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FOREWORDFOREWORDFOREWORD

Bridges are not built with desires or even with elaborate plans on large pieces 
of  paper. To build bridges you need materials and tools: ladders, buckets, 
building cranes, steel beams, metal rods, concrete slabs… Without them, 
there is no bridge, and without a bridge two sides remain separated by a gap.

Many Christians face large gaps. There are big gaps between believers 
and those who don’t believe in God, between Christians and people of  other 
religions, between those living a life of  faith and those who have become 
disillusioned with the Gospel message. 

Philosophy is a tool for building such bridges. It is not the only tool, but it 
is a very useful one to foster authentic dialogue between practising Christians 
and others. Moreover, it is a tool used by Christians from very early on, which 
has been refined and perfected with time.

Christianity is not a philosophical system, but an encounter of  faith with 
the God-made-man who saves us. However, the Christian God is not a capri-
cious and inconsistent God, who demands an obedience that obliterates our 
reason, rather he is a God who, being the fullness of  good and truth, perfects 
our reason and works with it. Reason is not a substitute for faith, nor is faith 
an irrational feeling. Christianity is the religion of  the incarnate Logos—the 
Word made flesh—and as such faith can be communicated and deepened 
through logos—through rational discourse (the Greek word ‘logos’ means 
‘word’, ‘thought’ or ‘reason’). 

This book was born of  a desire to give people in the English-speaking 
world a set of  philosophical tools for exploring some questions that connect 
with the Christian vision of  God, the world and the human person. Twelve 
authors from six different countries were enthused by the task and agreed to 
collaborate with this book. Given such a variety of  authors, it should not be 
surprising that the approach varies from chapter to chapter, even if  all the 
chapters follow the same structure. This diversity of  styles was encouraged, 
and we hope that it will benefit the reader.
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Although this book quotes philosophers and philosophical doctrines 
from different eras, it is not intended to be a history of  Western philosophy—
there are already many (and very good) works on the topic. More than a 
walk through history, this book aspires to unlock the human wisdom accumu-
lated throughout the history of  humanity as contrasted (and sometimes also 
confronted) with Christian life and Christian doctrine.

The book is written for people of  any age who want to learn about 
philosophy in the Christian tradition, but it is specially addressed to young 
people, in particular to university and high-school students. All the authors 
are in regular contact with this audience, and it should not come as a surprise 
that some intellectual and existential concerns of  the younger generations 
are tackled in the book.

We have followed the Socratic tradition of  developing philosophy not 
by constructing systems of  thought but by questioning opinions and experi-
ences. For this reason, the title of  each chapter is precisely a question. Ques-
tions have an important value and offer an interesting opportunity: when 
some people say that they have doubts of  faith, what they often have are 
perfectly valid questions that need to be discussed properly. 

Dancho Azagra and Ricard Casadesús
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USING THE BOOK AS A toolkit
This is not a book to be read from cover to cover. The book has been designed 
as a toolkit with ‘materials’ that can be employed in different ways according 
to the needs of  the user. For example, it can help teachers to prepare philos-
ophy classes, it can be used by facilitators of  discussion groups, and it can 
also serve individuals for personal study. As with any toolkit, the needs will 
drive the use.

Chapter structure 
Each chapter is divided into five parts:

1. Introductory Text. Normally taken from a well-known thinker or an 
important document from the Magisterium of  the Catholic Church. 
The aim of  the text is to spark the reader’s interest in some of  the 
issues connected with the theme of  the chapter. A short introduction 
to the author and to the text is included to facilitate the reading.

2. Introductory Questions. Short questions related to the theme of  the 
chapter and often connected to the introductory text. Their aim is 
to initiate the active engagement of  the reader with the main issues 
of  the chapter.

3. Core Themes. Explanations of  the main points connected with the 
theme of  the chapter. They have being written bringing in ideas 
from key classical and Christian philosophers, and also incorpo-
rating some quotes from the Magisterium of  the Catholic Church 
and some saints. They are the ‘backbone’ of  the book, and their aim 
is to help with the preparation of  lessons and with personal study.

4. Quotes. Divided into Supporting and Polemic Quotes. The Supporting 
Quotes further emphasise some of  the points discussed in the Core 
Themes. The Polemic Quotes are texts from well-known philoso-
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phers who opposed some of  the points made in the Core Themes. 
The quotes can be used as material to facilitate discussions, for 
personal study, and also as general reference material for teachers.

5. Additional Reading and Questions on the Text. The text and the question 
provide further clarification on some of  the points discussed in the 
Core Themes or they discuss additional issues connected with the 
theme of  the chapter.

Clarification of some features
In-depth boxes 

Additional information to expand or clarify some points of  the main text 
has been provided inside a box. This information can be skipped on a first 
reading of  the text, and then read on a second—more detailed—reading.

Key Quotations 

The quotations from the Bible or the Magisterium of  the Catholic Church 
(e.g. Catechism, Council documents or papal Encyclicals) have been placed 
inside coloured rectangles. They extend to the edge of  the page to facilitate 
finding them more easily when flipping through the book.

Words in Greek and Latin. 

Key words in Latin and Greek in the main text have been repeated in 
coloured rectangles to help familiarisation with those words. As per the case 
of  the Key Quotations, these rectangles extend all the way to the edge of  the 
page to facilitate locating them.

“

L

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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Quotations from saints 

Important quotations from saints within the main text have been marked 
with the above icon.

Quotations from philosophers

Important quotations from philosophers within the main text have been 
marked with the above icon.

Illustrative examples

Illustrative examples of  some of  the ideas discussed in the Core Themes have 
been place in round circles for easy reference.

Planning lessons and discussions
By way of  example, we are providing a possible lesson plans for two different 
teaching methods.

Classroom-style lesson plan
1. Personal reading of  the Introductory Text and the Introductory Questions. 

5mins
2. Discuss the Introductory Questions by getting students to answer them. 

5–10mins
3. Develop some of  the ideas of  the Core Themes. The choice of  what to 

discuss will depend on how the students have answered the Introduc-
tory Questions. 15–20mins

Some               
illustrative 
examples 

are placed in 
coloured circles 
with the main 
text around 

them

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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4. Read and discuss one of  the Supporting Quotes. 5–10mins
5. Read one of  the Polemic Quotes and ask them to provide a written 

reply to it. This will provide the teacher with feedback on how much 
the students have learn so far. 5–10mins

6. At the end of  the class the Additional Reading can be given to the 
students to read in their own time if  they want to deepen further in 
the subject. Answering the Questions on the Text could be set as home-
work.

Discussion group lesson plan
1. Personal reading of  the Introductory Text and Introductory Questions.         

5mins
2. Discuss the Introductory Questions with the whole group. 5–10mins
3. Give each person (or to each small sub-group) a quote to discuss 

from either the Supporting Quotes or the Polemic Quotes. The individuals 
(or sub-groups) discuss the quote for some minutes and prepare some 
points to report back to the whole group. 10–15mins

4. Individuals (or sub-groups) report back to the main group. 10–15mins
5. Clarify some of  the points from the Core Themes based on the ideas  

presented by the students. 5-10mins

USING THE BOOK FOR SELF-STUDY
We suggest the following approach, for those who want to use the book for 
personal study:

1. Read the Introductory Text and answer the Introductory Questions. 
2. Read the Core Themes.
3. Read the Polemic Quotes and attempt a reply without reading the reply 

given. Once the reply has been written, then contrast it with the 
reply given.

4. Read the Additional Reading and answer the Questions on the Text.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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Choosing your itinerary THROUGH THE BOOK
The order of  the chapters in the book follows the thematic distribution given 
below. An indication of  the difficulty of  the lesson has been added next to 
the topic name. 

Introduction
Chapter 1 – Philosophical questions. Low difficulty.

Metaphysics
Chapter 2 – Brief  history of  metaphysics I: Classical and Medieval. 
Medium difficulty.
Chapter 3 – Brief  history of  metaphysics II: Modern and Contem-
porary. Medium difficulty.
Chapter 4 – Aesthetics. High difficulty.
Chapter 5 – Natural theology. High difficulty.

Philosophy of  knowledge, of  language and of  science
Chapter 6 – Epistemology. Medium difficulty.
Chapter 7 – Language. Medium difficulty.
Chapter 8 – Philosophy of  science. High difficulty.

Philosophical anthropology
Chapter 9 – The question of  the origins of  humans. Medium diffi-
culty.
Chapter 10 – Core themes of  philosophical anthropology. Medium 
difficulty.
Chapter 11 – Freedom. High difficulty.
Chapter 12 – Emotions and virtues. Low difficulty.
Chapter 13 – Human sociability. Medium difficulty.

Moral Philosophy
Chapter 14 – Happiness and ‘virtue ethics’. Medium difficulty.
Chapter 15 – Natural Law. Medium difficulty.
Chapter 16 – Political ethics. Medium difficulty.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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The order of  chapters given in the book may not necessarily be the best to 
follow, since the difficulty of  the chapters does not increase gradually, and 
some chapters may be more appropriate for a specific group of  students or 
readers. In addition, the chapters are written to stand alone, so skipping a 
chapter is not a problem. For this reason we recommend that each teacher or 
reader should decide their own particular itinerary through the book. 

Depending on the circumstances of  a particular educational setting,  
shorter courses may be more appropriate. As an example, we are providing 
below some possible six lessons courses aimed at specific audiences.

Short course for absolute beginners or for younger students
Lesson 1
Lesson 2
Lesson 3
Lesson 10
Lesson 12
Lesson 15

Short course for people with background in sciences
Lesson 2
Lesson 3
Lesson 5
Lesson 8
Lesson 9
Lesson 15

Short course for people with background in humanities
Lesson 2
Lesson 3
Lesson 4
Lesson 7
Lesson 13
Lesson 15

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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Short course for people with some knowledge of  philosophy who want to explore some 
more complex topics.

Lesson 5
Lesson 6
Lesson 8
Lesson 11
Lesson 14
Lesson 16

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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NIKO SCHONEBAUM
NIKO SCHONEBAUM



WHY IS A SENSE OF WONDER THE BEGINNING OF 
PHILOSOPHY?
WHAT TYPE OF QUESTIONS DOES PHILOSOPHY ASK?
WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN COMMON 
SENSE, SCIENCE AND PHILOSOPHIES?
WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT BRANCHES OF 
PHILOSOPHIES?

CONTENT
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The little prince
ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY

INTRODUCTORY TEXt

The Little Prince is a world-famous novella by French author Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry. He lived from 1900 till 1944, when he died in the Second 
World War. He was not only a well-known literary figure but also an accom-
plished aviator. The Little Prince reads like a fairy tale for children but like 
many fairy tales its simplicity is only the attractive entrance door into deep 
and rich moral and intellectual content.

Grown-ups love figures… When you tell them you’ve made a new friend they 
never ask you any questions about essential matters. They never say to you, 
“What does his voice sound like? What games does he love best? Does he 
collect butterflies?” Instead they demand, “How old is he? How much does 
he weigh? How much money does his father make?” Only from these figures 
do they think they have learned anything about him.

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, (trans.) Niko Schonebaum, ch. 4
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Try to remember what you wondered at when you were 
little, and ask someone what they wondered about when 
they were little. 

Try to come up with two or three questions that could 
spark a good philosophical conversation. 

What is our life about? 

What makes for a good life? 

How do you go about answering those two or three    
philosophical questions?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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CORE THEMES

It all started with a question. A man of  about fifty years old, bearded, shab-
bily dressed but with a sparkle in his eyes walks up to a group of  young-
sters about your age. He’s been overhearing their conversation. They are 
discussing whether they should go on with a plan to sneak into the cinema 
through a back door that was left open. Most agree they should, because 
why not? One girl, however, speaks up, saying: “We shouldn’t because it just 
isn’t right.” They turn as the bearded man approaches. “I wonder,” he says, 
“Why is it not right?” Silence. They all react similarly, on the outside. They 
say nothing and look rather surprised. But on the inside, some start to think, 
to muse, to doubt, to wonder.

It turns out the man is a philosopher. When he was your age or a bit 
older, he took a gamble. Questions and wonder had been piling up in his 
mind for some time, he didn’t know if  there were any answers or clues 
beyond the fairytales and just-because’s of  his upbringing. He didn’t know 
if  there was any road leading to answers. He gambled on the possibility that 
both the answers and the roads existed, and so decided to go look for them. 
The day he did that, he became a philosopher, for a philosopher is someone 
who wonders and takes it as a challenge.

The man’s name was Socrates.

COME IN! Why is a SENSE OF WONDER 
The BEGINNING OF PHILOSOPHY?
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QUESTIONS: The stuff of philosophy.
What type of questions does philosophy ask?

You won’t find out what it means to play football until you play. The same 
goes for most things. You won’t find out what it means to do philosophy until 
you do it. This book invites you to give it a try. To try philosophy is to try 
asking and answering philosophical questions. Philosophical questions are to 
philosophy what a ball is to football, you hardly need more to start out.

Why are you not allowed to spend as much time as you want watching 
videos on your phone? What is a human being? Why do people read books? 
Why do countries wage war when it seems so obvious that nothing good 
comes from it? What is the difference between a good and a bad decision? 
Why does the sun never skip a day? Why are monkeys so similar to us but 
they have never invented a wheel let alone an iPhone? Why do you behave 
the way you do? What is the origin of  life on earth? Why is the world as it is 
and not different?

What goes through your mind when you read these questions? Could it 
be: “How in the world should I know?” Or: “Who says there is a why about 
the sun rising? It just does because it always does. Why should I bother about 
these questions? I have more urgent matters on my mind! Let’s go eat pizza.”

These thoughts are natural. It is like someone who doesn’t know anything 
about football and gets a ball thrown his way with the suggestion to kick it 
around. He will naturally feel a bit awkward. However, the moment a friend 
or trainer suggests some games, the ball starts to make sense and it starts to 
be fun. Same here—this book offers you suggestions that should help you 
discover the sense and the fun of  asking, discussing, engaging, and answering 
questions.
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Grandpa, einstein, socrates. What is the difference
between COMMON SENSE, SCIENCE AND PHILOSOPHY?

When we go looking for philosophy, we go looking in the domain of  thinking, 
reasoning, knowing, answering questions, etc. and not in that of  gardening, 
shoemaking or plumbing, let alone in that of  stones, royal titles or herbs, to 
name just some alternatives. It is clear that to do philosophy is to use our 
ability to think, but it is almost equally clear that not all thinking is philos-
ophy. Hence the question: in the land of  reason, what provinces are there, 
how are they different one from another, and which one is the province called 
Philosophy?

It is helpful to look at a concrete instance of  questions and answers to get 
a feeling for the distinctions we are trying to grasp. A girl of  15, let’s call her 
Michelle, is in love for the first time, with the boy next door, and she wants 
to know what is happening to her and what she ought to do to win over his 
heart. She’ll be thinking about it day and night, i.e. using her ability to think. 
She pays a visit first to her grandmother, then to an uncle who is a scientist, 
then to an older cousin who is a philosopher. All three will hear the same 
questions, all three will use their ability to think to consider and answer them, 
but there is a difference. Grandmother does not look beyond what she’s been 
taught as a girl and what she has experienced firsthand in her life. “You are 
in love, my dear, that’s what’s happening to you.” She doesn’t say anything 
that Michelle didn’t already know, but she says it in a way that Michelle feels 
answered and supported. The scientist uncle, let’s call him Simon, listens 
carefully to the question, decides which aspects of  it fall within his domain 
as a scientist and then answers precisely those aspects and in a structured 
way. “You are currently what people call ‘in love’, most things that are said 
about being in love belong to the sphere of  the subjective and unscientific, so 
I cannot say much. However, I can tell you that biologically speaking what is 
happening to you is a change in your hormonal balance… etc. Also, statis-
tically speaking, I can tell you that around 80% of  the people who have 
been successful in establishing a relationship with the one they loved, testi-
fied that they were first in approaching the other; there is no guarantee that 
this will also happen in your case, but it is what comes to my mind when I 
consider your question.” Finally, her philosopher cousin, we call her Eliza, 
answers something like this. “What is happening to you? What ought you to 
do? Hmmm, well, let’s see. You are in love, surely, but what is being in love? 
Is it fundamentally something physical, something of  the soul, something of  

CORE THEMES
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both at the same time? Does it fit our nature to fall in love or not; in other 
words, is it more like growing breasts for girls and having your voice change 
for boys, or more like catching a cold or some worse illness? And the question 
of  what you ought to do to win his heart, that’s also a good one. If  you ask 
me, I suggest we start with a more fundamental question: what is good in the 
first place, what is it that makes a person happy, why should we do one thing 
rather than another?”

The example of  Michelle and her three interlocutors may help us 
toward defining the difference between common sense, scientific knowledge 
and philosophical insight; between the different ways grandpa, Einstein and 
Socrates use their rational faculty. It is worthwhile to exert the imagination to 
further develop the example of  Michelle or to come up with other examples 
to illustrate this tripartite split of  the use of  reason. It is worthwhile also to 
have students imagine their own examples, requiring them to come up with: 

1. a protagonist who has a pressing question, and 
2. three or more interlocutors who represent different ways of  

approaching the question.
A further step could be to formulate the difference more abstractly and 
succinctly, but an introductory chapter to an introductory book is not the 
place to make such a step. Common sense reasoning takes as its object ques-
tions that fall within the normal everyday scope of  the human experience 
and it does not go beyond answering those questions using insights that are 
commonly accepted. Scientific reasoning takes as its object clearly desig-
nated questions and looks for answers departing from a clearly defined set 
of  premises and following an equally clearly defined method of  reasoning. 
Philosophical reasoning may take as its object any question, although certain 
big questions are more typically the object of  philosophical thought. It is not 
bound by any external restrictions in method or source of  argument and will 
use any method or source that proves helpful in finding answers.
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ONE HOUSE, MANY ROOMS. WHAT ARE THE
DIFFERENT BRANCHES OF PHILOSOPHY?

From the outside, one house is just one house, but from the inside it is often 
divided into several rooms. So it is with philosophy. The question therefore 
is: How many and what kind of  rooms make up the house of  philosophy?

What is a human being? What is the common nature of  things that are 
able to change? What do all existing things have in common? What ought 
a human being do in order to become happy? What ought the leader of  a 
community of  people do in order to secure the well-being of  that commu-
nity? There is a broad distinction between speculative or theoretical and 
practical questions. Theoretical questions are those which ask ‘what is’ and 
practical philosophical questions are those which ask ‘what ought’ or ‘what is 
good’. Within theoretical philosophy we may distinguish these three objects: 
man, all things that can change, and all things. 

Philosophy dealing with man is called philosophical anthropology, from 
the Greek word anthropos meaning man and logos meaning knowledge; the 
adjective ‘philosophical’ in ‘philosophical anthropology’ is added to distin-
guish it from scientific and other kinds of  anthropology which use a different 
approach to answer the same questions. 

Philosophy dealing with all things that can change is classically called 
natural philosophy. There are a whole lot of  things that can change, ranging 
from pebbles to butterflies to humans to planets. In one word one may call 
them ‘material’. Natural philosophy studies them all at once, paying attention 
not to what further divides them, but rather to what they have in common. 

Philosophy dealing with all existing things is called metaphysics. It is inter-
esting to think that a person who is convinced that all things can change 
might not distinguish between natural philosophy and metaphysics. However, 
if  you find out that there are things that cannot change, as a philosopher you 
will be interested in knowing how those things relate to the other things, 
whether there is anything that all of  reality has in common, and what that is.

Practical philosophy is often divided in moral and political philosophy. Moral 
philosophy—also called ethics—deals with the question: What should we 
do and why? The question is sometimes formulated thus: What makes us 
happy? It is clear that moral philosophy is closely related to philosophical 
anthropology; we like to know what we are able to do before we ask what 
we should do, and we like to know where we belong before we decide the 

CORE THEMES
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direction we take. Political philosophy deals with the question: What should a 
community as such or a leader of  a community in that capacity do and why? 
It is very similar to moral philosophy, the difference only being that it deals 
not with an individual person, but with a community of  persons.

THeoretical PRActical

PHILOSOPHICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

NATURAL PHILOSOPHY

METAPHYSICS

PHILOSOPHY OF KNOWLEDGE, ALSO 
KNOWN AS EPISTEMOLOGY

MORAL PHILOSOPHY OR ETHICS
What should one do? What should a 
community do?

How about this marvellous world we find 
around us? What is it? How is it constituted? 
Why does it exist? What causes it to be?

How about all of  reality? What is it? Why 
does anything exist? What causes it to be?

How about knowledge? What is it?        
How does it come about?

PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS

A word about knowledge and the philosophy of  knowledge. It has been at 
the centre of  attention in the philosophical arena for a few hundred years 
already. It is only natural for people who are desirous of  knowledge to desire 
also to know what knowledge is. But there is something tricky and treach-
erous about some approaches to philosophy of  knowledge. If  you start to 
doubt whether the knowledge you have is really knowledge and not some 
pretence of  it, you may end up never advancing a step. How do I know if  
I know? How do I know if  I know that I know? How do I know if  I know 
that I know that I know? Remember then, what a philosopher is: one who 
wonders and takes it as a challenge. Maybe, in a sense, we cannot prove that 
our knowledge is really knowledge, but let us trust that it is worth at least 
something and so embark on the philosophical adventure.

How about human beings? What are they? 
Why do they exist? What causes them to be?
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SSOCROCRAATESTES   

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

The only thing I know is that I know nothing.

For it is owing to their wonder that men both now begin and at first 
began to philosophise.

Philosophy, if  it cannot answer so many questions as we could wish, 
has at least the power of  asking questions which increase the interest 
of  the world, and show the strangeness and wonder lying just below 
the surface even in the commonest things of  daily life.

FFRANCIS RANCIS BBACONACON, , The Essays on Counsels, Civil and MoralThe Essays on Counsels, Civil and Moral

… a little Philosophy incline man’s mind to atheism; but depth in 
Philosophy, bring men’s minds about to Religion.

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , MetaphysicsMetaphysics

Francis Bacon, The Essays on Counsels, Civil and Moral, London: John Haviland 
for Hanna Barret and Richard Whitaker, 1625, p. 90

Commonly attributed to Socrates

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk I, ch. 2                

Bertrand Russell, The Problems of  Philosophy, Oxford:                                 
Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 6.
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ADDITIONAL READING

The last chapter has been concerned only with a fact of  observation: that 
what peril of  morbidity there is for man comes rather from his reason than 
his imagination. It was not meant to attack the authority of  reason; rather it 
is the ultimate purpose to defend it. For it needs defence. The whole modern 
world is at war with reason; and the tower already reels. 

The sages, it is often said, can see no answer to the riddle of  religion. 
But the trouble with our sages is not that they cannot see the answer; it is 
that they cannot even see the riddle. They are like children so stupid as to 
notice nothing paradoxical in the playful assertion that a door is not a door. 
The modern latitudinarians speak, for instance, about authority in religion 
not only as if  there were no reason in it, but as if  there had never been any 
reason for it. Apart from seeing its philosophical basis, they cannot even see 
its historical cause. Religious authority has often, doubtless, been oppressive 
or unreasonable; just as every legal system (and especially our present one) 
has been callous and full of  a cruel apathy. It is rational to attack the police; 
nay, it is glorious. But the modern critics of  religious authority are like men 
who should attack the police without ever having heard of  burglars. For 
there is a great and possible peril to the human mind: a peril as practical as 
burglary. Against it religious authority was reared, rightly or wrongly, as a 
barrier. And against it something certainly must be reared as a barrier, if  our 
race is to avoid ruin.

That peril is that the human intellect is free to destroy itself. Just as one 
generation could prevent the very existence of  the next generation, by all 
entering a monastery or jumping into the sea, so one set of  thinkers can in 
some degree prevent further thinking by teaching the next generation that 
there is no validity in any human thought. It is idle to talk always of  the alter-
native of  reason and faith. Reason is itself  a matter of  faith. It is an act of  

ORTHODOXY 
G. K. CHESTERTON



29
29

faith to assert that our thoughts have any relation to reality at all. If  you are 
merely a sceptic, you must sooner or later ask yourself  the question, “Why 
should anything go right; even observation and deduction? Why should not 
good logic be as misleading as bad logic? They are both movements in the 
brain of  a bewildered ape?” The young sceptic says, “I have a right to think 
for myself.” But the old sceptic, the complete sceptic, says, “I have no right to 
think for myself. I have no right to think at all.”

There is a thought that stops thought. That is the only thought that 
ought to be stopped.

G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy, chapter 3, ‘The suicide of  thought’,                                           
at Project Gutenberg,  www.gutenberg.org

ADDITIONAL READING
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

 
 

1.

2.

3.

What would the author reply if  he were asked: what is 
the importance of  reason?

Why are the modern critics like men ‘who should attack 
the police without ever having heard of  burglars’? What 
is the point of  comparison between both?

What, according to the author, is the peril that threatens 
our mind, and do you recognize it?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

This text is found at the beginning of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, considered 
by many as one of the most influential philosophical texts of all times. 
The Metaphysics comprises a collection of books on a number of subjects 
connected with the most fundamental questions of philosophy, more specif-
ically those that refer to ‘being’ in its most basic sense. The first book starts 
with a discussion about knowledge, science and wisdom. The text below is 
part of the initial discussion where Aristotle tells us what he considers to 
be the most fundamental of the sciences, and the most important path to 
wisdom.

… Wisdom is knowledge about certain principles and causes. … Since we 
are seeking this knowledge, we must inquire of  what kind are the causes and 
the principles, the knowledge of  which is Wisdom. … We suppose first, then, 
that the wise man knows all things, as far as possible, although he has not 
knowledge of  each of  them in detail; secondly, that he who can learn things 
that are difficult, and not easy for man to know, is wise (sense-perception is 
common to all, and therefore easy and no mark of  Wisdom); again, that he 
who is more exact and more capable of  teaching the causes is wiser, in every 
branch of  knowledge…

Such and so many are the notions, then, which we have about Wisdom 
and the wise. Now of  these characteristics that of  knowing all things must 
belong to him who has in the highest degree universal knowledge; for he 
knows in a sense all the instances that fall under the universal. And these 
things, the most universal, are on the whole the hardest for men to know; for 
they are farthest from the senses. And the most exact of  the sciences are those 
which deal most with first principles; for those which involve fewer principles 
are more exact than those which involve additional principles, e.g. arithmetic 

METAPHYSICS
ARISTOTLE
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is more exact than geometry. But the science which investigates causes is 
also instructive, to a higher degree, for the people who instruct us are those 
who tell the causes of  each thing. … And the science which … is the most 
authoritative of  the sciences … must be a science that investigates the first 
principles and causes.

BRIEF HISTORY OF METAPHYSICS: CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, Bk I, 2,
at Wikisource, www.en.wikisource.org
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

How can a person know all things without having detailed 
knowledge of  everything?

Can there be a knowledge different from that which we 
receive from the senses?

If  wisdom is a science about the first principles and 
causes, what are those principles and causes?

Is wisdom open to everyone, or only to people who have 
had a particular intellectual training?

What is common to all things that exist in reality?
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WHAt IS THE MEANING OF METAPHYSICS?

CORE THEMES

We have all had the experience of  finding certain words particularly difficult 
to understand. Some words sound to us foreign and strange, others tech-
nical and obscure, and others simply too old-fashioned and irrelevant. The 
word ‘metaphysics’ is probably one of  these difficult words, and not just for 
one but for all the reasons given above! But we also have the experience 
that understanding difficult words is beneficial: it helps us to be more precise 
when communicating, to engage better with the reality around us and to 
learn from the wisdom of  those who have lived before us. When we learn 
the word ‘subtle’ we are able to use it to describe the sense of  humour that is 
quiet, clever and precise rather than obvious and coarse. Understanding the 
word ‘naive’ puts us on guard against people who may want to exploit our 
lack of  experience for their own advantage. Similarly, we can draw impor-
tant benefits from grasping well what the word ‘metaphysics’ means, among 
others establishing a connection with the many philosophers who in the past 
regarded metaphysics as the highest form of  philosophical wisdom.

So, what exactly is ‘metaphysics’? The etymology of  the word can be 
a good place to start. The word is Greek and it literally means ‘beyond 
physics’ or ‘after physics’. Its origin seems to be related to a classification 
of  the works of  Aristotle made by an early editor. He grouped together the 
books concerning the movements and changes in the natural world under 
the heading of  ‘Physics’ (in Greek ta Physika), and after those books he placed 
a collection of  writings which he called ‘After the Physics’ in Greek ta meta ta 
Physika, from where we get our word ‘Metaphysics’. Another reason for using 
this name might have been that it also refers to the content of  the books: they 
deal with questions that go beyond the physical world and venture into the 
very foundations of  reality.
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When we say that metaphysics investigates the foundations of  reality, we 
mean that it deals with the most basic questions of  reality: What is being? 
Why are there things rather than nothing? Why are there many beings rather 
than just one? What is common to all things that are? Metaphysics does not 
consider what it means to be a human, or to be red, or to be good, but rather, 
it studies what it means to be in its most fundamental sense: to be as being. 
We can therefore define metaphysics as the rational study of  the first princi-
ples and the ultimate causes of  being as being. 

Metaphysics studies the most fundamental structure of  all that is, and 
in doing so it goes beyond the empirically observable world (i.e. what can 
be discovered by the senses and through experimentation). Natural science 
studies what depends on matter for its being (e.g. planets, animals, or quantum 
particles). Mathematics studies what can be grasped without matter but 
cannot exist independently of  matter (e.g. the number three, though itself  
immaterial, only exists in three stones, or in three trees, or in three humans). 
Metaphysics studies realities that do not depend on matter for their being, 
either because they are spiritual (e.g. God, the human spirit) or because they 
can be found both in material and spiritual realities (e.g. the term ‘potency’ 
can be used in relation to trees or angels: a tree can be potentially cut and 
used to make a furniture, and an angel can potentially make a mistake). 

It might be worth pointing out that metaphysical notions (such as 
‘potency’, ‘God’ or ‘spirit’) arise from our ordinary natural experience of  
reality, since metaphysics does not start with supernatural revelations or with 
any other form of  extraordinary knowledge, but with what we see, hear and 
sense in our daily life.

What is the connection between metaphysics and philosophy? For Aris-
totle, metaphysics was the ‘first philosophy’ and he considers it as the very 
definition of  wisdom, and the greatest human enterprise. For many centuries 
the word was synonymous with philosophy, and it was regarded as the most 
fundamental discipline of  philosophy, one on which the rest of  philosoph-

CORE THEMES

  Ta meta ta Physica 
After (or beyond) Physics L
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ical knowledge depended. In some ways, metaphysics is not just a branch 
of  philosophy, but also a fundamental approach to all philosophical inquiry 
(be it epistemology, ethics, anthropology, philosophy of  nature or natural 
theology). A metaphysical perspective is required in all the other branches of  
philosophy to be able to pose the most fundamental questions in each field: 
What is the connection between knowledge and reality? What is the founda-
tion of  good and evil? What is the nature of  human beings? What is the most 
fundamental composition of  material beings? What is the being of  God? 

The history of  the intellectual controversies which led to the great meta-
physical discoveries can help us to understand better what metaphysics is. We 
will move to discuss them next.
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How did metaphysics get started?
Pre-Philosophical thought,tt myth and logos

If  we look back at the pre-philosophical cultures of  the Western world (before 
the 6th–7th centuries bc) we see that the intellectual world was dominated 
by myths. Myths are poetic stories and fables that provided an explanation 
for the origin of  the world and the causes of  natural phenomena (such as 
lightning, floods or earthquakes). They represent a first sign of  rationality, 
because the development of  myths implies a belief  that natural phenomena 
do not just occur randomly and chaotically but rather there is a reason for 
them to happen (even if  the reason is a far-fetched one, as when assigning the 
fury of  Zeus as the cause of  thunder). 

Mythological stories provided a chronological explanation of  reality. For 
example: there is a situation of  competing gods seeking control; this leads 
to one god plotting against other gods, which results in wars between gods, 
which in turn causes some felt consequences on Earth. This is very different 
from philosophy. In philosophy, the rational focus shifts from providing the 
chronologies of  reality to discerning what is timeless in reality. The first philos-
ophers understood the world as an ordered cosmos transparent to human 
reason, and sought to provide answers for questions such as the fundamental 
composition of  the cosmos, or the plurality of  different beings in the unity 
of  the one cosmos. 

Western Philosophy developed in the Ancient Greek world, which 
comprised a much larger area than today’s Greece, including southern Italy, 
and the coastland of  modern Turkey. The first philosophers were people like 
Thales (flourished c. 585 bc), Anaximander (c. 610–546 bc) and Anaximenes 
(flourished c. 546 bc). These men engaged in what we would now consider 
speculative natural science. They tried to discover the primary elements 
from which all material reality is made (in Greek archē), and they came up 
with various alternatives (such as earth, water, air, fire or even a multitude of  
atoms).

Aristotle summarised the intellectual activity of  these first philosophers 
by saying that they investigated the material cause of  reality. Note that when 
Aristotle uses the word ‘cause’ (aitia in Greek) he does not use it in the way we 
currently do in English. He is referring to something closer to ‘explanation’ 
(or ‘principle’) than to ‘agency’ (an action producing an effect).

CORE THEMES
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400 MULTITUDE OF ATOMS
(DEMOCRITUS)

300

Water (Thales)

600 500 400

585

546 AIR (ANAXIMENES)

500 FIRE (HERACLITUS)

445 FOUR BASIC ELEMENTS: WATER, FIRE, EARTH & AIR
(EMPEDOCLES)

But the early philosophers soon realised that the material cause alone was 
inadequate to explain two important aspects of  what they observed in reality: 
the generation and corruption of  things. At that point philosophers started 
studying movement and change, what Aristotle called the efficient cause. Empe-
docles stated that two active principles, ‘love’ and ‘strife’, were the causes 
of  change by aggregating or separating four basic elements (air, water, fire 
and earth). Anaxagoras spoke of  a cosmic ‘mind’ (nous in Greek) that started 
all movement and constantly preserves the order in all things. Heraclitus, 
in a similar way, spoke of  a cosmic ‘reason’ (logos) as the ordering power 
of  the cosmos. All this led philosophers to reflect not only on the cause of  
change in the universe but on the nature of  change itself: What is change? 
What remains after something has changed? Is change mere appearance or 
is it something real? How can things pass from not-being something (like not 
being red, or not being ashes) to being something (being red or ashes)?

Heraclitus concluded that everything is in a constant state of  change, 
nothing simply is but everything is becoming. The trees grow, the stones are 
constantly eroded, the wind moves the grass: ‘all things are flowing’ (in Greek 
panta rhei). He famously said that we cannot step twice into the same river. 
Parmenides (flourished c. 475 bc), on the contrary, held the view that change 
is pure appearance, and there must be a single immutable and indivisible 
reality, as being cannot change to non-being. He reasoned that if  something 
is, it cannot stop being, and if  something is not, it cannot come to be. For him, 

TIMELINE: PRIMARY ELEMENTS ACCORDING TO the first PHILOSOPHERS

BC BC BC BC
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  Aitia – Cause
Nous – Mind
Logos – Reason

Archē – First material principle
Panta rhei – All things are flowing

Aristotle would resolve the dispute by explaining that change does indeed 
exist, as Heraclitus rightly claimed, and yet is not the absolute transforma-
tion from being to not being which Parmenides would reject. For Aristotle, 
change is the actualisation of  an existing potential. In other words, for some-
thing to change, it needs first to be in potency in order to become what it will 
eventually be in act. For example, the seed of  an apple tree is in potency to be 
an apple tree. Similarly, a green unripe tomato is in potency to become a red 
tomato ready to be eaten. Aristotle’s distinction between potency and act also 
explains why one thing cannot change into anything whatsoever. For A to 
change into B, A needs to be in potency to become B, otherwise it will never 
become B. This explains why the seed of  an apple tree can never become a 
cherry tree, and a green unripe tomato can never become a blue stone. 

