effect has the character of cause. Therefore, in this 
crucifix, we notice an accidental formal cause (which 
gives it its shape, image-value) ; and we notice a sub­
stantial formal cause (which makes it a reality in this 
substance, and no other). We must not confuse the 
material cause with the substantial formal cause in 
studying this crucifix as an effect. The material cause 
is ivory, taken as a finished product, a completed 
thing, without reference to anything further. The sub­
stantial formal cause is that which makes ivory what 
it is, namely, ivory and not some other substance. 
And we must notice that there are several accidental 
determinants about the crucifix as an effect: it has not 
only a certain shape or image-value; it has also a cer­
tain size, a certain weight, a certain color, and so on, 
and all these points are determinations (that is, 
determinate facts; things which set or determine real­
ity) of the crucifix; and if any one of them were dif­
ferent, the crucifix itself would be so far different. 
So the crucifix is actually determined in its being as 



296 ONTOLOGY
an effect by all of these accidental items or points of 
reality; each of them makes a contribution, however 
slight, to what the crucifix actually is. Therefore, each 
of these determinants is an accidental formal cause 
of the crucifix. Here we have discerned the formal 
cause, which is of two kinds, viz., substantial and 
accidental. The formal cause is part and parcel with 
the effect; it is right in the effect. That which makes 
ivory ivory is right here in the ivory crucifix and is 
the substantial formal cause of the crucifix; and that 
which makes this crucifix an image with this outline, 
this weight, this size, this color, etc., is, in each case, 
something that affects the crucifix in itself, in its real 
being and existence. Therefore, the formal cause, like 
the material cause, is internal or intrinsic.

Thirdly, I am well aware that this crucifix had a 
maker. Someone carved the bit of ivory into this 
particular form. Manifestly, this someone has made a 
notable contribution to the production of this effect, 
for without his activity the effect would not have 
been produced. The maker of a thing, the being by 
whose physical activity the thing is produced, is the 
efficient cause of the effect. This is the third in the 
list of major causes. And here we must notice two 
minor causes, (a) The artist (the efficient cause) 
who made this crucifix had in mind an image of the 
crucifix as he worked, and, indeed, before he started 
to make this crucifix. Perhaps he had another crucifix 
which he used as a pattern; perhaps he had a painting
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of the Crucifixion which served him as a model. But 
whether the image was in his mind (or, more accu­
rately, in his imagination), or was another crucifix, 
or a painting, it is certain that he had some model, 
some pattern, some exemplar. And this model or 
exemplar guided his activity in carving the crucifix, 
and thus made its contribution to the effect; it is 
therefore to be reckoned among the true causes of this 
effect. We call this cause an exemplar-cause, that is, 
a pattern-cause, a model-cause. It is a minor cause, 
for it subserves the action of the efficient cause which 
is a major cause. (&) The artist (efficient cause) who 
made this crucifix did not make it by a mere act of 
mind and will. Since he is finite, he is not one who 
has but to know and to will a thing, and it is there. 
He has to use things, and, by effort or labor or physi­
cal action, to make them into something else (sub­
stantially or accidentally). Therefore, the artist who 
made this crucifix had to use hands and tools in order 
to produce it. His efficient activity would have been 
baulked and rendered null if he had not the requisite 
instruments for producing this effect. The tools that 
served the artist are instrumental causes of the cruci­
fix ; so too are those instruments which are naturally 
conjoined with the artist, his hands and his eyes and 
his steady nerves. These latter are natural instru­
ments or instrumental causes; the tools are artificial or 
mechanical instruments or instrumental causes. The 
instrumental cause is a minor cause, subserving as it 
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does the action of the major efficient cause.—The 
efficient cause is external to the effect; for manifestly, 
the man who made this crucifix is not part and parcel 
with the substance or the accidents of the crucifix 
itself; he is not in the crucifix. Hence the efficient 
cause is listed as an external or an extrinsic cause.

Fourthly, I realize from my consideration of this 
crucifix as an effect that the maker (the efficient 
cause) did not produce it aimlessly or without any 
reason whatever. There must have been something 
that served him as a reason, a goal, a purpose, an 
end-in-view, as he set about the work of making this 
crucifix. Perhaps he wished to express devotion; per­
haps he wished to practise his art; perhaps he had an 
order for this crucifix and wanted the money he 
would receive for it; perhaps he had time on his 
hands and wished to be doing something to make it 
pass quickly; perhaps he thought that an ivory cru­
cifix would be "a nice thing to have.” At all events, 
there was certainly something that accounts for the 
activity of the efficient cause in making this crucifix, 
and so accounts for the crucifix itself, that is, ac­
counts for its producing, for its being here. Now, 
the reason, the end-in-view, the purpose, the aim, the 
goal, which the efficient cause has in producing the 
effect is called the final cause of the efficient activity 
and of the effect itself. The term comes from the 
Latin finis "end” (or, more precisely, from the 
adjective-form of that noun, finalis "having reference 
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or relation to an end”) ; the term "end" here means 
"end-in-view" ; it means purpose; it means reason for 
acting. If the efficient cause is a creature, that is, a 
finite cause, the final cause is usually to be described as 
his motive, that is, the thing that moves him to ex­
ercise his efficient activity. But when we speak of 
God, the First Efficient Cause of all things, we must 
never speak of His motive, for God is not moved to 
produce an effect; God ever acts with the fullest, 
freest, most uninfluenced choice. Still, God, as Effi­
cient Cause, has ever a reason and a purpose in His 
eternally decreed efficient activity; for God is Su­
preme Intelligence and Infinite Wisdom, and it is 
not wise in an intelligent being to act without reason 
or purpose. Therefore, the final cause is always an 
end-in-view, a reason, and a purpose; for creatures, 
it is usually a motive as well. In passing, to complete 
our comment on Divine Activity, we should notice 
that God is the First Efficient Cause of all things, 
and He is also their ultimate reason or purpose, for 
all creatures are made to manifest the objective and 
(in case of rational creatures) the formal glory of 
God. Hence it is correct to say: God is the First 
Efficient Cause and the Ultimate Final Cause of all 
things. A further fact to notice: the final cause is 
not a minor, but a major cause. It does not merely 
subserve the action of the efficient cause; it tends to 
produce the effect through the activity of the efficient 
cause; it does not merely guide the efficient cause in 



300 ONTOLOGY
its action as the exemplar-cause does, or make action 
physically possible as the instrumental cause does, 
but it accounts for the whole action, and the effect of 
the whole action, by its worth or value as a sufficient 
reason for the action. It is manifest that the final 
cause is, in creatures, an extrinsic cause. The ivory 
crucifix has in itself the material of which it is made 
(with its formally substantial character) and it has 
the precise accidental forms or determinants which 
make it just what it is in every way. But the purpose 
of the artist is not part and parcel with the crucifix; 
you cannot know for certain, from an examination of 
the crucifix itself, just what the final cause of the 
artist was.