Aristotle distinguished between substantial and accidental changes. 
Some changes are substantial since the thing itself—called by Aristotle 
the substance—changes. For example, in the case of  burning a door, the 
substance changes from being a door to becoming ashes. Other changes are 
accidental because the thing remains the same throughout the transformation 
(when we paint a green door with red paint, the colour may have changed but 
the thing remains a door). But, according to Aristotle, even in the substan-
tial changes of  material things there is something that remains constant: the 

CORE THEMES
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the fundamental requirement to reach the truth about reality is to acknowl-
edge that being is, and nothing is not. The dispute between Heraclitus and 
Parmenides is perhaps the first great philosophical controversy, since both 
seem to be right at least in some sense: we have both the experience of  
things changing and of  things that remain unchanged as changes occur. A 
green door can be painted red, and it can be said to have changed, and 
yet it remains a door. A door is burnt and stops being a door, but becomes 
something else (i.e. ashes), which nonetheless is always the same no matter 
however many different doors we burn. 
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elementary matter. This elementary matter, which Aristotle calls prime matter, 
is in potency to become any material thing: it is pure potentiality.

The resolution of  the question of  change is a good example of  how 
metaphysical discoveries are not too dissimilar to the discoveries in other 
fields. A comparison may be helpful here. Through the famous episode of  
the apple falling from the tree, Newton discovered gravity. We say ‘discover’, 
as he indeed came to understand something which forms part of  the physical 
structure of  reality. Something similar happened to Aristotle. Potency and 
act, substance and accidents, are real discoveries, as Aristotle came to under-
stand something which forms part of  the metaphysical structure of  reality.

It is important to emphasise that Aristotle is not proposing some imag-
inary concepts to resolve an academic problem between two rival philo-
sophical schools, but he is making a real discovery. The fact that the words 
‘potency’ and ‘act’, ‘substance’ and ‘accidents’ have become common 
currency of  human language to this day supports this point.
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To understand the next discovery in metaphysics we need to do some polit-
ical history. The Ancient Greek world was organised around a number of  
independent city-states. Each city (polis) was self-governed in a particular way 
by its citizens. The concept of  ‘citizen’ (polites) not only referred to free indi-
viduals (in contrast with slaves) but also to those who had special rights (in 
contrast with other free persons in the city). One of  the most important rights 
they had was the participation in the government of  the city. In Athens, this 
form of  political participation became known as democracy (from the Greek 
words dēmos meaning ‘people’ and kratos meaning ‘control’ or ‘power’), and 
it took the characteristics of  direct involvement of  the citizen in the political 
decision-making. All the citizens had the right to intervene and vote in the 
Athenian Assembly (Ekklēsia) which was the body that approved laws, decided 
on going to war and elected some of  the magistrates.

  
Polis – City state
Polites – Citizen

Dēmos – People
Kratos – Control or power

It is therefore not surprising that rhetoric—or the art of  persuading people 
to support one’s opinions—became highly appreciated in Athens, and that 
people were prepared to pay a lot of  money for an education in public 
speaking. As a consequence, some philosophers, who viewed wisdom as 
connected with the transmission of  oratorical techniques rather than the 
search for truth, started lucrative schools of  rhetoric. The philosophers 
teaching in those schools have become known as Sophists. Two of  the best 
known of  these were Protagoras (c. 490–420 bc) and Callicles (c. 484–late 5th 
century bc).

Protagoras was one of  the first known philosophers to support episte-
mological relativism (i.e. making reality dependent on our knowledge of  it 
and not our knowledge dependent on reality). Plato attributed to him the 
following sentence: “man is the measure of  all things, of  the existence of  the 

CORE THEMES
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A KEY DEVELOPMENT IN metaphysics: THE FORMAL CAUSE.
THE SOPHISTS AND SOCRATES
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things that are and the non-existence of  the things that are not” (Plato, Theae-
tetus, (trans.) H. N. Fowler, 152a). According to Plato, for Protagoras there is 
no objective truth about things but only individual opinions, and therefore 
the important thing is not to reach the truth of  an issue, but to convince 
others that one’s opinion is better than the opinion of  others. 

If  Protagoras supported epistemological relativism, Callicles was one of  
the first to advocate moral relativism (i.e. we decide what is right and wrong). 
According to Plato, Callicles believed that everyone has the right to satisfy his 
passions with all the available means, because all the passions are according 
to nature, and it is only by convention that some things are called noble or 
shameful (cf. Plato, Gorgias, 482e–484a).

But the Sophists were not the only philosophers in Athens at the time. 
Socrates (c. 470–399 bc), a former Athenian soldier who fought in the Pelo-
ponnesian War, attracted a lot of  attention for both his wisdom and his 
opposition to the status quo of  Athenian politics. He criticised the system of  
Athenian Democracy, pointing out that it gave more importance to power 
than to knowledge and virtue, and that this led Athens to corruption and 
to disastrous military campaigns. His outspoken questioning of  the political 
system would eventually result in his trial and execution. 

Socrates also strongly opposed the Sophists’ ideas and their teaching 
methods. He rejected their moral and epistemological relativism and criti-
cised them for transforming philosophy into mere rhetoric. Aristotle explains 
that Socrates was the first to speak about ‘definitions’ in order to discuss 
ethical matters. In contrast with the Sophists, Socrates believed that through 
rational dialogue and careful reflection it is possible to reach the objective 
definition of  concepts such as justice, honour or bravery, thus going beyond 
the realm of  personal opinions and finding the true nature of  things. More-
over, Socrates believed that once we know what things truly are, then, and 
only then, we will know how to act virtuously. For Socrates, knowledge and 
ethics converge: the person who really knows what justice is will act justly. 
Therefore, in order to establish a virtuous—and therefore successful—polis 
we need to teach people the truth of  things. This is the task of  the philoso-
phers. Socrates’ philosophical method was above all dialectic: he asked his 
interlocutors to define the terms of  the discussion and then proceeded to 
raise difficulties about the definitions provided in order to clarify the matter 
further and arrive little by little at a more adequate definition.

Aristotle refers to Socrates’ definitions as the formal cause, because they 
refer to the form of  the things. By ‘form’ he does not mean the shape of  the 

BRIEF HISTORY OF METAPHYSICS: CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL
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thing, but the ‘whatness’ of  the thing: the answer to the question ‘What is 
this really?’ For example, a fat horse has the same form as a thin horse (i.e. 
the form ‘horseness’) because both are horses, even if  each horse has a very 
different shape. The concept of  form (eidos or morphē in Greek) is perhaps 
one of  the most important metaphysical discoveries of  all time. The word 
‘form’ has remained in use up to our days, although nowadays it often refers 
to the outer appearance rather than the inner essence of  things (note that 
our word ‘inform’ still retains a part of  the original nuance). The concept of  
form opened the door to rational ethical discussion, and its abandonment 
in modern times has push ethics once again into the subjective realm, as the 
Sophists did before the time of  Socrates.

CORE THEMES
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Socrates suffered a premature death at the hands of  his political opponents, 
but his ideas outlived him and had a decisive impact in the history of  meta-
physics. It was Plato (c. 429–347 bc), one of  the younger disciples of  Socrates, 
who took up his legacy and reached some important conclusions. As we have 
seen, Socrates wanted to overcome the scepticism of  the Sophists and argued 
that objective definitions could be reached. But, what type of  existence do 
these definitions have? Because if  they are supposed to be ‘objective’, some-
thing must give them objectivity. Plato attempted to answer this question by 
postulating that these definitions (which he called ‘forms’ or ‘ideas’) have a 
real existence in a separate world (which he called the ‘world of  the Ideas’). 
We can define what justice is, because the archetype of  justice (i.e. the perfect 
idea of  justice) actually exists somewhere, and so we can measure our defi-
nitions against it. The existence of  the ‘world of  the Ideas’ would also allow 
Plato to explain the multiplicity of  beings sharing the same substantial form. 
This horse in front of  me or that horse on the field next door are imperfect 
copies of  the perfect horse that exists in the ‘world of  the Ideas’, and we can 
have many such copies. Plato would explain that this and that horse can both 
be called ‘horse’ because they participate to a greater or lesser extent in the 
form of  the perfect horse in the ‘world of  the Ideas’.

Plato was not only influenced by Socrates, but also by a group of  philos-
ophers and mystics founded by Pythagoras (c. 570–495 bc). The Pythago-
reans discovered that the properties of  music are based on numerical ratios. 
This discovery profoundly changed the way they interpreted reality. They 
proposed numbers as the fundamental principle of  reality. For the Pythago-
reans things in nature imitate the perfection of  numbers, and so nature is ulti-
mately modelled on numbers. Plato’s ‘world of  the Ideas’ is connected with 
the Pythagoreans’ thoughts on numbers, and his concept of  ‘participation’ is 
close to the Pythagorean idea of  ‘imitation’. The Pythagoreans also believed 
in the reincarnation of  souls (also known as metempsychosis). They considered 
the soul to be immortal and believe that the souls of  humans transmigrate 
into other bodies (be it of  animals or humans) after death. They also held 
that the soul, since it remains the same, can remember some events that it 
has experienced in previous incarnations. As we will see, this belief  exerted a 
great influence on Plato.

HYLOMORPHISM AND THE FINAL CAUSE
PLATO AND ARISTOTLE

.
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  Hylē – Matter
Morphē – Form
Psychē – Soul

Plato’s ‘world of  the Ideas’ provided a neat solution for the existence of  
objective definitions of  things. But a problem remained: How do we access 
the ‘world of  the Ideas’ to ascertain whether our attempts at defining things 
correspond to the archetypes present there? According to Plato, we do this 
by remembering. In the past our soul lived in the ‘world of  the Ideas’, and 
had direct contact with them, but at some stage our soul fell down to the 
Earth and joined a body, and in the process forgot what it once saw. For Plato, 
our bodily sensory experience provides us only with the appearance of  what 
things are. But as we embark upon philosophical reflection, we transcend the 
appearance of  things, and we begin to remember what we once saw in the 
‘world of  the Ideas’.

Plato’s work is difficult to interpret as it is not laid down systematically, 
but is presented in long dialogues where various characters—Socrates in 
many of  them—discuss controversial topics using often allegorical stories. 
It was Aristotle (384–322 bc), one of  Plato’s disciples, who systematised the 
philosophical discussions on a number of  topics, clarifying and—where 
needed—correcting some of  his teacher’s ideas. Aristotle strongly disagreed 
with Plato’s doctrine of  the existence of  the ‘world of  the Ideas’. For him 
the forms of  things (‘horseness’, ‘redness’, ‘braveness’) do indeed exist, but 
they do not exist separately from the things. Aristotle explained that all mate-
rial things are composed of  matter and form (something which has become 
known as the hylomorphic composition, from the Greek hylē for matter and morphē 
for form). Following Socrates and Plato, by form he means the ‘whatness’ 
of  the things. Forms do not exist independently from the things themselves, 
but rather, they exist individualised in the things. Matter is what individual-
ises material things and causes them to have quantitative parts and material 
qualities. Matter and form together comprise the basic metaphysical struc-
ture of  material things; they are true existing co-principles (like the oxygen 
and hydrogen atoms are co-principles of  the water molecule) that even if  
they cannot be found separated in reality (unlike the water molecule, where 
one can separate the oxygen atom from the hydrogen atoms and study them 
independently in a laboratory), they can be identified by our mind.

CORE THEMES
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Aristotle uses matter-form composition to explain the possibility of  having a 
multiplicity of  material things sharing the same substantial form (e.g. many 
pieces of  gold that are gold or many horses that are horse). For example, two 
identical casts of  gold are the same in everything (in their ‘goldness’, in their 
shape, colour and weight) but they are different in their matter (which in turn 
also makes them occupy different places). A special case of  composition of  
matter and form are the living substances. For Aristotle, the form of  living 
substances is the ‘soul’ (psychē in Greek) and the matter the body. Body and 
soul are intimately united and constitute one single substance (rather than 
being two substances somehow connected), and cannot exist separately. Note 
that the concept of  ‘soul’ for Aristotle does not imply spirituality, and can 
refer to humans (rational soul), animals (animal soul) or plants (vegetative 
soul). Since the human person is a substantial union of  body and soul, Aristotle 
explains that it is not correct to say the ‘soul feels, thinks or acts’ (as if  the soul 
was a sort of  puppeteer pulling the strings of  the body), but it is the whole 
person (the substantial union of  body and soul) who feels, thinks or acts. 
However, Aristotle faces an important difficulty connected with the human 
soul which he does not totally resolve. Like Plato, he seems to hold that the 
human soul—because of  its rationality—must be immortal, and yet it is not 
clear how, if  body and soul form a substantial unity, the soul can survive 
death and exist separately from the body. 

Aristotle’s contribution to metaphysics goes beyond overcoming the 
platonic ‘world of  the Ideas’ with his doctrine of  hylomorphism. One of  the 
most important developments of  Aristotle’s philosophy is his work on finality 
or teleology (‘telos’ in Greek means end goal or purpose). Aristotle was a biol-
ogist, as well as a philosopher, and the idea of  teleology is easy to understand 
in the case of  living beings. For example, a seed is destined to grow and 
flourish and become a mature tree; therefore, Aristotle will say, the mature 
tree is the final cause of  the seed. Perhaps it is strange that the end goal can 
be considered as a cause in the classical sense of  a explaining what something 
is. But, for Aristotle, it is a key factor to understand things. For example, in the 
case of  a statue, it is the purpose of  the statue that explains what moves the 
sculptor to start making the statue in the first place (and obviously without a 
purpose in view, be it aesthetic or utilitarian, no statue is made). 

For Aristotle true science—and therefore wisdom—consists in the knowl-
edge of  reality through causes. By causes, Aristotle does not just refer to the 
material cause (the material composition of  the thing), the efficient cause (the 
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processes that lead to the coming into being of  the things) or the formal cause 
(the ‘whatness’ of  the thing), but also the final cause.  

As in the case of  the formal cause, the final cause is a great tool for 
rational discourse in ethics and anthropology. In the same way that plants 
will flourish in the presence of  the right conditions of  water nutrients and 
sunlight according to their nature (its form), human beings will flourish if  
they follow what leads them to achieve their natural end. Abandoning the 
inquiry into the final cause is a frequent characteristic of  modern philosophy, 
and this has led some philosophers to reject the existence of  a purpose or 
sense to human life, with the subsequent problem of  existential emptiness.

Before concluding this section, it may be worth summarizing Aristotle’s 
doctrine of  the four causes, which as we have seen he develops from the 
philosophers that came before him. Aristotle himself  provides some useful 
examples for each one of  the causes that can help to understand further what 
they are.

CORE THEMES

EXAMPLES OF THE FOUR CAUSES PROVIDED BY ARISTOTLE

MATERIAL CAUSE
The material cause refers to the matter from which things are made. 
Bronze is the material cause of  a statue, and silver of  a dish (at the time of  Aristotle 
the best statues were made of  bronze and all decent dishes of  silver!). 

EFFICIENT CAUSE
The efficient cause refers to that which is responsible for the change from resting to 
movement or vice versa. 
An advisor is the efficient cause for the government taking certain measures, a father 
is the efficient cause of  his child, and a sculptor of  the statute.

FORMAL CAUSE
The formal cause is the definition of  the essence of  the thing (the ‘whatness’ of  the 
thing).
The formal cause of  humans is being a rational animal and numerical ratios are the 
formal cause of  the musical octave.

FINAL CAUSE
The final cause is that for the sake of  which a thing is. 
Health is the cause of  walking (because people go on afternoon strolls to keep 
healthy).
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From Aristotle’s doctrine of  the four causes, the classical definition of  science 
developed: science is the true knowledge ascertained by reaching the causes 
of  things (cognitio certa per causas in Latin). For the scholars in the medieval 
European universities, in order to provide a complete explanation of  the 
being of  a particular thing (and by extension of  reality itself) the four Aristo-
telian causes needed to be investigated. This idea of  science is very different 
from the modern idea of  science. Modern empirical science is limited to the 
production of  hypotheses that can be mathematically quantified and empir-
ically tested. As such, it can only explore material and efficient causality, and 
this, according to Aristotle, can only give a partial view of  reality. A meta-
physical approach is required to explore the formal and final causes of  things 
and reach a complete view of  reality. Metaphysics can work together with 
empirical sciences without interfering with the methodology proper to each 
one. Like Socrates did, metaphysicians probe into the most fundamental 
assumptions and definitions of  each discipline, and also question the inter-
pretations of  their results.

  Scientia est cognitio certa per causas
Science is the true knowledge ascertained by 
reaching the causes of  things

L
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EARLY AND MEDIEVAL CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHERS
THE SYNTHESIS OF ST THOMAS AQUINAS

So far all the philosophers we have studied were thinkers who lived in the 
Greek world a few centuries before the birth of  Christ. What was happening 
in other cultures, and more specifically, what was happening with the people 
of  Israel, our forefathers in the faith? Did they develop any form of  philos-
ophy? 

Although there are a number of  wisdom books in the Bible, there were 
few philosophers among the Jewish people of  Old Testament times. The 
emphasis in Judaism is their Covenant with God: they are God’s people, the 
people to whom God has given his special guidance and protection. They 
are called to remember and proclaim the wonders that God has done for 
them. Philosophical enquiry is something secondary, and often considered 
as connected with paganism. The wisdom that interests the Jewish people 
of  the Old Testament is specifically God’s wisdom (i.e. wisdom from God’s 
point of  view, and not human wisdom). It is therefore not surprising that the 
Bible tells us that ‘fear of  the Lord is the beginning of  wisdom’ (Prov 1:7 and 
also Ps 110:10). Nonetheless there is a distinct anthropology and a metaphys-
ical understanding of  the world which is presupposed by most of  the Hebrew 
Bible. For example, in the first chapters of  Genesis containing the allegorical 
narration of  the origins of  the world and of  human beings, we not only find 
a description of  a sequence of  events, but also references to such concepts as: 
the dependence of  creation on God, the radical difference between God and 
creatures, the freedom and responsibility of  the human before God and the 
inscrutability of  the human heart.

What about the early Christians? They did not try to communicate a set 
of  philosophical ideas. Instead, they passed on their lived experience of  Jesus 
Christ, bore witness to his death and resurrection, and proclaimed him as 
Son of  God and Saviour. St Paul tells us that:

“
  Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach 

Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gen-
tiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ 
the power of  God and the wisdom of  God.

1 Cor 1:22-24

CORE THEMES
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In continuity with the people of  Israel, the first Christians remembered 
and proclaimed what God had done in the life of  Jesus Christ, and professed 
that this is the ultimate wisdom, since Christ is precisely the Logos made flesh 
(cf. Jn 1:14). But as Christianity spread westwards it entered into contact with 
the Greek world and with Greek Philosophy. Pope Benedict XVI explained 
that it was providential that St Paul had a vision of  a Macedonian (an inhab-
itant of  northern Greece) inviting him to come to preach there. In this way, 
Christianity, the religion of  Incarnate Logos (Christ the Word of  God made 
man), enters into a fruitful dialogue with the Greek logos (Greek philosophy). 
This encounter provided Christians with rational tools which served them 
to both explain their beliefs to the pagan Roman empire, and to reflect on 
Christ’s revelation of  the nature of  God. The other alternative, the contact 
with the Oriental gnosis (the esoteric or mystical knowledge of  eastern reli-
gions) could have been devastating for nascent Christianity. In fact, when the 
encounter with Oriental gnosis eventually took place (towards the end of  the 
first century), it indeed engendered many problems and confusions.

In the first centuries of  Christianity, Neoplatonism, a branch of  Platonic 
philosophy developed in the third century by the pagan philosopher Plotinus 
(ad 205–270) and others, had a great influence on Christian thinkers. Plato’s 
ideas of  participation, the immortality of  the soul, and God as the ‘One’, 
were seen as compatible with the Christian faith, even if  they needed some 
obvious correction: the ‘world of  the Ideas’ does not exist in a separate place 
(except perhaps in God’s mind) and the soul is immortal but does not trans-
migrate into a different body (instead it will be united to the same body in 
the resurrection at the end of  time). Another important influence of  Neopla-
tonism on Christianity was the image of  light. Neoplatonists often used the 
analogy of  light to explain the action of  God in the world: in the same way 
that the sun in the sky irradiates rays and makes things visible, God acts from 
on high irradiating his power into the being of  creatures. Christian thinkers 
will say that God is light, and that creatures participate in this light; darkness 
only exists as the absence of  light and does not have existence in itself. There-
fore there is no duality of  fundamental principles driving the universe (e.g. 
light and darkness, good and evil, love and strife) but only one: God’s light.

One of  the greatest Christian philosophers, St Augustine of  Hippo 
(354–430), was clearly influenced by Neoplatonism. St Augustine initially 
despised the simplicity of  the Christian dogmas, in contrast with the sophisti-
cated philosophical systems he was familiar with. But eventually he became a 
Christian, and he made use of  philosophical reasoning to deepen his insight 
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into the mysteries of  the Christian faith. His neoplatonic background led 
him to see faith as a divine light that can penetrate into reality, or in other 
words, he held that through the light of  God reality becomes transparent to 
our reason. For Augustine faith and reason were not two opposing forces, but 
they were compatible and connected, and he famously expressed this idea by 
saying ‘believe so you may understand’ (crede ut intelligas in Latin). Centuries 
later, St Anselm of  Canterbury (c. 1033–1109) would take St Augustine’s 
phrase and would use it as a starting point for his theological enquiry, whose 
method can be summarised by the sentence ‘faith seeking understanding’ 
(fides quaerens intellectum in Latin). For Augustine and Anselm, all study of  
theology starts from faith, but it uses reason to penetrate the truths known 
by faith, because both revelation and reason come from the same God who 
is Logos. This compatibility between faith and reason, revelation and ration-
ality, theology and metaphysics, would be one of  the basic tenets of  the first 
European universities such as Bologna, Oxford, Paris and Salamanca, which 
started under the patronage of  the Church authorities.

  Crede ut intelligas
Believe so you may understand (St Augustine)

The thought of  Aristotle did not meet the approval of  the earlier Chris-
tian thinkers because it was considered ambiguous about the nature of  the 
human soul and the existence of  God. Partly for that reason, the writings of  
Aristotle (with some exceptions such as his works on logic) were not copied 
and disappeared from the Western world. Aristotle’s writings returned to the 
West in the twelfth century thanks to the works of  important Muslim philos-
ophers such as Avicenna (980–1037) from Afshona, present-day Uzbekistan, 
and Averroes (1126–1198) from Cordoba, present-day Spain. They had been 
influenced by the metaphysical and psychological works of  Aristotle, and 
discovering these ideas in them motivated in others an interest for the trans-
lation of  the complete works of  Aristotle into Latin. It was in great measure 
thanks to the efforts of  St Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) that Aristotle was 
reconciled with Christianity. Aquinas not only commented on Aristotle but 
took his ideas forward incorporating important points from early Chris-
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Fides quaerens intellectum
Faith seeking understanding (St Anselm)
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tian authors, especially St Augustine. Doing this he reached a philosophical 
synthesis that is still today a reference in the Catholic Church.

Aquinas accepted Aristotle’s doctrines of  matter and form, substance 
and accidents, potency and act, but he took them further and made a new 
metaphysical discovery. What is it that he discovered? Before answering the 
question, it may be useful to point out what motivated this discovery. Aquinas 
was trying to tackle the issue of  the difference between the being of  God, 
angels and humans. Using the metaphysical discoveries of  Aristotle, he could 
easily distinguish between the being of  humans and that of  angels: humans 
are composed of  matter and form, while angels are just pure forms with no 
matter. But, what about the difference between the being of  God and that 
of  angels? They both have no matter: Is God basically just a more powerful 
angel? However, this would contradict Christian revelation which affirms 
that he is completely different. But if  he is completely different, what is the 
difference? Aquinas discovered a fundamental metaphysical composition 
that can be applied to both material and non-material substances (such as 
the angels and God), and which can explain the radical difference between 
God and the angels.

Aquinas realised that things that are, not only ‘are’ (not only have being), 
but are in a particular way (they have a particular mode of  being). We don’t 
simply say that ‘Peter is’ or ‘Fido is’, but we say ‘Peter is a man’ and ‘Fido is 
a dog’. St Thomas called that by which a thing is, esse (literally the verb ‘to be’) 
and that which the thing is, essentia (the noun ‘essence’). Aquinas explained that 
while in creatures (including angels) the essentia limits the esse, in God there is 
no composition of  esse and essentia: God’s being is not limited by any essence 
whatsoever, or putting it differently, his essence is simply to be. Therefore, 
there is a radical difference between God and all creatures (minerals, plants, 
animals, humans or angels). 

Aquinas applied Aristotle’s discovery of  potency and act to further 
explain the metaphysical composition of  esse and essentia. If  esse is that by 
which a thing is, then we could say that esse is precisely what makes the thing 
to be in actuality, or, as Aquinas puts it, that esse is the ‘act of  being’ (actus 
essendi in Latin). In contrast, he considered essence as potency. For this reason, 
the metaphysical composition discovered by Aquinas is often presented in 
terms of  ‘act of  being’ and essence. 

The discovery of  the composition of  ‘act of  being’ and essence, would 
allow Aquinas not only to explain the difference between God and angels, 
but to delve into the nature of  God as presented by Biblical revelation and 
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to explain the Christian idea of  creation in philosophical terms. Aquinas 
interprets the passage of  the burning bush in the book of  Exodus where God 
reveals to Moses his name as ‘I am Who I am’ (Ex 3:14), precisely as an indi-
cation that God simply is (i.e. that he is fullness of  being without any qual-
ification or limitation), while creatures are only in a way that corresponds 
with their essence. The distinction between essence and ‘act of  being’ also 
allowed Aquinas to explain that God is not only the unmoved mover and the 
uncaused cause, but also self-subsisting being (ipsum esse subsistens in Latin) 
and pure act (actus purus in Latin). Since God is self-subsistent being itself  and 
pure act, it follows that God must be eternal, boundless and uncreated as the 
Christian faith proclaims. Creatures, on the other hand, are finite, created 
and totally dependent on God for their being.

CORE THEMES

  Actus essendi – Act of  being
Essentia – Essence
Ipsum esse subsistens – Self-subsisting being
Actus purus – Pure act
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But how can this ‘total dependency’ be explained philosophically? To answer 
this question, Aquinas brings in Plato’s idea of  participation, and as he had 
done with Aristotle’s act and potency, he takes it to the level of  ‘act of  being’ 
and essence. While God is being by essence, creatures have being by partic-
ipation: they participate in the fullness of  God’s being. This participation is 
metaphysical and cannot be compared with sharing a material object between 
many, like one cuts a cake in pieces (if  that were the case God would simply 
be the sum of  the being of  all things, and we would fall into pantheism). 
For Aquinas, participation means sharing in a finite way what God has in 
an infinite way, thus respecting the difference and distance between crea-
tures and God, and yet maintaining a certain similarity and likeness between 
creatures and Creator (perhaps the analogy of  a student participating of  the 
knowledge of  a great teacher can help to understand this point).

With the idea of  participation, Aquinas resolves the old question of  the 
multiplicity of  things sharing the same mode of  being in a way that also 
includes non-material beings. Aquinas explains that in material substances 
the essence is made up of  matter and form, while for immaterial substances 
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(such as angels) the essence is identical with the form. As Aristotle explained, 
material substances can be individualised by their matter, and therefore 
the same form can be shared among many individuals and in ordinary 
language we can group them under the same universal term (all humans 
can be grouped under the term ‘human’, all horses under ‘horse’, all golden 
rocks under ‘gold’). However, in the case of  immaterial substances (such as 
angels), since their essence is simply their form (and therefore they do not 
have matter as the principle of  individuality), each individual substance must 
have a different form, and we could say that each individual ‘exhausts’ its 
form or that it has a unique form. But if  that is the case, what sense does it 
make in ordinary language to use the generic name ‘angel’? According to 
Aquinas, we can do this because when we are talking about angels in general, 
we do not refer to substances having the same form, but we group under that 
name all the immaterial substances (each one with his own different form or 
essence) that do not have the ‘act of  being’ as their essence, but that partici-
pate in the ‘act of  being’ (each one to a greater or lesser extent). Only God, 
as we have seen, is pure ‘act of  being’ rather than merely participating in 
being. God is being, while the angels have being, and in this they are similar 
to all other creatures. 
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The great synthesis of  St Thomas Aquinas—bringing together the thought 
of  Aristotle, Neoplatonism and the writings of  the early Christians—has 
had a great impact on Christian philosophers all the way down to our day. 
His principal work, the Summa Theologiae, soon became the main reference 
manual for Christian philosophy. Unfortunately, those who immediately 
followed Aquinas mostly limited themselves to comment on his works, rather 
than continue the metaphysical investigation as St Thomas would have done 
it. As a consequence, philosophical schools in the late Middle Ages became 
increasingly entrenched in endless disputes about minor points which were 
rather irrelevant and purely academic. 

At the beginning of  the 14th century, new philosophical ideas emerged 
which differ significantly from the principles on which the philosophy of  
Aquinas was founded. The English Franciscan William of  Ockham (1285–
1347), in an attempt to defend the freedom and omnipotence of  God, 
concluded that faith alone is the path to theological truths. According to 
Ockham, the idea that human reasoning could be used to delve into the 
mysteries of  God (as defended by St Augustine, St Anselm and St Thomas 
Aquinas) compromises God’s absolute transcendence and reduces God to 
the limitations of  human rationality. Therefore, the only way to God is the 
path of  faith, which now is conceived as being able to contradict human 
reason. This doctrine, which is called fideism, sets reason in opposition to faith 
(fides in Latin), and eventually led to the complete separation between the two 
that we see in contemporary thought: reason dealing with the scientific and 
objective, and faith with feelings and the realm of  subjectivity. Ockham also 
denied the reality of  the essences and forms, and with this, the validity of  
metaphysics as a whole. For him universal terms, such as ‘horse’ or ‘human’, 
are mere fabrications of  the human mind that do not represent something 
that exists in reality. This doctrine will become known as nominalism, because 
it considers universal terms as mere names (nomina in Latin) with no real 
existence outside our minds, and rejects the existence of  essence and forms. 
For Aristotle and Aquinas, universal terms refer to essences and forms that 
have a real existence in the thing itself, even if  they cannot be separated from 
the thing in reality but only in the mind. The difference is subtle but impor-
tant: the mind is not producing something new which does not exist in reality, 
but is abstracting from reality the form or the essence of  the thing that exists 

THE CRISIS OF METAPHYSICS AT THE
THRESHOLD OF MODERNITY
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in reality, although it is inseparable from it. The Protestant Reformation, 
influenced by fideism and nominalism, and the subsequent religious wars of  
the 16th and 17th centuries, would further accentuate the fragmentation of  
Christian thought and the crisis of  metaphysics.

Contemporary with the challenges facing metaphysics, important new 
discoveries took place in the fields of  mathematics and physical sciences 
(especially in astronomy). As a consequence, the understanding of  the phys-
ical world changed dramatically (most notably with the abandonment of  the 
geocentric model of  the solar system), exposing some important deficien-
cies in Aristotle’s works on physics. This damaged the prestige of  Aristotle’s 
thought as a whole, including his metaphysical discoveries. In this atmos-
phere, metaphysics became for many a non-scientific, vacuous and irrelevant 
method of  argumentation. The 17th century French playwright Molière ridi-
culed metaphysical arguments saying that they only deduce pointless things 
such as, for example, that opium causes sleep because it has a ‘dormitive 
power’. With the demise of  metaphysics and the birth of  modern science the 
whole foundation of  knowledge was shaken. The quest for wisdom and truth 
started by the ancient Greeks was often replaced with the search for tech-
nological control over nature and the achievement of  subjective certainty. 
Rationality was reduced to what is empirically verifiable, and metaphysical 
questions were not considered relevant to human knowledge but confined 
to the realm of  feelings or poetry. As a consequence, most modern philos-
ophers abandoned the metaphysical inquiry into the ultimate principles of  
being, and focused instead on epistemology, studying mental processes and 
the nature of  subjective knowledge. This led to some important philosoph-
ical discoveries, but it also radically transformed philosophy and significantly 
limited its scope.

BRIEF HISTORY OF METAPHYSICS: CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL
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SSOCROCRAATESTES

PPARMENIDESARMENIDES, , Poem of ParmenidesPoem of Parmenides

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

How, then, can what is be going to be in the future? Or how could it come 
into being? If  it came into being, it is not; nor is it if  it is going to be in the 
future. Thus is becoming extinguished and passing away not to be heard 
of. Nor is it divisible, since it is all alike, and there is no more of  it in one 
place than in another, to hinder it from holding together, nor less of  it, but 
everything is full of  what is.

You cannot step twice into the same rivers; for fresh waters are flowing in 
upon you.

HHERACLITUSERACLITUS, , FragmentsFragments

Heraclitus, Fragments, (trans.) J. Burnett, fr. 12

Are you not ashamed that you give your attention to acquiring as much 
money as possible, and similarly with reputation and honour, and give no 
attention or thought to truth and understanding and the perfection of  
your soul. 

Socrates, quoted by Plato in Apology, (trans.) E. Hamilton, 29d ff

Parmenides, Poem of  Parmenides, (trans.) J. Burnet, fr. 8, 19–24
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PPLLAATTOO, , PhaedoPhaedo

Then may we not say, … that if, as we are always repeating, there is an 
absolute beauty, and goodness, and essence in general, and to this, which 
is now discovered to be a previous condition of  our being, we refer all 
our sensations, and with this compare them—assuming this to have a 
prior existence, then our souls must have had a prior existence, but if  not, 
there would be no force in the argument? There can be no doubt that if  
these absolute ideas existed before we were born, then our souls must have 
existed before we were born, and if  not the ideas, then not the souls.

PPLLAATTOO, , PhaedoPhaedo

What about these things? Do we say that justice itself  is something? Of  
course. And the fair and the good? Surely. Then have you ever seen any 
of  these sorts of  things with your eyes? In no way. But then have you 
grasped them with any other sense through the body. I am talking about 
all (of  them), for instance about size, health, strength, in a word about the 
essence of  all of  them, what each happens to be. Is it through the body 
then that what is most true of  these things is contemplated? Or does it 
hold thus? Whoever of  us should prepare himself  to consider most accu-
rately each thing itself  about which he inquires, that one would come 
closest to knowing each thing. … he would do this most cleanly … who 
using his intellect itself  by itself, unmixed would undertake to hunt down 
each of  the beings, itself  by itself  unmixed.

Plato, Phaedo, (trans.) B. Jones, 65d4–66a3

Plato, Phaedo, (trans.) B. Jones 76d–77a



61
61

For ‘circle’ is the same as ‘essence of  circle’, and ‘soul’ the same as ‘essence 
of  soul’. But when we come to the concrete thing, e.g. this circle—which is 
a particular individual, either sensible or intelligible (by intelligible circles 
I mean those of  mathematics, and by sensible those which are of  bronze 
or wood)—of  these individuals there is no definition; we apprehend them 
by intelligence or perception; and when they have passed from the sphere 
of  actuality it is uncertain whether they exist or not, but they are always 
spoken of  and apprehended by the universal formula.

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , MetaphysicsMetaphysics

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) H. Tredennick, bk VII, 10

The completed whole, such-and-such a form induced in this flesh and 
these bones, is Callias or Socrates. And it is different from that which 
generated it, because the matter is different but identical in form, because 
the form is indivisible.

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , MetaphysicsMetaphysics

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) H. Tredennick, bk VII, 8

To say that it is the soul which is angry, is as if  we were to say that it is 
the soul that weaves webs or builds houses. It is doubtless better to avoid 
saying that the soul pities or learns or thinks, and rather to say that it is the 
man who does this with his soul.

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , DeDe  AnimaAnima

Aristotle, De Anima, (trans.) J. A. Smith, bk I, 4

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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AAQUINASQUINAS, , Summa contra GentilesSumma contra Gentiles

If  something can exist only when several elements come together, it is 
composite. But nothing in which the essence is other than the being can 
exist unless several elements come together, namely, the essence and the 
being. Hence, every thing in which the essence is other than the being 
is composite. But, as we have shown, God is not composite. Therefore, 
God’s being is His essence. 

Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, (trans.) A. C. Pegis, 22, 8

It must be said that every being in any way existing is from God. For 
whatever is found in anything by participation, must be caused in it by 
that to which it belongs essentially, as iron becomes ignited by fire. Now it 
has been shown above … that God is the essentially self-subsisting Being; 
and also it was shown … that subsisting being must be one; as, if  white-
ness were self-subsisting, it would be one, since whiteness is multiplied 
by its recipients. Therefore all beings apart from God are not their own 
being, but are beings by participation. Therefore it must be that all things 
which are diversified by the diverse participation of  being, so as to be 
more or less perfect, are caused by one First Being, Who possesses being 
most perfectly.

AAQUINASQUINAS, , Summa TheologiaeSumma Theologiae

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, (trans.) Fathers of  the                                      
English Dominican Province, I, q. 44, a. 1

AAQUINASQUINAS, , InIn  Aristotelis DeAristotelis De  Anima CommentariumAnima Commentarium

The individuation of  the common nature in corporeal and material 
things comes from their corporeal matter, which is matter contained 
under determinate dimensions. The universal, by contrast, is arrived at 
through abstraction from this sort of  matter and from the individuating 
material conditions. 

Thomas Aquinas, In Aristotelis De Anima Commentarium, (trans.) R. A. Rocourek 2, 12, 5
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ADDITIONAL READING

Wherever men and women discover a call to the absolute and transcendent, 
the metaphysical dimension of  reality opens up before them: in truth, in 
beauty, in moral values, in other persons, in being itself, in God. We face a 
great challenge at the end of  this millennium to move from phenomenon to 
foundation, a step as necessary as it is urgent. We cannot stop short at experi-
ence alone; even if  experience does reveal the human being’s interiority and 
spirituality, speculative thinking must penetrate to the spiritual core and the 
ground from which it rises. Therefore, a philosophy which shuns metaphysics 
would be radically unsuited to the task of  mediation in the understanding of  
Revelation.

The word of  God refers constantly to things which transcend human 
experience and even human thought; but this ‘mystery’ could not be revealed, 
nor could theology render it in some way intelligible, were human knowl-
edge limited strictly to the world of  sense experience. Metaphysics thus plays 
an essential role of  mediation in theological research. A theology without a 
metaphysical horizon could not move beyond an analysis of  religious experi-
ence, nor would it allow the intellectus fidei* to give a coherent account of  the 
universal and transcendent value of  revealed truth.

If  I insist so strongly on the metaphysical element, it is because I am 
convinced that it is the path to be taken in order to move beyond the crisis 
pervading large sectors of  philosophy at the moment, and thus to correct 
certain mistaken modes of  behaviour now widespread in our society.

FIDES ET RATIO
JOHN PAUL II

* Note that by ‘intellectus fidei’ (literally the ‘understanding of  the faith’) is meant the expression of  the faith 
in a reasoned and structured way. In the theological method there are two principles: hearing God’s Word 
(auditus fidei) and understanding it (intellectus fidei). ‘Auditus fidei’ points to the faith as it is heard, i.e. the data 
from Revelation; ‘intellectus fidei’ points to the faith as it is rationally expressed, i.e. the articulation of  the 
data from Revelation in a coherent structure.

John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, § 83, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

In the sentence “to move from phenomenon to foundation”, 
what do you think is meant by ‘foundation’?1.

2. Why is metaphysics a key tool in the understanding of  
Revelation? 

3. What dangers can you see in just describing religious 
experiences without trying to penetrate its reality?

What happens to religion if  it cannot offer an intelli-
gible account that goes beyond a particular culture and 
moment in time?

4.

5. Can you think of  examples of  modes of  behaviour in 
our society that derive from abandoning metaphysical 
inquiry?
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APPEARANCE AND REALITY
BERTRAND RUSSELL

INTRODUCTORY TEXT

This text is taken from the first chapter of Bertrand Russell’s The Problems 
of Philosophy (first published in 1912). The chapter is entitled ‘Appear-
ance and Reality’. Russell (1872–1970) was an English philosopher who 
lived in the first half of the twentieth century. He is most famous for his 
work in logic and the philosophy of mathematics, but he also wrote A 
History of Western Philosophy; and he was interested in a great many of 
the traditional concerns of modern philosophy.

Is there any knowledge in the world which is so certain that no reasonable 
man could doubt it? This question, which at first sight might not seem diffi-
cult, is really one of  the most difficult that can be asked. When we have real-
ized the obstacles in the way of  a straightforward and confident answer, we 
shall be well launched on the study of  philosophy—for Philosophy is merely 
the attempt to answer such ultimate questions, not carelessly and dogmati-
cally, as we do in ordinary life and even in the sciences, but critically, after 
exploring all that makes such questions puzzling, and after realizing all the 
vagueness and confusion that underlie our ordinary ideas.

In daily life, we assume as certain many things which, on a closer scrutiny, 
are found to be so full of  apparent contradictions that only a great amount 
of  thought enables us to know what it is that we really may believe. In the 
search for certainty, it is natural to begin with our present experiences, and 
in some sense, no doubt, knowledge is to be derived from them. But any 
statement as to what it is that our immediate experiences make us know is 
very likely to be wrong. It seems to me that I am now sitting in a chair, at 
a table of  a certain shape, on which I see sheets of  paper with writing or 
print. By turning my head I see out of  the window buildings and clouds and 
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the sun. I believe that the sun is about ninety-three million miles from the 
earth; that it is a hot globe many times bigger than the earth; that, owing to 
the earth’s rotation, it rises every morning, and will continue to do so for an 
indefinite time in the future. I believe that, if  any other normal person comes 
into my room, he will see the same chairs and tables and books and papers 
as I see, and that the table which I see is the same as the table which I feel 
pressing against my arm. All this seems to be so evident as to be hardly worth 
stating, except in answer to a man who doubts whether I know anything. 
Yet all this may be reasonably doubted, and all of  it requires much careful 
discussion before we can be sure that we have stated it in a form that is wholly 
true…

Such questions are bewildering, and it is difficult to know that even the 
strangest hypotheses may not be true. Thus our familiar table, which has 
roused but the slightest thoughts in us hitherto, has become a problem full of  
surprising possibilities. The one thing we know about it is that it is not what 
it seems. Beyond this modest result, so far, we have the most complete liberty 
of  conjecture. Leibniz tells us it is a community of  souls; Berkeley tells us it is 
an idea in the mind of  God; sober science, scarcely less wonderful, tells us it 
is a vast collection of  electric charges in violent motion.

Among these surprising possibilities, doubt suggests that perhaps there is 
no table at all. Philosophy, if  it cannot answer so many questions as we could 
wish, has at least the power of  asking questions which increase the interest of  
the world, and show the strangeness and wonder lying just below the surface 
even in the commonest things of  daily life.

Bertrand Russell, ‘Appearance and Reality’ in The Problems of  Philosophy,                          
at Project Gutenberg,  www.gutenberg.org
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

When and why do I ask if  I know something? How do we 
use that word?1.

2. Is there anything that can never be doubted?

3. Russell says that philosophy asks questions that don’t get 
asked in ordinary life or by other sciences. What other 
questions might he have in mind?

Are Russell’s questions different from the kind of  ques-
tions that we have seen asked by Plato, Aristotle, St 
Thomas Aquinas?

4.

5. Does Russell have anything in common with Plato, Aris-
totle and St Thomas Aquinas?
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DESCARTES AND THE PARADIGM SHIFT FROM
METAPHYSICS TO EPISTEMOLOGY

Core themes

People often think of  René Descartes (1596–1650) as the ‘father’ of  modern 
philosophy. Roger Scruton (1944–2020) summarises the reasons why. 

First, because of his single-minded search for method in all 
branches of human enquiry; secondly, because he introduced 
into philosophy, largely on account of that search, many of 
the concepts and arguments which have since served as its 
foundation.

R. Scruton, Descartes to Wittgenstein: A short history of  Modern Philosophy,                   
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul 1981, p. 29

What is a method of  human enquiry? When we cook, we often follow a 
recipe. Even if  we don’t exactly follow a recipe, we use all sorts of  techniques 
which can be carried out better or worse, and which are more or less helpful 
for what we want to do. We also know that certain foods produce certain 
flavours, and can or cannot be used in combination with other foods and 
flavours. Because we have a specific goal in view—producing a tasty cake, or 
a roast dinner—we can try different techniques and flavours and talk about 
them to other people, who might give us their own hints and tips. We learn 
often by trial and error. When humans engage in enquiry they do basically 
similar things: aiming at a common goal, they work together, try different 
things, think and discuss what works best.

Descartes asked about the way that human enquiry works in general— 
how do we get to know anything? And he thought this had to be the first 
question that someone asks before doing any other thinking, because if  one 
doesn’t know the right method, one will not reach the desired goal.
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So Descartes wanted to start by thinking not about the things we say we know 
about (beings) but about how we know them in the first place. Descartes 
changed the order in philosophy so that epistemology came before meta-
physics. But this forces us to ask: What does it mean to know? When would 
you say that you know how to cook a chicken pie? What would make you feel 
able to say that you know how long the chicken pie should be in the oven? 
Descartes said that knowing means being certain, which means not being 
able to doubt. What does he mean by not being able to doubt? Really, he 
means ‘not being able to ask any more questions’. This aspect of  Descartes’ 
thought is often called ‘foundationalist’. Descartes wants to get to the rock-
solid base of  knowledge, like the solid stones which lie at the foundation of  
a building. If  the base is secure, you can be confident that what is built on 
top is secure. But can we ever really find an adequate foundation in this way? 
Even under the foundation stones of  the building, there has to be the earth; 
but that is not in our control.

Descartes was not the first to raise sceptical questions—asking how we 
know, doubting whether things really exist. But traditionally sceptics asked 
these questions to try and show that philosophy is pointless. Descartes uses it 
to find a new way of  doing philosophy, which will give certainty in every kind 
of  human enquiry. Alongside his ‘method of  doubt’, he offered several Rules 
for the Direction of  our Native Intelligence (in Selected Philosophical Writings). 
Here are the first three, but you might want to look up the others (he gives 
thirteen in total).

• The aim of  our studies should be to direct the mind with a view to 
forming true and sound judgments about whatever comes before it.

• We should attend only to those objects of  which our minds seem 
capable of  having certain and indubitable cognition.

CORE THEMES

Some years ago I was struck by the large number of false-
hoods that I had accepted as true in my childhood, and by 
the highly doubtful nature of the whole edifice that I had 
subsequently based on them. I realised that it was neces-
sary, once in the course of my life, to demolish everything 
completely and start again right from the foundations if I 
wanted to establish anything at all in the sciences that was 
stable and likely to last.

R. Descartes, ‘First Meditation’, in J. Cottingham, R. Stoothoff                   
& D. Murdoch (trans.), Descartes: Selected Philosophical Writings,                                            

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988



72
BRIEF HISTORY OF METAPHYSICS: MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY72

• Concerning objects proposed for study, we ought to investigate what 
we can clearly and evidently intuit or deduce with certainty, and not 
what other people have thought or what we ourselves conjecture. For 
knowledge can be attained in no other way.

By applying these rules, Descartes became famous not just as a philoso-
pher, but also as a mathematician, a geometrist, a physicist and an optician. 
This was important, because in Descartes’ day natural sciences and mathe-
matics were closely associated with philosophy, like in the system of  Aristotle. 
Descartes wanted to claim that he was giving the world not just a new way of  
philosophy, but a new way of  doing all kinds of  science.
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DESCARTES AND THE CONCEPTS
OF MODERN PHILOSOPHY

Descartes makes himself  doubt everything—he even imagines that there is 
an evil demon who deceives us in every thought we have. But he finds that, 
however much he doubts, he has to exist in order to doubt. 

In that case too, I exist, if he is deceiving me; and let him 
deceive me as much as he can, he will never bring it about 
that I am nothing so long as I think that I am something. 
So after considering very thoroughly, I must finally conclude 
that this proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true when-
ever it is put forward by me or conceived in my mind.

R. Descartes, ‘Second Meditation’, in Selected Philosophical Writings

The foundation of  my knowledge is the fact that I think at all; from that basis, 
I can know that I am. Hence the famous dictum, cogito ergo sum: I think, there-
fore I am.  Although he claimed to be producing a new system of  Philosophy, 
Descartes still was influenced very much by the thought of  Aristotle and 
St Thomas. St Thomas makes a distinction between existence and essence, 
whether a thing is and what it is. In a similar way, when Descartes knows that 
he exists, he begins to ask what kind of  thing he is. Descartes concludes that 
he is a thinking thing—nothing more, nothing less. He can’t be sure still that 
he really has a body; all he can be sure of  is 
that he thinks he has an experience of  
feeling, hearing, thinking, having a 
body.. 

This element of  Descartes’ 
thought, the basic separation 
of  soul and body, is called 
‘dualism’. Dualism became 
popular in the early modern 
period (17th century) as 
people came to rely more 
and more on mechanistic and 
mathematical explanations of  
natural phenomena, instead 
of  the Aristotelian hylomorphic 
account of  matter and form. In a 

CORE THEMES

Some people re-
cord having out-of-body ex-

periences, when they are aware of  
being in a place outside of  their body, 

or even look at their body from outside. 
Descartes would think that the possibility 
of  having an experience as if  apart from 
the body was evidence that the soul is 
separate from the body. Gilbert Ryle fa-

mously said that Descartes’ idea of  
the soul was really a ‘ghost in a 

machine’.
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world  where things run like clockwork, there doesn’t seem to be any need for 
form: matter can arrange itself, so long as God sets it in motion. So the body 
could exist without the soul, and the soul can exist without the body.

Descartes consequently established a very influential picture of  what it is 
to be human, in at least two ways:

1. By separating the soul from the body, Descartes suggested that the 
essence of  the human is not tied to anything physical, anything in 
time or space.

2. By arguing that the first knowledge we have is of  ourselves, Descartes 
suggested that my private experience is more authoritative and 
certain than tradition and understanding received from others or the 
community around me.
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The impact of Descartes:
rationalists and empiricists

Different aspects of  Descartes’ thought were taken up by different thinkers. 
Here are some of  the different themes that became prominent:

Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677) tried to show that all knowledge could be laid 
out ‘geometrically’, in sets of  irrefutable proofs like those used in mathe-
matics. His most important work, The Ethics, shows how we can progress 
from fundamental metaphysical truths about God, to truths about nature, to 
truths about humans and then truths about ethics or the good life. Descartes 
and Spinoza liked to think of  human knowledge like a tree: at the bottom, 
the foundation, are the roots, the most certain fundamental truths of  epis-
temology and metaphysics; the trunk is mathematics and physics, which are 
key to the other sciences; the branches are the more special sciences, like 
biology; ethics is like the fruit, the practical knowledge which comes as a 
reward for our efforts (just like being able to make a car is the reward you get 
for studying physics and engineering).

Maths and physics as a paradigm for philosophical method

Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715) tried to answer the question of  how the 
body and the soul are so well correlated, if  they are not just separable, but 
really different things. How is it that the experiences of  this body are received 
by my soul? And how can my soul, by willing, cause my body to act? Male-
branche could see no answer except to say that God bridged the gap, by 
creating an effect in the body at the same time as it occurred in the soul, or 
vice versa. This theory was dubbed ‘occasionalism’.

G. W. Leibniz (1646–1716) found it strange to think that God had to 
intervene on every occasion to make mind and body match up. Instead, he 
thought that God could have pre-arranged the correlation of  body and soul 
from the beginning of  time, in a pre-established harmony. Leibniz thinks of  
the world like a piece of  clockwork joined to two clock faces. The internal 
mechanism is arranged in such a way that once it is wound up, it will keep 
working without further intervention. And the two clock faces proceed in 
tandem, because they are both powered by the same single divine arrange-
ment.

Body-soul interaction

CORE THEMES
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The reality of the physical world

Bishop George Berkeley (1685–1753) argued that we don’t have a good rea-
son to imagine that there is really a material world at all. We only know our 
perceptions—that we perceive ourselves having a body, living in a material 
universe—and we have no evidence for the existence of  matter other than 
our perceptions. So the material world is really nothing more than our per-
ceptions.

Others were not so extreme, but did question whether we could ever 
again believe that the material world is as it seems. John Locke (1632–1704), 
for instance, distinguished between real and nominal essence. The real 
essence of  things is always hidden from us, because we only have access to 
things through our senses. But the senses distort the real character of  things: 
for instance, colour is not real—really there is only light at a certain wave-
length, which appears to be blue or red or yellow when it meets our eye. The 
nominal essence is the collection of  truths we are able to establish about a 
thing on the basis of  our sense-perceptions.

David Hume wondered on what grounds we are really able to talk about 
physical causation. What do we actually perceive, when we talk about one 
thing causing another? Hume said we don’t actually see any separate thing 
that is a cause. If  I see one billiard ball crash into another, and cause the 
other to start rolling, all I see is one billiard ball moving, hitting another, and 
the other billiard ball moving—I don’t see any separate element from the two 
moving balls which I can call the cause intervening between them. So Hume 
suggested that causes are not in the perceptions themselves, or the things 
perceived, but are brought about by the arrangement of  the perceptions in 
my mind.

Hume also extended Descartes’ doubt about the possibility of  knowing 
the external world to the ‘I’ that thinks. Can we even be sure that there is 
such an ‘I’? After all, I never perceive this ‘I’: what I perceive is some experi-
ences, some perceptions, some thinking—but I don’t perceive the ‘I’ to whom 
they belong. In A Treatise of  Human Nature, Hume says the mind ‘is a kind 
of  theatre, where several perceptions successively make their appearance; 
pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite variety of  postures and 
situations’. A play is made up of  characters, dialogue, props, background 
and so many other details, which we could hardly count if  we made a freeze-
frame; to make things more complicated, the details change and move! We 

Hume’s scepticism
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in the audience take all these things in, but we do not see ourselves as a detail 
of  the play. When we watch the play, what we can be sure of  is what happens 
on the stage, but not what happens in the audience. Hume thinks that, in a 
similar way, we may be able to learn about the world outside of  us, but we 
have no way of  looking at ourselves as observers of  the world. Our status as 
observers means that we are ‘off the screen’. So Hume questions whether we 
can have the same certainty about our own identity as about our observations.

The philosophers who came after Descartes are often placed into one of  
two camps. On the one hand, thinkers like Spinoza, Malebranche and 
Leibniz are called rationalists. On the other, British thinkers like Berkeley, 
Locke and Hume are labelled empiricists. Descartes had made the defining 
question of  philosophy to be, ‘How do I know?’ The rationalists and the 
empiricists were divided in their answers to this question. Is knowledge                                                                                             
like mathematical knowledge—entirely deducible from certain basic prem-
ises—or is it like scientific knowledge, derived from the evidence of  our 
perceptions? 

CORE THEMES

IN DEPTH DIFFERENCE BETWEEN RATIONALISTS AND EMPIRICISTS

The rationalists tended to think that knowledge was conceptual: that by knowing the meaning 
or concepts of  things, we could get to know their interrelation. So all knowledge was deducible 
from certain foundations, just like we can prove and deduce our mathematical knowledge from 
certain basic axioms. In fact, these basic foundations are already contained in our minds; we 
just have to discover them there. Even our perceptions must come from our minds, because 
there is no way a physical thing can affect a spiritual thing (the body affects the soul), even if  
God makes the two orders match up. 

EMPIRICISTS
The empiricists tended to think that concepts were just memories of  perceptions (like when I 
think of  an apple), or combinations of  perceptions (like when I imagine a golden mountain), 
or relations between perceptions which our minds put in place (like Hume thinks causation is). 
There could be no knowledge without experience. Whether or not our perceptions mapped 
onto a real material world, the empiricists thought that the rationalists, by not starting with 
perceptions, were ignoring the way that we receive and comprehend concepts at all.
Another way of  looking at the difference between them is a priori and a posteriori knowledge. A 
priori knowledge is had without any particular experience; a posteriori requires experience. We 
know a priori that a bachelor is an unmarried man, because that is just the meaning of  the 
word. But we could only know a posteriori about the voting preferences of  bachelors. Rational-
ists think that knowledge is firstly a priori; empiricists say that knowledge must first be a posteriori.

RATIONALISTS

KNOWLEDGE
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Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) took it upon himself  to find a middle path 
between the rationalists and the empiricists. Like the empiricists, Kant 
insisted that all scientific knowledge of  the world required perceptual experi-
ence. It is not possible to know that roses are red or that oak trees are larger 
than apple trees without perceiving these truths, receiving them from outside. 
Like the rationalists, Kant also insisted that our perceptions are only able to 
give us knowledge if  they are arranged in accordance with pre-existing or a 
priori categories or concepts which make sense of  them. For example, in order 
to say that oak trees are larger than apple trees, I must have a concept of  size 
that I cannot learn just from the experiences, because I use it to interpret 
them.

For Kant, this solution also has some very important consequences for 
how we understand philosophy. Descartes began his philosophy with epis-
temology. Kant goes further, and insists that in some way, all philosophy is 
epistemology. When we do metaphysics, really we are not learning about the 
real structure of  being, but the way in which our minds are able to under-
stand being. Philosophy tells us about our experience, not about the world in 

itself. Kant compares his philosophy to the 
Copernican revolution. Copernicus 

suggested that the sun was at the 
centre of  the universe, instead 

of  the earth. Kant wants to 
suggest that the knowing 
subject, the human being, 
is at the centre of  philos-
ophy, and not the world 
outside that he comes to 
know about.

This new way of  
looking at things also gives 

Kant a middle way between 
the opinion of  Descartes and the 

opinion of  Hume about the soul. 
Descartes thought that we could prove the 

soul’s existence, its essence as a thinking thing, and its immortality. Hume 
pointed out that we have no perception of  the soul at all, so doubted whether 

Kant’s middle way 

We use a diction-
ary to learn the meaning 

of  words we do not know. How-
ever, a dictionary requires us to know 

some words already, in order to under-
stand the definitions of  the new words. 
The words we already know allow us to 
interpret what the dictionary tells us. In 
a similar way, Kant says that in order to 

acquire any knowledge we must have 
some basic, pre-existing concepts 

by which to interpret our 
perceptions.
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we could make any claim to know it. Kant argues that we have no perception 
of  the soul, but we know it must be there as what enables us to be thinking 
and willing creatures. The knowledge of  the soul is different than ordinary 
scientific knowledge, because we cannot prove it by observation; but it is a 
real kind of  knowledge, because if  there were no soul, we would have no 
experience as free and rational beings. Hume compared the soul to a theatre 
of  the perceptions, in which none of  the perceptions represents the soul itself. 
Kant might reply that on the stage there always has to be some story or 
plot, some unity holding together the disparate parts of  a play; the soul, by 
providing the categories which make sense of  the world and which enable us 
to enjoy it, is like that unity of  storyline.

In summary, Kant retained certain key aspects of  the Cartesian concep-
tion of  philosophy: the primacy of  questions about knowledge, respect for 
the models provided by scientific and mathematical knowledge, and a will-
ingness to question the reality of  appearance. But he fulfilled the logic of  
some of  these trends, and gave them all a new significance, by indicating that 
really philosophy was about the human subject. He even called his work a 
new ‘critical’ philosophy, because it critically re-evaluated all possibility of  
knowledge, and a ‘transcendental’ science, because it was the science which 
explained the possibility of  all other sciences.
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Kant’s conclusion that true philosophy was really about human experi-
ence, rather than the reality of  the world, confirmed at least two aspects of  
Descartes’ philosophical project. It showed that the question ‘What can I 
know?’ is really more important than the question ‘What is there?’, because 
(Kant says) we have nothing to say about anything other than what enters 
human experience. Furthermore, by showing that the truth about the human 
soul (the subject of  experience) does not fall under the purview of  natural 
science, Kant confirmed the separation of  mind/soul/spirit from the phys-
ical/natural world. Soul is free; the natural world is mechanically determined.

Consequently, a lot of  philosophers after Kant have asked questions 
about the character of  our experience and how experience is possible. Ironi-
cally, what they have discovered is that careful thought about our experience 
presents us with a very ‘un-Cartesian’ picture of  ourselves and what we expe-
rience. Thus modern philosophy came to question whether Descartes got it 
wrong.

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) is a philosopher as aston-
ishingly difficult as he has been influential. In his book The Phenomenology of  
Spirit, he tried to show how human consciousness develops to take the form it 
does. In so doing, he establishes two necessary features of  experience which 
Descartes tried to deny:

1. Experience requires a body. Our experience is always had from a 
certain point in space and time. Descartes thought of  the mind like 
a computer program in a machine. In theory, you can download the 
program on to many machines; my mind is not necessarily tied to 
this body. But machines can exist without programs, and programs 
are not affected by the machine; whereas my body would not be my 
body without my mind, and my mind would not have the take on the 
world that it has without growing up in my body.

2. Consciousness requires other people. Descartes’ picture of  the mind 
is very individualistic—if  you remember, he thought he could only 
be certain of  something once he had established it by himself. But 
Hegel would point out that Descartes could not even have a language 
or concepts of  self  (‘I’), thinking, being, God, doubt, evil demons, 
tables and chairs and the sun which is however many million miles 
away, if  he had not received these concepts from other people.

OVERCOMING DESCartes: hegel
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Hegel (and other philosophers) have also attacked Descartes’ idea of  thinking 
and knowledge. Descartes imagines that what thinks must be opposed to the 
world he thinks about, that thinking subject and object, thought or known, 
are at two opposite ends of  a pole. Hegel 
suggests at the beginning of  the 
Phenomenology of  Spirit that 
knowledge interacts in very 
many quite diverse ways with 
its objects, and sometimes it 
is very difficult to separate 
the two. Think of  prac-
tical knowledge, where 
there has to be a kind of  
unity between the knower 
and what he carries out: 
here, it doesn’t work to say 
that knowledge is measured 
by certainty—it is measured by 
what works. Maybe some of  what 
Hegel wants to say is expressed more 
comprehensibly in this little article by C. S. 
Lewis*.

Of  course, Hegel still couldn’t get away from the apparent problem 
of  anthropocentrism that comes with a philosophy which is focussed 
exclusively on human experience. How can we ever get around to saying 
something about reality? Hegel offered a seemingly strange solution. 
He suggested that reality itself, the objective being we come to know, 
is in fact a subject which comes to know itself  in us. That is, human 
experience is the experience which belongs to absolute being itself: 
so by getting to know ourselves, we also get to know absolute reality.

* http://kevincrawfordonline.com/resources/meditation+in+a+tool+shed+-+C+S+Lewis.pdf  

When we study mu-
sic or literature or art, we are 

studying human creations which 
use human language and conventions; 

these things cannot be explained in pure-
ly objective terms, like we think we can ex-
plain the being of  chemical compounds, or 
rocks, or giraffes. Hegel’s system suggests even 
natural science is more like the study of  cul-
ture than we imagine—only, not a single 

human culture restricted in time and 
space, but the culture of  subjectivity 

or mind or experience as such.
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Friedrich Nietzsche is a philosopher whom many people have heard of. He 
is most famous for his pronouncement that ‘God is dead’, and many people 
associate him with a radically iconoclastic attitude to any kind of  traditional 
philosophical, moral or religious ideas. Actually, he is a much more compli-
cated figure than might first appear. It is true that his philosophy is in many 
ways very destructive; or, Nietzsche would rather say, that his philosophy 
unmasks a deterioration that had already taken place.

Gradually it has become clear to me what every great philos-
ophy so far has been: namely, the personal confession of its 
author and a kind of involuntary and unconscious memoir; 
also the moral (or immoral) intentions in every philosophy 
constituted the real germ of life from which the whole plant 
had grown.

F. Nietzsche, ‘Beyond Good and Evil’, (trans.) W. Kaufmann, in The     
Basic Writings of  Nietzsche, New York: Random House, 1966, §6

Nietzsche recognised, as we have seen over the course of  this chapter, that 
many elements of  modern philosophy are self-defeating, and that even 
within modern philosophy itself  complete agreement has not been reached 
as to what philosophy as a subject is about. The point of  philosophy seems 
to be reinvented time and again! He doubted whether philosophy was really 
concerned with reaching truth at all, and suggests instead that it is always 
driven by more or less conscious self-centred preoccupations. After all, even 
if  you believe what the philosophers write, how can you really live as if  what 
they write is true? Could Descartes really live as if  he doubted the existence 
of  everything, or did it make any difference to Berkeley’s life that he believed 
there was no such thing as matter? Why did David Hume not go mad when 
he could not find himself ? Did Kant’s philosophy, with its emphasis on cate-
gories and structures of  experience, not just reflect his own meticulous or 
pedantic character?

Instead of  focussing on the really important question: ‘How do we 
live?’ philosophy distracts itself  with a hundred and one ways of  avoiding 
that question so as to let the philosophers and their followers carry on 
living ignobly. Strangely, Nietzsche ends up making contact with Hegel, 
by arguing that we should concern ourselves much more with human art 
and culture; indeed, he thinks that we should each one of  us conceive the 

THE PHILOSOPHY OF NIETZSCHE
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project of  our lives as a kind of  work of  art, which has to be made beau-
tiful and sublime. But to do that, one must first of  all throw off all the 
enslaving and misguided distractions of  traditional philosophy, religion 
and ethics, to become really individual, the person who each one of  us 
is ‘meant to be’. But is it really necessary to define my own identity only 
through pointing at how I differ from everything else? Is there any space in 
my identity for what I have in common with others, or receive from others?
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Most modern philosophy is in one way or another inspired by Christian 
themes and ideas; and many elements of  modern philosophical thought can 
be helpfully explored by Christian thinkers, even where they seem incompat-
ible or not obviously relevant.

Modern philosophy and the
contemplative spirit

Nevertheless, caution is advisable. Many of  the projects of  modern philos-
ophy have proved short-lived—works of  genius, perhaps, but the unstable 
vision or unbalanced insight of  one man. Moreover, modern philosophy 
(as we have pointed out) tends to a kind of  solipsism—it doesn’t want to 

CHRISTIAN THEMES PRESENT IN MODERN PHILOSOPHERS

DESCARTES AND
THE RATIONALISTS
Descartes and the rationalists believed that the world was an orderly, rational 
creation of  God, and looked to find proofs of  the existence of  God from the 
world. They also thought of  their dualism as supporting the Christian doctrine 
that the soul can survive the death of  the body.

KANT
Kant, by separating humans as free and rational creatures from the rest of  
physical nature, preserves elements of  the Christian teaching that humans are 
uniquely made in the image and likeness of  God and possess free will.

HEGEL
Hegel’s insistence on the bodily character of  human experience reminds us of  
the goodness of  material creation and its role in Christian tradition as a vehicle 
of  spiritual goods (e.g. in the sacraments). His emphasis on the community char-
acter of  consciousness overcomes the individualism typical of  so-called ‘Enlight-
enment’ thought.

NIETzSche
Even Nietzsche’s thought, in its attacks on hypocrisy and its advocacy of  the 
beautiful, shows some affinity with elements of  more traditional Christian 
culture. One of  the aims of  early monastic writers was to discover and root out 
the subconsciously self-serving motives for our apparent good behaviour; and 
medieval thinkers thought that the beauty and good order of  God’s action and 
creation were witnesses to their truth.
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speak about anything beyond the horizons and perspective of  human expe-
rience. Hegel only overcomes these limitations with far-fetched speculation. 
But Christianity wants us to be open to a realm that transcends the stuff of  
everyday life and the natural sciences. Christianity invites us to recognise a 
being and a reality that are beyond us and independent of  us, even if  we 
have to accept (with modern philosophy) that ancient and medieval thinkers 
sometimes did not pay enough attention to our experience in its own right, 
or as affecting the way we grasp reality.

To close on a positive note, one aspect of  modern philosophy that might 
help us to cultivate the right attitude of  openness is the emphasis in Hegel 
and Nietzsche on beauty and human culture. If  we can learn again to appre-
ciate the beautiful and let it mould our lives, learn again to feel the wonder 
that drives philosophy, perhaps we shall at least cultivate the kind of  virtues 
which will allow God to make his mark upon us. Then, instead of  trying to 
make ourselves into a work of  art, as Nietzsche proposed, we will allow God 
the Creator to turn us into his work of  art.
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René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, (trans.) J. Conttingham,        
Cambridge: CUP, 1996, First Meditation, n.18

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

Reason now leads me to think that I should hold back my assent from 
opinions which are not completely certain and indubitable just as care-
fully as I do from those which are patently false. So, for the purpose of  
rejecting all my opinions, it will be enough if  I find in each of  them at least 
some reason for doubt.

Reply
Descartes changes the aim of philosophy. He no longer seeks the 
truth (something objective and universal) but certainty, a subjective 
feeling about the truth of a thing: the only way we can have a cer-
tainty that is not just my own feeling, however, is to have a method 
which guarantees certainty. So Descartes wanted to re-found philos-
ophy on the certainty of mathematical axioms: “the demonstrations 
of geometrical truths are readily accepted by anyone, since they ac-
cord with the use of our senses. Hence there is no difficulty there, ex-
cept in the proper deduction of the consequences, which can be done 
even by the less attentive, provided they remember what has gone 
before.  … In metaphysics by contrast there is nothing which causes 
so much effort as making our perception of the primary notions clear 
and distinct.” (Oeuvres de Descartes, Replies 2, p.156f)

This will in turn dislocate philosophy from its original vocation to 
seek wisdom (sounding out the first principles of reality, principles 
which the human mind cannot comprehend totally), into philosophy 
of knowledge (how can I arrive at certainty about what I know). The 
Cartesian methodology will eventually lead to rejecting metaphysics 
as a valid approach, and with it we will lose the tools to look into no-
tions such as justice, good, and being and to study the nature of God.

DDESCAESCARRTESTES, , Metaphysical MeditationsMetaphysical Meditations
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KKANTANT, , Critique of PuCritique of Purre Reasone Reason

Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions [by which he means 
perceptions] without concepts are blind.

Immanuel. Kant, Critique of  Pure Reason, (trans.) G. Hatfield, Cambridge: CUP, 1997, (A51/B76)

Reply
Kant evinces here a principle in common with Aristotle and St 
Thomas, that knowledge has its sources in the senses. If we do not 
receive input from outside, our thought cannot be informed and we 
have no material to think about. But Kant adds something to this 
picture, which is the idea of certain internal ‘enabling conditions’ of 
thought: for our sense perceptions to be useful for thought at all, we 
have to be able to arrange them in standard ways which make sense 
to us without further explanation or reference to something outside 
of ourselves.