We may sum up the results of our study of the 
crucifix as an effect by setting forth the following 
schema of causes:

rexemplar
Extrinsic /Efficient..subserved by. .J instru-

* I Final I mental

Intrinsic.. {f<Sl. (Substantial
I Accidental

Cause: -

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

This Article has shown us the meaning of prin­
ciple, and has given us detailed knowledge of the re­
quirement of priority which belongs to a principle.
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It has shown us various types of principle. Among 
these types we distinguished one which stands to 
principle as species to genus, and this is cause. We 
have defined cause, and have seen wherein it is dis­
tinguished from reason, occasion, and condition. We 
have learned that causality is the relation existing 
between cause and effect. We have classified causes 
according to Aristotle’s list of four major causes, 
viz., material, formal, efficient, final. We have con­
sidered certain minor causes. We have seen that the 
major causes themselves fall into two classes, viz., 
intrinsic and extrinsic causes.

Article 2. Intrinsic Causes

a) The Material Cause b) The Formal Cause

a) THE MATERIAL CAUSE

A material cause is the bodily matter out of which 
a thing is made. As we have seen, only bodies have 
material cause. Spiritual substances (souls or an­
gels) have no material in their make-up, and hence 
have no material cause.

A material cause is matter. Now, matter is distin­
guished as primary matter (or prime matter, as it is 
usually called) and secondary matter. Secondary mat­
ter (materia secunda) is a bodily substance as it ex­
ists in nature; it is a body constituted in its being 
and subject to accidental changes. Wax, wood, iron, 
a piece of coal, a twig snapped from a bush,—these 
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are examples of secondary matter. In a word, second­
ary matter is simply a body. Prime matter (materia 
prima) is the fundamental substrate of all bodies; it 
is a passive and indeterminate principle (existing only 
in actual bodies, and never alone or "by itself,” for it 
is incapable of independent existence) which is the 
subject of substantial change.

The production of an effect is,—except in the case 
of creation which is an efficient activity that can be 
exercised only by God,—the production of changed 
reality. In our studies on change (Book First, Chap. 
II, Art. 2, d) we made a brief study of the basic con­
stitution of all secondary matter, that is, of all bodily 
actuality. The student will do well to turn back now 
and reread the paragraphs indicated. When an effect 
is produced, this is because its causes concur in induc­
ing a change from what was there formerly to what is 
now produced. And this change (this producing of 
effect) may lie in the substantial or the accidental 
order.

In our study of the crucifix as an effect we began 
with the consideration of the secondary matter out of 
which the crucifix was made. That is, we took ivory 
as the material; and the ivory existed in nature as 
ivory, as this kind of body, before it was shaped into a 
crucifix. Indeed the shaping of the crucifix brought 
only an accidental change to the ivory; it was changed 
in quantity, and in quality, and also in its relations of 
resemblance, for now it "looks like” something that it 
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did not resemble before; it has now an image-value 
which brings to mind the actual sufferings and death 
of Christ upon His cross. But the point is, the ivory 
was subjected to accidental change only. The ivory of 
the crucifix is the same substantial thing that it was be­
fore the crucifix was carved. Now, the subject of the 
change (that which undergoes the change) is the ma­
terial cause of the effect which comes from the change. 
Hence ivory, a complete substance, a secondary sub­
stance, an actual body in nature, is the material cause 
of the crucifix, which is (as a crucifix, as an image, as 
a "shaping") an accidental thing, produced by ac­
cidental change.

Let us now consider the ivory of the crucifix in it­
self, and pay no attention to the shape into which the 
ivory is cut, or to its weight, or its color, or its value 
on the market, or its resemblance to other Substances, 
or any other accidental thing. Let us consider the sub­
stance called ivory. Manifestly this ivory is a finite 
and hence a contingent thing; in other words, it is an 
effect. And it is a bodily effect. What then is its ma­
terial cause ? We notice that as a body ivory has a com­
mon essence and nature with all other bodies. There 
is no difference on the score of bodiliness (that is, the 
fact of being body) between ivory and lead, or silk, or 
a tree, or a dog, or a man. True, the bodies mentioned 
are essentially different in the kind of bodies they are, 
but they are not different in the fact of being bodies. 
For this common element which is thus discerned in 
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every bodily substance, there must be a real explana­
tion and an accounting. The only satisfactory explana­
tion of the point is one that has stood the test of over 
two thousand years; it is the doctrine of prime matter 
as the substantial substrate of all existing bodies.

Now, prime matter is a substantial reality, but it is 
not a complete substance. It needs a co-substance be­
fore it can have actual existence. For its existence is 
potential only. Prime matter is purely indeterminate, 
purely potential. Indeed, it has been defined as pure 
potentiality. Any image we may use, any simile or 
analogy, is to be studied with caution, for it will neces­
sarily be a very imperfect illustration of what we 
mean by truly prime or primary matter. Suppose for 
a moment that the whole bodily universe as we know it 
is annihilated, and that there exists a great mass of 
clay. Now, the Divine Power touches this clay, and 
instantly it is formed into all the different bodies of the 
universe again. The world is re-produced, just as it 
was before, with all kinds of individual things, and all 
sorts of different essences, and yet we see that all these 
bodily things were drawn out of, or shaped out of, the 
one original mass of clay. The clay will illustrate 
(most imperfectly) what we mean by a common sub­
strate of all bodies actually existing. It will illustrate 
prime matter. Yet the illustration is very weak, for this 
reason: the clay is really a special kind of matter; it has 
its own existence before the bodies are drawn out of 
it; it is therefore not primary matter, but secondary
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matter. For prime matter cannot exist itself; it is no 
special kind of matter, for its kind comes to it with 
the substantial determination which sets up secondary 
matter (that is, with substantial form), and prime 
matter is wholly without determinations or deter­
minateness. Yet it is not nothingness; nor is it actual 
(that is, existing) being; it is potential being. To say 
that it is potential being is to say that it is a capacity, 
a capability, a possibility, for receiving determining 
co-substances (that is, substantial forms) which, in 
each case of union with it, will produce a body, will 
produce secondary matter.

Let us attempt a further illustration. You take 
hydrogen and oxygen in proper proportions and com­
bine the two gases under the action of a suitable agency 
and the result is water. You have produced a new sub­
stance which was not there before. You have not 
merely affected the gases accidentally, as you would by 
heating them, for example, or by compressing them, or 
by adding to their quantity or lessening it. No, you 
have produced a new substance which is different in its 
properties from the gases out of which you produced 
it. You have driven off the substantial determinants 
that made the gases hydrogen and oxygen; you have 
brought in the determinant which makes this new sub­
stance water. Now, what is the field of this operation? 
Whither have you driven the determinants which 
made the gases what they were? Whence have you 
drawn the substantial determinant which makes this
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substance water? The simple answer to each of the 
three questions is: prime matter. Prime matter is the 
common ground and substrate of all bodies. It is a 
capacity for becoming any sort of possible body, and 
when you fill this capacity in any given case, you ac­
tualize the potentiality of matter, and you say that the 
determinant (or substantial form) which sets the new 
substance in being is educed from the potentiality of 
prime matter. At the same moment in which the new 
substantial determinant or form is educed (and the 
new body thereby constituted as actual), the old sub­
stantial determinants disappear, and are no longer 
actual; they are said to be reduced to the potentiality 
of prime matter. Only spiritual forms (souls) are not 
thus educed and reduced; each is created.

Now, to revert to our original quest, what is the 
material cause of the substance called ivory ? The an­
swer is : prime matter. This is the material cause of all 
bodies considered in their basic substantiality.

The material cause of the crucifix (an accidental 
shaping of ivory) is ivory. The material cause of ivory 
as secondary matter, as an actual bodily substance, is 
prime matter.

b) THE FORMAL CAUSE
The words form and formal have a wide range of 

meaning. But there is this to be noted about them. In 
casual speech they suggest something rather unim­
portant, or something superficial, or something merely
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accidental. Thus we speak of a formal dinner, or a 
formal dance, and we merely mean that these func­
tions are undertaken with a kind of ceremony which 
consists mostly in the fact that men wear coats with 
tails. And the modern young woman speaks glowingly 
of a new "formal" when she means that she has a new 
frock of a certain pattern. The student speaks, with 
brave unconcern, of an approaching examination as a 
"mere matter of form" for one of his abilities. In flat 
contrast with this casual and conversational usage, 
philosophy employes the terms form and formal (and 
formality) as words of tremendous significance.

We may take as the best synonym for form, the 
word determinant (that is, a reality which sets and de­
termines and marks a being). And for formal, the 
adjective-participle determining will serve us well.

A formal cause is therefore a determining cause. It 
is a cause which sets, determines, or marks the effect 
as this precise kind of thing. And the kind may be sub­
stantial kind or accidental kind.

When the artist took up a bit of ivory and carved it 
into the crucifix we have been considering, he bestowed 
upon it a new form. He gave it a new determination 
or determinateness; he bestowed upon it, by his effi­
cient activity, a factor which is a determinant of what 
it now is. We have seen that this new form is an acci­
dental form; for the substance called ivory was not 
re-determined, was not changed, was given no new 
form in itself as ivory. The substance remained ivory; 
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it remained substantially unchanged. Yet the acci­
dental form which was given to the ivory as a deter­
mination, and which abides with it as a determinant, 
is a contributing factor in the effect called this crucifix. 
Had the ivory been shaped differently, by so much as 
one line, it would not have been precisely this crucifix 
which now it is, but, to the extent of that one line, it 
would have been different (otherwise determined). 
Hence, the accidental form of the crucifix has the 
nature of a true cause. It contributes in some manner 
to the actual being (the accidental being) of the effect. 
And whatever contributes, in any manner whatever, 
to the effect is a true cause. Whatever contributes, in 
any manner whatever, to the determining of what sort 
or kind of effect is produced, is a true formal cause. 
Whatever contributes, in the accidental order, to the 
determining of what kind the effect shall be, is a true 
accidental formal cause. Take a further illustration of 
this type of cause: A pail of hot water (and here we 
consider only the contents of the pail) has many forms 
or determinants, and each one of them is a formal 
cause. We notice that the water is hot, it is two quarts 
in amount, it is in the pail, it is on the stove, it is a thing 
undergoing the action of fire. Each of these points is 
a point of reality; each of them indicates a thing that 
is there, and that marks or determines the effect (that 
is, this particular water) in a real and special way. 
Each, then, is a formal cause, contributing its bit to the 
general character of the effect, It does not signify that



BEINGS IN THEIR CAUSES 309 

the heat will quickly pass out of the water once it is 
removed from the fire; it does not signify that the 
water will evaporate or be poured out and absorbed by 
the earth; it does not signify that the determinations 
or determinants of this water are fleeting and transi­
tory things; it only matters that here and now, at this 
moment, the effect called this water is before us with 
these determinants and determinations, these forms 
in fact, and each of these forms has an influence upon 
this effect and helps to make it what it is. Thus each of 
the forms vindicates its true character as an accidental 
formal cause.

Come now to the study of the substance of the water. 
What makes this water water ? As water it is not only 
a bodily substance, it is a bodily substance of a certain 
substantial kind. And something determines that kind. 
That which makes this body (water) a body,—not, 
indeed, an actual or existing body, but a thing with 
fundamental bodiliness,—is prime matter. But that 
substantial reality which has united with prime matter 
to constitute this body as an actual or existing body of 
the precise substantial kind is the substantial form of 
water. Prime matter is indifferent in itself; it is a 
capacity for receiving forms, and it can have in itself 
no tendencies or leanings towards one sort of form 
rather than another, for it does not have existence in 
itself and hence can have no existent leanings or pref­
erences. Therefore, any determination, determinate­
ness, or determinant that we discern in a substance as 
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such is not from its prime matter, but has, so to speak, 
been imposed on prime matter by the substantial form. 
Similarly (in the accidental order) a bit of wax is 
quite indifferent in itself towards the images or seals 
that may be impressed on it; it takes what comes; and 
when you find wax impressed with a certain seal, you 
know that the seal has been imposed upon, and pressed 
upon, the wax. Something not this wax has bestowed a 
determination and a determinant. So in the substantial 
order, when you find a body existing (or actual), ybu 
know that its actuality was bestowed upon it, was im­
posed or impressed upon it, and not externally like the 
impression of a seal on wax, but fundamentally and 
intrinsically in a manner that puts the matter itself into 
actual existence as this actual substance. We call this 
substantial determination and determinant by the 
name substantial form. And when we view an existing 
body as an effect, we say that the substantial form de­
termines this effect in its substantial character as an 
existing body and an existing body of this substantial 
kind and no other. In this view, the substantial form 
is the substantial formal cause.