As a result, for Kant, our structures of knowledge (the categories or 
conceptions) ‘colour’ reality in the same way as when we look at 
an object through tinted glasses. According to Kant what we know 
is not the thing in itself (the noumenon) but a mental representation 
of the thing as it appears to us within our mind (a phenomenon). 
So when Kant says that ‘intuitions without concepts are blind’, the 
implication is also that in the final analysis we cannot see reality as 
it really is, because our mind has to re-order it to make it compre-
hensible.

Kant’s view has become for many the ‘standard’ philosophical view 
of knowledge, and some people may find it difficult to understand 
things any other way. After all, is it not the case that our percep-
tions are a sort of representation of reality? And is it not the case 
that when we know, what we are doing is grasping reality through a 
mental image constructed by the brain?  The position seems to make 
a lot of sense, and in some ways is not totally mistaken. However, 
it dramatically clashes with the way we live in practice: we operate 
with the conviction that we know the reality around us. Should we 
abandon this ‘natural conviction’? And if we cannot know the things 
as they are, what is the point of knowledge? Kant’s ideas end up in a 
tricky position that easily leads to relativism and scepticism: are my 
structures of knowledge the ultimate foundation for truth? And what 
value does that foundation have? 

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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HHEGELEGEL, , Elements of the Philosophy of RightElements of the Philosophy of Right

What is rational is real and what is real is rational.

G.W.F. Hegel, Philosophy of  Right, (trans.) S. W. Dyde, Preface

The realist philosophy of Aquinas carefully avoided Kant’s prob-
lematic dead-end by maintaining that the object of knowledge (the 
thoughts that proceed from the arrangement of our intuitions) is it-
self a ‘pointer’ to reality. Only once the object of knowledge has 
‘pointed’ us toward the reality do we get to know it in its existence 
as a representation of the thing: but the object always has only a 
provisional or relative status. Otherwise, we would never be able to 
say ‘Dogs have four legs’ (for example), but only ever ‘I think’ or ‘It 
seems to me that dogs have four legs’. The following passage from 
Etienne Gilson may help to understand the realist position.

“When we say that all knowledge consists in grasping the thing as it 
is, we are by no means saying that the intellect infallibly so grasps it, 
but that only when it does grasp it as it is will there be knowledge. 
Still less do we mean that knowledge exhausts the content of its ob-
ject in a single act” (E. Gilson, Methodological Realism, chapter V: 
The Realist Beginner’s Handbook, item 23).  

Reply

In this sentence we have an uncharacteristically concise statement 
of Hegel’s conviction that reality is ultimately to be identified with 
thought and proceeds from mind (or spirit, Geist in German). This 
is his way of trying to overcome the split between the mind, with its 
phenomena, and reality (the noumenon) that followed in the wake of 
Kant’s thought. He is not referring to any individual reason, which 
obviously cannot sustain reality, but to the infinite reason of the ab-
solute. For Hegel, the absolute is not pre-existent and immutable, but 
progressively emerges through a dialectic process: the absolute is a 
mind that progressively knows itself, and manifests itself accord-
ingly in history until eventually it reaches a totality, bringing about 
the perfect identity of reality and its own self-knowledge or thought.  
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Although Hegel radically rejected individualism (and in fact was 
seeking a global metaphysical identity of all things), contemporary 
individualistic thinking might be viewed as a debased form of abso-
lute idealism. For many people today, my own ideas, my own think-
ing makes reality (‘what is rational is real’); and similarly, many 
think that only what fits in with my ideas is real (‘what is real is ra-
tional’). It is my thinking that determines the nature of things, at least 
for me, and how they have to be. In the Christian tradition reason is a 
spark from God that allows us to grasp the nature of the things, what 
they are in themselves, and how they have to be to flourish. While 
Christ said ‘the truth will set you free’, many people now say ‘my 
way of thinking (my freedom) sets the truth’. 

NNIETZSCHEIETZSCHE, , The Gay ScienceThe Gay Science

God is dead! God remains dead! And we have killed him. How shall we 
comfort ourselves, the murderers of  all murderers? What was holiest and 
mightiest of  all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under 
our knives: who will wipe this blood off us? What water is there for us to 
clean ourselves? What festivals of  atonement, what sacred games shall we 
have to invent? Is not the greatness of  this deed too great for us? Must we 
ourselves not become gods simply to appear worthy of  it?

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, (trans.) T. Common, § 125

Reply
Nietzsche realised that once we have removed God from our lives 
(and with him the final piece of the framework of sense for the 
world) we either become gods ourselves or we realise that we have 
cut the branch on which we were sitting—and we are heading for 
nihilism. Charles Taylor has an interesting comment in this regard. 
He says that in modernity, “the world loses altogether its spiritual 
contour, nothing is worth doing, the fear is of a terrifying emptiness, 
a kind of vertigo, or even a fracturing of our world and body-space”, 
and he adds that “if before, among the most common psychological 
pathologies, we had hysterias, phobias and fixations, we now have 
problems of emptiness,   flatness, futility, lack of purpose, or loss of 
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self-esteem” (C. Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2007).

Interestingly, Nietzsche’s analysis of what follows from the death of 
God has also been put forward by Christian philosophers like Eliza-
beth Anscombe. If we no longer believe in God, Anscombe suggests, 
then the traditional foundation of morality will have been removed. 
When we say things like ‘you should not kill’ or ‘you should respect 
other humans’, we are speaking a language of divine commands. But 
where can those commands come from, if we no longer believe in 
God? We then have to find another way to make sense of the world 
and of morality, but this in the end seems impossible in a really ob-
jective way if we have no belief in the world’s Creator. Instead, peo-
ple only ever pursue their own private visions or desires and live 
within their own worldview, their own echo-chamber. 



91
91

ADDITIONAL READING

Driven by the desire to discover the ultimate truth of  existence, human beings 
seek to acquire those universal elements of  knowledge which enable them to 
understand themselves better and to advance in their own self-realization. 
These fundamental elements of  knowledge spring from the wonder awakened 
in them by the contemplation of  creation: human beings are astonished to 
discover themselves as part of  the world, in a relationship with others like 
them, all sharing a common destiny. Here begins, then, the journey which 
will lead them to discover ever new frontiers of  knowledge. Without wonder, 
men and women would lapse into deadening routine and little by little would 
become incapable of  a life which is genuinely personal.

Through philosophy’s work, the ability to speculate which is proper to 
the human intellect produces a rigorous mode of  thought; and then in turn, 
through the logical coherence of  the affirmations made and the organic unity 
of  their content, it produces a systematic body of  knowledge. In different 
cultural contexts and at different times, this process has yielded results which 
have produced genuine systems of  thought. Yet often enough in history this 
has brought with it the temptation to identify one single stream with the 
whole of  philosophy. In such cases, we are clearly dealing with a ‘philosoph-
ical pride’ which seeks to present its own partial and imperfect view as the 
complete reading of  all reality. In effect, every philosophical system, while it 
should always be respected in its wholeness, without any instrumentalization, 
must still recognize the primacy of  philosophical enquiry, from which it stems 
and which it ought loyally to serve.

Although times change and knowledge increases, it is possible to discern 
a core of  philosophical insight within the history of  thought as a whole. 
Consider, for example, the principles of  non-contradiction, finality and 
causality, as well as the concept of  the person as a free and intelligent subject, 
with the capacity to know God, truth and goodness. Consider as well certain 
fundamental moral norms which are shared by all. These are among the 
indications that, beyond different schools of  thought, there exists a body of  

FIDES ET RATIO
JOHN PAUL II
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knowledge which may be judged a kind of  spiritual heritage of  humanity. It 
is as if  we had come upon an implicit philosophy, as a result of  which all feel 
that they possess these principles, albeit in a general and unreflective way. 
Precisely because it is shared in some measure by all, this knowledge should 
serve as a kind of  reference-point for the different philosophical schools…

Modern Philosophy clearly has the great merit of  focusing attention 
upon man. From this starting-point, human reason with its many questions 
has developed further its yearning to know more and to know it ever more 
deeply. Complex systems of  thought have thus been built, yielding results in 
the different fields of  knowledge and fostering the development of  culture 
and history. Anthropology, logic, the natural sciences, history, linguistics and 
so forth—the whole universe of  knowledge has been involved in one way 
or another. Yet the positive results achieved must not obscure the fact that 
reason, in its one-sided concern to investigate human subjectivity, seems to 
have forgotten that men and women are always called to direct their steps 
towards a truth which transcends them. Sundered from that truth, individ-
uals are at the mercy of  caprice, and their state as person ends up being 
judged by pragmatic criteria based essentially upon experimental data, in the 
mistaken belief  that technology must dominate all. It has happened therefore 
that reason, rather than voicing the human orientation towards truth, has 
wilted under the weight of  so much knowledge and little by little has lost the 
capacity to lift its gaze to the heights, not daring to rise to the truth of  being. 
Abandoning the investigation of  being, modern philosophical research has 
concentrated instead upon human knowing. Rather than make use of  the 
human capacity to know the truth, modern philosophy has preferred to 
accentuate the ways in which this capacity is limited and conditioned.

This has given rise to different forms of  agnosticism and relativism which 
have led philosophical research to lose its way in the shifting sands of  wide-
spread scepticism. Recent times have seen the rise to prominence of  various 
doctrines which tend to devalue even the truths which had been judged 
certain. A legitimate plurality of  positions has yielded to an undifferentiated 
pluralism, based upon the assumption that all positions are equally valid, 
which is one of  today’s most widespread symptoms of  the lack of  confi-
dence in truth. Even certain conceptions of  life coming from the East betray 
this lack of  confidence, denying truth its exclusive character and assuming 
that truth reveals itself  equally in different doctrines, even if  they contra-
dict one another. On this understanding, everything is reduced to opinion; 
and there is a sense of  being adrift. While, on the one hand, philosophical 
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thinking has succeeded in coming closer to the reality of  human life and its 
forms of  expression, it has also tended to pursue issues—existential, herme-
neutical or linguistic—which ignore the radical question of  the truth about 
personal existence, about being and about God. Hence we see among the 
men and women of  our time, and not just in some philosophers, attitudes 
of  widespread distrust of  the human being’s great capacity for knowledge. 
With a false modesty, people rest content with partial and provisional truths, 
no longer seeking to ask radical questions about the meaning and ultimate 
foundation of  human, personal and social existence. In short, the hope that 
philosophy might be able to provide definitive answers to these questions has 
dwindled.

John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, § 4–5, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

1.

2.
 

John Paul II suggests that some truths, like the principles of  
non-contradiction, finality and causality, are common to all 
philosophies. However, Hume questioned causality, Descartes 
and other early modern philosophers argued we could say almost 
nothing about final causes, and some modern logicians (as well 
as Nietzsche) try to find ways of  doing philosophy without the 
principle of  non-contradiction. John Paul II was not ignorant 
of  these philosophers, so what might be his reply to their ideas?

Relativism is the position that truth can be different for different 
people or societies or cultures. Can you think of  ways in which 
relativism is commonly expressed in modern society? Can you 
think of  some of  the problems that arise from a relativist outlook?

What is the difference between a philosophical system and a 
philosophical enquiry?

3.
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WHAT IS BEAUTY?
IS BEAUTY JUST “IN THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER”?

CONTENT

DOES ART NEED TO BE BEAUTIFUL?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

The opening page of  the Bible presents God as a kind of  exemplar of  
everyone who produces a work: the human craftsman mirrors the image of  
God as Creator. This relationship is particularly clear in the Polish language 
because of  the lexical link between the words stwórca (creator) and twórca 
(craftsman).

What is the difference between ‘creator’ and ‘craftsman’? The one who 
creates bestows being itself, he brings something out of  nothing—ex nihilo sui 
et subiecti, as the Latin puts it—and this, in the strict sense, is a mode of  oper-
ation which belongs to the Almighty alone. The craftsman, by contrast, uses 
something that already exists, to which he gives form and meaning. This is 
the mode of  operation peculiar to man as made in the image of  God. In fact, 
after saying that God created man and woman ‘in his image’ (cf. Gen 1:27), 

LETTER TO ARTISTS
John Paul II

Karol Jozef Wojtyla (1920–2005) served as Pope from 1978 until his death. 
Born in Wadowice, Poland, he grew up with a great love of the arts, writing 
many poems and plays. In his youth, he also frequently acted in amateur 
theatrical productions and even considered a career in theatre before even-
tually deciding to enter the seminary.
This text is an extract from Pope John Paul II’s Letter to Artists written 
in 1999. During his papacy, Pope John Paul II addressed a number of 
aesthetic and artistic concerns in his writings. Chief amongst these was his 
Letter to Artists in which he discussed the nature of the artistic vocation, 
paying particular attention to the distinction between God’s act of creation 
ex nihilo (out of nothing) and humanity’s own calling to craft new forms 
using material from the pre-given world around us.
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the Bible adds that he entrusted to them the task of  dominating the earth (cf. 
Gen 1:28). This was the last day of  creation (cf. Gen 1:28-31).

On the previous days, marking as it were the rhythm of  the birth of  
the cosmos, Yahweh had created the universe. Finally he created the human 
being, the noblest fruit of  his design, to whom he subjected the visible world 
as a vast field in which human inventiveness might assert itself.

God therefore called man into existence, committing to him the crafts-
man’s task. Through his ‘artistic creativity’ man appears more than ever 
‘in the image of  God’, and he accomplishes this task above all in shaping 
the wondrous ‘material’ of  his own humanity and then exercising creative 
dominion over the universe which surrounds him. With loving regard, the 
divine Artist passes on to the human artist a spark of  his own surpassing 
wisdom, calling him to share in his creative power. …

The theme of  beauty is decisive for a discourse on art. It was already 
present when I stressed God’s delighted gaze upon creation. In perceiving 
that all he had created was good, God saw that it was beautiful as well. The 
link between good and beautiful stirs fruitful reflection. In a certain sense, 
beauty is the visible form of  the good, just as the good is the metaphysical 
condition of  beauty. This was well understood by the Greeks who, by fusing 
the two concepts, coined a term which embraces both: kalokagathia, or beau-
ty-goodness. On this point Plato writes: “The power of  the Good has taken 
refuge in the nature of  the Beautiful”.

It is in living and acting that man establishes his relationship with being, 
with the truth and with the good. The artist has a special relationship to 
beauty. In a very true sense it can be said that beauty is the vocation bestowed 
on him by the Creator in the gift of  ‘artistic talent’.

John Paul II, Letter to Artists, §1–3, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va 
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Is beauty objective or subjective?1.

2. Is there a difference between natural beauty and artistic 
beauty? Is one superior to the other?

3. What is the link between art and beauty? Is good art 
always beautiful?

What is art? Does art include, for example, crafts such as 
carpentry or sewing?4.

5. Does art have a purpose?
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Core themes

The branch of  philosophy devoted to analysing the nature of  beauty is 
called aesthetics. Formalised in the early modern period, this study has also 
concerned itself  with analysing the meaning and validity of  critical judge-
ments on the beauty (or ugliness) of  artworks. 

Ancient and medieval Christian philosophers largely did not treat 
aesthetics as a separate discipline but still made contributions to the subject 
in their broader reflections on beauty. Classical philosophers typically began 
their reflections by first recognising the simple fact that humans are pleased 
when they perceive certain forms through their senses. They said that the 
cause of  this effect was ‘beauty’. 

As St Thomas Aquinas famously stated: “[Beauty] is that which gives 
pleasure when seen.” (Summa Theologiae, I–II, q. 27, a. 1). We may imagine 
this to be a simple animalistic pleasure, such as when a dog gets excited at the 
sight of  a bone. Elsewhere in his Summa, however, Aquinas argues that this 
is a strictly ‘cognitive’ or intellectual kind of  appreciation that results from 
contemplating forms “by means of  assimilation” (Summa Theologiae, I, q. 5, 
a. 4). This is because, as rational animals, humans can only recognise forms 
through an act of  the intellect, even if  they perceive them physically through 
the senses.

WHAt IS BEAUTY?

  
Pulchrum est id quod visum placet 
Beauty is that which gives pleasure when seenL
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In an exposition of  Aquinas’s definition of  beauty, the twentieth century 
philosopher Jacques Maritain explains this point: “Beauty is essentially the 
object of  intelligence, for what knows in the full meaning of  the word is the 
mind, which alone is open to the infinity of  being… But it falls in a way 
within the grasp of  the senses, since the senses in the case of  man serve 
the mind” (Art and Scholasticism and the frontiers of  Poetry, (trans.) J. W. Evans, 
Scribner: New York, 1962 ch. 5). 

But what does it mean for a single form to reflect the ‘infinity of  being’? 
Well, Scripture teaches us that to perceive beauty is to view things as God 
does, “for from the greatness and beauty of  created things comes a corre-
sponding perception of  their Creator” (Wis. 13:5). This is because created 
things each reflect the mind of  their Creator. Indeed, St Augustine believed 
that the evident beauty of  creation was proof  of  God:

Question the beauty of the earth, question the beauty of the 
sea, question the beauty of the air distending and diffusing 
itself, question the beauty of the sky ... question all these 
realities. All respond: “See, we are beautiful”.Their beauty 
is a profession. These beauties are subject to change. Who 
made them if not the Beautiful One who is not subject to 
change?

St Augustine of  Hippo, Sermons, (trans.) E. Hill, 241

This paradox of  a changing multitude which reflects the unchanging unity 
of  God was explored by scholastic philosophers, who argued that there were 
‘transcendental’ properties which could be found in all beings, as well as 
God, the ground of  being. Such transcendentals are purely conceptual addi-
tions which are ‘co-extensive’ with being. They are neither outside being nor 
merely parts of  being, but are instead different conceptual considerations 
of  being—this means they are convertible: wherever there is one transcen-
dental, the others are there also. According to Aquinas and other medieval 
scholastics, these transcendentals include unity, goodness, and truth:

• Unity means that each being forms an undivided whole, even if  
we can recognise in it certain parts. So, a water molecule forms a 
substantial unity, even if  it contains within it two hydrogen atoms 
and an oxygen atom.

• Goodness of  a being refers to its specific tendency towards a state of  
perfection: its end, or ‘final cause’. So, acorns grow towards the goal 

CORE THEMES
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of  becoming mature, healthy oak trees that can draw water from the 
ground and chemical energy from sunlight.

• Finally, truth designates the intrinsic intelligibility of  a thing, which 
means a mind can know it and be perfected by this knowledge. So, 
humans, for example, are intrinsically intelligible as animals (their 
genus) with a rational nature (their specific difference).

This means that things which are otherwise very different still share these 
transcendentals with one another. So, while a badger and a daffodil may have 
little in common, we can see that they still (a) both form united wholes from 
their parts, that they (b) are both drawn towards their own types of  perfection 
(‘a good, mature badger’ and ‘a good, mature daffodil’), and that they (c) both 
are intrinsically intelligible (as an animal and as a plant, respectively). An 
important question, then, is whether beauty can also be considered a tran-
scendental property of  being. Are all beings in some sense beautiful?

To many this may seem quite a strange idea, but scholastic philosophers 
nevertheless have often included beauty in their list of  transcendentals. 
Aquinas and his tutor St Albertus Magnus both affirmed the transcendental 
nature of  beauty by drawing on the early medieval writings of  Pseudo-Dio-
nysius the Areopagite, who argued that God was the “originating beauty of  
everything” (On the Divine Names, trans. C. E. Rolt, ch. IV, 7). Albertus Magnus 
argued from this that “everything that actually exists participates in the beau-
tiful” (De Pulchro et Bono), whilst Aquinas added that God necessarily imparts 
beauty to all created beings because the Creator is himself  “supersubstantial 
beauty” (Commentary on Pseudo-Dionysius’ De Divinis Nominibus, ch. 4, lect. 5.).

It is important to remember this point on the universality of  beauty when 
we consider Aquinas’s three famous ‘conditions’ of  beauty: integrity (integ-
ritas), harmony (consonantia), and clarity (claritas) (cf. Summa Theologiae, I, q. 39, 
a. 8). These can be understood quite narrowly as echoing three prescriptions 
for beauty commonly discussed in antiquity. ‘Integrity’ or ‘completeness’ 
reflects Aristotle’s central aesthetic concern that artworks are ‘complete and 
whole’—requiring, for example, plays to have a clear “beginning, a middle 
and an end” (Aristotle, Poetics, VII). ‘Harmony’ or ‘proportion’ resonates with 
Pythagoras (570-495 bc) and his disciples’ artistic prescriptions concerning 
symmetry and other pleasing mathematical proportions, such as the golden 
ratio, whilst ‘clarity’ or ‘radiance’ echoes the work of  the neo-platonic philos-
opher Plotinus (ad 205–270), who rejected the formalism of  the Pythago-
reans as reductive and instead emphasised the constitutive beauty of  colour 
and light that made, for example, gold so attractive (cf. Plotinus, Enneads, I.6).
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  L Integritas – integrity
Consonantia – harmony  
Claritas – clarity 

For a ‘transcendental’ reading of  the conditions of  beauty we can turn to 
the modern Irish writer James Joyce, who noted that Aquinas’s three condi-
tions of  beauty can be understood as demarking three distinct phases in all 
aesthetic perception (cf. A Portrait of  the Artist as a Young Man, ch. 5). First, we 
recognise a thing as a distinct ‘whole’, the intelligibility of  which is dependent 
upon the wholeness/integrity (integritas) of  a thing—this corresponds with 
the form of  abstraction Aquinas labels “simple and absolute consideration” 
(Summa Theologiae, I, q. 85, a. 1). Then we “apprehend it as balanced part 
against balanced part within its limits” (Joyce, A Portrait of  the Artist as a Young 
Man, ch. 5), which allows us to see the harmony (consonantia) between the 
various parts of  the whole—this echoes Aquinas’ other form of  abstrac-
tion: “composition and division” (Summa Theologiae, I, q. 85, a. 1). Finally, 
the dialectical relation between the whole and its parts provides an aesthetic 
impression of  the splendour (claritas) of  a thing’s ‘essence’ (or ‘quiddity’). 

 Now we can begin to see how Joyce’s interpretation of  the conditions of  
beauty also corresponds with the transcendentals of  ‘unity’, ‘goodness’ and 
‘truth’:

• We first apprehend the ‘unity’ of  an ‘integrated’ whole. As Aquinas notes, 
integritas is concerned with how parts are held together by the whole: 
“The whole object’s form is its perfection and arises out of  the integ-
rity of  its parts.” (Summa Theologiae, I, q. 73, a. 1)

• We then proceed to view the ‘good’ realised through the ‘harmony’ of  
parts (such as the way each cell, organ, and limb work harmoniously 

However, not all things are of  radiant colour or symmetrical proportions, 
so it is quite clear that not all beings can be beautiful in the narrow sense 
prescribed above by the ancients. Following later Thomistic philosophers, 
we can therefore distinguish between this narrow type of  readily perceivable 
‘aesthetic beauty’, which some things have, and a universal type of  ‘transcen-
dental beauty’, which instead applies to all beings.
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for the good of  a healthy human body). Aquinas also says that this 
harmony corresponds with the relation between a thing and its final 
end—whether that be between the substance and its final end or 
between an image and the object it is intended to depict: “we see that 
an image is said to be beautiful, if  it perfectly represents even an ugly 
thing” (Summa Theologiae, I, q. 39, a. 8). In this way, Aquinas is also 
describing the harmony that appears from the good of  a thing as it 
is inclined towards its own intrinsic perfection.

• Finally, we delight in the ‘true’ apprehension of  a form and its goodness, 
whereby the essence of  a thing is seen with ‘clarity’. This claritas, 
however, is not the result of  conceptual understanding, but instead 
with the ‘splendour of  the intellect’ in the moment of  a form’s assim-
ilation (cf. ibid.). As Etienne Gilson notes, it is the ultimate condition 
of  beauty: “Radiance belongs to being considered precisely as beau-
tiful: it is, in being, that which catches the eye, or the ear, or the mind, 
and makes us want to perceive it again” (The Arts of  the Beautiful, p. 
35).

This transcendental account certainly leaves us with an understanding of  
beauty which is tangled up in the other transcendentals, but this is to be 
expected because transcendentals are convertible and unity, truth and good-
ness are considered conceptually prior to beauty. As Maritain put it: “Beauty 
is the radiance of  all the transcendentals united” (Art and Scholasticism, n. 66). 
Nevertheless, transcendental beauty is still distinguished principally by two 
things:

1. Beauty is form-focussed. As Aquinas puts it: “Good is the object of  
desire… Beauty, on the other hand, is the object of  cognitive power, 
… and because cognition takes place by means of  assimilation, 
and assimilation pertains to form, beauty properly belongs to the 
concepts of  formal cause” (Summa Theologiae, I, q. 5 a. 4).

2. Beauty grants a distinct intellectual pleasure and delight to the mind 
as it assimilates the “visible form of  the good” (John Paul II, Letter to 
Artists). As Thomas Joseph White describes it, a thing’s beauty is “the 
delightfulness (or appetibility) of  its intelligibility” (Beauty, Transcend-
ence and the Inclusive Hierarchy of  Creation, p. 180).

Aquinas himself  fleshes out his understanding of  the beautiful with reference 
to the ancient idea of  appreciating Christ as “the art of  the omnipotent God” 
(St Augustine, De Trinitate, VI, 10). This appreciation is focused on the moral 
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beauty of  Christ, rather than the physical, because Aquinas believed moral 
beauty to be the highest form of  the beautiful. Aquinas argues that Christ’s 
life perfects the three conditions of  beauty and shows us what it means for a 
person to be fully beautiful (cf. Summa Theologiae, I, q. 39, a. 8). He justifies the 
claim by first pointing to the doctrine of  the Incarnation, which tells us that 
Christ’s nature is integrated ‘perfectly’ with ‘the nature of  the Father.’ Aquinas 
then says that the harmony of  Christ’s life reflects “the express Image of  the 
Father” (ibid). And, finally, he speaks of  Christ’s clarity, explaining that “the 
property of  the Son, as the Word’ is the ‘light and splendour of  the intellect” 
(ibid).

Of  course, the notion that Christ is the most beautiful example of  the 
highest form of  beauty presupposes a certain hierarchy of  beauty, just as there 
is a hierarchy of  being. And it is true that the hierarchy of  being teaches us 
that different beings illuminate the ‘infinity of  being’ to a greater or lesser 
degree. This is both because of  the higher or lower ontological status of  
different kinds of  being (e.g. humans are ontologically higher than non-ra-
tional animals, which are themselves above plants) and because some 
particular beings can appear less beautiful because the corruption of  sin and 
disease has limited their beauty and prevented them from fulfilling their final 
end, their telos. But such ontological claims about beauty need to be qualified 
in two ways:

1. Each particular being illumines the ‘infinity of  being’ in its own 
particular way. For example, the power of  locomotion is realised and 
perfected very differently in different types of  animals (biological 
species) and each member of  a type—this means that a universal 
power of  an ontological species can be revealed in formally and 
materially distinct ways. Aesthetically, this creates a multiplicity of  
beauty which endows creation, when considered in toto, with an 
infinitely greater beauty.

2. We are limited in apprehending the full beauty of  each thing. Our 
animal nature still shapes our act of  contemplation in manifold and 
complex ways, and so it is no surprise that many of  us see ‘aesthetic 
beauty’ in a crystal more readily than we do a cockroach, even if  the 
latter is objectively higher in the chain of  being and therefore is of  
greater ‘transcendental beauty’.

Does this final point, however, mean that our actual perception of  beauty is 
false or inescapably subjective?

CORE THEMES



106
WHAT IS BEAUTY? HOW DOES IT RELATE TO ART?106

In the Enlightenment, many philosophers, noting how differently people 
sometimes evaluated the beauty of  things, began to question how objec-
tive aesthetic claims were. If  I say, ‘that tree is beautiful’ or ‘that painting is 
ugly’ and others disagree, how can I objectively say they are wrong? Such 
claims certainly cannot be adjudicated in the same way that simple empirical 
claims can, such as ‘the Empire State Building is taller than the Eiffel tower’. 
At various times, philosophers have tried to solve this problem by listing 
objective criteria for beauty, as touched on earlier in the comments on the 
aesthetics of  the Pythagoreans. Such prescriptive accounts, though, tend to 
fixate on ‘aesthetic beauty’ at the expense of  ‘transcendental beauty’. They 
also run the risk of  reducing aesthetic beauty itself  to a simple set of  artistic 
formulae—a reductionism which ironically results from treating beauty as 
conceptually prior to (or isolated from) the other transcendentals.

The scholastics, including Aquinas, have sometimes been criticised for 
treating beauty as secondary to more central discussions of  unity, truth and 
goodness, but the prior recognition of  beauty’s transcendental foundations 
actually establishes a more expansive, transcendental understanding of  the 
beauty. It also provides a much sharper view of  the distinction between what 
God creates and what humans craft, because the scholastics’ central under-
standing of  beauty came, not from analysing the properties of  artworks 
they found beautiful, but from reflecting on the transcendental beauty that 
permeates the Creator’s work. This explains why ‘integritas’, Aquinas’s first 
principle of  beauty, was said to only be fully “present when the thing has 
all that makes up its substance” (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 73, a. 1). 
This emphasis on substance is rooted in the concept of  ‘substantial form’ 
that Aquinas derives from Aristotle’s metaphysics.  This theory holds that all 
substances in creation—whether they be atoms, molecules, plants or animals 
—are a compound of  matter (hylē) and substantial form (morphē).

A substantial form is a single unity that organises matter and gives it 
certain intrinsic properties and causal powers. Other forms can only subsist 
in a substance virtually, meaning that their own properties and powers are not 
actually present. So, whilst a water molecule is comprised of  two hydrogen 
atoms and one oxygen atom, it still has the properties and powers of  water 
(i.e. a liquid at room temperature that can dissolve salt) rather than the prop-
erties and powers of  its components, such as molecular hydrogen (i.e. a gas 

IS BEAUTY just “IN the eye of the beholder”?
does art need to be beautiful?ll
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at room temperature that is highly flammable). These ‘substantial forms’ 
contrast with ‘accidental forms’ which lack such intrinsic unity. Accidental 
forms can occur by happenstance, such as when different rocks form a large 
pile after a landslide, or they can be designed intelligently, as when a watch-
maker combines metals, glass, leather etc. in order to form a timepiece.

The key difference between substances and accidental forms is that the 
latter have different substantial parts which retain their own intrinsic proper-
ties and causal powers. In accidental forms, these substantial parts combine 
with one another to create an extrinsic effect. So, the nature of  each rock in a 
rock pile remains unchanged, even whilst they hold one another up. Similarly, 
the materials in a watch do not fundamentally change, but are still organised 
in such a way that the watch ticks along each second. Whilst people can 
sometimes work to develop things with new substantial forms which have 
their own distinct properties (e.g. polystyrene or new animal breeds), it is 
important to note that we generally only reconfigure the world around us 
into accidental forms. We call such man-made objects ‘artifacts’, and what 
primarily gives them their extrinsic unity is the function they are designed 
for. For example, a chair is designed for sitting, and a bike is designed for 
cycling. The skill of  making an artifact that fulfils its function is called an 
art—as Aquinas defines it, “art is the right understanding of  a thing that is 
to be made” (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I–II, q. 57, a. 4). So, the art of  chair 
making is the right reasoning about how to make an object that is sufficiently 
comfortable and strong enough for someone to sit on—this is what makes it 
intelligible as a chair.

This brings us to a famous question: What, then, is the function of  the 
fine arts, such as painting, sculpture, music and poetry? A common answer 
today is that there is none. As Oscar Wilde put it: “All art is quite useless” 
(The Picture of  Dorian Gray, Preface). In some senses, this is true. The fine arts 
generally do not have a use value that directly helps us to survive materially, 
whereas crafts, such as carpentry and cookery, can help to keep us sheltered 
and fed. Traditionally, however, the fine arts were deeply integrated into the 
fabric of  social life in such a way that they retained a certain function or 
purpose. The chants in Mass would allow people to hear and better under-
stand Scripture and the prayers of  the liturgy, whilst paintings and sculptures 
in churches would teach the faithful about salvation history and the lives of  
the saints. Similarly, a trumpet fanfare would announce to the citizenry the 
arrival of  the monarch, whilst the visual art of  a palace would communicate 
the monarch’s regal splendour and the history of  the country. Therefore, it is 

CORE THEMES
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quite clear that the fine arts historically have had a ceremonial and didactic 
function which is at least comparable to the functionality of  other artifacts.

This function, however, required that the fine arts not only help to order 
our concepts, but that they also help to order our will. This meant that 
beauty was vital in drawing people to the truth and that fine artists were, 
in many ways, specialists in crafting beauty. But if  the unity, goodness and 
truth that are the foundation of  beauty ultimately only come from substantial 
beings that reflect their Creator, as Aquinas argued, how can humans craft 
new forms of  beauty by simply arranging the substantial world into new 
accidental forms? Plato answered this by arguing that they do not funda-
mentally add anything—they simply hold up a mirror to the beauty of  the 
forms exhibited around us. Since Plato, unlike Aristotle, did not believe that 
the forms inhere in substances themselves, he said that artworks were, in 
fact, ‘three degrees removed’ from the truth, goodness and beauty of  the 
forms (cf. Republic, X). Plato concluded from this that philosophy was closer 
to the truth of  things because it actively contemplated the forms. Aristotle 
agreed with Plato that art was fundamentally imitative, or ‘mimetic’, but 
he did not regard this as a bad thing. Instead, he pointed to the ways in 
which mimesis can help us explore being and alter how we see the world. 

IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF ARISTOTLE’S CONCEPT OF MIMESIS IN ART

Firstly, Aristotle notes that “to be beautiful, a living creature, and every whole made up of  parts, 
must . . . present a certain order in its arrangement of  parts’”(Aristotle, Poetics, ch. VII). This indicates 
that artworks can imitate not just the objects of  creation but the act of  creation itself. For Aris-
totle, beauty in an artwork was rooted in mimesis of  the substantial unity of  nature. But artifacts 
cannot have substantial unity. Instead, they can only imitate substantial unity. This form of  
imitation, however, is nevertheless profound: much as “God formed the man from the dust of  the 
ground” (Gen. 2:7), the artist forms a new aesthetic whole from pre-given materials. Such imita-
tion can thereby deepen our understanding of  the creative act and the substantial unity of  being.
Secondly, Aristotle highlights how artists do not simply copy the forms of  the external world, but also 
abstract these realities to help make the world more intelligible to the audience. So, to take his 
example, the virtues of  a hero in a tragedy are idealised, whilst the vices of  a villain in a comedy 
are caricatured (cf. Poetics, ch. VII).
Thirdly, Aristotle notes that it was not just the objects of  thought that were made more intel-
ligible, but thought itself. He believed artworks could assist audiences in moving through a 
complex thought process. Most famously, he argued that tragedies can be structured to help an 
audience cathartically overcome fear and pity, traditional ingredients in these works (cf. Poetics, 
ch. VI). In this way, art imitates thought itself  and helps to make it more intelligible.
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The final point reflects an important concern of  Plotinus, who would later 
argue that beauty belongs both to the external world and to the life of  the 
mind (cf. Plotinus, Enneads, I.6). Therefore, we can see that the arts are able 
to imitate the beauty of  the external world and the mind in such a way as to 
make the beauty of  both of  them more intelligible to us, and to overcome 
the limitations of  our animal nature. Fear, for example, can halt thought: a 
person may be unable to cathartically process a traumatic event or to see in 
dangerous predators their own substantial beauty, but art can help people 
get beyond these limits. We can already begin to see the complexity of  this 
mimesis: the different levels of  representation and imitation in art. Art can 
re-present a semblance of  the patterns and proportions found in nature, but 
through play it can also abstract from the natural world idealised patterns 
that are more perfectly intelligible to us. Art can imitate the substantial forms 
around us, both of  inorganic materials and organic life, but it can also imitate 
the internal experience of  our own state of  being: our thoughts and feelings.

The complexity of  such imitative processes means that any advanced 
art becomes reliant on a tradition of  mimetic techniques. Even the mimesis 
of  patterns became incredibly complex: visual artists gradually developed 
perspective to imitate three-dimensional space on a canvas, whilst musi-
cians developed harmonic systems which help structure intelligible patterns 
of  consonance, etc. Capturing the life of  the mind mimetically, meanwhile, 
required the tradition to develop sophisticated symbolic systems that commu-
nicated ideas (e.g. roses came to represent love, skulls signalled mortality, 
white denoted innocence, etc.) and to establish forms that mirrored thought 
(e.g. the sonata form in music and the sonnet form in poetry both reflected 
classical models of  dialectical thinking in which the mind moves between two 
opposing ideas, before moving toward some form of  reconciliation). 

In modernity, much of  this organic tradition withered away, along with 
fine art’s ceremonial and didactic functions, as fine art was increasingly 
confined to de-socialised forms of  exchange. This has led many Catholic 
scholars to call for the reintegration of  the arts into social life and tradition. 
This noble goal of  renewing tradition, however, would fail if  it only served to 
narrow our understanding of  beauty in the arts and fasten it down to fixed, 
formal properties of  certain periods and styles of  art. Instead, the significa-
tion we develop through artistic traditions must serve to expand our aesthetic 
perception and to reach out through the arts to the transcendental beauty of  
creation. 

CORE THEMES
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To say that all art should be ordered to beauty, however, does not mean it 
should excise all that is ugly. We live in a fallen world which mars perception 
and stains the world with sin and suffering. The partial hiddenness of  beauty 
in our fallen state is the fundamental difficulty to which art must respond 
to, as it “struggles to surmount the distinction between aesthetic beauty and 
transcendental beauty” (Maritain, Poetry and Beauty, ch. 5). Art’s dual response 
to this challenge is to reach across two aesthetic poles: 

1. to re-present the semblance of  things as they exist in a fallen world 
in order to reveal the transcendental beauty that persists there, and 

2. to utilise the free play of  art to point the imagination beyond the 
fallenness of  this world, to the new creation in which “there will be 
no more death or mourning or crying or pain” (Rev 21:4).

A profound illustration of  these two poles of  art being pushed to their limits 
can be found in Matthias Grünewald’s paintings for the Isenheim Altarpiece 
(1512–1516), one of  the most important works of  sacred art in the Western 
canon. The paintings were made for the chapel of  a monastery hospital that 
looked after people with ergotism, an agonising skin disease. Therefore, in 
the first view, Grünewald prominently depicted the crucified Christ bearing 
wounds that resembled marks of  this disease, to communicate to the patients 
that their suffering united them with Christ’s Passion. In this way, Grünewald 
invited his viewers to see even amidst the deformation of  this disease the 
undying presence of  the infinite beauty of  Christ and his union with the 
Father. Then, in the far-right panel of  the second view, Grünewald depicted 
Christ’s resurrection above the plague-marked corpse of  Christ before 
his entombment. Here, the risen Lord’s radiance blinds the Roman guards 
stationed by his tomb. This transformed image of  Christ, in which light 
pours from his wounds, rather than blood, displays a quite intentional other-
worldliness. The combined effect points us beyond the suffering in this life and 
gives us a glimpse of  “the first fruits of  those who have died” (1 Cor 15:20). 
Grünewald’s work thereby demonstrates the fundamental service of  art to 
beauty: art’s uniquely subject-facing character can assist us in contemplating 
the breadth and beauty of  creation and salvation, even when being struggles 
to speak through the deformation and negation in this world.
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Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, central panel depicting the crucified Christ. 
(Source: Wikipedia Commons)

Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, far-right panel depicting the risen Christ. 
(Source: Wikipedia Commons —The Yorck Project 2002)
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SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

Starting from individual beauties, the quest for universal beauty must find 
him mounting the heavenly ladder, stepping from rung to rung—that is, 
from one to two, and from two to every lovely body, and from bodily 
beauty to the beauty of  institutions, from institutions to learning, and 
from learning in general to the special lore that pertains to nothing but 
the beautiful itself—until at last he comes to know what beauty is. 

PPLLAATTOO, , SymposiumSymposium

Let us, then, go back to the source, and indicate at once the Principle 
that bestows beauty on material things. Undoubtedly this Principle exists; 
it is something that is perceived at the first glance, something which the 
soul names as from an ancient knowledge and, recognising, welcomes it, 
enters into unison with it. But let the soul fall in with the Ugly and at once 
it shrinks within itself, denies the thing, turns away from it, not accordant, 
resenting it. Our interpretation is that the soul—by the very truth of  its 
nature, by its affiliation to the noblest Existents in the hierarchy of  Being 
—when it sees anything of  that kin, or any trace of  that kinship, thrills 
with an immediate delight, takes its own to itself, and thus stirs anew to 
the sense of  its nature and of  all its affinity. But, is there any such likeness 
between the loveliness of  this world and the splendours in the Supreme? 
Such a likeness in the particulars would make the two orders alike: but 
what is there in common between beauty here and beauty There? We 

PPLOTINUSLOTINUS, , EnneadsEnneads

Plato, Symposium, (trans.) trans. M. Joyce, 211c–211d
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An immortal instinct, deep within the spirit of  man, is thus, plainly, a sense 
of  the Beautiful. This it is which administers to his delight in the manifold 
forms, and sounds, and odors, and sentiments, amid which he exists. And 
just as the lily is repeated in the lake, or the eyes of  Amaryllis in the mirror, 
so is the mere oral or written repetition of  these forms, and sounds, and 
colors, and odors, and sentiments, a duplicate source of  delight. But this 
mere repetition is not poetry. He who shall simply sing, with however 
glowing enthusiasm, or with however vivid a truth of  description of  the 
sights, and sounds, and odors, and colors, and sentiments, which greet 
him in common with all mankind—he, I say, has yet failed to prove his 
divine title. There is still a something in the distance which he has been 
unable to attain. We have still a thirst unquenchable, to allay which he has 
not shown us the crystal springs. This thirst belongs to the immortality of  
Man. It is at once a consequence and an indication of  his perennial exist-
ence. It is the desire of  the moth for the star. It is no mere appreciation of  
the Beauty before us, but a wild effort to reach the Beauty above. Inspired 
by an ecstatic prescience of  the glories beyond the grave, we struggle, 
by multiform combinations among the things and thoughts of  Time, to 
attain a portion of  that Loveliness whose very elements, perhaps, apper-
tain to eternity alone.

Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Poetic Principle’, in The Home Journal, 1850, § 14

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

hold that all the loveliness of  this world comes by communion in Ideal-
Form … the Divine-Thought.

Plotinus, Enneads, Book VI, (trans.) S. Mackenna,                                   
London: Faber & Faber, 1930, § 2
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HHUMEUME, , Of the StandaOf the Standarrd of d of TTasteaste

POLEMIC Quotes

As this variety of  taste is obvious to the most careless inquirer; so will it 
be found, on examination, to be still greater in reality than in appearance. 
The sentiments of  men often differ with regard to beauty and deformity 
of  all kinds, even while their general discourse is the same. There are 
certain terms in every language, which import blame, and others praise; 
and all men, who use the same tongue, must agree in their application of  
them. Every voice is united in applauding elegance, propriety, simplicity, 
spirit in writing; and in blaming fustian, affectation, coldness, and a false 
brilliancy: But when critics come to particulars, this seeming unanimity 
vanishes; and it is found, that they had affixed a very different meaning to 
their expressions. In all matters of  opinion and science, the case is oppo-
site: The difference among men is there oftener found to lie in generals 
than in particulars; and to be less in reality than in appearance. An expla-
nation of  the terms commonly ends the controversy; and the disputants 
are surprised to find, that they had been quarrelling, while at bottom they 
agreed in their judgment.

Reply
One of the most important historic contributors to the discipline of 
aesthetics was David Hume. He argued that beauty, including the 
beauty of artworks, was highly subjective. He inherits use of the 
term ‘taste’ from previous aesthetic debates, but he uses the term 
more deliberately than others. He argues that aesthetic deliberation 
is comparable to ‘taste’ because (a) our shared human nature means 
that there is some objective foundation for our aesthetic and culinary 
opinions (after all, most people tend to think rotten food tastes abso-
lutely rotten) but (b) we still disagree about what art and food we en-
joy the most because beauty and taste does not inhere in the objects 
themselves, suggesting a significant degree of subjectivity. This idea 
of ‘taste’ becomes problematic, however, when we consider that it is 
to sight and hearing that we normally ascribe beauty. This is because 
sight and hearing are the senses which the mind is most reliant on in 

David Hume, Of  the Standard of  Taste, § 2
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apprehending forms. As Aquinas notes: “those senses chiefly regard 
the beautiful, which are the most cognitive, viz. sight and hearing, as 
ministering to reason; for we speak of beautiful sights and beautiful 
sounds. But when referring to the other objects of the other senses, 
we do not use the expression ‘beautiful’, for we do not speak of 
beautiful tastes, and beautiful odours” (Summa Theologiae, I–II, q. 
27, a. 1). Hume’s curious emphasis on the literal meaning of taste, 
therefore, indicates that beauty, for him, can be reduced to an imme-
diate, passive delight, either of the senses or cognition.

A fundamental problem with such a subjective account of beauty is 
that it fails to provide any foundation for objective judgements of 
taste. Hume praises those who develop “a quick and acute percep-
tion of beauty” and says they are similar to those who have a ‘good 
palate’ that “is not tried by strong flavours, but by a mixture of small 
ingredients, where we are still sensible of each part, notwithstand-
ing its minuteness and its confusion with the rest” (Hume, Of the 
Standard of Taste, n. 17). But he does not explain why this is exactly 
‘good’. Does it mean they receive more pleasure than those who 
appreciate less refined forms of beauty? How do we know it is more 
pleasurable? Do they experience a higher pleasure? In what way is it 
higher? Ultimately, he does not say. In contrast, Aquinas offers us a 
way of grounding beauty in the contemplation of being. Developing 
one’s appreciation of the beautiful is good precisely because such 
an appreciation is a perfection of the contemplative act. Similarly, 
beauty is a transcendental property of being and so it is revealed by 
degrees in the hierarchy of being, with the ultimate source of beauty 
residing in God, the source of all being.

Hume’s work is nevertheless presented as a challenge to traditional 
accounts of beauty because it highlights how very different people’s 
conceptions of beauty are and how difficult it is to consequently es-
tablish agreement about what is objectively beautiful. Some may re-
spond to this challenge by stressing that there actually is consensus 
on the beauty of many things: sunsets, tulips, Giotto’s frescoes, J. S. 
Bach’s Goldberg variations etc. But this response in many ways af-
firms Hume’s false premise that there is something amiss in common 
examples of beauty being received differently by different people, 
particularly those from “distant nations and remote ages” (Hume, Of 
the Standard of Taste, n. 1).  The scholastic philosophical tradition 
instead gives us good reason to think aesthetic disagreement is to be 

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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expected: our appreciation of aesthetic beauty is necessarily shaped 
by our nature and our social context. Ultimately, beauty belongs to 
all being, but appreciation of such transcendental beauty is the fruit 
of a definite contemplative act, which means it is obstructed by the 
simple fact that the finitude and fallenness of the human condition 
limits thought. The importance of art is that it can help a culture 
to expand people’s limited capacity to appreciate beauty in creation 
through a tradition of collective artistic practice and understanding. 
Art criticism is therefore more complex and contentious than simple 
empirical facts, such as the weight and length of an object, simply 
because it is concerned with a far more profound question: does such 
and such a piece of art bring us closer to appreciating the infinite 
beauty of being?

Hume’s aesthetics, however, still continue to be influential for evo-
lutionary reductionist approaches to understanding beauty. These 
approaches to aesthetics emphasise how our brains have evolved 
to recognise certain forms and patterns. Recognition beneficial to 
our survival (e.g. the sight of edible vegetation) is rewarded in the 
brain with chemicals, such as dopamine. Advocates of evolutionary 
reductionism, such as Steven Pinker, argue that the arts therefore 
simply operate by identifying these ‘pleasure-giving patterns’ in a 
very targeted way—he describes music, for example, as ‘auditory 
cheesecake’ because it provides “megadoses of agreeable stimuli” 
(How the Mind Works, p. 524). Again, the comparison to taste is not 
coincidental—the role of active contemplation is negated in favour 
of passive pleasure. This is problematic on a number of levels.

Firstly, evolutionary reductionism often ignores the fact that humans 
are capable of recognising ‘sublime’ beauty even in what is naturally 
terrifying—the sound of an approaching thunderstorm or the sight of 
a swooping bird of prey can remain beautiful even when such phe-
nomena signal danger. At its deepest level, this is because the mind 
is able to actively assimilate the forms of the world and this opens 
the mind to the beauty in its intelligibility.

Secondly, reductionist attempts to explain all aesthetic phenome-
na in terms of evolutionary self-preservation is further problema-
tised by artistic traditions’ attempts to integrate thoughts and ideas. 
The arts are replete with ideas from spheres such as religion and 
philosophy, so it matters not just that these ideas are successfully 
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KKANTANT, , Critique of Judgement Critique of Judgement 

integrated into a recognisable and ‘pleasure-giving pattern’ (lan-
guage which itself obscures the essential role the active intel-
lect plays in recognising such mimeticism), but that such ideas 
are themselves true, lest the artwork be false even at an aesthet-
ic level. The truth of the matter still matters because art is form-
ative and because beauty is always bound to truth and goodness. 

Thirdly, whilst it is true that patterns in nature are imitated in art, 
such natural delight in a consonant musical interval, say, or a sym-
metrical pattern is not sufficient for beauty—it is only an ingredi-
ent placed in service to the whole. Obvious evidence of this is that 
artworks have the capacity to integrate imitations of the ugly and 
deformed into a beautiful whole, as discussed earlier.

The agreeable is what gratifies a man; the beautiful what simply pleases him; 
the good what is esteemed (approved), i.e., that on which he sets an objective 
worth. Agreeableness is a significant factor even with irrational animals; 
beauty has purport and significance only for human beings, i.e., for beings 
at once animal and rational (but not merely for them as rational-intelli-
gent beings-but only for them as at once animal and rational); whereas the 
good is good for every rational being in general-a proposition which can 
only receive its complete justification and explanation in the sequel. Of  
all these three kinds of  delight, that of  taste in the beautiful may be said to 
be the one and only disinterested and free delight; for, with it, no interest, 
whether of  sense or reason, extorts approval.

Immanuel Kant, Critique of  Judgement, pt. 1, (trans.) J. Creed Meredith,   
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1911, § 5 

Reply
In this passage, we find an explication of Immanuel Kant’s influential 
idea of disinterestedness. The idea was developed in the aesthetics of 
the Enlightenment to provide a foundation for appraising aesthetic 
judgements. The basic principle is that delight grounded in self-pres-
ervation is merely irrational gratification, such as is induced in a 

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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dog when it sees a bone. This is contrasted with delight grounded in 
beauty, which appeals directly to the intellect and is therefore “dis-
interested and free” (Kant, Critique of Judgement, I.I.5). For Kant, 
this meant that artworks should not gratify us, but instead please us: 
a picture of a bowl of fruit should not make us excited to eat food, 
but instead please us with “no interest” beyond the appreciation of 
the beautiful forms depicted (cf. ibid.).

In many ways, this may appear similar to the previously articulated 
traditional ideas of beauty, but there are, in fact, significant differ-
ences. These differences fundamentally arise from the division be-
tween subject and object in Kant’s philosophy. Kant believes that 
the subject can never apprehend the ‘thing-in-itself’, but only the 
impression of a thing projected onto the theatre of the mind. This 
division means that the mind has no meaningful access to being 
and, therefore, what is good, true and beautiful must be judged vir-
tually by reflecting on the foundations of thought, not the objects 
of thought. This modern a priori approach, which aims to obtain 
knowledge independently from experience of the world, establishes 
a technocratic aesthetics which occupies itself with controlling the 
internal state of the subject. In contrast, a traditional a posteriori 
approach, which understands knowledge to be dependent on expe-
rience, encourages us to reach out to the object of reflection. This 
modern separation between subject and object also serves to separate 
the mind and body in Kant’s thought. This is what leads to his sharp 
distinction between intellectual beauty and bodily gratification. The 
appreciation of forms in a fruit bowl, however, should be integrated 
with the recognition of their edibility, since our rational nature is 
integrated with our animal nature. Therefore, setting up a tug of war 
between the ‘disinterested’ mind and the ‘interested’ body is simply 
a recipe for aesthetic disintegration.
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The Christian view of  truth is of  this kind, and, above all, the spirit of  our 
world today, or, more particularly, of  our religion and the development 
of  our reason, appears as beyond the stage at which art is the supreme 
mode of  our knowledge of  the Absolute. The peculiar nature of  artistic 
production and of  works of  art no longer fills our highest need. We have 
got beyond venerating works of  art as divine and worshiping them. The 
impression they make is of  a more reflective kind, and what they arouse in 
us needs a higher touchstone and a different test. Thought and reflection 
have spread their wings above fine art. … However all this may be, it is 
certainly the case that art no longer affords that satisfaction of  spiritual 
needs which earlier ages and nations sought in it, and found in it alone, a 
satisfaction that, at least on the part of  religion, was most intimately linked 
with art. The beautiful days of  Greek art, like the golden age of  the later 
Middle Ages, are gone.

Reply
Hegel famously echoed Plato’s favouring of philosophy over art but 
gave it a historical twist, arguing that the pre-eminence of philoso-
phy and the inferiority of art was a product of our historical condi-
tion. For Hegel this had much to do with the gradual unfolding of 
the Judeo-Christian rejection of idols, whereby the false worship of 
finite beings was transferred to worship of the infinite ground of be-
ing, God. But, as the twentieth century philosopher Theodor Adorno 
noted, the decline of arts in modernity is a mark of modern thought’s 
failure, not its triumph. This failure arose after the fine arts were cut 
adrift from tradition and social life in order to be exchanged with 
anonymous consumers in the modern de-socialised marketplace. 
This gradually gave rise to popular art that tended to conform with 
the dictates of mass consumption and was, therefore, increasingly 
standardised to accommodate as many consumers as possible. This 
led, for example, to the organic complexity of classical and folk mu-
sic being replaced with the short, repetitive, and simple pop songs in 
today’s ‘charts’. Such commodified ‘hits’ replaced the particularity 
of tradition with generic songs about universal human experiences 

HHEGELEGEL, , AestheticsAesthetics

G. W. F. Hegel, Aesthetics, vol. 1, pt. 3, (trans.) T. M. Knox,                      
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975, p. 10

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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(e. g. speaking of love without ever actually describing the belov-
ed)—even in Hegel’s day, art forms such as opera had already begun 
to go down this path of standardisation. The problem with such art 
is that it promotes an individualism of consumption, leading each 
consumer to impose their own meaning and life experience onto an 
empty artistic vessel.

In response, there were also avant-garde forms of art that tried to es-
cape this pull of standardised culture. But these forms also suffered 
from being cut adrift from tradition. They tended to betray their own 
form of individualism, in which artists themselves were led to im-
pose purpose and form on an artwork ‘from the ground up’, as it 
were, since society and tradition no longer conditioned the artwork 
in an organic way. This also meant that avant-garde works became 
increasingly esoteric and difficult to understand—their different 
means and purposes of artistic communication inevitably dispersed 
thought and limited their intelligibility. Rather than individualism, 
however, true art should inspire communion both between the art-
ist and audience and, more fundamentally, between humankind and 
creation. It is this focus on communion which laid the foundation for 
the ‘beautiful days of Greek art’ and, even more so, the ‘golden age 
of the later Middle Ages’. 
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ADDITIONAL READING

Ars [art] knows only a ‘sacred’ activity. I believe this must be so once we grant 
that the notion of  ‘sign’ cannot be separated from this activity of  art. Why, 
granted the sign-making nature of  man’s art must those signs be ‘sacred’? Is 
‘sacredness’ implicit in ‘sign’? I think it to be so if  we assent to what philos-
ophers say about ‘being’, esse [essence]. I understand them to say that for 
anything to be real it must have esse. I am very conscious of  the dangers of  
employing weapons borrowed from the gun-rack of  formal philosophy when 
one is untrained in the use of  such arms; but at least perhaps we can distin-
guish the stock from the barrel. When philosophers tell us that the ‘bad’ is 
a deprivation of  some ‘good’ and is thus a negative quality only, we all can 
apprehend something of  what is meant. We know that the ‘bad’ is real enough 
in the common speech sense of  the word ‘real’, but that in a deeper sense the 
bad must be a deprivation of  some reality. And in everyday speech we in fact 
employ this philosophical usage; as when a painter says of  a painting which 
he does not like: ‘It is so bad, it simply does not exist’ or ‘My dear, it just isn’t 
there’, or ‘It’s nothing’. These are but three examples from everyday jargon. 
We know what is meant just as we guess what is meant by those vivid and 
measured words: Bonum et ens convertuntur [‘Good and being are convertible’].

A sign then must be significant of  something, hence of  some ‘reality’, so 
of  something ‘good’, so of  something that is ‘sacred’. That is why I think that 
the notion of  sign implies the sacred.

Unless this reasoning fails to make necessary distinctions and so is faulty, 
it would appear that the activity called art is, at bottom, and inescapably, a 
‘religious’ activity, for it deals with realities and the real is sacred and reli-
gious… 

I believe it to be relevant to this matter of  art that during the period of  the 
early Roman Emperors a cult arose in the Aramaean lands which demanded

ART AND SACRAMENT
DAVID JONES
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as a condition of  membership the acceptance of  a belief  involving certain of  
the arts. The arts involved were not recognized as arts and the members of  
that cult were passionately concerned with a state of  mind and soul and not 
at all with what we ordinarily call ‘the arts’. Indeed, for some centuries they 
were, for well-known reasons, indifferent or hostile to those arts. But none of  
this disposes of  the fact that it was a central belief  of  this new society that 
certain outward signs and manual acts were obligatory. Admittance into that 
society was under the sign of  water and continued membership involved the 
signs of  the quasi-artefacts of  bread and wine. So in spite of  the fact that this 
cult was explicitly concerned with the inward man, with spiritual and moral 
regeneration and with a life beyond this world, its members were committed 
from the beginning to the use of  material signs. More than that, those signs 
were not regarded as mere symbols, they were regarded as integral to the 
belief  and in the words of  a very eminent member of  that new society, they 
were regarded as a sacred tradition to be handed on because it was a traditio 
“received of  the Lord”.

[…] Certainly all the conditions, determining what is art from what it is 
not, are more than fulfilled. There is making, there is added making, there is 
explicit sign, there is a showing forth, a re-presenting, a recalling and there is 
gratuitousness and there is full intention to make this making thus. Moreover 
this particular making signifies a birth. It recalls a past event and looks back 
at some anniversaries and looks forward to future anniversaries, it is essen-
tially celebrative and festal: it would be gay. For as Poussin said of  another 
art: “The goal of  painting is delight”. And this is universally true of  all art 
no matter how difficult it is to posit the delight. But this making, though 
joyful and celebrative of  a birthday, recalls also, by implication, a day, or 
many days, of  at least some degree of  acute pain, perhaps of  great anguish, 
and, perhaps, even of  death. So that this making covers, in a rudimentary 
way, or contains in embryo, all that is shown forth in the greatest imaginable 
art-works. I mean no art can compass more than that attempted in the line 
of  the Sequence for Easter Day: Mors et vita duello conflixere mirando [‘death and 
life clashed in a wondrous battle’].

David Jones, ‘Art and Sacrament’, in Epoch and Artist,                                                        
London: Faber and Faber, 1959, pp. 157–164
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

How may secular art be considered religious?1.

2. Why does Jones think of  the Eucharist as an example of  
art?

3. According to Jones and Nicolas Poussin, the “goal of  
painting [and the other arts] is delight”. Do you agree?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

REPLY TO BLACKBURN ON FIVE PROOFS
EDWARD FESER

Professor Edward Feser is a philosopher at Pasadena City College, Cali-
fornia. He is the author of a number of books which involve rational argu-
ments for the existence of God. Professor Simon Blackburn, a well known 
British philosopher, wrote a critical review of one of this, his Five Proofs 
for the Existence of God (Times Literary Supplement, Sep. 7, 2018). The 
text presented is Edward Feser’s response to Simon Blackburn’s review. 
In Blackburn’s review, he dismisses the entire project of what the book is 
trying to demonstrate. He does so on the grounds that the ascent up to God, 
arriving at the “timeless, sunless realms” of “subsistent existence itself”is 
an exercise in a “dazzling and deceptive illusion” as its supposed gains 
in fact turn out to be empty-handed metaphysical catchphrases having no 
“more content than a vacant ‘something-we-know-not-what’”. 
Blackburn recognises that if such arguments were to establish philosoph-
ical knowledge of God then they might also ground the dictates of a specific 
morality, a morality that is enforceable, not on religious grounds, which can 
readily be dismissed into the so-called private sphere, but on rational, and 
thus universal, grounds. Even if the arguments were successful, Blackburn 
would resist them on the grounds that we have “no use for any conception 
of God”, because “we can never, according to the rules of just reasoning 
return back from the cause [God] with any new inference”. It appears that 
for Blackburn, whatever merit the proofs offer in getting us to that which 
we commonly refer to as God, attaining this conclusion is vacuous due to 
its lack of intelligibility.

The broadly Humean epistemology [deployed by Blackburn following the 
line of  thought of  David Hume] against the Scholastic theism I defend in 
Five Proofs of  the Existence of  God requires a careful balancing act. 
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On the one hand, Blackburn must limit the powers of  human reason 
sufficiently to prevent them from being able to penetrate, in any substan-
tive way, into the ultimate ‘springs and principles’ of  nature. For that is the 
only way to block ascent to a divine first cause—the existence and nature of  
which, the Scholastic says, follows precisely from an analysis of  what it would 
be to be an ultimate explanation. 

[…] Precisely because of  its ultimacy, the divine cause of  things is only 
barely intelligible to the human mind. Reason’s grasp of  it is genuine, but 
only at the fingertips. Hence Aquinas’s heavy emphasis on the via negativa 
[which investigates what God is not rather than what God is] and the analog-
ical use of  language. The intellect gets in just under the wire. 

[On the other hand,] to avoid theism, the Humean has to make sure that 
the intellect doesn’t even get to the wire. [Thus,] Blackburn has to make sure 
that this scepticism is not so thoroughgoing that it takes science and Humean 
philosophy down too, alongside natural theology. 

[…] One way to see [that reason can be kept robust enough to support 
science and philosophy] is by way of  the principle of  sufficient reason, which 
the Humean must deny. According to the weak version of  the principle that 
I would endorse, all concrete reality is intelligible. Humeans like Blackburn 
cannot accept the ‘all’ without becoming Scholastic theists. But they cannot 
replace it with ‘no’ without undermining both science and their own philo-
sophical position. So they must claim that some concrete reality is intelligible 
and some is not. But where to draw the line, and why there exactly? 

No principled answer is forthcoming. Certainly there is no coherent way 
to draw it, as many atheists attempt to do, at the fundamental laws of  nature. 
Higher-level laws are explained by lower-level laws in something like the way 
the book on the top of  a stack is held up by the ones below it. Take away the 
floor, and there is nothing that gives the bottom book any power to hold up 
the top book. Similarly, make the fundamental laws into unintelligible brute 
facts, and they have no intelligibility to pass upward to higher-level laws— 
which in turn will have no intelligibility to pass along to the phenomena they 
are supposed to be explaining. The world’s being just a little bit unintelligible 
is like its being just a little bit pregnant. 

Another way to see the problem is by consideration of  the conceit that if  
you’re not doing natural science, then the only thing left for you to be doing is 
‘conceptual analysis’, which tells us at best how we have to think about reality, 
but not how reality itself  really is. The trouble with this supposition is that it 
is itself  a proposition neither of  natural science nor of  conceptual analysis, 
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but rather reflects precisely the third sort of  perspective which it alleges to 
be impossible.

Edward Feser’s response to Simon Blackburn’s review, at Edward Feser’s Blog,
 www.edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2018/09/reply-to-blackburn-on-five-proofs.html

INTRODUCTORY TEXT

http://edwardfeser.blogspot.com/2018/09/reply-to-blackburn-on-five-proofs.html
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Can we reach God by reason alone? If  so, why bother 
trying anyway? If  the effort to come to knowledge of  
God’s existence is only achievable by a select few philoso-
phers, surely it is not a matter of  universal concern?

1.

2. If  it is of  universal concern, and God’s existence and 
nature is promulgated to us by the Church, and the 
Church claims infallible authority on the matter, surely 
whatever the philosophers have to offer on the matter is 
inconsequential?

3. Suppose I do already believe in God, what can any phil-
osophical argument offer concerning God’s existence be 
of  use to me? Surely the extent of  what philosophers can 
say stops at concluding His existence?

If  arguments for the existence of  God are syllogistic and 
the premises are concerning things around us, or even 
ourselves, doesn’t that imply that any conclusion must in 
some way imply a pantheistic reality, one where God is 
not distinct from things?

4.
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CORE THEMES

WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT GOD STARTING FROM REASON?

Starting with knowledge that begins in the senses, proofs have been proposed 
whose conclusions assert the existence of  God and his principal attributes, 
namely indivisibility, immutability, omnipotence and omniscience. Knowl-
edge of  God’s existence and his attributes are not, however, knowledge of  
God. The difference between ‘knowledge about’ and ‘knowledge of ’ is crit-
ical for understanding the kind of  knowledge about God that we may arrive 
at by the light of  reason. ‘God’ in the proofs is a reference to a particular 
nature, not a particular instance of  a nature. Appropriating ‘God’ as refer-
ring to the instance of  a nature is easily done, though, since this particular 
nature must only have one instance by definition. 

‘Knowledge about’ is like that obtained from reading in a textbook a 
description of  a breed of  dog, whereas ‘knowledge of ’ that breed is like having 
one as a pet; the first is knowledge of  a nature and the second is knowledge of  
a particular (which in turn would lead to knowledge of  its nature). To pursue 
the analogy, we may talk to our pet dog, and it may even respond, but we 
cannot talk to its breed and hope to get a response. Proofs about God do not 
get us ‘in touch’ with him, they do not offer the conclusion that we ought to 
pray to him. In short, ‘God’, in the context of  proofs of  existence, is like a 
textbook description; knowing the description is not the same as knowing that 
which it is describing. With this distinction between ‘knowledge about’ and 
‘knowledge of ’, a limit of  what we can know about God through the natural 
light of  reason can be drawn. Unlike being able to know about a particular 
breed of  dog and knowing a dog of  that breed, this twofold knowledge does 
not carry over to knowledge concerning God. 

Reason gets us as far as ‘knowledge about’ God, but never gets us to 
‘knowledge of ’ him because it does not get us into any kind of  contact with 
him. To get to know a particular dog I might train it or take it for a walk 
or just stroke it. But, one way or another, to greater or lesser degree, I must 
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come into contact with it. But, there is an impasse to attaining this latter kind 
of  knowledge when God is posed as the object. The crux of  the impasse is 
that for me to know anything, the thing must be knowable to me; it must be 
‘in range’ of  my intellectual powers. Angels, to a certain extent, fall outside 
this scope. However, unlike God, they are principally ‘out of  range’ of  our 
five senses rather than our intellectual powers. God, on the other hand, is 
absolutely out of  range. This is due to our rational intellect (or any kind of  
finite intellect) being incapable of  forming a concept of  a being that is in no 
way limited to having a particular essence; in other words, a being which 
is utterly unlimited. Though knowing God in this second sense is naturally 
impossible, it has been made possible supernaturally. Sanctifying grace is the 
means by which knowledge of  God is made possible, and this gift is ordi-
narily conferred by the sacrament of  Baptism. Sanctifying grace profoundly 
changes the soul of  the recipient, bringing about a transformation that facil-
ities one very specific thing: to know God, here and now, and to see him as 
he is, ‘face to face’ in heaven. The degree of  this knowledge depends, in part, 
upon our contact time with him now. This kind of  contact we call prayer. 

Because God is not limited to a particular essence, establishing positive 
statements about him would seem to be impossible. It would seem to be akin 
to playing ‘What’s in the box?’ but receiving a negative reply to every guess 
of  what kind of  thing it might be. Yet, assertions like ‘God is immutable’, at 
first glance appear to be asserting something positive. This, however, would 
be an incorrect reading of  attributes of  God listed above. Instead, a better 
reading for ‘God is immutable’ might be ‘God is not something that changes’, 
because to change means to have been some particular thing (therefore 
having a particular essence) but now is something different. The question, 
then, is how could such a being be shown to exist? One answer, attributed 
to Aristotle (cf. Metaphysics, XII, 1072a) and forming one of  the Five Ways 
of  St Thomas Aquinas (cf. Summa Theologiae, I, qq. 2-26), is to respond to the 
question of  ‘How is it possible for something, anything, to change?’ To answer, 
metaphysics needs to be employed, the field of  study which treats of  the most 
general and fundamental principles underlying all reality. 

In response to Blackburn’s book review, Feser argued that if  natural 
science is to be intelligible it needs to be sufficiently backed up with a robust 
metaphysics. This, Feser claimed, would involve recognising the conservation 
of  a substance through its accidental changes, assuming that the totality of  
causes are found in their effects, that a cause cannot produce just any effect 
but a limited range of  possible effects, etc. In backing up natural science with 
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such a metaphysics, Feser claimed that rational accounts of  the existence of  
God can be derived and the essential properties of  God expounded. Further-
more, Feser claimed that “all concrete reality is intelligible”, and that to deny 
this either by denying that only some or else no concrete reality is intelligible 
would either be to select arbitrarily those things that fall into the capacity 
of  reason or else to utterly deny any kind of  scientific enquiry. With these 
considerations in mind, demonstrations for the existence can be approached. 

The Aristotelian argument for the existence of  God can be very briefly 
summarised in the following way. Change is a real feature of  the world: 
tea goes cold (qualitative change), an acorn grows into an oak (quantita-
tive change), a ball gets kicked (change of  location), a hedgehog gets run 
over (substantial change). More generally, change involves something going 
from potentially being in some particular way to actually being that way. 
However, no change can come about unless something already actual causes 
it. The occurrence of  any change presupposes the existence of  the thing that 
brings about the change. The existence of  such a thing at any given moment 
itself  presupposes the concurrent actualisation of  that thing’s potential for 
existence. So, any changeable thing has, at any moment, some actualiser of  
its existence. But such a regress of  concurrent actualisers could not go on 
infinitely. In order to terminate the regress a purely actual actualiser must 
be posited. This ‘actual actualiser’ (or ‘unmoved mover’) we refer to as God.

CORE THEMES
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IS THE GOD OF PHILOSOPHY IDENTIFIABLE
WITH THE GOD OF REVELATION?