Matter and form are true causes. They contribute 
to the production of the effect in its existence and in 
its essence. They are intrinsic causes, for they consti­
tute the effect; they are right in the effect. The cau­
sality of matter is not an active causality, for matter 
(that is, prime matter) has no existence of its own m 
which it could exercise causality, and even secondary
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matter (that is, actually existing bodily substance) is 
of its nature inert and exercises activities by capacities 
which are forms. The causality of matter is receptive 
causality; it is capable of receiving forms, first the 
substantial form, and through it accidental forms. The 
causality of the form is an active or actualizing cau­
sality, for form unites with matter and in-forms it, 
thus setting up the substance in actual and determinate 
being. Even accidental forms in-form the bodies which 
they affect or qualify, and so actualize the body as this 
kind of body in its accidental aspects.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this short Article we have made a detailed study 
of material and formal cause. We have found that the 
material cause, which has place only in bodily reality, 
is the matter out of which an effect is made. If the 
effect is in itself a substance, its material cause is prime 
matter, the common and indeterminate substrate of all 
bodies. If the effect is in itself an accident, its material 
cause is the secondary matter, the actual bodily sub­
stance in which the accidental effect takes place or has 
its being. We have learned that the formal cause is a 
determining cause, that it determines the kind of thing 
the effect is, whether this be substantial kind or acci­
dental kind. The formal cause which determines what 
substantial kind the effect is, is the substantial form of 
the substance-effect. The formal cause which deter­
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mines what accidental kind the effect is, is an accidental 
form inhering in the substance-effect. We have illus­
trated this doctrine with several examples and analo­
gies. We have seen that the causality of matter is re­
ceptive, not active; while the causality of the form is 
active, or, more precisely, actualizing.

Article 3. Extrinsic Causes

a) The Efficient Cause b) The Final Cause

a) THE EFFICIENT CAUSE

An efficient cause is one which by its own physical 
activity brings an effect into being. In nearly every 
casual reference to cause we mean efficient cause. 
And efficient causality is an object daily and hourly ex­
perienced and talked about. From the child who asks, 
"What makes it do that ?” to the scientist investigating 
the "behavior” of electrons; from the housewife in­
quiring into the capabilities of a new cook to the poli­
tician laying a plan of campaign; from the mechanic 
at work on a motor to the psychiatrist at work on a 
moron, the quest of efficient causes and the discussion 
of efficient causality goes ceaselessly on.

And yet there have been, and now are, persons who 
deny the existence of such causes and such causality. 
In an earlier time, some men had the strangely twisted 
notion that it is impious to attribute any efficient cau­
sality to a creature; they declared that creatures are 
only the occasion, only the stage-setting, so to speak, 
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for God who produces all effects. This doctrine of oc­
casionalism was known as early as the 12th century, 
but had its most noted defender in Nicole Malebranche 
in the 17th and early 18th century. John Locke (1632- 
1704) and David Hume (1711-1776) and the sensists 
(who will accept no testimony but such as is furnished 
by the senses), and the positivists (who are much at 
one with the sensists, and demand the positive evidence 
of sentient experience for what they will accept) deny 
the existence of true efficient causes in the world. The 
sensists reduce efficient causality to a succession of 
events, denying the intimate connection of dependency 
of effect on cause. The positivists rule the whole ques­
tion out of court, for they say that efficient causality 
is a metaphysical concept purely subjective in character 
(which means, practically, that it is a figment of 
fancy) and has no place in the domain of positive 
science.

Against all these theorists we assert the reality of 
efficient causality in the world around us. We declare 
that finite beings, creatures, are true efficient causes. 
We do not say that causality can be investigated in it­
self with the aid of microscope or chemical retort; we 
are willing to admit that it is a thing recognized by the 
mind, and not by the senses; but we declare that it is 
a thing which is really there. We do not assert that 
creatures are self-existent and self-sufficient in their 
activity as true efficient causes; no, we admit that they 
have been produced, they are effects, and they have 



314 ONTOLOGY
been equipped by their own Efficient Cause (their 
Creator) with powers for efficient activity, and they 
are maintained in being and in function as they use 
these powers. But given existence, given powers, given 
God’s preserving and concurring activity with His 
creatures, we declare that creatures are true efficient 
causes, and that true efficient casuality exists, demon­
strably, in this world of ours.

It would be a bold man, not to say a blind one, who 
should deny that the world exhibits to us a most as­
tounding arrangement or order, and a most evident 
purpose. Who will deny that in the tiny tree or in the 
new-hatched bird there is a remarkable arrangement 
and balance of parts ? Who does not know that these 
parts, while most various and diverse in structure and 
function, all work together in a magnificent harmony 
of order which is for the benefit of the whole organ­
ism? We need not look at the magnificent order of the 
starry heavens, or study the accurate revolutions of the 
earth, to see order, harmony, balance, and purpose. We 
may see it in a blade of grass, in a flowing stream. We 
may find it in the beating of a heart and in the digest­
ing of a dinner. It is everywhere. Things are arranged; 
things serve an end or purpose and their elements are 
arranged to achieve it. Now, if God is the sole Efficient 
Cause (as He is undoubtedly the First Efficient Cause, 
and the All-necessary Efficient Cause) what is the 
meaning of the complex structures of creatures ? Why 
should God make the eye if it is not required, since 
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He does the seeing? Deny efficient causality to crea­
tures, and you make nonsense of the beautiful order 
and purpose exhibited by the bodily world. And the 
mind of normal man refuses to make nonsense of 
what is so obviously meaningful, so significant, so 
beautiful, so important. Securus judicat orbis terra­
rum; the whole human race does not go wrong on its 
reasoned conclusions from manifest data. It never has, 
not even when everybody (or nearly everybody) 
thought that the sun actually rises each morning, and 
that the earth is motionless and more or less flat. For 
this was a surf ace-judgment on mere appearances, 
and men soon got beneath the surface and corrected 
the judgment What we speak of now is no surface­
judgment, no snap-decision on the nature of things, 
arrived at from appearances. This thing has been 
found to work out; it checks with experience; it meets 
the requirements of mind. The sensist who denies the 
connection between cause and effect, and reduces this 
to a mere succession of events, would have a hard time 
explaining his activity of putting food into his mouth 
to appease hunger. He cannot admit that the action 
has anything to do with causing the appeasement of 
his appetite. And surely, since it is an action in his own 
control, he might refuse to allow this charming suc­
cession to take place; but, for some opaque reason, he 
doesn’t. The positivist, who brushes efficient causality 
aside as a metaphysical dream of no scientific signifi­
cance, will find it difficult to explain his position; for 
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surely his reasons for his position are not items in 
the domain of positive science; his thoughts, judg­
ments, arguments, are suprasensile themselves, and be­
long to the realm of what he calls metaphysics, and are 
therefore valueless to himself, and presumably fo 
others. Besides, were the positivist to argue with us, 
to "work upon us” to try to make converts of us, he 
would be engaging in an activity which looks alarm­
ingly like the causality which he denies; for he wants 
to cause us to agree with him, to cause us to see the 
reasonableness (if any) of his position. Those who 
deny efficient causality to creatures in the world around 
us, inevitably tie themselves into contradictions.

Deny efficient causality to creatures, and you deny 
the order and purpose manifest in things. Deny this 
causality, and you stultify yourself by self-contradic­
tion. Nay more: deny this causality, and you upset all 
human responsibility and all morality. For human 
responsibility, and morality, are based upon the free­
dom of choice (or free-will) which makes man the 
master of his deliberate and reasoned activity,—which 
makes man, in fact, the cause of his knowing and 
deliberate acts. But if man is not a true cause, then 
he is not the cause of his acts; then he is not free; 
then he is not responsible; then there is no use in lay­
ing down laws or in appealing to the moral code. Now, 
if anything is certain, the fact that a normal man is 
responsible is certain. In spite of theorists who have 
denied this patent fact, the world goes on recognizing
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it as the most evident of things. And even the deter- 
minist (who denies free-will and responsibility) for­
gets his theory when someone steals his silver spoons, 
and appeals to the police to catch the thief and punish 
him. Which is evident folly, if the thief be not the 
responsible and true cause of his actions. It is mani­
festly absurd to deny human responsibility and to deny 
all moral obligations; and in the same measure it is 
absurd to deny efficient causality to creatures.

Another point. Deny efficient causality to creatures, 
and you put a bomb under every laboratory in the 
world. Science goes up in fragments and in a reek of 
smoke. For all science begins with the action of the 
senses upon bodily reality around us, and from that 
point it ascends, by mental abstraction, to general or 
universal truths. The biologist tells us about the 
amoeba, but he has never seen the amoeba; he has 
seen only some of the little things; but the amoeba is 
an abstraction. The chemist tells us the constitution of 
water, but he has never seen water; he has merely seen 
this or that quantity of water; water as such or water 
in general (and it is of this that he speaks) is an ab­
straction of mind. The mathematician tells us the 
properties of the circle; but he has only dealt with some 
few illustrations of circle. Circle as such can be under­
stood, but it cannot be sensed. Now this knowledge of 
mind, this making of abstractions, this recognizing of 
universal or general truths, is the whole sum and sub­
stance of science, even of the most positivistic and
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sensistic of sciences. But of what value is the knowl­
edge or science derived in last analysis from the find­
ings of sense, if sense-objects cannot act efficiently 
upon our senses and thus cause us to know them ?

We must conclude,—reason and experience leave us 
no alternative,—that creatures are true efficient causes, 
and that they exercise causality in this bodily world.

We distinguish many types of efficient causes. The 
following are important:

J. Primary-secondary. God is the sole First or 
Primary Efficient Cause, for the definition of primary 
efficient cause is this: a cause which is wholly inde­
pendent of other things; a cause which has, in no sense, 
a cause of its own. Creatures are secondary efficient 
causes; they depend upon the First Cause for their 
existence and their equipment and their function.

2. Principal-instrumental. The principal efficient 
cause exercises its own activity with the aid of another 
cause which subserves that activity. The writer, for 
example, exercises his activity with the aid of pen or 
pencil. The instrumental efficient cause operates (ex­
ercises its causality) under the movement and direc­
tion of a principal cause. The pen or pencil which 
serves the writer is an instrumental cause. Notice that 
the whole effect (in qur example, the finished piece of 
writing) is attributable to both the principal cause and 
the instrumental cause, but in different respective 
ways. The writer wrote the whole letter; so did the
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pen. But the letter is, first and foremost, the writer’s; 
as an expression of thought it must be attributed to 
the writer alone; no one would praise the pen for high 
sentiments or graceful phrasing. But the letter is at­
tributable to the pen as used by the writer, and as hav­
ing a fitness or suitability to serve the writer in the 
activity of writing. The instrument thus has its ef­
ficient causality in its disposition or fitness to serve a 
certain use, and this causality is actually exercised only 
under the transient application of the instrument to its 
use by the activity of the principal cause.

5. Physical-moral. A physical efficient cause is one 
that produces an effect by its own physical activity. A 
moral efficient cause (which is not an efficient cause 
properly so called, but as such by an extension of 
meaning) is one that exercises an influence on a free 
agent (that is, a free actor, doer, performer) by means 
of command, persuasion, invitation, force of example. 
The free agent who is moved to action by such influ­
ences is the physical efficient cause of the action; the 
one who exercises such influences over the physical 
cause is the moral efficient cause of the action.

4. Per se—per accidens. A per se efficient cause is 
one that tends by nature or intention to produce the 
effect that actually is produced. Fire is the per se effi­
cient cause of light and heat; it tends by its nature to 
produce light and heat. A hunter who shoots a rabbit 
is the per se efficient cause of the killing, because he 
intends it.—A per accidens efficient cause is one that
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produces an effect “by accident,” since it is either not 
such a cause as naturally produces this effect, or the 
effect is not intended. A man drilling a well for water 
strikes oil; the drilling is not by nature calculated to 
bring up oil in each case, but, in this case, it does so 
per accident. A man digging a grave uncovers buried 
treasure per accident. A hunter shoots a dog, mistak­
ing it for a rabbit; he is the per accident cause of the 
killing of the dog, because he did not intend it.—The 
term per te means “of itself” ; and the term per acci­
dent means “by accident.” A cause which of ittelf 
(that is, by its nature, or by the intention of a free 
agent) produces an effect is the per te cause of that 
effect; a cause which happens to produce an effect, al­
though the cause is not naturally ordinated to the pro­
ducing of this effect, or,—in case of a free agent acting 
as physical or moral efficient cause,—is not intention­
ally directed to the producing of this effect, is the per 
accident, or the accidental cause of the effect.