N.B. The latter part of  the text tries to capture the some of  the critiques made against 
classical philosophical ideas of  God and offers some responses. These are difficult to follow. 
Furthermore, dealing with these critiques succinctly involves employing some technical terms. 
Exodus and Aristotle both offer descriptions of  God: “I Am who I Am” (Ex 
3:14) and the ‘unmoved mover’, respectively. Considering God’s Revelation 
of  himself  first, it is helpful to provide its context. Moses was out tending his 
flock and he saw something strange: a burning bush that was not consumed 
by its fire. He approached it and God spoke to him. The opening address is 
God identifying himself, not as ‘I Am who I Am’ but in a familiar tone: “I am 
the God of  your father, the God of  Abraham, the God of  Isaac and the God 
of  Jacob” (Ex 3:6), and goes on to task Moses with bringing the Israelites out 
of  Egypt. But Moses has a problem: when he gets there, how will they know 
he’s not a fraud? Moses wants to know what answer to give if  they ask him 
the name of  the god who sent him. 

The answer is as opaque as it is precise. The answer of  ‘I Am who I 
Am’ may be read in many ways. One way is that it conveys transcendence, 
like ‘I shall not be named like other gods, as one among them—my name 
is unutterable’. It is a refusal to give a name, because to do so would mean 
being ranked alongside other named things. Things are named according to 
their nature, so by refusing to declare his name he refuses to be ascribed a 
particular nature. 

Another way to interpret the response is to consider the words used. 
The Revelation of  God is to name himself  with the present simple verb ‘to 
be’ in the first person. Alone, it simply conveys existence. But in ordinary 
use there is the expectation of  a follow-up question ‘Yes, you exist, but what 
are you?’. That something exists and that something is a ‘some-thing’ are 
inexorably bound together. The answer, ‘I Am who I Am’, appears to break 
this inexorable bond by dismissing any notion of  ‘some-thingness’. But this 
is not what Aquinas thought. Instead, he read the answer as being perfectly 
reflexive: God’s essence (his ‘some-thingness’) is that he is. To avoid going 
round in circles, this is understood as saying that God’s essence is not limiting, 
unlike the essence of  a creature, whose existence is limited to the essence of  
an angel or a human person or a dog, etc. 

As a lead-in to Aristotle’s description, the first description God gives 
of  himself  to Moses is pertinent: ‘I am the God of  your father, the God 
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of  Abraham, the God of  Isaac and the God of  Jacob’. God first identifies 
himself  by his actions and only later does he identify himself  as he is. This 
action-existence pairing is found in the ‘unmoved mover’. Aristotle demon-
strates that from change we can infer that there is a being which is in itself  
unmoving (or unchanging) but causes movement (or change). The ‘I Am who 
I Am’ and ‘I am the God of  your father… ’ align with this pairing. Only some-
thing that is limited in some way can undergo some change, since change 
brings into reality some characteristic not yet possessed, therefore there is a 
correspondence between ‘unmoved’ and ‘I Am who I Am’. Secondly, ‘I am 
the God of  your father…’ conveys, in its fundamental sense, God being he 
who is ultimately responsible for the existence of  all that is and all that has 
passed; he brings into existence. This action is a kind of  change and the most 
fundamental. 

Aristotle’s ‘unmoved mover’ is not the only philosophical description 
of  God. His has the quality that it does not present any contradiction with 
Divine Revelation, but not all philosophical descriptions of  God possess this 
quality. One example is of  the god of  Descartes. Descartes, in searching for 
a foundational truth following from a radically sceptical premise of  doubt—
doubt even about the veracity of  knowledge presented through the senses—
he arrives at a necessary truth derived from contingent being: that he, in the 
act of  thinking, means that he must exist. This is a reversal of  a classical meta-
physical principle: in the order of  existence, action follows being. Descartes’ 
starting point of  knowledge does not begin with what is out there in the 
world but rather it begins with what he does. However, he still needs to come 
to know that his senses are not being deceived. To resolve this problem, he 
demonstrates the existence of  God using the ontological argument and then 
goes onto assert that God would not let him have his senses deceive him, thus 
assuring trustworthy association between res cogitans (the ‘thinking thing’, soul) 
and res extensa (the ‘extended thing’, physical matter). Through Descartes, the 
possibility of  acquiring knowledge of  concepts through the senses by virtue of  
the powers of  the senses and the intellect is denied. Whilst Descartes makes use of  
an argument for the existence of  God, this god is not obviously associated 
with the world in the way that, say, the unmoved mover of  Aristotle is, due 
to it being purely mind-dependent. Secondly, it is not obviously the God of  
Christianity, since having substantially separated the mind and the body, it 
makes the meaning of  the Incarnation ambiguous, among other things. 

With Kant’s Critique of  Pure Reason, the canon of  demonstrations for God’s 
existence, particularly the cosmological argument (because he regarded it as 
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being dependent upon the ontological argument), is considered to be funda-
mentally flawed. The reason, he argues, is that the mental categories that 
we use to construct such demonstrations exceed the bounds of  their appli-
cability. The cosmological argument, for example, carries the principle of  
causality beyond the world of  sense-experience, where alone it is valid. Kant 
wished to maintain that the relation between a cause producing an effect 
is a necessary relation. Influenced by David Hume, he saw that we cannot 
know such a kind of  relation through the senses (i.e. a posteriori). Therefore, he 
argued that the relation between cause and effect, for example, is known by 
virtue of  one of  the categories of  the intellect (Kant uses the term ‘category’ 
to refer to pure concepts of  understanding such as unity, plurality, negation 
or causality which do not come from sense experience), implying that the 
knowledge of  the relation is obtained independently of  sense experience (i.e. 
a priori). Consequently, Kant described knowledge of  causation as ‘synthetic’ 
a priori knowledge—synthetic, because the causes that produce effects are 
contingent (they need not exist).

IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF KANT’S IDEAS

In affirming that the class of  synthetic a priori propositions is a valid class, Kant went on to deny 
the reality of  another class of  propositions, namely the ‘analytic’ a posteriori. He claimed that we 
cannot know about something that is necessary in itself  (i.e. analytic) through sense experience, 
but only through the agency of  the intellect. This, however, is just the kind of  knowledge that 
the cosmological argument claims to provide—knowledge of  the existence of  God starting from 
things we know that change. 
According to Kant, the analytic proposition ‘God exists’ cannot be known a priori because ‘to 
exist’ (the predicate of  the proposition) is not a category predicate of  our intellect; saying that 
something exists adds nothing to the understanding of  what the subject of  the proposition is—it 
makes it no more identifiable. However, an analytic proposition may be understood in two ways, 
in itself  but not by others and in itself  and by others, as explained by St Thomas Aquinas (cf. 
Summa Theologiae, I, q.2, a. 1). On the one hand, ‘God exists’ is indeed a vacuous analytic a priori 
proposition for us—we cannot know what it is to be existence itself. On the other hand, ‘God 
exists’ is a real analytic a posteriori proposition; a conclusion drawn from premises that begin with 
sense experience.

From the bifurcation of  epistemology into Descartes’ rationalism and Hume’s 
empiricism, Kant sought to bind back together these divergent paths through 
his categories. However, his work did not re-establish the so-called Peripatetic 
axiom: ‘nothing is in the intellect that was not first in the senses’ (cf. Aquinas, 
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De Veritate, qq. 2, 3, 19). Without this principle in force, credible arguments 
for the existence of  God lack any means of  getting off the ground.

IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF HUME’S IDEAS

Hume would probably have agreed with the Peripatetic axiom, so a qualification is in order. 
Whilst what is presented to the intellect through the senses constrains the range of  tenable 
concepts that could be formed, it is the (agent) intellect that abstracts what the thing is. And it 
may abstract incorrectly. 
For Hume there appears to be nothing to abstract and for Kant there appears to be no possibility 
of  abstracting incorrectly. For Aquinas, however, the intellect has a further operation: the power 
to judge the conformity of  the newly formed concept with reality by returning to the original 
experiences that lead to it. By virtue of  this final operation a means of  breaking the deadlock 
between Kant’s idealism and Aquinas’ realism, in favour of  Aquinas, is proposed.

By shifting any knowledge of  God away from reason and towards the exclu-
sive domain of  faith, as Kant did, theistic Naturalism becomes tenable posi-
tions, as there is no longer the constraint of  reason to bound theological 
speculation. With God consigned to the realm of  personal faith, his agency 
may be at most historically remote, confined to the beginning of  material 
existence, like the deism of  Darwin. Finally, Nietzsche took Darwin’s caus-
ally irrelevant god to its purposeless conclusion, namely that of  atheistic 
Naturalism, or Nihilism.

CORE THEMES



138
138 CAN GOD BE KNOWN BY REASON?

IN WHAT WAY DOES PHILOSOPHY BOUND THEOLOGY,YY
CONCERNING THE NATURE OF GOD?

Later on in Exodus, after Moses had lead the Israelites out of  Egypt, Moses 
ascended Mount Sinai and God spoke to him, saying: “I have seen these 
people, they are stubborn. Now leave me alone. I will destroy them because 
of  my great anger.” (Ex 32:9–10) But after negotiating, Moses persuaded God 
against this course of  action, and “then the Lord took pity on his people” (Ex 
32:14).

There are numerous accounts in Sacred Scripture of  God being angry 
or taking pity, changing his mind or being persuaded. These accounts are 
difficult to square with an ‘unmoved mover’, one who never changes in any 
respect. If  theology were to overlook conclusions about the nature of  God 
offered by philosophy, Sacred Scripture could be interpreted as revealing a 
fickle god, one who is vulnerable to the sentiments of  mankind. Such a god 
would retain his immanence but forfeit his transcendence. But, such a being 
could just as well be posited as a creature, albeit purely spiritual. The task of  
reconciling the apparent change of  mind of  God presented in Revelation 
with the hard boundaries on the nature of  God as concluded in philosophy 
requires work on three fronts: identifying the pertinent philosophical attrib-
utes of  God, identifying the theological truths concerning the human person, 
and finally, understanding the passage of  Sacred Scripture in light of  Tradi-
tion. By recognising that the philosophical conclusions must be respected, the 
task of  theologians is to reveal a deeper understanding of  God through such 
passages of  Sacred Scripture. 

In this particular example, what is at stake is whether or not praying to 
God, petitioning him, is of  any consequence. Is God pretending to change 
his mind, or is he really changing his mind? If  it is the former, this would 
appear to render prayer worthless, whereas if  it is the latter this would appear 
to render philosophical conclusions about God’s attributes false. However, a 
sketch of  a third alternative can be put together from two quotes. The first is 
attributed to Blaise Pascal: “God established prayer in order to give creatures 
the dignity of  causality”; God has drawn into the fulfilment of  his providence 
the causal contribution of  our petition, something possible because God sees 
outside time. The second is from Sacred Scripture: “[God] desires all men to 
be saved and to come to the knowledge of  the truth” (1 Tim 2:4)—God’s will 
is that all men be saved; there is no such thing as God predestining damna-
tion (even if  misused human freedom can lead to damnation). Finally, by way 
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of  clarification, the petition of  Moses does not seek to change God (his Will) 
but the lot of  the Israelites he had brought out of  Egypt. 

From these considerations, we see that the bounds of  philosophical 
conclusions are honoured whilst raising our knowledge of  God and rela-
tionship with him to a supernatural plane. Petitionary prayer does causally 
contribute to change, the change of  that which can undergo change—us and 
the things of  this world.
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WHAT ARE THE MOST POPULAR ARGUMENTS
FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD?

Arguments for the existence of  God fall into two basic groups: 
• The first are those which establish their premises from the world around 

us, and are termed cosmological arguments. 
• The second group have the subjective experience as their starting point, 

and are known as psychological arguments. 
The arguments that are both cosmological and syllogistic tend to be the 
most difficult, but often the most rewarding. These are arguments in the 
proper sense, aiming to establish philosophical proofs. For example, the ‘five 
ways’ of  Aquinas are all cosmological. These arguments tend to be diffi-
cult to follow because despite the simplicity of  their premises, they quickly 
become abstract. Secondly, following these kinds of  arguments requires a 
good grounding in metaphysics in order to understand the development of  
the argument. Essential to all are the principles of  causality. It is important 
to note that Aquinas, in his compendium of  arguments, is giving philo-
sophical precision to notions that have been held in commonsensical forms 
throughout history, e.g. that something cannot come from nothing, and the 
self-evident contingency of  things implies that must be something necessary 
that grounds them. 

The arguments that are both cosmological but are not syllogistic might 
be referred to as indicative. A well-known example is William Paley’s argu-
ment from design. He argues that if  a stone were found on a heath, there 
would not be much to conclude about its purpose. However, if  a watch were 
found we would be compelled to attribute its existence to a designer, due to 
it having many interrelated parts working in unison, and therefore having 
a particular purpose. More compelling would be to come across something 
that not only had many interrelated parts working together but could also 
reproduce itself. This is what we find in the natural world, therefore there 
is surely a designer of  this natural world. This and similar arguments lack 
the quality of  being proofs since indicative arguments are open to rebuttal 
from advances in scientific knowledge. Syllogistic arguments, however, are 
not vulnerable to scientific rebuttal since causality has a wider scope than the 
natural sciences. 

For the second group, the psychological arguments, a similar division 
between syllogistic and indicative types can be made, although the latter 
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should really be understood as just being a catch-all for those that are not 
of  the former. Variants on arguments from consciousness serve as exam-
ples of  the psychological syllogistic kind. These typically revolve around our 
capacity to possess ‘knowledge of  universals’. Another way of  putting this is 
recognising that from one of  the operations of  our intellect, abstraction, we 
come to possess concepts, such as ‘dog’ and ‘cat’. Moving from knowledge of  
particulars, ‘this dog’, ‘that cat’, to educing their forms serves as a first step in 
demonstrating God’s existence. 

Finally, the psychological arguments that do not follow a syllogistic struc-
ture appeal to beauty, common experience, respect for the dead, etc. An 
example is the common experience of  beauty found in time honoured music, 
such as Allegri’s Miserere mei or Mozart’s Lacrimosa, which transcend cultural 
epochs, national identities and personal tastes, offering us a sense of  ‘beauty 
as such’. 

A summary of  twenty arguments for the existence of  God are presented 
by Peter Kreeft. It is available online and covers all the kinds of  arguments 
presented here*.

* https://peterkreeft.com/topics-more/20_arguments-gods-existence.htm
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SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , Eudemian EthicsEudemian Ethics

What is the commencement of  movement in the soul? The answer is 
clear: as in the universe, so in the soul, it is God. For in a sense the divine 
element in us moves everything.

Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics, (trans.) J. Solomon), bk VII, 14                                

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , MetaphysicsMetaphysics

We say therefore that God is a living being, eternal, most good, so that 
life and duration continuous and eternal belong to God; for this is God.

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk XII, 7

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , MetaphysicsMetaphysics

It is clear then from what has been said that there is a substance which 
is eternal and unmovable and separate from sensible things. It has been 
shown also that this substance cannot have any magnitude, but is without 
parts and indivisible…

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk XII, 7
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C. S. LC. S. LEWISEWIS, , MeMerre Christianitye Christianity

AAQUINASQUINAS, , Summa TheologiaeSumma Theologiae

Almost certainly God is not in time. His life does not consist of  moments 
following one another… Ten-thirty—and every other moment from the 
beginning of  the world—is always the Present for Him. If  you like to put 
it that way, He has all eternity in which to listen to the split second of  
prayer put up by a pilot as his plane crashes in flames.

C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, London: Harper Collins, 2001, p. 167

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

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, (trans.) Fathers of  the English                        
Dominican Province, I, q. 2, a. 3

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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POLEMIC Quotes

DDEREK EREK PPARFITARFIT, , Why anything? Why this?Why anything? Why this?

Compared with belief  in God, the Many Worlds Hypothesis is more 
cautious, since its claim is merely that there is more of  the kind of  reality 
that we can observe around us. But God’s existence has been claimed to 
be intrinsically more probable. According to most theists, God is a being 
who is omnipotent, omniscient and wholly good. The uncaused existence 
of  such a being has been claimed to be simpler, and less arbitrary, than 
the uncaused existence of  many highly complicated worlds. And simpler 
hypotheses, many scientists assume, are more likely to be true. 
If  such a God exists, however, other features of  our world become hard to 
explain. It may not be surprising that God chose to make life possible. But 
the laws of  nature could have been different, so there are many possible 
worlds that would have contained life. It is hard to understand why, out 
of  all these possibilities, God chose to create our world. What is most 
baffling is the problem of  evil. There appears to be suffering which any 
good person, knowing the truth, would have prevented if  he could. If  
there is such suffering, there cannot be a God who is omnipotent, omnis-
cient and wholly good.

Derek Parfit, ‘Why anything? Why this?’, in London Review of  Books,            
1998, vol. 20, no. 2

Reply
The explanatory power of having ‘more of the same’ so as to explain 
why there is this world, i.e. this world is merely one among many, 
presents more problems than solves. Since the other worlds are caus-
ally isolated from our own they necessarily remain a postulation. 
Therefore, proposing that many worlds exist as opposed to just this 
world exists comes no closer to explaining why any world exists.

The problem of evil is incomprehensible so long as there is no such 
thing as eternal reward, be it our fullest happiness in heaven as God 
desires or our damnation in hell as we choose. The evil in this life, 
no matter how severe or prolonged, comes to an end. The eternal 
happiness of heaven does not, but it does come as, in part, a reward 
for the sufferings accepted as part of God’s providence in this life.
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SSIMON IMON MMAAYY, , Love: a HistoryLove: a History

‘Almost two thousand years—and not a single new god!’ cried Nietzsche in 
1888. But he was wrong. The new god was there—indeed was right under 
his nose. That new god was love. Human love. Human love, now even 
more than then, is widely tasked with achieving what once only divine 
love was thought capable of: to be our ultimate source of  meaning and 
happiness, and of  power over suffering and disappointment. Not as the 
rarest of  exceptions but as a possibility open to practically all who have 
faith in it; not as the result of  its being infused into us by a creator-God 
or after long and disciplined training, but as a spontaneous and intuitive 
power with which, to some degree, we are all endowed. 
Though this faith in love as the one democratic, even universal, form 
of  salvation open to us moderns is the result of  a long religious history 
that saw divine love as the origin of  human love and as the model to be 
imitated, it has paradoxically come into its own because of  a decline in 
religious faith. It has been possible only because, since the end of  the eight-
eenth century, love has increasingly filled the vacuum left by the retreat of  
Christianity. Around that time the formula ‘God is love’ became inverted 
into ‘love is God’, so that it is now the West’s undeclared religion—and 
perhaps its only generally accepted religion.

Simon May, Love: a history, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011, p. 1

Reply
‘Love’, like all abstract words, is often better understood when it 
is associated with words which express facets of the principle idea. 
Strongly associated words to ‘love’ found in Christianity are ‘fideli-
ty’ and ‘responsibility’. The ‘love is God’ picture lacks the necessary 
depth to bring about the flourishing of mankind. Love, in attempting 
to consider it in the absence of moral bounds and seek its pleasures 
outside the proper context, readily transforms into ‘free love’, sexual 
gratification for its own sake. 

But it is God who sets the origin and guarantor of love. Considering 
the context of marriage with respect to the sexual act, the qualities 
of fidelity and responsibility become readily apparent. Living ac-
cording to the standard of love is clearly not a reflection of our own 
whims but a reflection of God’s promise to perfect through grace 
what is in our nature.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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RRICHARD ICHARD DDAAWKINSWKINS, , The God DelusionThe God Delusion

There is something infantile in the presumption that somebody else 
(parents in the case of  children, and God in the case of  adults) has a 
responsibility to give your life meaning and point. […] The truly adult 
view, by contrast, is that our life is as meaningful, as full and as wonderful 
as we choose to make it.

Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, London: Bantam Press, 2006, p. 360

Reply
This supposes that ‘meaning’ can be self-referential, but this is not 
(at the very least) obviously true. Whilst I can decide what to do with 
my life, I cannot also decide what meaning it has. Meaning points 
from the being that looks for meaning towards a being that can con-
fer meaning, even partially. A wife might say ‘my husband means so 
much to me’, but it would be absurd to hear the husband say how he 
means so much to himself. Meaning is more coherently understood 
as something received rather than something imparted. 

Furthermore, Dawkins seems to rank the meaning of one’s life 
alongside how wonderful it is and how full it is. What he does not 
contend with are the cases where it would seem difficult to describe 
someone’s life as wonderful or full. Does someone who is found 
guilty of a great crime and spends many years in prison, despite his 
innocence, have a wonderful or full life? By most accounts, probably 
not. But, does his life retain a sense of purpose? Yes, insofar as the 
person seeks to offer his sufferings to God through the redemptive 
economy of Christ’s suffering. There are many ‘physical evils’ that 
batter against our own constructs of meaning, fullness and general 
state of feeling that everything is wonderful. The strongest of these is 
the inexorable approach of our own death. Self-referential meaning 
and fullness cannot contend with this.
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ADDITIONAL READING

GOOD NEWS, YOUR SOUL HASN’T DIED QUITE YET
ALFRED J. FREDDOSO

Let’s start at the beginning. The Catechism traces the special dignity of  human 
beings to the soul and its distinctive operations: “With his openness to truth 
and beauty, his sense of  moral goodness, his freedom and the voice of  his 
conscience, with his longings for the infinite and for happiness, man questions 
himself  about God’s existence. In all this he discerns signs of  his spiritual 
soul. “The soul, the ‘seed of  eternity we bear in ourselves, irreducible to the 
merely material’, can have its origin only in God.” (Catechism of  the Catholic 
Church, § 33) 

According to this statement, what is distinctive about the human soul 
is that it “can have its origin only in God” and that it is “irreducible to the 
merely material.” These properties are enunciated more explicitly later on: 
“The Church teaches that every spiritual soul is created immediately by 
God—it is not ‘produced’ by the parents—and also that it is immortal; it does 
not perish when it separates from the body at death, and it will be reunited 
with the body at the final Resurrection.” (Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 366) 

Before I comment on these two teachings separately, I want to point out 
that openness to truth and beauty, along with the other distinctive character-
istics mentioned above, are said to be signs of  the spiritual soul; it is clear that 
they are not exhaustive of  its metaphysical reality. The soul itself  is what confers 
human dignity, both because of  its nature and powers and because of  its origin, 
even when its characteristic operations are impeded by physical abnormalities 
or ailment—as, for instance, in the case of  the severely mentally handicapped 
like my affable next-door neighbor Jack Spillner, a 56-year-old [with Down’s 
Syndrome] who should have died forty years ago and celebrates his longevity 
by smoking prodigiously (and oftentimes my cigarettes, I might add). That 
it is the soul itself, given its origins, that confers human dignity is confirmed 
by the passage that inaugurates the discussion of  the fifth commandment: 

“Human life is sacred because from its beginning it involves the creative 
action of  God and it remains for ever in a special relationship with the Creator, 
who is its sole end. God alone is the Lord of  life from its beginning until its end: no 

ADDITIONAL READING
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one can under any circumstance claim for himself  the right directly to destroy an 
innocent human being.” (Francisco Suárez, Disputationes Metaphysicae, 22, 1, 12) 

Contrary to a suggestion once made to me in conversation, the teaching 
that the human soul is created directly or immediately by God means more 
than simply that God produces each human being as a singular entity qua 
singular—that is, in such a way that he intends to produce just that individual. 
In the Catholic intellectual tradition, it has been almost a truism that God 
produces every entity, including every effect of  created or secondary causes, 
in just this way. In fact, Suárez cites God’s unique ability to intend singular 
effects qua singular as an argument for the doctrine, which itself  follows 
from the doctrines of  creation and conservation, that God is an immediate 
concurring cause of  every effect produced by secondary causes. But neither 
can the teaching in question be taken to mean simply that God is a general 
concurring cause of  each human soul. As just noted, this interpretation would 
once again not distinguish the human soul from any other of  God’s effects 
according to Catholic teaching; what’s more, it is ruled out by the Catechism’s 
explicit assertion that the parents, who are efficient causes of  their child, do 
not produce the soul of  their child. Rather, the teaching can mean only that 
some aspect of  the organism effected by the parents—namely, his or her 
‘spiritual soul’—is not itself  something that they directly produce. (Of  course, 
the parents do not produce the ultimate particles that go into the constitution 
of  their child, either. I assume that even Catholic ‘non-reductive physical-
ists’ would attribute the original creation of  such particles directly to God.) 

The teaching that God immediately creates the human soul embarrasses 
some scientifically minded Catholic philosophers. The first thing to point 
out is that this does not distinguish it from many other Catholic doctrines, 
including the virgin birth, the miracles of  Christ, his resurrection from the 
dead, and his real and substantial presence in the Sacrament of  the Altar. 
And, in truth, the advance of  scientific knowledge has less to do with it than 
does ideological naturalism and anti-supernaturalism of  the sort that one 
can see in the most engaging popular presentations of  current science—
for instance, by Richard Dawkins, Stephen Hawking, and Stephen Jay 
Gould—and that has spilled over even to Christian thinkers in some cases. 
From such a perspective, the direct creation of  the human soul by God is 
a leftover from an earlier era in which Darwinian evolution was unheard 
of  and the complexity of  the brain was not fully appreciated. In such 
times, so the story goes, the immaterial soul was postulated merely to fill 
in the gaps of  woefully inadequate scientific theories—a ‘soul of  the gaps’ 
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to go along with the more famous ‘god of  the gaps’ who was invoked to 
compensate for failures of  explanation within the order of  secondary causes. 

In this connection, it is worth noting that while some early modern 
philosophers may have been guilty of  making use of  a ‘god of  the gaps’, 
scholastic thinkers did not attribute the actions of  creation, conservation, 
and general concurrence to God in order to make up for the deficiencies 
of  their scientific explanations. Rather, they were spelling out—from above, 
as it were—the metaphysical implications of  God’s role as the Creator 
and First Cause of  all being. Similarly, in the case of  the soul, God’s direct 
creation of  the human soul is necessary on the assumption that the soul is 
both immaterial and non-eternal, since immaterial beings can come into 
existence only through creation ex nihilo. Hence, the direct creation of  the 
human soul is not posited to fill a gap in any biological or neurophysiological 
theory. Rather, it is a demand of  the dignity and singular ontological status 
of  the human animal. What’s more, nothing we know about the nature of  
the brain or the evolution of  the human organism rules out the direct crea-
tion of  the human soul by God. Neuroscience may help us to understand 
various aspects of  cognition and affection, but it can hardly be said to have 
explained how higher intellective functions are so much as possible. More 
importantly, as the Catechism passage quoted above adumbrates, the doctrine 
of  the direct creation of  the soul may well be the only metaphysical foun-
dation that has a chance of  enabling Christians to sustain within modern 
western cultures a firm and abiding respect for the sacredness of  the lives 
of  the unborn, the mentally handicapped, the elderly feeble-minded, the 
terminally ill, and other ‘unproductive’ and ‘inconvenient’ human beings.

Alfred J. Freddoso, Good News, Your Soul Hasn’t Died Quite Yet,    
at Section 4: ‘Church teaching and the soul: direct creation’, 

www3.nd.edu/~afreddos/papers/soul.htm

ADDITIONAL READING

https://www3.nd.edu/~afreddos/papers/soul.htm


150
150 CAN GOD BE KNOWN BY REASON?

QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

1.

2.
 

Are arguments for the existence of  God more robust which 
take the starting point of  the immateriality of  the human soul 
compared to arguments which take something external to us as 
starting points?

If  the immateriality of  the soul is taken as a starting point, what 
arguments justify the claim of  its immateriality which do not 
presuppose God’s existence?

Could one claim that an immaterial human soul somehow 
‘emerges’ from a potentially human body?

 

3.
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06 WHAT IS TRUTH? 
AND HOW CAN WE 
KNOW IT? 

JUDE KARUHANGA



WHAT CAN WE KNOW FOR SURE?
IS THE TRUTH IN THE MIND, OR IS IT IN THINGS 
OUTSIDE THE MIND?
ON WHAT GROUNDS DOES ONE AFFIRM SOMETHING 
TO BE TRUE?
CAN TRUTH BE CONSIDERED UNIVERSAL OR 
ABSOLUTE?
do i have a right to my truth?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

TRUTH AND TOLERANCE
JOSEPH RATZINGER

The following is an extract from the last chapter of the book Truth and 
Tolerance, whose title is ‘Truth-Tolerance-Freedom’ by Joseph Ratzinger, 
later to become pope Benedict XVI. The book contains a collection of 
lectures given by Ratzinger (mostly during the 1990s) discussing questions 
concerning faith, religion, culture, truth and tolerance. In the preface the 
author writes: “beyond all particular questions, the real problem lies in the 
question about truth. Can truth be recognised? Or, is the question of truth  
simply inappropriate in the realm of religion and belief?”

In the consciousness of  mankind today, freedom is largely regarded as the 
greatest good there is, after which all other good things have to take their 
place. In legislation, artistic freedom and freedom of  speech take precedence 
over every other moral value. Values that conflict with freedom, that could 
lead to its being restricted, appear as shackles, as taboos, that is to say, as relics 
of  archaic prohibitions and anxieties. Political action has to demonstrate that 
it furthers freedom. Even religion can make an impression only by depicting 
itself  as a force for freedom for man and for mankind. In the scale of  values 
with which man is concerned, to live a life worthy of  humanity, freedom 
seems to be the truly fundamental value and to be the really basic human 
right of  them all. …

The concept of  truth, on the other hand, we greet rather with some 
suspicion: we recall how many opinions and systems have already laid claim 
to the concept of  truth; how often the claim to truth in that way has been 
the means of  limiting freedom. In addition there is the scepticism fostered 
by natural science regarding anything that cannot be precisely explained 
or demonstrated: that all seems in the final analysis to be just subjective 
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judgment, which cannot claim to be obligatory for people in general. The 
modern attitude to truth shows itself  most succinctly in Pilate’s words: ‘What 
is truth?’ Anyone who claims to be serving truth with his life, and with his 
words and actions, must be prepared to be regarded as an enthusiast or a 
fanatic. For ‘Our line of  sight to all above is blocked’; this quotation from 
Goethe’s Faust sums up the way we all feel about it.

Joseph Ratzinger, Truth and Tolerance, (trans.) Henry Taylor,                                                 
San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004, p. 231
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Since many cultures and religions and peoples in history 
have claimed to possess truth regarding their beliefs, 
sometimes in opposition to similar claims made by others 
on contradicting beliefs, does this not mean that there are 
multiple truths, or that there is no such thing as a truth 
valid for all?

1.

2. If  freedom is the truly fundamental value, shouldn’t it 
prevail over truth? Shouldn’t we be free to accept or 
reject truth, or does truth constrain our freedom?

3. Goethe’s Faust claims that “Our line of  sight to all above 
is blocked”, meaning that we are somehow incapable of  
accessing objective truth, because it is perhaps beyond 
our capabilities. Would you agree to this, and if  not, how 
would you counter it?
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CORE THEMES

WHAT CAN WE KNOW FOR SURE?

Would you describe your knowledge of  the world around you as ‘surely true’? Let us 
suppose that you hold a view on how an ant colony works, that is, what drives 
the ants and how they are organized. Let us then suppose that you meet a 
friend on the street who holds a different view, perhaps even a view opposed 
to your own, on the same topic. Since you are both passionate about ants, 
you then get into a discussion, each trying to defend their view. It becomes 
evident to you that there are good reasons on both sides, and you begin to 
wonder just how certain you could be about the truth of  your own view. 

To say that knowledge is surely true means: (1) that it is true, and (2) that 
we have some certainty of  that. These two highlighted concepts (truth and 
certainty) are among those most debated in philosophy, in the branch of  
philosophy called gnoseology or epistemology (the study of  knowledge). 
They are complex terms, requiring detailed study beyond our present scope, 
and so we will here limit ourselves to basics.

‘True’ is a judgement we pronounce on statements, based on their corre-
spondence to reality. As an example, let us suppose we are told: ‘Human 
beings are capable of  knowing nature’. Such a statement could be judged 
to be true or false. This is a type of  truth that we call ‘adjectival’ because 
it applies to statements, thus: ‘It is true that human beings are capable of  
knowing nature’. This is the sense of  truth that we normally use in conver-
sation.

There is another kind of  truth, which we call ‘substantive’, because it 
refers to objects rather than statements. In this case, we take truth to be a 
transcendental, possessed by all things that exist. As an example, we could 
say: ‘That bird is true’ and we would thereby refer to the reality of  that bird. 
This second sense of  truth is rarely used in ordinary conversation, that is, 
unless you are engaged in metaphysical discussions!
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It is important to distinguish between truth and certainty. Certainty 
follows the judgement of  truth. It is a subjective mental state. It could be 
described as the ‘strength of  conviction’ with which one affirms the truth 
of  a judgement. It is based on the amount of  evidence one has, and so it is 
graded. One could affirm something to be true, and do so with a greater or 
less degree of  certainty. You can be more or less certain that something is 
true, if  you hold some doubt. This means that certainty is not a guarantee 
of  truth. 

Evidently, there are many things in ordinary life which we hold to be true 
with greater or less certainty, depending on the evidence we have, and how 
we may or may not have assimilated that evidence and thought about it. 

As such, if  we go back to the question posed at the beginning of  the 
section (Would you describe your knowledge of  the world as surely true?), we could on 
the one hand answer in the affirmative, that some 
of  our knowledge could be described in 
that way (surely true, because we have 
convincing evidence). On the 
other hand, some other part 
of  our knowledge might be 
described as only probably true 
(not surely true), because we 
have some doubts about it.

The question posed by 
the title of  this section (what 
can we know for sure?) refers 
to something much more 
general. Our interest, for the 
purposes of  this course, is to study 
some of  the history of  the study of  
knowledge on this point. We would like to 
see what different philosophies have said in the past regarding what we can 
know with reasonable certainty. We will consider four positions: nominalism, 
idealism, realism and relativism.

CORE THEMES

Suppose that, on 
a given day, a student looks 

out the window, observes that it is 
dark, and concludes that it is night al-

ready. If, in addition, someone else passes 
by and remarks that it is late, then the stu-
dent could be said to have all the evidence 
to be certain that it is night. Both persons 
could be certain and still be wrong, how-

ever, in the case of  an eclipse, if  they 
do not look at their watches. The 

truth, in this case, would 
only be apparent.
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nominalism

idealism

A concept such as ‘human being’ is a universal concept, which applies to 
many individuals. And yet reality consists only of  individuals (men and 
women like John and Jane). There is no generic unnamed abstract unquali-
fied ‘human being’ somewhere. The question is therefore: What is the value 
of  such a generic concept as ‘human being’? Of  what use is it? Nominal-
ists take the universal to have no ontological value. They consider it merely 
something linguistic, a pure name (thus the name nominalism which derives 
from the Latin word for name), rather than something that exists on its own. 
They reject abstract concepts, while placing emphasis on concrete individual 
entities.

Nominalism paves the way for another current, scepticism, which is in 
its extreme form a rejection of  the possibility of  certainty in knowledge. If  
all we can know are concrete individual entities, then we cannot know the 
relationships among them. We cannot thus speak of  causality, or inference. 
Another interesting consequence is that we do not have a way to relate our 
mental concepts to the things they are meant to represent. 

  Nominalism derives from the Latin term nomen 
meaning name.L

Idealism is the philosophical theory that considers that all things, partially or 
totally, are only immanent to thought, to the consciousness of  the thinking 
subject. In the history of  philosophy, idealism comes after nominalism and 
its related scepticism. 