5. Proximate—remote. A proximate (or “next 
door”) efficient cause admits no medium between it­
self and its effect. A remote (or “farther off”) efficient 
cause has one or more mediate causes between itself 
and the effect. A thief is the proximate cause of the 
theft; the man who ordered the thief to steal, or 
showed him how to do it, is the remote cause. A disease 
may be the proximate cause of death; the contagion 
or infection which induced the disease is the remote 
cause. There is here an axiom of value for philosopher
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and moralist: causa causae est causa causati which 
is translated literally as, "The cause of a cause is the 
cause of what the latter produces.” We may translate 
the axiom freely thus, "The remote cause is a true 
contributor to the effect of the proximate cause.” Of 
course, the degree or measure of the contribution will 
depend upon the actual influence which comes through 
to the ultimate effect from the remote cause. A moral 
efficient cause is always a remote cause of the ultimate 
effect. Our little Catechism lists the "nine ways of 
being accessory to another’s sin,” and therein presents 
for our consideration a series of moral and remote ef­
ficient causes, and indicates that responsibility for the 
ultimate effect rests upon the remote cause as well as 
upon the proximate cause: causa causae est causa 
causati. Another way of expressing the truth of this 
axiom (as touching free agents) is this : qui facit per 
alium, facit per se, "He who does a thing through an 
agent or proxy or representative, does it himself.”

6. Necessary—free. A necessary cause is one that 
is compelled by nature to produce its effect when all 
conditions for it are fulfilled. Fire under dry chips is 
the necessary cause of flame. The sun is the necessary 
cause of daylight.—A free cause is one that can re­
frain from producing its effect when all conditions for 
it are fulfilled. A hungry man with appetizing food be­
fore him may still refuse to eat.

7. Univocal-—equivocal. A univocal cause produces 
an effect of the identical species to which itself belongs.
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Human parents are the univocal causes of their chil­
dren.—An equivocal cause produces an effect which 
belongs to a different species than that to which the 
cause belongs. Thus, "April showers bring May flow­
ers”; the human sculptor produces a non-human 
statue.

jNatural—Rational. A natural efficient cause 
(called agens per naturam, that is, "Acting by its na­
ture”) is any necessary cause in the physical order.— 
A rational efficient cause (called agens per intellectum, 
that is, "Acting with understanding”) is a free cause, 
a cause which acts with knowledge and free choice.

p. In being—in becoming. A cause in being (or 
quantum ad esse, "in so far as being is concerned”) 
is a maintaining cause, a cause which holds or keeps 
a thing in existence as such a thing. Thus solidity of 
matter and force of cohesion of particles keep a statue 
in existence as this statue, once it is carved out; these 
things are the causes of the statue in being; they are 
causes of the statue quantum ad esse.—A cause in be­
coming (or quantum ad fieri, "in so far as coming into 
existence is concerned”) is an effecting cause, an effi­
cient cause which brings its effect into existence. The 
sculptor (aided by examplar-cause and instrumental 
causes) is the cause which gives existence to the 
statue; he is the cause in becoming, or. the cause 
quantum ad fieri, of the statue. He is not the cause of 
the statue quantum ad esse or in being, for the statue 
may still be in existence, in esse, when the sculptor has
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been a thousand years in his grave. The sculptor gives 
the statue being; he is not required to keep it in be­
ing, to give it permanence.—Sometimes the cause in 
becoming is required to keep the effect permanent, and 
then it is also the cause in being of that effect. Thus, 
fire is necessary to make water hot and to keep water 
hot; it is the cause of heat both in fieri and in esse,

b) THE FINAL CAUSE
As we have seen, the term final comes from the 

Latin noun finis, and the adjective finalis, which mean, 
respectively, "end" and "having reference or relation 
to an end." The "end" here indicated is "end-in-view," 
purpose, goal, aim. A final cause is an end to be 
achieved which, so to speak, invites the efficient cause 
to get to work and achieve it. That which makes the 
production of an effect desirable is the final cause of 
that effect. A final cause is therefore defined as that 
on account of which or for the sake of which a thing 
is done.

The Greek word telos is the same in meaning as the 
Latin finis. Those with a preference for Greek deriva­
tives (and these, by the way, are mostly the same peo­
ple who decry the teaching of Greek as useless and 
old-fashioned) like to speak of the science of final 
causes or finality as teleology. And any explanation or 
argument which views a thing with reference to its 
end, purpose, or goal, is called teleological. We may 
mention in passing that the lovers of Greek terms like 
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to speak of the whole body of doctrine on causes as 
aetiology, a word which derives from the Greek aitia 
"cause," and logos "science." Be not amazed, there­
fore, if, when next you are ill, your physician dis­
courses overpoweringly upon the aetiological factors 
of your indisposition. He means no harm. He is merely 
talking about what made you sick.

The fact that a thing is desirable makes it good; the 
fact that it is good makes things tend to it; the fact 
that things tend to it makes it an end or a final cause 
of the activity which seeks to attain it.

We notice a twofold tendency towards an end. A 
stream runs downhill, a magnet attracts iron filings, a 
tree has in it a drive towards maturity and fruitful­
ness. These things execute a tendency to an end with­
out knowing anything about it. But when a dog goes 
after a bone; when a man instinctively reaches for a 
cup of water to slake his thirst, or plans to get a better 
job, or pays out money to get rid of debts, we have 
examples of the execution of tendency with knowledge 
of the desirability of the end. Thus there are in the 
world two types of tendency towards an end: unknow­
ing and natural tendency, and knowing tendency. The 
latter type is itself of two kinds, tendency born of 
sentient knowledge of the end as desirable, and tend­
ency born of rational or intellectual knowledge of the 
end as desirable.

The tendency of things towards an end is called 
finality. In addition to unknowing and knowing final-
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ity, we discern finality that is intrinsic and finality that 
is extrinsic. Intrinsic finality is in things themselves 
and gives them a bent or bias or influence towards their 
end. Such is the finality observable in fire as it tends 
to consume dry wood; such is the tendency in a plant 
to grow to maturity. But extrinsic finality is something 
that affects things from outside. The tendency of the 
billiard ball to reach the pocket towards which it is 
driven is extrinsic; there is nothing in the ball itself 
which makes it tend to roll into that pocket. Intrinsic 
finality is an inner tendency of things; extrinsic finality 
is a direction given them by forces outside themselves, 
forces which do not meet any natural requirement of 
the things directed.

We have noticed that the existence of efficient 
causality has been denied or doubted by mistaken 
theorists; final causality has been even more wildly 
denied and more widely doubted. The materialists 
who deny the existence of everything but matter and 
its physical and chemical processes can find no such 
thing as final causality in their lists of physical pow­
ers and chemical elements, and so they deny such 
finality utterly. The positivists who reduce all activity 
in bodies to mechanical movements can see no neces­
sity for asserting the existence of final causes. Des­
cartes (1596-1650) and his followers make God the 
sole efficient cause of activities in the universe, and 
so deny intrinsic causality to creatures. Such theorists 
are unfortunate; they wed themselves to a scheme or
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a philosophy, and then force reality to meet the re­
quirements of the scheme. They cut heads to fit hats. 
Certain modern scientists of name follow this system.

Against these theorists stand the solid body of 
human common sense, the facts of universal expe­
rience, and the clear reasoning of the greatest philos­
ophers. With St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, 
and the scholastics generally, we assert as true the 
ancient doctrine of Aristotle that creatures tend to 
their ends, and ultimately to a last end, by a true 
intrinsic finality, whether it be executed knowingly 
or unknowingly.

There is an old saying, omne agens agit propter 
finem “Everything that acts, acts on account of an 
end." The statement is not difficult to prove. For 
things that act have a determinate way of acting and 
tend steadily to produce determinate effects. The 
apple-tree has a way of producing apples, the pear­
tree produces pears. In their respective manifestation 
of the glory of God, the trees never “change pul­
pits." The most positivistic of scientists relies on this 
constancy of nature in all his investigations and find­
ings and conclusions. Now, this constancy, this deter­
minateness of natural agents (that is, actors, doers, 
performers, active powers) in the producing of 
effects is plain evidence that the producing of such 
effects is what they are for. For the producing of such 
effects there is in the agents an inner drive, force, 
energy, power,—call it what you will,—which is
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neither more nor less than a tendency towards an 
end. The agents act in conformity with that tendency. 
In other words, they "act on account of an end”; they 
exhibit finality in their action; they manifest the 
existence of an end to be achieved, which is a final 
cause of their activity. Notice that the tendency of 
natural agents to produce determinate and constant 
effects is an inner tendency, an intrinsic finality. 
Therefore we declare that the commonest experience 
acquaints us with the fact that things in the world 
about us tend to their ends by a true intrinsic finality. 
St. Thomas says, "If the agent were not determined 
to the producing of a certain effect, it would not 
produce this effect rather than that .” If the apple-tree 
were subject to no determinateness in activity, it 
would produce pears as readily as apples, or water­
melons, or strawberries, or all sorts of fruit to­
gether. St. Thomas goes on, "For an agent to produce 
a determinate effect, it must be itself determined to 
something certain which has the character of an end." 

As for knowing agents,—that is, animals and men, 
—the case for finality is, as the detective stories say, 
"open and shut”; it is manifest. Animals are guided 
by instinctive knowledge towards certain activities 
and objects as desirable; in other words, they act 
towards ends; they exhibit intrinsic finality; they 
manifest to us the existence of final causes. And man, 
in many of his activities, proposes to himself the end 
he hopes to achieve; he intends an end knowingly and 
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willingly. Of course, animals and men are subject to 
many determinate activities which are uninfluenced 
by knowledge, but which proceed to their ends by 
natural execution; such, for instance, are the activ­
ities of growth, of heart action, of digestion.

Now, if every agent acts to an end, this end is 
either ultimate or it is a step in the direction of a 
further end; in other words, it is a definite end of 
the whole activity, or it is a means towards a remote 
end. For ends are connected and related one to an­
other like steps in a stairway. A person ascending the 
stairs mounts the first step, not for its own sake, but 
in view of those higher up; and all of the steps are 
taken in turn, from first to last, in view of the upper 
floor the climber wishes to reach. Thus, in a series 
of ends, there is ever an ultimate end which gives 
meaning to the whole series. Hence, an agent, acting 
towards an end, is. acting towards an ultimate end. 
In Ethics, a department of philosophy, we prove that 
man, in every deliberate and free act, acts towards 
an ultimate end which is the summum bonum or Su­
preme Good in the achievement of which he tends to 
attain supreme happiness.

We distinguish various types or classes of ends. 
The following are important:

I. End of the act—end of the agent. The end of 
the act, or of the work (finis operis), is that towards 
which a thing or an activity tends by its own nature. 
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The end of the act of burning up a book is the de­
struction of the book.—The end of the agent (finis 
operantis) is that which is intended by the free agent 
who exercises the activity or does the work. The end 
of the agent in the burning of a book may be the 
removal of bad literature from the reach of children; 
it may be the removal of damaging records; it may be 
the mere starting of a fire to fry bacon. Sometimes 
the two ends coincide, as, for example, when an alms 
is given to relieve poverty; for relief of poverty is its 
own natural effect, and it is that effect which the 
giver intends. Often, however, the end of the agent 
is different from the end of the work, as in the ex­
amples given above, and as in the case of the politician 
who gives alms so that he may win loyalty and votes. 
Even a politician, however, may have "mixed mo­
tives," and may have as partial end the relief of pov­
erty, and as partial end the securing of votes.

2. Proximate—intermediate—ultimate. These
terms are self-explanatory. The youth who enters 
college, intending to follow a course in arts, and then 
go to a university to study medicine and become a 
physician, presents us with illustrations of all three 
ends. He enters college, and as he takes up the work 
of his freshman year, he intends to pass his examina­
tions and be promoted to the sophomore class. That 
is his immediate purpose, his proximate end. Of 
course, even on his first day in college, he intends to 
pass through the sophomore class to the junior class, 
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and thence to the senior class, and thence to the uni­
versity. These ends are, at the moment, not proxi­
mate but remote. The youth intends ultimately to be 
a physician. That is the ultimate end in the series here 
considered. The ultimate end is the most remote of 
the remote ends. The other remote ends lie between 
the proximate and the ultimate end, and hence they 
are called intermediate. Notice that all the ends except 
the ultimate end (holding our view strictly to this 
series, and considering the series definitely closed with 
the achievement of the doctor’s degree) are willed 
and intended, not for themselves, but in view of their 
value as steps towards the ultimate end; in a word, 
proximate and intermediary ends are always means 
towards the ultimate end.

3. Natural—supernatural. A natural end can be 
attained by the exercise of natural powers; a super­
natural end can be achieved only by the aid of God’s 
grace. The doctor’s degree which is the desire of the 
young collegian’s heart, is a natural end. Eternal sal­
vation is a supernatural end.