As a solution to the problem of  how to relate concepts to extra-mental 
reality, idealism, in its extreme version, concludes that the mind and the 
world are the same, and all that exists are things that depend on thought. 
Being is reduced to consciousness. Eventually, it is thought that creates reality, 
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Relativism

but the idealists do not refer here to the thought of  the Creator. They refer 
to human thought!

The conclusions of  idealism evidently go against common sense: no one 
really behaves as though the world depended on human thought! The gnose-
ological problem still remains unresolved.

If  the consciousness referred to by idealism is considered historical and 
mutable, then relativism ensues as a form of  idealism. In idealism, things are 
relative to consciousness. In relativism, truth is relative to subjects. It is, essen-
tially, subjective. As such, two subjects could hold contradictory positions and 
both would be admissible. Here, the question of  certainty ceases to have 
meaning, simply because the question of  truth ceases to have meaning.

The conclusions of  relativism also evidently go against common sense: 
no one could really go about the world as though it depended on their thought!

ReALISM

“The position contrary to idealism is realism, which affirms the existence 
of  beings with independence from human thought, since things do not exist 
because we imagine them, but we think of  them precisely because they are” 
(J. Sanguineti, Logic and Gnoseology, Rome: Urbaniana University Press, 1987, 
p.172). Once we establish the realist metaphysical premise that things are 
external and independent of  our minds, then we can begin to speak of  how 
we relate to them in our knowledge. After all, the relationship requires two 
terms, and these cannot be identical. We can then begin to speak of  truth and 
the degree of  certainty to which we hold statements to be true, because we 
have a way of  testing our concepts for truth, which is the things themselves. 

In nominalism, the question was whether or not we could know abstract 
concepts, aside from concrete entities. Skepticism extended this doubt to 
all reality, thus virtually rejecting the possibility of  certainty in knowledge. 
Idealism followed, proposing to absorb reality into thought and, thus, 
rendering the question of  truth absurd. Relativism rendered truth subjective, 
and in this way emptied the concept of  meaning.  Realism tries to salvage the 
situation by recovering the difference between the mind and reality. This is 
only the foundation, on which we can then consequently speak of  knowing 
certain aspects of  reality for sure. This will come up again subsequently.

CORE THEMES
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is truth in the mind, or is it in things
outside the mind?

When you look at the sea, and you observe that it is blue, is this observation something in 
your mind, or is it in the sea itself ? What if  someone else looks at the sea and says it is 
green? Could both observations be true at the same time?

As has been suggested previously, the discussion on truth requires estab-
lishing the metaphysical premise of  a distinction between the mind and the 
world. These are the two terms that make possible the truth relation.

Truth has traditionally been defined as adaequatio intellectus et rei, a relation 
of  conformity between the intellect and reality. This is often called logical truth 
or truth of  the human mind (this is the sense in which we can say that the 
mind is true); this kind of  truth is based on the intentional possession of  the 
form of  the thing. There is another sense in which we can talk about truth: 
the truth of  what things are in themselves. This sense of  truth is based on 
the being of  reality and is independent of  the existence of  a human mind (or 
for that matter any other created mind), that conforms to that reality. For this 
reason, it is known as ontological truth. St Augustine, and St Thomas Aquinas 
after him, spoke of  this sense of  truth using the Latin expression verum est id 
quod est, meaning ‘that which is, is true’. 

The fact that things are (ontological truth) is what makes things suscep-
tible to being known by a created mind (intelligibility), and not vice versa, in 
the sense that the being of  things does not depend on whether or not they are 
known: to be is not to be known. But in some cases, things do depend on an 
intelligence for their being: this is the relation that exists between the artificial 
things and the human mind. Moreover, we can also say that all things depend 
on the intelligence of  the Creator for their being.

  Logical truth: adaequatio intellectus et rei – truth 
is conformity between the intellect and the thing. 
Ontological truth: verum est id quod est – that 
which is, is true.

L
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The categorization of  the senses of  truth as logical and ontological corresponds 
to what was mentioned in the first section: truth as adjectival and substantive. 

The key here is the relationship between the mind and the external 
world. In the first case, the world takes precedence, and so the concepts of  
the mind are measured against the world. In the second case, the mind takes 
precedence, and the external world is measured against the concepts of  the 
mind. Evidently, the mind referred to in the second case is, in the strict sense, 
the mind of  the Creator, while that in the first case is the finite created mind, 
the human mind, for our purposes here.  

Human beings ‘wake up’ to discover the world outside them. They did 
not create it, and so it doesn’t depend on their consciousness. They begin 
to form mental concepts of  what they perceive, and they have to check the 
adequacy of  those concepts against the reality that they represent. This is the 
realm of  logical truth and adjectival truth. 

In the realm of  ontological truth and substantive truth, there is a mind 
that precedes the world. This is the mind of  the Creator, and it is the origin 
of  the world. As such, created reality is measured against this mind. The 
concept could be extended, in a broad sense, to the entities ‘created’ by the 
human mind, such as artifacts, because they proceed, in a way, from the 
human mind and can be measured against it. Thus, when a car designer 
looks at the end product of  the factory chain, they could pronounce a judge-
ment: ‘It has come out exactly as I had it in mind! It is true to my original 
idea!’

A discrepancy could exist here because the designer and the manu-
facturer could be different people, and there is ample margin for error at 
different levels in what they do. In the case of  the Creator, there is no margin 
for error, and so there is no discrepancy, and this is why we speak of  truth as 
a transcendental.

St Thomas Aquinas considers this question in his treatise on truth, and 
he gives precedence to the mind, considering that this mind could either 
be the Creator’s or that of  man. At the end, since the Creator is the origin 
of  everything, then the Creator’s mind takes precedence: “A natural thing, 
therefore, being placed between two intellects is called true in so far as it 
conforms to either” (De Veritate, q. 1, a. 2). The natural world conforms, in 
its being, to the Creator’s mind, whereas the created mind conforms to the 
natural world. However, in a broad sense, artificial things conform to the 
human mind.

CORE THEMES
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Since the Creator’s mind encompasses everything that is, including the 
human mind, and since all created reality possesses ontological truth, we 
could say that this sense of  truth transcends reality, that is, it encompasses 
all reality.

Since logical truth is primarily in the mind, that is, as a judgement of  the 
conformity of  the mental concept to the world, we could say that this sense 
of  truth is immanent to the human mind.

Returning to the question posed at the beginning of  the section, on 
whether or not two opposed views could both be true at the same time and in 
the same sense, we could now refer to the two senses of  truth for an answer: 
The world is independent of  the human mind, and so it measures the human 
mind and a judgement could be made between the opposing views on this 
basis. Colour is, in a broad sense, a matter of  perception, and the judgements 
of  colours are in the human mind, not in things.
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on what grounds does one affirm
something to be true?

Faced with the external world, the human mind forms concepts, and must 
decide on the adequacy of  these concepts. But this means that there is (1) 
a motive or criterion on which to base the judgement of  adequacy; (2) a 
subjective state in which the mind finds itself  regarding its own concepts. The 
motive or criterion is evidence, and the subjective state is normally one of  six: 
ignorance, doubt, opinion, certainty, faith or error.

Evidence generally means perceptibility and clarity to the mind. This is the 
sense in which we normally use the term and its linguistic derivatives, for 
example when one looks out through the window and says: ‘Evidently, it is 
raining’. Such a statement would normally not require the first word. One 
would merely say: ‘It is raining’, and the hearers would concur, because the 
fact would be perceptible (evident) to all. They would see the rain drops and 
they would hear their sound, and this would lead them to the same conclu-
sion as the speaker: ‘It is raining’.

The word evidence is also used as a noun, to mean the sum of  perceptible 
events, objects or states that lead one to certain conclusions (in the case of  
the rain, these would be the sight of  rain drops and their sound on the roof, 
among others). These perceptions are material (perceptible to the bodily 
senses), but they could also be immaterial (perceptible to the intellect). 

An example of  the second case can be seen in the way logical thought 
processes work: one moves from several statements to a conclusion, as in the 
following scenario:

• All rats love cheese,             (Statement 1)
• and I have a rat in the house,            (Statement 2)
• therefore, if  I give it some poisoned cheese, it will eat it.  (Conclusion)

Following the rules of  logic, evidence is what justifies a conclusion, that is, it 
is what makes the conclusion reasonable. We could therefore describe it as 
justification for assent. 

When faced with propositions like the conclusion above (‘If  I give the rat 
in my house some poisoned cheese, it will eat it’), the mind takes on one of  
several states as described in the table below.

CORE THEMES
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STATES OF THE MIND WHEN FACING PROPOSITIONAL STATEMENTS

ignorance
The absence of  knowledge. 
Every assent of  the mind presupposes some knowledge, but 
the mind could lack sufficient knowledge in particular cases. 
It could lack evidence.

DOUBT
The suspension of  judgement when faced with a possible 
proposition and its contradiction as well. 
The mind could have evidence before it and be unable to 
decide between opposing propositions.

CERTAINTY
Security that the judgement is true.
Considering the evidence, the mind settles firmly on a prop-
osition, without doubt. This does not mean that the mind 
has attained truth, since it could be erroneously certain. For 
example, one could be certain about the house rat and the 
poisoned cheese and yet be in error, if  the animal in the 
house is not really a rat, or if  the cheese is not really cheese 
but only an imitation, or several other possibilities.

FAITH
Assent because of  testimony, rather than evidence.
The mind assents to a proposition because this proposition is 
affirmed by a trustworthy source, not because the mind has, 
on its own, evaluated the proposition and found it certain. 
This is the case, for example, when we are told our date of  
birth. We do not normally look for evidence for it, but rather 
we accept it on the authority of  our parents or the medical 
doctors who signed the respective documents.

error
Assent to a false proposition. 
The mind is unaware that its assent is mistaken. It assents to 
an apparent truth, and as such there is an element of  igno-
rance in this state. Error is not the same as deception or a lie, in 
which case there would be voluntary assent with the aware-
ness of  the falsehood.
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The heart of  the question is evidence, which is the motive for reasonable 
assent. However, the evidence itself  should be true, otherwise one risks falling 
into error.  In the previous example, we took the evidence to be the state-
ments ‘All rats love cheese’ and ‘I have a rat in the house’. These served as 
premises for the conclusion ‘If  I give the rat in my house some poisoned 
cheese, it will eat it’, but they are conclusions on their own, and should be 
evaluated separately. We should therefore ask ourselves whether or not they 
are true before we proceed. 

Generalizing this idea, we realise we cannot always go back to evaluate 
all premises, otherwise we risk an infinite regress to absurdity. There must 
be certain premises that do not require evaluation, the kind of  propositions 
that we could call self-evident, because they stand on their own, and should be 
assented to by all. An example of  this is the principle of  non-contradiction, 
which says that a thing cannot be and not be at the same time in the same 
way, under pain of  contradiction.

CORE THEMES
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can truth be considered universal or absolute?

In philosophical speak, the adjective ‘universal’ ordinarily refers to the quality 
of  being held in common, and so, being accepted by all human beings in the 
known universe. The adjective ‘absolute’, on the other hand, refers to the 
quality of  being unrestricted, without condition or complete. 

These two concepts overlap at times, and tend to be interchanged in 
common speech, but a distinction could be made between what is held by 
human beings to be true (universal), and what is true irrespective of  whether or 
not human beings consider it so (absolute). The following are some examples 
of  universal and absolute truths in this sense:

Universal truths:
1. The sun rises in the East and sets in the West.
2. A human being cannot swim faster than a dolphin.
Absolute truths:
3. The universe exists.
4. Human beings are conscious by nature.

The first set are held to be true by all human beings, or at least by the great 
majority of  human beings. Statement (1) is interesting in this regard, because 
it is established by convention. Human beings universally agree on the mean-
ings of  the terms ‘East’ and ‘West’, and on what it means for the sun to ‘rise’ 
and ‘set’, that is, its relative movement as observed on planet Earth. If  the 
convention changed, the truth of  statement (1) would change. If  the rotation 
of  the earth somehow changed, such that the poles were relocated, and with 
them the ‘East’ and the ‘West’, this would also change the truth of  the state-
ment.

The second set of  statements are also generally held to be true by human 
beings, but, unlike the first set, they will always be true. We could thus say that 
the distinction between universal truth and absolute truth is that the former 
could change, with respect to the human mind, whereas the latter cannot. 
When we consider the mind of  the Creator, which precedes and measures 
the world, then we consider the truths contained therein to be absolute, that 
is, unchangeable. 
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It is worth considering the following explanation given by St Thomas:

The relation to the divine intellect is essential to a thing; and 
in this respect a thing is said to be true in itself. Its relation 
to the human intellect is accidental to it; and in this respect 
a thing is not true, absolutely speaking but, as it were, in 
some respect and in potency. Therefore, all things are true 
absolutely speaking, and nothing is false. But in a certain 
respect, that is, with reference to our intellect, some things 
are said to be false.

St Thomas Aquinas, De Veritate, (trans.) R. W. Mulligan, q. 1, a. 10
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do i have the right to my truth?

If, as has been argued, truth is primarily in the mind, and each person has their unique 
view of  the world, then should we not say that truth is relative to the person, that is, there 
are as many truths as there are persons? Should not every person have a right to 
‘their truth’, irrespective of  what the next person may think? After all, as the 
saying goes, one man’s meat is another’s poison. What one person likes is not 
necessarily liked by another, and it could even be detested by the other.

Suppose you are passionate about music, and you get into an argument 
with a friend about ‘the best song of  the 20th century’. Since, we assume, 
for the sake of  argument, you have always liked The Beatles, you argue for 
‘Eleanor Rigby’, while your friend, who is a fan of  Michael Jackson, argues 
for ‘Thriller’. The argument goes on and on, until you both decide to call it 
quits, on the understanding that you are both right, in a way. 

This is, evidently, not the most adequate example for the question on 
truth, because the criterion of  judgement ‘the best song’ is subjective. What is 
considered the best song will depend on the personal tastes of  the judge, and 
here there are as many tastes as there are persons. 

A more suitable example could be taken from the realm of  science, 
which is widely considered to be the epitome of  objectivity. Suppose you are 
interested in cosmology and have been following the scientific developments 
in the area. Suppose you get into an argument with a friend regarding the 
different models of  the sun. Your friend claims that the sun is a ‘big ball of  
plasma, governed predominantly by the laws of  electromagnetics’, whereas you 
claim that it is a ‘solid body governed predominantly by the laws of  gravitation’. 

The discussion could also go on and on, and you could both eventually 
decide to call it quits, but here, unlike the previous example, it is evident 
that you cannot both be right, because your claims are mutually exclusive. 
They cannot both be true at the same time because the working of  the sun is 
something that can be objectively determined, and it will correspond to one 
or other of  the claims, but not both, under pain of  irrationality. 

If  one person prefers the sun to be one way rather than the other, they 
are welcome to their opinion, but the reality will not depend on this. The 
reality will be independent of  what is thought of  it, and this is the notion 
of  objectivity. As such, truth in the objective sense will be independent of  
personal preference.
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Aristotle speaks of  appearances (things that appear to be true to some 
people, while appearing otherwise to other people), and this is relevant for 
a discussion on relativism, because if  it is true that appearances differ from 
person to person, then could it not also mean that truth differs from person to person?

But Aristotle definitely considers certain things to be ‘self-existent’, that 
is, independent of  the human mind, and so, not only true for one person, but 
rather for all persons, irrespective of  their perceptions. 

Relativism is a position according to which there is no such thing as objec-
tive truth: there are only ‘personal’ truths, varying from person to person, or 
from epoch to epoch, or from society to society. These could reciprocally 
contradict one another, but none of  them is above the other. None of  them 
is ‘truer’ than the other because there is no objective ground on which to 
judge them.

This is a radical version of  relativism, and it is doubtful that anyone 
could actually hold it, because it is evidently self-contradictory (the mere fact 
of  stating that ‘there is no objective truth’ is already a claim to an objective 
truth). An apparently less radical, and more common version of  relativism 
sustains that even though there may be such a thing as objective truth, our 
cognitive limitations are such that it is unattainable for human beings.

It is obvious that the concept of truth has become suspect. 
Of course, it is correct that it has been much abused. Intol-
erance and cruelty have occurred in the name of truth. To 
that extent people are afraid when someone says, ‘This is the 
truth’, or even ‘I have the truth.’ We never have it; at best 
it has us. No one will dispute that one must be careful and 
cautious in claiming the truth. But simply to dismiss it as 
unattainable is really destructive. …

A large proportion of contemporary philosophies, in fact, 
consist of saying that man is not capable of truth. But viewed 
in that way, man would not be capable of ethical values, 
either. Then he would have no standards. Then he would 
only have to consider how he arranged things reasonably 
for himself, and then at any rate the opinion of the majority 
would be the only criterion that counted. History, however, 
has sufficiently demonstrated how destructive majorities can 
be, for instance, in systems such as Nazism and Marxism, all 
of which also stood against truth in particular.

Benedict XVI, Light of  the World, Chapter 5: ‘Dictatorship of  Relativism’,                                                 
San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2010
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Contemporary philosophies sometimes provide the example of  changes in 
scientific theories, as evidence for the claim that ‘man is not capable of  truth’. 
They will argue, for instance, that there have been periods in history, during 
which certain scientific theories were held to be true, and yet later proved to 
be false. An example of  this is the theory of  Phlogiston.

‘Phlogiston’ was the name given to a fire-like element, thought to be 
contained within combustible elements and released during combustion. 
The theory dates back to the 17th century, and it was abandoned in the 18th 

century, in favour of  the theory of  oxygen and oxidation.
During the time that the Phlogiston theory was held to be true, the 

majority (if  not all) of  the scientific community accepted it. This means that 
a falsehood was taken to be true during all those years, and there are other 
similar examples in history. 

It seems, then, that even our current established theories could eventually 
be proved to be false. We simply have no way to predict the future. A similar 
conclusion seems to be drawn regarding religion and human knowledge in 
general, as was seen in the introductory text of  the chapter, to the effect that 
no one can claim to have access to the truth, unless they wish to be called 
fanatics, because it is simply beyond us. The argument would then lead to 
the conclusion that we cannot claim to possess the truth at any time. We are, 
therefore, incapable of  truth.

This argument is also evidently self-refuting, simply because it makes a 
matter-of-fact claim, while purporting to reject the possibility of  making such 
claims in the first place. However, it does point at an interesting gnoseolog-
ical problem, which is that of  certainty, and thus the question with which we 
began this chapter: What can we know for sure? We have endeavoured to provide 
answers in this chapter through the concepts of  certainty and evidence, as 
well as the explanation of  the notion of  truth.



171
171

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , MetaphysicsMetaphysics

SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , MetaphysicsMetaphysics

C. S. LC. S. LEWISEWIS, , MeMerre Christianitye Christianity

To say of  what is that it is not, or of  what is not that it is, is false, while to 
say of  what is that it is, and of  what is not that it is not, is true. 

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk IV, 7

But if  not all things are relative, but some are self-existent, not everything 
that appears will be true; for that which appears is apparent to someone; 
so that he who says all things that appear are true, makes all things rela-
tive… For it is possible that the same thing may appear to be honey to the 
sight, but not to the taste, and that, since we have two eyes, things may not 
appear the same to each, if  their sight is unlike.

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk IV, 6

If  you look for truth, you may find comfort in the end; if  you look for 
comfort you will not get either comfort or truth, only soft soap and wishful 
thinking to begin, and in the end, despair.

C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, New York: Harper Collins, 2001, p.32



172
172 WHAT IS TRUTH? AND HOW CAN WE KNOW IT?

POLEMIC Quotes

PPLLAATTOO, , TheaetetusTheaetetus

Protagoras: ‘Man is the measure of  all things’.

Plato, Theaetetus, (trans.) H. N. Fowler, 152a

Reply
Modern relativism could be described in these words of Protagoras. 
The sentence could be interpreted to mean that the truth is something 
relative to the human mind, or, in other words, that there is truth only 
if there is a human mind that measures reality and is able to issue 
judgements like ‘the pen is to the right of the ruler’. It is a concep-
tion of truth in purely logical terms, and judgements such as the one 
on the pen and the ruler are indeed relative to the point of view (the 
relative positions of these objects depends on the viewpoint of the 
observer). 

In this sense, truth is dependent on the person to whom things appear 
(some people may perceive things differently), on the perspective 
from where they are looked at, on the time when observations are 
made (colour will appear darker in the evening than in the morning) 
and on other circumstances.

If, however, we consider the ontological sense of truth, as before, we 
see that the human intellect does not measure reality. Reality does 
not depend on the human intellect. The measurement relation is the 
other way round: the human intellect is measured by reality, which 
exists independently of it. Only God’s mind measures reality, since 
reality depends on God for its existence.

Opposed to the relativistic conception of truth is the objective con-
ception, which affirms the primacy of extra-mental reality in the 
truth-relation, in short, modifying Protagoras’ maxim to read some-
thing like ‘reality measures man’s intellect’.
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DDESCAESCARRTESTES, , Metaphysical MeditationsMetaphysical Meditations

Some years ago I was struck by how many false things I had believed, 
and by how doubtful was the structure of  beliefs that I had based on 
them. I realized that if  I wanted to establish anything in the sciences that 
was stable and likely to last, I needed—just once in my life—to demolish 
everything completely and start again from the foundations.

René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, (trans.) J. Conttingham, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017, First Meditation

Reply
Descartes rightly wants to found philosophy on strong foundations 
and wants to avoid any pre-conceptions that are false. To do this he 
chooses universal doubt as a method. He will subject everything to 
doubt until he reaches clear and distinct ideas beyond any doubt. 
This approach is problematic. What exactly is a ‘clear and distinct 
idea’? Some have commented that what seems very clear, distinct 
and beyond doubt to Descartes (famously the certainty that ‘I think’ 
and therefore if I think I must exist—cogito ergo sum) does not seem 
to be so clear and distinct to them. Descartes wants to reach the truth 
but, in the end, he confuses it with subjective certainty.

There is a very healthy critical attitude that leads us not to believe 
something until enough evidence has been gathered to support it. 
But to doubt everything as a method cannot lead to knowledge, let 
alone to truth. Some first principles have to be accepted as starting 
points of all thinking (such as the principle of non-contradiction: 
that something cannot be A and non-A at the same time and in the 
same sense), otherwise no deductions whatsoever could be made. 
At a different level, information received from normally operating 
perception (especially when it is attested to by various senses) has to 
be accepted as valid, and so on.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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NNIETZSCHEIETZSCHE, , WWritings fritings frrom the Late Notebooksom the Late Notebooks

Against the positivism which halts at phenomena —‘There are only facts’ 
—I would say: no, facts are just what there aren’t, there are only interpre-
tations.

Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Notebook 7,  end of  1886–spring 1887’, fr. 60,                
in Writings from the Late Notebooks, (ed.) Rüdiger Bittner, (trans.) Kate Sturge,          

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p.139

Reply
The statement is self-contradicting, because it states a fact (that is, 
‘there are no facts…’) and yet it claims that the very statement it 
makes is false. It pulls the rug from under its own feet.

This is a good way to describe relativism, especially in its radical 
version, that is, as mentioned, the idea that there is no such thing as 
objective truth: there are only subjective truths (interpretations), var-
ying from person to person, or from perspective to perspective. To 
say this is already to claim that there is at least one ‘objective truth’.

At the same time, if there are no facts, then it becomes impossible to 
do science, which is based on ‘objective’ facts. It becomes impossi-
ble to do philosophy, which is based on the premise that there is such 
a thing as facts, that is, ‘common’ (universal) truths, the same ones 
that constitute the object of its study.
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ADDITIONAL READING

FIDES ET RATIO
JOHN PAUL II

Men and women have at their disposal an array of  resources for gener-
ating greater knowledge of  truth so that their lives may be ever more human. 
Among these is philosophy, which is directly concerned with asking the ques-
tion of  life’s meaning and sketching an answer to it. Philosophy emerges, 
then, as one of  noblest of  human tasks. According to its Greek etymology, 
the term philosophy means ‘love of  wisdom’. Born and nurtured when the 
human being first asked questions about the reason for things and their 
purpose, philosophy shows in different modes and forms that the desire for 
truth is part of  human nature itself. It is an innate property of  human reason 
to ask why things are as they are, even though the answers which gradu-
ally emerge are set within a horizon which reveals how the different human 
cultures are complementary. 

Philosophy’s powerful influence on the formation and development of  
the cultures of  the West should not obscure the influence it has also had 
upon the ways of  understanding existence found in the East. Every people 
has its own native and seminal wisdom which, as a true cultural treasure, 
tends to find voice and develop in forms which are genuinely philosophical. 
One example of  this is the basic form of  philosophical knowledge which is 
evident to this day in the postulates which inspire national and international 
legal systems in regulating the life of  society. 

Nonetheless, it is true that a single term conceals a variety of  mean-
ings. Hence the need for a preliminary clarification. Driven by the desire 
to discover the ultimate truth of  existence, human beings seek to acquire 
those universal elements of  knowledge which enable them to understand 
themselves better and to advance in their own self-realization. These funda-
mental elements of  knowledge spring from the wonder awakened in them 
by the contemplation of  creation: human beings are astonished to discover
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themselves as part of  the world, in a relationship with others like them, all 
sharing a common destiny. Here begins, then, the journey which will lead 
them to discover ever new frontiers of  knowledge. Without wonder, men and 
women would lapse into deadening routine and little by little would become 
incapable of  a life which is genuinely personal.

John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, § 29, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va
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Philosophy manifests the human desire for answers, for 
truth. Would you say that since man has such desires, 
then there must be answers and truth somewhere, or are 
these desires futile?

1.

2. If  each culture has its own seminal wisdom, does this 
mean that wisdom and, therefore, truth, are relative to 
cultures?

3. Would you say that the search for knowledge is unending, 
in the sense that there will always be more for man to 
discover, or could this journey ever have an end?

QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

ON INTERPRETATION
ARISTOTLE

A short passage from the book On Interpretation (De Interpretatione) 
written by Aristotle. It was written most probably between 334 and 324 
bc in Athens. This book is one of the earliest philosophical works to deal 
with the relationship between language and logic. The original book was 
first translated from the Greek into the Latin by the Roman Neoplatonic 
philosopher and Christian convert Marius Victorinus in the 4th century in 
Carthage (North Africa) and later by the Roman Neoplatonic philosopher 
and Christian saint, Severinus Boethius in the 6th century.

Those things therefore which are in the voice, are symbols of  the passions 
of  the soul, and when written, are symbols of  the (passions) in the voice, and 
as there are not the same letters among all men, so neither have all the same 
voices, yet those passions of  the soul, of  which these are primarily the signs, 
are the same among all, the things also, of  which these are the similitudes, 
are the same. …

But as in the soul, there is sometimes a conception, without truth or 
falsehood, and at another time, it is such, as necessarily to have one of  
these, inherent in it, so also is it with the voice, for falsehood and truth are 
involved in composition and division. Nouns therefore and verbs of  them-
selves resemble conception, without composition and division, as ‘man’, or 
‘white’, when something is not added, for as yet it is neither true nor false, an 
instance of  which is that the word ‘tragelaphos’ [i.e. the non-existent legendary 
creature goat-stag] signifies something indeed, but not yet any thing true or 
false, unless to be, or not to be, is added, either simply, or according to time.

Aristotle, On Interpretation, (trans.) O. F. Owen,                                                       
at Wikisource, www.en.wikisource.org



182
WHAT IS LANGUAGE?182

INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

If  we all have different experiences of  reality, how can we 
understand each other when we use a word or a sentence?1.

2. According to Aristotle, what are the conditions for mean-
ingful speech?

3. What does Aristotle mean by ‘falsehood and truth are 
involved in composition and division’?

Are words like pigeon holes where we group things that 
are similar? Or is there something deeper to them?4.
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Core themes

WHAT IS HUMAN LANGUAGE? IS LANGUAGE A VALID OR
RELIABLE MEANS TO ACCESS KNOWLEDGE OF REALITY?

In general, we can define human language as a structured system of  symbols 
through which members of  a group interact. The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de 
Saussure defined it as “a system of  signs that expresses ideas”. He described 
human language as a social phenomenon, a product of  the human commu-
nity. De Saussure also added that language could be analysed as a formal 
system of  differential elements. De Saussure argues that language is a social 
fact; a conventional set of  rules or norms related to speech.

Among all the individuals that are linked together by speech, 
some sort of average will be set up: all will reproduce —not 
exactly of course, but approximately— the same signs united 
with the same concepts.

Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, (eds) 
Perry Meisel and Haun Saussy, (trans.) Wade Baskin,                                                          

New York: Columbia University Press, 2011, p.13

All human languages have sound, sense, and structure, and therefore, human 
language is more than sounds used as vocal equivalents of  expressive gestures 
(this is called presymbolic language). In human language, presymbolic 
elements coexist with symbolic systems, since our talking in everyday life is a 
thorough blending of  both.

The main function of  human language is to send and receive informa-
tion between people, but it is also employed to frame and express thoughts. 
Language is rooted in the reality of  a culture (in the sense of  a civilised 
human community with customs and a history) and in its highest uses, such 
as poetry, literature, philosophy and spirituality, language embodies human 
feelings, passions and beliefs.
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Before Plato (5th century bc) there was already a confrontation between 
two conceptions of  language and its relationship with reality: naturalism and 
conventionalism. But Plato was the first to expose this duality: language as a 
natural relationship between name and thing versus language as a conven-
tion that eventually becomes the norm. The naturalistic conception affirms 
the existence of  a very close and necessary connection between language and 
reality. Thus, language works by copying reality through a direct connection 
between linguistic components and ontological elements. For this reason, the 
analysis of  the origin and structure of  words (called etymology) is a valid 
method to obtain true knowledge of  reality.

On the contrary, conventionalism rejects a direct link between language 
and reality. Thus names are assigned by social conventions. Therefore, true 
language, i.e. that which expresses the nature and structure of  reality, does 
not exist. The existence of  a multiplicity of  languages would be a proof  
of  the conventional characteristic of  human language. While naturalism 
defends the unitary and objective characteristic of  reality and language, 
conventionalism denies it and its epistemological position points to relativism 
and anti-realism.

Socrates – I quite agree with you that words should as far 
as possible resemble things; but I fear that this dragging 
in of resemblance, as Hermogenes says, is a shabby thing, 
which has to be supplemented by the mechanical aid of 
convention with a view to correctness; for I believe that if 
we could always, or almost always, use likenesses, which are 
perfectly appropriate, this would be the most perfect state of 
language; as the opposite is the most imperfect. But let me 
ask you, what is the force of names, and what is the use of 
them?

Cratylus –  The use of names, Socrates, as I should imagine, 
is to inform: the simple truth is, that he who knows names 
knows also the things which are expressed by them.

Socrates – I suppose you mean to say, Cratylus, that as the 
name is, so also is the thing; and that he who knows the one 
will also know the other, because they are similars, and all 
similars fall under the same art or science; and therefore you 
would say that he who knows names will also know things.

Plato, Cratylus, (trans.) B. Jowett, 435d
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Aristotle does not agree with Plato on the univocal language–reality rela-
tionship, because the dimension of  language is finite while the dimension 
of  nature is infinite; and the univocity between them leads to naturalism. 
Therefore, for Aristotle, there is no direct correspondence between language 
and reality, but there is an indirect connection between them mediated by 
mental components. A word is the linguistic expression of  an idea (also called 
concept) that has been grasped by the intellect from reality. The human intel-
lect is capable of  grasping what things are (concept) and because of  this it 
can name reality (word).

Aristotle opts for conventionalism, but without giving up true knowledge. 
He is more interested in the use of  language than in its relationship with 
reality. In particular, he is interested in what the function of  language is, 
in regard to the production of  knowledge and rational discussion. Aristotle 
is one of  the first philosophers to assign language a function in the defini-
tion of  human nature. He considers language as a distinctive characteristic 
of  human beings with respect to animals. Aristotle argues that only human 
beings can use language as a communication tool, because only he is capable 
of  consciously assigning meanings to articulated sounds. Aristotle displays 
a triple correspondence between the concept or idea of  a thing, the word 
related to it and the real thing. For him, concepts and real things are objective 
and universal, while words are conventional. So also meanings are conven-
tional. Aristotle says that meanings do not depend on words but they are 
learned within a community.

IDEA
MIND

WORD
LANGUAGE

THING
REALITY

CORE THEMES
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A sentence is a significant portion of speech, some parts of 
which have an independent meaning, that is to say, as an 
utterance, though not as the expression of any positive judg-
ment. Let me explain. The word ‘human’ has meaning, but 
does not constitute a proposition, either positive or negative. 
It is only when other words are added that the whole will 
form an affirmation or denial. But if we separate one syllable 
of the word ‘human’ from the other, it has no meaning; simi-
larly in the word ‘mouse’, the part ‘ouse’ has no meaning 
in itself, but is merely a sound. In composite words, indeed, 
the parts contribute to the meaning of the whole; yet, as has 
been pointed out, they have not an independent meaning. 
Every sentence has meaning, not as being the natural means 
by which a physical faculty is realized, but, as we have said, 
by convention. Yet every sentence is not a proposition; only 
such are propositions as have in them either truth or falsity. 
Thus a prayer is a sentence, but is neither true nor false.

Aristotle, On Interpretation, (trans.) E. M. Edghill, ch. 4

Christians do not believe in linguistic formulae, but in those realities that 
they express. Thus, the believer’s act of  faith does not terminate in the prop-
ositions, but in the realities which they express. Christians approach these 
realities with the help of  linguistic formulations of  the faith which permit us 
to express the faith, to hand it on, to celebrate it in community, to assimilate 
and live it more and more (cf. Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 170).

Among sentences, Aristotle highlights the sentences that have some truth 
value, that is, those that are true or false. This type of  sentence (utterances) 
are made up of  two essential elements: the subject (onoma) and the verb 
(rhēma). Only affirmative or negative utterances have epistemological interest, 
because only from them can something be said to be true or false.
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IS THERE A UNIVERSAL KNOWLEDGE OF LANGUAGE?

Human language has a semantic universality and so it differs radically from 
animal languages. Human language is capable of  transmitting information 
about features, properties, and location of  events, happening in the present, 
past, or future, whether real or virtual. Human language can even be used 
to speak of  the unknown and to speak about language itself. So human 
language is infinitely productive.

But the very reason for why speaking is a uniquely and properly human 
task is that the possibility of  language is based on the rationality of  human 
beings: man does not speak because he has a tongue or a voice but because 
he has intelligence.

Language is the formative organ of thought. Intellectual 
activity, entirely mental, entirely internal, and to some extent 
passing without trace, becomes, through sound, external-
ized in speech and perceptible to the senses. Thought and 
language are therefore one and inseparable from each other. 
But the former is also intrinsically bound to the necessity 
of entering into a union with the verbal sound; thought 
cannot otherwise achieve clarity, nor the representation 
become a concept. The inseparable bonding of thought, 
vocal apparatus and hearing to language is unalterably 
rooted in the original constitution of human nature, which 
cannot be further explained. The concordance of sound and 
thought is nevertheless plain to see. Just as thought, like a 
lightning-flash or concussion, collects the whole power of 
representation into a single point, and shuts out everything 
else, so sound rings out with abrupt sharpness and unity. 
Just as thought seizes the whole mind, so sound has predom-
inantly a penetrating power that sets every nerve atingle.

Wilhelm von Humboldt, On Language, (trans.) Peter Heath,          
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, pp. 54–55

Surely, we have all wondered the following questions:
• What is the oldest spoken language in the world?
• Was there a common source for all languages?
• How were words formed initially?