4. The end which—the end for which—the end by 
which. These ends are usually designated by Latin 
phrases, which are here given in the order of the Eng­
lish terms just named: finis qui; finis cui; finis quo. 
The youth wants the doctor’s degree (this is the finis 
qui, the end which he intends) ; he wants it for his 
own use and purposes and benefit (this is the end for 
which, the finis cui) ; and he wills, as necessary inter­
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mediate ends,—or means,—that which will win the 
degree, namely, work and study (these constitute the 
finis quo, the end by which). The first of these ends 
{finis qui) is the objective end, the object aimed at. 
The second (finis cui) is subjective; it is what the 
acting subject wants the object for. The third (finis 
quo) is the formal end; it is that by which the object 
is formally achieved, is achieved as such. To illustrate 
again: A man wants to go to heaven, that is, he wants 
the Supreme Good we call God (this is the objective 
end) ; he wants for himself the happiness of possess­
ing the Supreme Good (this is his subjective end) ; 
and he wants to do what will get him the objective 
and subjective ends, namely, he wants to live in God’s 
grace and exercise virtues (this is the formal end).

The causality of the final cause or the end consists 
in its attractiveness, its desirability,—its good, in a 
word. For the real or the apparent good exercises an 
influence upon an agent, draws him weakly or 
strongly, invites him to the attainment of itself. Thus 
the end makes a true contribution to the agent’s ac­
tivity (effect) and is a true cause or has true causality. 
St. Thomas says, "The effectiveness of an efficient 
cause consists in doing; the effectiveness of a final 
cause consists in attracting.”

The final cause or the end is often called "the cause 
of causes.” For it is the end which draws the efficient 
cause into action; it sets the goal; it indicates suita­
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ble instrumental causes and exemplar-causes to aid 
the efficient cause in its work; it brings the agent to the 
task of using the material cause and determining the 
formal cause of the effect.

As regards ends intended (that is, final causes ra­
tionally known and willed) we say, "The end is first 
in the order of intention, and last in the order of exe­
cution” ; finis est primus in intentione, ultimus in exe~ 
cutione. The lad entering college to become a doctor 
has the doctor’s degree and status before him as his in­
tention; it is the first and foremost influence in send­
ing him to such a school and into such a course. But it 
is the last thing he achieves, in the particular series 
of ends which culminates in his graduation and de­
gree. A man going upstairs intends to reach the sec­
ond floor; he intends that first or he would not put 
foot on even the lowest step; but the arrival on the 
second floor is the last step of all: first in intention, 
last in attainment.

It is important for the philosopher and the moralist 
to ponder this axiom: "He who wills an end, wills 
the means necessary to achieve it”; qui vult finem, wit 
media. The man who says he would like to live a 
better life but cannot, is not telling the truth. There 
are means (which are intermediate ends in the series 
that lead to a better life) which will serve him to 
achieve his end; if he wills the end, let him will these 
means. If he does not will the means, but surrenders 
in the face of difficulties, we know he does not really
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will the end itself. The converse of this axiom is also 
true: "He who wills what naturally tends to an end, 
wills the end itself.” A man may keep questionable 
company; he may be in constant danger of moral 
calamity, and he may say that he doesn’t will evil 
or sin. The simple reply to his statement is that he 
lies. He wills what will naturally bring sin, and there­
fore he wills the sin.

SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLE

In this Article we have defined efficient cause and 
have vindicated the existence of true efficient causes 
(and efficient causality) in the world about us, taking 
issue on the point with the occasionalists, sensists, and 
positivists. We have shown that denial of real efficient 
causality to creatures is in conflict with reason and 
experience, and is disastrous in its effect upon human 
responsibility and morality, and upon science. We 
have distinguished many classes of efficient causes. 
We have learned the meaning of final cause or end, 
and have shown that the existence of final causality 
is a demonstrable fact in the world. We have evi­
denced the dictum, omne agens agit propter finem. 
We have distinguished various types of ends or final 
causes, and have dwelt upon some practical truths 
which our study has made manifest.
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non-material, 161 
physical, 158 
pleasurable, 160 
proper, 159 
real, 160 
supernatural, 161 
transcendental, 154 ff, 157

Graciousness, 182

Habit, 217
Habits (qualities), 243 ff
Hegel, 207
Heraclitus, 86
Human substance, the, 238 ff

Idea, 15 ff, 18, 2i
Idealism, 2341
Idealistic monism, 108 
Ideal space, 275 
Ideal time, 282 
Identity, 133 ff 

accidental, 136 
essential, 136 
formal, 134 k 
logical, 134 f 
principle of, 134, 137 
real, 134 f

Imaginary space, 275, 277 
Imaginary time, 282 
Immanent action, 262 
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Individuality, 120 ff 
Individuation, 121 

principle of, 124 ff
Inferiors of ideas, 23 ff 
Infinite, the, 194!
Intrinsic causes, 301 ff

Kant, 179, 208, 275 f, 282 
Keats, 179

Knowability of essences, 97 f 
Knowledge of substance, 227 ff

Leibnitz, 236
Liberal arts, 183
Local change, 86
Localization, 264 ff
Locke, John, 227
Logic, 4
Logical being, 59 ff
Logical truth, 150 f
Lortie, 131 f
Loveliness, 182

Material cause, 294, 301 ff
Materialistic monism, 108
Materialists/ 325
Material object, 7
Materia prima, 89 f
Mathematical unity, 120
Mechanical arts, 183
Metaphysical essence, 95
Metaphysical truth, 149
Metaphysics, I, 5 f
Miracle, 77
Mixed actuality, 63 f
Mixed perfection, 190 f
Modal accident, 218
Modes of predication, 37 ff
Monism, 108
Moral evil, 165 f
Moral goodness, 159
Morality and art, 184 f
Morality and science, 187
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Motion, 263
Multilocation, 269 f
Multiplicity, 143
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Natural philosophy, 4, 7
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Number, 143, 258
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Objective potentiality, 68 f 
Object of science, 7 
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Operative potentiality, 70 f 
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Pantheistic monism, 108 
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Perfection, 188 f 
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Perfectio simpliciter, 190 f 
Person, 239 ff 
Personality, 239 f
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Physical essence, 95 
Physical evil, 164 f 
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external, 264 f 
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intrinsic, 74 f 
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Principle, 287 ff
Principle of Contradiction, 
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53 ff
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Pure Actuality, 63 f 
Pure perfection, 190 f

Qualitative change, 87 
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Quantitative change, 87 
Quantitative unity, H9f 
Quantity, 215, 257 ff 
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real, 250 f 
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Science, 3
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Spinoza, 236 
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material, 226 f 
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Transcendental truth, 149 
Transcendental unity, 113 ff 
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Ubication, 268

Ubication (continued)
see Localization, Place, 
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Uncompounded, the, 199 f 
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