CORE THEMES



188
WHAT IS LANGUAGE?188

Unfortunately, we do not know the answers to these questions because we 
do not have a direct knowledge of  the origins and the initial development 
of  language. However, some people have attempted experiments to find the 
original and natural language of  humans. Perhaps the most famous was 
the experiment of  Psamtik I, King of  Egypt in the 7th century bc. He gave 
two children to a shepherd with the instruction of  never saying a word to 
them to see what they would say. They said ‘becos’—which the king took as 
being a Phrygian word and therefore assumed that Phrygian was the original 
language of  humans. However, we know now that Phrygian is part of  a family 
of  languages. From a phylogenetic and evolutionary perspective we have a 
problem: there are no specific bodily organs of  language, and therefore it is 
difficult to see how they evolved. All the parts needed for speech are used for 
other functions: lips, mouth, tongue, lungs. Even the vocal cords have both a 
phonetic function and linguistic one (e.g. I utter sounds to make my presence 
noted or to express feelings of  pain, and not only to say words). From the 
neurological perspective we have another problem: even if  we know that the 
adaptive cortex of  the brain is related to language, we have discovered that 
if  the person does not live in a linguistic context, then the person does not 
learn to talk. We have the experience of  children brought up by animals, the 
so called ‘jungle children’ or ‘Tarzans’: none of  them could speak when they 
were found; they did not understand speech; most attempts to teach them 
failed, and at most they were able to learn 120 words.

Some words are clearly onomatopoeic and bear certain similarity with 
natural sounds (e.g. drip), noises produced during work (e.g. thump) or the 
instinctive sounds provoked by emotions (e.g. giggle). But in general most 
words are clearly conventional. Even in languages with common roots 
and geographically close, such as the Indo-European languages spoken in 
western Europe, we have totally unrelated words to refer to some of  the most 
common realities. For example, dog is perro in Spanish, gos in Catalan, cane in 
Italian, and hund in German. Finally, we face a greater problem: even if  we 
could explain the origin or words (both phonetic and semantic origins), we 
are left with the question about the origin of  syntax: where do the syntactic 
rules that we follow to make coherent sentences come from? What type of  
origin can they have when we see that the rules of  language operate from the 
beginning at an unconscious level, i.e. we use the rules before we are aware 
of  what they are?
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY HERMENEUTICS?

Etymologically, the word ‘hermeneutics’ comes from the Greek word 
‘hermeneia’, meaning translation, explanation or interpretation. This word 
is connected to Hermes, the messenger of  the gods and interpreter of  the 
orders of  Zeus. The goal of  hermeneutics is to discover the original meaning 
of  texts. Hermeneutics was first developed to correctly interpret ancient 
theological, philosophical, historical and legal texts. In the context of  the 
Bible, it tried to answer questions such as: What does this sacred text mean? 
What was the true intention of  the holy writer? Is there only one possible 
interpretation of  the text? From the Enlightenment until the 19th century, 
hermeneutics was seen by prominent theologians, philosophers and histo-
rians such as Friedrich Schleiermacher and Wilhelm Dilthey as a method 
for establishing the different cultural forms underlying a text in order to aid 
the interpretation of  texts. Schleiermacher’s motto was ‘to understand the 
author of  a text better than the author understands himself ’. But Schleier-
macher forgot that each text is founded within a historical, social and cultural 
tradition, and that it draws on these categories. So, if  one does not take into 
account the historical perspective of  the text, its message will be cut off.

Dilthey added time and historicity to Schleiermacher’s modern Herme-
neutics. Analogously to Immanuel Kant, Dilthey intended to make a critique 
of  historical reason by converting the historical experience into scientific 
analysis. But the historical world is completely different to the scientific world. 
So the objectivity of  history and hermeneutics cannot be the same objectivity 
of  empirical sciences. The historical events or life experiences of  the human 
world cannot be reproduced like in a laboratory, as experimental sciences do. 
So an epistemological foundation of  hermeneutics as a systematic universal 
explanation of  texts is not possible.

In the 20th century, Martin Heidegger and Hans Georg Gadamer made 
an ‘ontological turn’ in hermeneutics. They generalised hermeneutics from 
its particular textual field and applied it to all of  reality. So hermeneutics was 
indentified with philosophy, especially with ontology. Therefore, for Heide-
gger and Gadamer, hermeneutics is more than an interpretative method; it is 
an ontological conception of  reality. Hermeneutical philosophy stresses the 
historical character of  truth. Hence, each act of  understanding takes place 
in history and is circumscribed to history. Thus for hermeneutics, human 
beings are the interpreters of  the whole reality, which is historical. 

CORE THEMES
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Human understanding always involves interpretation: only when we 
have understood the sense of  the text, and not only the meaning of  each 
word, can we say that we understand it. As time went by, hermeneutics 
changed from being an art or a method of  interpreting texts to a philosoph-
ical discipline. The hermeneutical method can be used for the interpretation 
of  biblical texts (known as exegesis), for classical ancient texts or other texts.

POSSIBLE WAYS OF INTERPRETING A TEXT

FOCUSING ON THE INTENTION OF THE AUTHOR
This requires enough knowledge of  the mind of  the author to penetrate the text in the 
same way the author did when he wrote it. This approach requires piecing together both 
the conscious and unconscious elements at play in the mind of  the author. The author 
may have had a clear intention in mind when he wrote the text, but texts are also imbued 
with subconscious elements (such as anxieties, doubts, and hatred) that the author did not 
consciously intend to transmit and yet have influenced the text. 
Taken to the extreme, this approach could end up seeing the text only as a tool to analyse 
the author’s mind ignoring that a text also has a life of  its own. A text can transcend the 
author’s intention, time and context, and can even become an iconic element of  the culture 
of  a nation (e.g. The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri or Hamlet by William Shakespeare).

FOCUSING ON THE REACTION OF THE READER
This approach gives priority to the emotions that a text is able to provoke on those who 
read it. For example, some would say we should not interpret the gospels as truly depicting 
the life of  Jesus; rather we should value the personal feelings towards Jesus as saviour that 
they provoke in the reader. Understanding the effects that a text generally produces is an 
important element of  the interpretation of  the text, but reducing all interpretation to the 
reader’s reactions destroys any objective discourse on interpretation of  texts, and condemns 
hermeneutics to the sphere of  subjective emotions.

FOCUSING ON THE TEXT ITSELF
This approach (quite popular in contemporary hermeneutics) gives priority to the text over 
the author or the reader: most texts have sufficient internal coherence to allow the reader to 
penetrate and discover their intended messages. This approach does not reject that the text 
is a child of  an author and a form of  mediation between the author and the reader, but it 
acknowledges a certain autonomy of  the text from the author; nor does it ignore the effect 
that the text has on the reader, but it rejects a merely personal and subjective interpretation 
of  the texts. 
Various criteria have been proposed to determine the most probable interpretation of  a 
text. The following two seem particularly helpful:
• The most probable interpretation should give the fullest possible sense to the text and 

should fit in best with the structures of  meaning (historical, social and cultural) on 
which the text is founded.

• The most probable interpretation is that which has been most rigorously explained 
and resists best the criticism that has been put forward.
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HOW SHOULD WE INTERPRET THE BIBLE?

The question of  the interpretation of  texts is particularly relevant for Chris-
tians, as the Bible is an important source (but not the only one) of  the reve-
lation of  God to man. Christians consider the Bible as the Word of  God not 
because God dictated it to a passive scribe, but because God inspired the 
human authors of  the sacred books.

“
  To compose the sacred books, God chose certain men who, 

all the while he employed them in this task, made full use of  
their own faculties and powers so that, though he acted in 
them and by them, it was as true authors that they consigned 
to writing whatever he wanted written, and no more.

Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, § 11

For a correct interpretation of  the Bible two points should be considered:
• Acknowledge the validity of  the Christian reading Sacred Scripture 

within the living Tradition of  the whole Church. Every reader neces-
sarily starts interpreting a text from a given historic and communica-
tive experience. This is sometimes called ‘pre-understanding’ and 
is our natural access to texts that we cannot escape. Therefore, we 
should not see it as an obstacle to the real understanding of  the text, 
but on the contrary as a necessary vehicle to penetrate it. The Chris-
tian reading of  the Bible from the perspective of  faith and the Tradi-
tion of  the Church is as valid a starting point as any other. In fact, it 
has the advantage that, as attested by all the historical records avail-
able, the Bible was written by people who were themselves believers.

• It is important to know the historical context at the time the text was 
written, who wrote it, to whom it was written and why.

CORE THEMES
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“
  In order to discover the sacred authors’ intention, the reader 

must take into account the conditions of  their time and cul-
ture, the literary genres in use at that time, and the modes of  
feeling, speaking and narrating then current. “For the fact is 
that truth is differently presented and expressed in the various 
types of  historical writing, in prophetical and poetical texts, 
and in other forms of  literary expression” (Second Vatican 
Council, Dei Verbum, § 12.2).

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 110

One must bear in mind that the unity of  the Bible and the faith of  the Church 
is in the person of  Christ, the Word of  God. The Bible is not a single book 
but a collection of  books, corresponding to different literary genres (allegory, 
poetry, prophecy, history, wisdom, epistles, apocalyptic revelation) written at 
different times, by different people. However, there is something that unites 
all the books: Christ. For this reason, one should follow a Christological crite-
rion when interpreting the Bible: Christ as the starting point, centre and 
measure of  all interpretation. “Different as the books which compose it may 
be, Scripture is a unity by reason of  the unity of  God’s plan, of  which Christ 
Jesus is the centre and heart, open since his Passover” (Catechism of  the Catholic 
Church, § 112).
We should preserve the coherence of  the various teachings in the Bible 
among themselves. One should avoid an interpretation that results in an 
irreconcilable opposition between various passages within the Bible. This is 
called the ‘analogy of  faith’. Due to the nature of  the Bible, one should not 
attempt an impersonal analysis of  the text, but rather one should try to come 
into personal contact with the realities referred to in the text. Interpretation 
should not be merely intellectual, but also deeply spiritual and existential, 
opened to touch the life of  those who read it. Undoubtedly, faith is needed 
for a living connection with what the text speaks. Do not pretend that a 
particular interpretation of  Scripture can be exhaustive. Understand the 
role of  both biblical scholars and the Church in the interpretation of  Sacred 
Scripture.
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AAQUINASQUINAS, , Summa TheologiaeSumma Theologiae

SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

  BBENEDICENEDICTT  XVIXVI,,  SpeechSpeech  toto  rrepeprresentativesesentatives  ffrrom om 
the world of cultuthe world of culturre of France at Colle of France at Collèège des Bernage des Bernarrdinsdins

Words are signs of  ideas, and ideas the similitude of  things, it is evident 
that words relate to the meaning of  things signified through the medium 
of  the intellectual conception. It follows therefore that we can give a name 
to anything in as far as we can understand it.

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, (trans.) Fathers of  the English                        
Dominican Province I, q. 13, a. 1

In effect, the word of  God can never simply be equated with the letter of  
the text.  To attain to it involves a transcending and a process of  under-
standing, led by the inner movement of  the whole and hence it also has to 
become a process of  living. Only within the dynamic unity of  the whole 
are the many books one book. The Word of  God and his action in the 
world are revealed only in the word and history of  human beings.

Benedict XVI, Speech to representatives from the world of  culture of  France at        
Collège des Bernardins, Paris, 2008
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It is the task of  exegetes [i.e. scholars who interpret Scripture] to work, 
according to these rules, towards a better understanding and explana-
tion of  the meaning of  Sacred Scripture in order that their research may 
help the Church to form a firmer judgment. For, of  course, all that has 
been said about the manner of  interpreting Scripture is ultimately subject 
to the judgment of  the Church which exercises the divinely conferred 
commission and ministry of  watching over and interpreting the Word of  
God.

SSECOND ECOND VVAATICAN TICAN CCOUNCILOUNCIL, , Dei Dei VVerbumerbum

Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, § 12.9
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POLEMIC Quotes

DDELELLL  HHAATHTHAWAWAAYY  HHYMESYMES, , AA perspective for  perspective for 
LinguisticLinguistic  AnthAnthrropologyopology

The situations in which language is used, and the importance of  language 
in those situations differs among different groups. Among some people, 
language acts as the central medium for transmission of  adult roles and 
skills, while among others, situations of  training contain little or no explicit 
verbal instruction. The situations are ones of  nonverbal observation and 
practice. Such differences may affect the import of  linguistic categories 
for other behavior. So may differences in the functions to which speech 
predominantly is put, as when reference dominates in one group, and 
expression, or phatic communion, in another. The point is true a fortiori 
for the numerous groups in which more than one linguistic code is used. 
The semantic rules expressed in a code are less likely to affect activities in 
which the code has no part. In a multilingual community one must thus 
discover the uses and situations to which each code is specialized, if  one is 
to assess the importance of  its semantic patterns in the daily round. And 
of  course some aspects of  life are intrinsically more susceptible to the 
influence of  linguistic categories. Philosophy and literature, for example, 
whose mode of  existence is language, are more likely to show linguistic 
influence than technology. In other words, languages differ not only in the 
structuring of  their categories, but also in the engagement of  their catego-
ries in social life. Hence the study of  such differences of  function became 
part of  the task of  an ethnography concerned with meaning. Such differ-
ences may also inhere importantly in the differential modes of  use of  one 
and the same language among different social groups.

Dell Hathaway Hymes, ‘A perspective for Linguistic Anthropology’, in Horizons of  
Anthropology, (ed.) Sol Tax, New Brunswick: Aldine Transaction, 1964, pp. 97–98

If in the first half of the 20th century, the question was how to explain 
the uniformities and structural differences of languages, searching 
for Linguistics’ autonomy; in the second half of the 20th century, 
scholars wondered what is the best method to describe the influence 

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

Reply
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EEDDWWARD ARD SSAPIRAPIR, , The Status of Linguistics as a ScienceThe Status of Linguistics as a Science

that language exerts within a certain social context, seeking its in-
tegration. The American anthropologist Dell Hymes defends the in-
dependence of Linguistics from other sciences, since he advocates 
studying the language for itself, regardless of the context, history, 
usage, literature, etc. So Hymes studied the functions of language 
(semantics). As an anthropologist, Hymes investigated in situ how a 
word changes from one tribe to another. He created linguistic maps 
noting that each language classifies the zones of experience in a dif-
ferent way. This is so because behind each language there is a culture 
and a worldview. Therefore, the totality of linguistic habits must be 
studied, as well as the evolution of the language as regards both 
its structure and its functional aspects. Hymes thinks that structural 
lines of a language are those of meaning. So he intended to explain 
attitudes of social behaviour by studying language with its anthropo-
logical relationships. He argued that the meaning of a word depends 
on the interaction with the context where it appears. He believed that 
every linguistic activity in a community can be classified according 
to unchanging patterns. In short, his goal was to find and set the rules 
that govern the ordinary and proper behaviour in a community. To 
achieve this goal, he advocated a socio-evolutionary approach based 
on functionalism, because he believed that there is a critical connec-
tion between language and the ways of thinking and behaving.

Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the 
world of  social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at 
the mercy of  the particular language which has become the medium 
of  expression for their society. It is quite an illusion to imagine that one 
adjusts to reality essentially without the use of  language and that language 
is merely an incidental means of  solving specific problems of  communica-
tion or reflection. The fact of  the matter is that the ‘real world’ is to a large 
extent unconsciously built upon the language habits of  the group. No two 
languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered as representing the 
same social reality. The worlds in which different societies live are distinct 
worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached… We 
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Reply
Sapir’s position is summarized as follows: language is the founda-
tion of thought. This contrasts with the view of language as a mere 
code for communicating thoughts, a sort of translation mechanism 
between my mind and the mind of another person. The idea is very 
attractive, as we often see how people who speak the same language 
have some common ways of thinking which we do not find in those 
who speak a different language. For example, the Italians use the 
word ‘bello’ to describe phenomena that native English speakers 
would call ‘good’ or ‘great’. Where the Italians say ‘il giorno più bel-
lo della mia vita’ the English say ‘the best day of my life’. But, can 
we really conclude that language is the foundation of thought, and 
that people who speak different languages live in different worlds? 
The Christian worldview considers that thought is not founded on 
the mind but ultimately on a reality different to thought itself. 

The simple fact that we can translate words between languages pre-
cisely points to a common reality that we can all grasp, even if we 
grasp it in slightly different ways. Moreover, the fact that we can 
use language to analyse language itself (this is called metalanguage) 
indicates that personal thought is not founded in the language we 
use for communication. Indeed, we may be able to think without 
language, but language lets us know that we are thinking. So, if Sapir 
were right, then we could never say that two languages provide two 
different interpretations of reality, as we would always be prisoners 
of our own ‘language world’ and we could not compare it at all with 
others.

A distinction between simple concepts and complex concepts could 
be helpful to clarify things. Simple concepts are grasped almost im-
mediately and the words we use for them can be easily translated 
between languages (e.g. words for geographical features, fruits, col-
ours, animals, human-made artifacts). Complex concepts encapsu-
late a way of understanding reality that is more susceptible to cul-

see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do because the 
language habits of  our community predispose certain choices of  interpre-
tation.

Edward Sapir, ‘The Status of  Linguistics as a Science’,                                     
in Language, vol. 5, n. 4, 1929, pp. 209-210

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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tural and historical differences, as they may reflect some patterns of 
behavior which is particularly noticeable in a place at a particular 
time (e.g. words like ‘ganas’ in Spanish, ‘saudade’ in Portuguese,  
and ‘serendipity’ in English). Nonetheless, even complex concepts 
can be translated by paraphrasing or can even be adopted from an-
other language.

Many people actually identify language and thought; they share 
the intuition that they think ‘in’ language, hence that the absence 
of language would, in fact, be the absence of thought itself. Ludwig 
Wittgenstein said his famous motto “The limits of my language are 
the limits of my world”, and Bertrand Russell stated that the role of 
language is “to make possible thoughts which could not exist with-
out it”. Nonetheless, those two notions are clearly related but they 
are not identical. So thought is not founded on language but neither 
is language a mere translation machine for thoughts. Language is 
a vehicle for thought that implies thought itself. I understand the 
word ‘cacophony’ when I know how to use it in an intelligible way. 
And I can understand a previously unknown word when it is used 
intelligibly in a sentence (e.g. ‘the hospital room was filled with the 
cacophony of the coughs and gasps of many patients’). Using an 
Aristotelian terminology, which Thomist metaphysics adopted, we 
could say that thought is to language what form is to matter. Further-
more, since Christian doctrine speaks of the existence of pure forms 
that have no matter (e.g. angels), we can similarly think of thought 
without language; but the opposite is not possible.

However, while it appears that we can indeed think without lan-
guage, it is also the case that there are certain kinds of thinking that 
are made possible by language. Language gives us symbols we can 
use to fix ideas, reflect on them and hold them up for observation. 
It allows for a level of abstract reasoning that we would not have 
otherwise.
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SSTEVEN TEVEN PPINKERINKER, , The Language InstinctThe Language Instinct

… English is similar though not identical to German for the same reason 
that foxes are similar though not identical to wolves: English and German 
are modifications of  a common ancestor species that lived in the past. 
Indeed, Darwin claimed to have taken some of  his ideas about biological 
evolution from the linguistics of  his time…

Differences among languages, like differences among species, are the 
effects of  three processes acting over long spans of  time. One process 
is variation-mutation, in the case of  species; linguistic innovation, in the 
case of  languages. The second is heredity, so that descendants resemble 
their progenitors in these variations-genetic inheritance, in the case of  
species; the ability to learn, in the case of  languages. The third is isola-
tion-by geography, breeding season, or reproductive anatomy, in the case 
of  species; by migration or social barriers, in the case of  languages. In 
both cases, isolated populations accumulate separate sets of  variations 
and hence diverge over time. To understand why there is more than one 
language, then, we must understand the effects of  innovation, learning, 
and migration. …

Many social scientists believe that learning is some pinnacle of  evolu-
tion that humans have scaled from the lowlands of  instinct, so that our 
ability to learn can be explained by our exalted braininess. But Biology 
says otherwise. Learning is found in organisms as simple as bacteria, and 
… human intelligence may depend on our having more innate instincts, 
not fewer.

Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct, London: Penguin, 1995, pp. 241-242

Reply
The cognitive and evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker studied 
the role of language on the mind. In Psycholinguistics, he investi-
gated the language acquisition in children. He argues that the human 
language faculty must have evolved through a kind of Darwinian 
natural selection in an evolutionary continuity, contrary to the dis-
continuity-based theories such as such as those of the linguist Noam 
Chomsky and the palaeontologist Stephen Jay Gould, that see lan-

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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guage as suddenly appearing with the advent of Homo sapiens as a 
kind of evolutionary singularity.

For Pinker, language is not an innate faculty of mind, as Chomsky 
proposed, but a mere instinct that has emerged in human evolution 
as an adaptation for social communication. Pinker also criticizes Sa-
pir’s hypothesis that language limits the kinds of thoughts a person 
can have, that language needs to be taught, that other great apes can 
learn languages. Pinker sees language as unique to humans, evolved 
to solve the specific problem of communication among social hunt-
er-gatherers. He argues that it is as much an instinct as specialized 
adaptive behaviours in other species. So, proposing language as in-
stinct, Pinker claims that grammar is innate and genetically based.

To summarise, in the ‘nature versus nurture’ debate, while Christian 
doctrine—and it is not alone—argues that the nurture side may bet-
ter support the creativity and nobility of the human mind, Pinker ad-
vocates the nature side arguing there is a language instinct. It would 
therefore be more accurate to call this linguistic debate ‘nativism 
versus culturalism’.
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ADDITIONAL READING

WHY THE QUESTION: IS THERE A SOUL?
STANLEY L. JAKI

The etymology of  the word concept is worth reflecting on, however briefly. 
The word concept comes from the Latin con-capere, which means to hold 
together various parts. Every concept is the sum of  a number of  notions, 
which the mind can hold together into a unit, into a center. Indeed many 
concepts indicate that parts are held together in our mental perceptions, 
especially in the ones that relate to images. The concept of  a house, or of  
any tangible object, is a case in point. But unlike the image of  a house, the 
concept of  the house does not appear to be extended. Its concept is a gener-
alization that abstracts from material details such as height and breadth and 
unites all details in an undivided and indivisible focus.

Then there are such generalisations that correspond to no sensory images. 
Take the concept of  color. We see specific colors, such as red, blue, or yellow, 
but no color as such. The concept color is a generalisation that does not exist 
in the always concrete nature. In fact none of  the concepts which are carried 
by the word in the foregoing sentence—such as exist, always, concrete and 
nature—are in a one-to-one correspondence to concrete details. One can 
take any set of  words forming a sentence in any language. Surely the materi-
alist can in no way measure the concept of  existing in centimeter, liters, and 
frequencies, although when the word existing is pronounced, the phonemes, 
or a specific set of  sounds, display measurable properties. …

There is indeed an enormous philosophical instructiveness in the differ-
ence between the figure zero, which is something on a paper or on a black-
board, and its meaning, which shows nothing of  those properties in the mind, 
although countless molecules are active when one thinks nothing. But even 
this obviously enormous difference will not impress a culture, such as ours, 
which wants everything visualized and, what it worse is becoming prisoner of  
visualization through its technology. First came photography, then the movies 
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and comics, then television, the video cassettes and now computer that works 
as a television, with instant transmission of  images from all parts of  the world.

An entire generation has now grown up that together with baby food has 
been fed from the start with overdoses of  images. Our schools have become 
the breeding place of  illiteracy because images work like viruses that kill 
sensibility for letters in the alphabet that are marvellous abstraction. They 
had been the chief  tools of  intellectual progress for thousands of  years before 
some geniuses discovered the genes. Today when all the genes of  the chromo-
somes have been mapped in the genome project, some even try to identify the 
genes responsible for geniuses. They do not realize that their search is merely a 
begging of  the question. They prefer to ignore that the very word gene is, like 
any other word, the product of  the genius called the human mind, a product 
which is at a total variance with the characteristics of  matter, be it a mere gene.

Stanley L. Jaki, Why the Question: Is There a Soul?, Real View Press, 2002, pp. 10–11 and 16–17
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

How does the author understand concepts?

What is the meaning of  existing from a materialistic view? And 
from a non-materialistic view?

Does nature have a language? If  so, could DNA (the basis of  
genes) be the language of  nature?

1.
2.
3.
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE: FROM PROBLEM TO THEORY
MARIO BUNGE

Mario A. Bunge was a physicist and philosopher of science. He was born 
in Buenos Aires in 1919 and died in Montreal in 2020. He obtained a PhD 
in mathematical physics in 1952 at the Universidad Nacional de La Plata. 
He became professor of theoretical physics at the Universidad de Buenos 
Aires. In 1966, he moved to McGill University in Montreal as professor of 
philosophy of science. He received more than twenty honorary doctorates.
The following text belongs to the first volume of Mario Bunge’s Philosophy 
of Science originally published in 1967. The volume discusses some phil-
osophical aspects of scientific research, and in particular it analyses the 
various stages on the road to scientific knowledge.

Scientific research, just as infant inquiry, starts with questioning but, unlike 
infant questioning, it culminates with the construction of  closely knit systems 
of  ideas, i.e. theories. A peculiarity of  20th century science is that the most 
important scientific activity—the deepest and most fertile—is centered 
around theories rather than around stray questions, data, classifications or 
stray conjectures. Problems are posed and data are gathered in the light 
of  theories and with the hope of  conceiving new hypotheses that may in 
turn be expanded or synthesized into theories; observations, measurements 
and experiments are executed not only to collect information and generate 
hypotheses but also to test theories and find their domain of  truth; and action 
itself, to the extent to which it is deliberate, relies more and more on theories 
—for better or for worse. In short, an emphasis on system—on empirically 
testable theory, of  course—rather than on raw experience is what character-
izes contemporary science.

Mario Bunge, Philosophy of  Science: From problem to theory, vol. 1, 2009,                                 
New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, p. 433
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

How can scientific knowledge progress?1.
2. Are scientific theories definitive?

3. Is there an order in nature that can be grasped by human 
intelligence?

Can we obtain a true knowledge of  reality from empir-
ical sciences?4.
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Core themes

IS MODERN science THE ULTIMATE PATH TO TRUTH?

For the purpose of  clarity, we will refer to modern science (or empir-
ical science) as ‘Science’ with a capital ‘S’, while we will use ‘science’ with 
lowercase ‘s’ to refer to the classical definition of  science as true knowledge 
through causes, which embraces disciplines such as philosophy and theology. 
Science is demonstrative knowledge that is reached through logical proofs or 
demonstrations. In ancient Greece, physics was seen as the classical science 
par excellence, and was referred to as the philosophy of  nature. Aristotelian 
physics focused on the study of  nature from a philosophical point of  view. 
But this changed in the 17th century with the birth of  experimental science. 
In contrast to classical science (Aristotelian physics), modern science (the new 
physics from the 17th century onwards) was a new way of  knowing nature. 

Experience is the starting point of  scientific knowledge. From exper-
imental facts, scientists extract laws and principles from nature by induc-
tion. So, the empirical method goes from experience to universal principles 
with which scientists formulate laws. Therefore, to speak of  the empirical 
method means to speak of  induction. The inductive method begins with the 
observation of  particular facts and seeks to establish relationships between 
various observations through generalisations. In this way, scientists formulate 
empirical laws, which are related to the observed phenomena. Obviously, 
throughout the generalisation process, initial laws will be less general than 
subsequent laws.

Aristotle considered scientific research as a progression from observa-
tions to general principles (induction) in order to apply the principles to a 
new set of  facts and obtain new knowledge (deduction). For him, scientific 
explanation implies a transition from knowledge of  the facts to knowledge of  
the causes of  the facts. So, all knowledge goes from phenomena to causes, 
that is, from the particular to the general. Induction assumes that nature 
behaves uniformly in the same circumstances. This is a basic requirement 
for scientific research, because if  it were not so, it would be impossible to 
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reproduce the experiments in the laboratory. Of  course, uniformity does not 
mean that there is no variation at all. Induction is a causal inference from 
knowledge of  certain phenomena. The necessary and sufficient conditions 
of  a phenomenon must be sought. The necessary condition is one without 
which the phenomenon does not take place, while the sufficient condition 
is one which produces the phenomenon but is not a requirement for the 
phenomenon to take place.

In the 17th century, Francis Bacon stated inductivism in a strong sense, 
that is, the simultaneous fulfilment of  a necessary and sufficient condition 
to formulate empirical laws. A necessary and sufficient condition implies 
that whenever and only if  the condition occurs, the phenomenon will occur. 
However, this does not provide completely conclusive demonstrations, 
because all possibilities would need to be examined, and yet there may be 
unknown causes. In fact, induction could be equivalent to an extrapolation, 
which means that, although one does not have all the data, the available data 
can be completed according to a pattern. Nevertheless, this supposition is 
nothing more than a mere hypothesis, because it implies great uncertainty. 
Even if  at first, Bacon adopted Aristotelian epistemology, he eventually criti-
cised it for not being rigorous in collecting data. In Aristotelian epistemology, 
general principles are formulated from few observations, and then those 
general principles are used to deduce minor generalisations. Bacon argued 
that systematic data collection is the best way to gain new knowledge about 
nature.

There are, and can be, only two ways to investigate and 
discover the truth. The one leaps from sense and particulars 
to the most general axioms, and from these principles, and 
their settled truth, determines and discovers intermediate 
axioms; this is the current way. The other elicits axioms from 
sense and particulars, rising in a gradual and unbroken 
ascent to arrive at last at the most general axioms. This is 
the true way, but it has not been tried.

Francis Bacon, The New Organon, (trans.) Lisa Jardine and 
Michael Silverthorne, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,                                   

2000, bk I, p. 36, aphorism XIX

In his work, Novum Organum (written in response to Aristotle’s work Organon) 
Bacon formulated his inductivist method, which stresses the gradual and 
progressive inductions and the exclusion of  certain correlations between 
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IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF INDUCTIVISM

“One of  the most influential methodologies of  science has been inductivism. According to induc-
tivism, only those propositions can be accepted into the body of  science which either describe 
hard facts or are infallible inductive generalization from them. When the inductivist accepts a 
scientific proposition, he accepts it as provenly true; he rejects it if  it is not. His scientific rigour 
is strict: a proposition must be either proven from facts or—deductively or inductively—derived 
from other propositions already proven. … inductivism has to establish with certainty the truth 
of  factual (basic) propositions and the validity of  inductive inferences.”

 Imre Lakatos, The Methodology of  Scientific Research Programmes, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999, pp. 103–104

In the 20th century, the great Austrian epistemologist Karl R. Popper showed 
that the hypothetico-deductive method is the foundation of  Science. This 
method consists of  two steps: the first is the formulation of  hypotheses about 
a possible solution to the particular scientific problem and then verifying 
whether these hypotheses agree with the empirical data. The second step 
is to deduce the logical consequences of  these hypotheses, which must also 
be empirically corroborated. Then the hypotheses are valid if  the conse-
quences deduced from them are also valid. In short, the hypothetico-deduc-
tive method scheme is as follows:

• formulating hypotheses to solve a scientific problem whose truth 
cannot be previously known;

• deducing consequences to verify the truth of  these hypotheses;
• verifying the truth of  these consequences.

It is important to say that the logical structure of  this method can demon-
strate, if  it is the case, that the hypotheses are false, but it can never demon-
strate that the hypotheses are absolutely true. According to elementary rules 
of  logic, we can never demonstrate the truth of  a universal proposition of  
Science. However only one counterexample is enough to show that a prop-

CORE THEMES                 

facts. Bacon argued that after determining particular facts, correlations 
between them must be sought. He insisted on a gradual inductive growth 
from a few generalised correlations to the most inclusive, but Bacon realised 
that among the facts there were some correlations that were only accidental. 
So, these correlations must be excluded. Then only the essential correlations 
remain, which are the suitable ones for inductive generalisations.



212
WHAT ARE THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SCIENCE, FAITH AND TRUTH?212

osition is false. So, for Popper, falsifiability or refutability is the path to scien-
tific progress. Science progresses through the slow elimination of  errors. 
Centuries earlier, Cicero made a similar point: “I cannot so easily conceive 
why a proposition is true as why it is false” (On the Nature of  the Gods, (trans.) 
Charles Duke Yonge, Altenmünster: Jazzybee Verlag, 2017, book I, chapter 
21, p. 15).

Popper’s falsifiability method is based on the inference rule of  classical 
logic modus tollens, that says: take A and B as two different propositions, if  A 
implies B, and B is not true, then A is not true. According to Popper, a scientific 
theory cannot be acceptable unless it is empirically falsifiable. This means 
that a theory must have the possibility of  being false. If  it is impossible to 
know whether a theory is false, then it is not really a theory. In addition, 
theories can only be falsified but not confirmed.

My proposal is based upon an asymmetry between verifi-
ability and falsifiability; an asymmetry which results from 
the logical form of universal statements. For these are never 
derivable from singular statements, but can be contradicted 
by singular statements. Consequently it is possible by means 
of purely deductive inferences (with the help of the modus 
tollens of classical Logic) to argue from the truth of singular 
statements to the falsity of universal statements

Karl Popper, The Logic of  Scientific Discovery,                                         
London: Routledge, 2002, p. 19

Karl Popper showed that there is a logical asymmetry in the hypothetico- 
deductive method. This asymmetry is in the verifiability and falsifiability of  
its hypotheses. For example, we can say that the statement ‘All taxis in New 
York are yellow’ is falsifiable or refutable because it is possible to identify a 
taxi in New York by observing its colour. Furthermore, this statement remains 
falsifiable even if  there were no non-yellow taxis in New York. But on the 
contrary, we cannot verify the statement ‘All taxis in New York are yellow’ 
unless we observe every taxi in New York, which is not possible, whereas a 
single observation of  a non-yellow taxi in New York is sufficient to falsify the 
statement.

So, Popper concluded that scientific theories can never be verified. 
However, there are some criteria that allow us to assure with great certainty 
that a hypothesis is falsifiable or refutable. Popper exposes the following 
criteria: prediction, explanation, precision, experimental provability and 
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inter-theory relationships. When these criteria are attained by a theory, the 
logical strength in favour of  the theory’s validity grows. Actually, Popper’s 
method is a critique of  conventionalism and inductivism. Falsifiability is like 
a lesson in humility for the empirical sciences. Popper reminds us that theo-
ries are our theoretical constructions to understand reality. So, if  any theory 
is in conflict with reality, scientists should consider whether the theory might 
be wrong.

“
  This scientific spirit has a new kind of  impact on the cultural 

sphere and on modes of  thought. Technology is now trans-
forming the face of  the earth, and is already trying to master 
outer space. To a certain extent, the human intellect is also 
broadening its dominion over time: over the past by means of  
historical knowledge; over the future, by the art of  projecting 
and by planning. Advances in biology, psychology, and the so-
cial sciences not only bring men hope of  improved self-knowl-
edge; in conjunction with technical methods, they are helping 
men exert direct influence on the life of  social groups.

Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 5

THE LIMITATION OF SCIENTIFIC MODELS AND
THE QUESTION OF THE TRUTH IN SCIENCE

Models are theoretical constructions that scientists develop to simplify reality. 
One example of  a scientific model is the simple or ideal pendulum. The 
‘ideal pendulum model’ works like a model of  classical mechanics that 
describes simple harmonic motion. The model represents certain kinds of  
movement that are described by theory and produced by a real pendulum. In 
this sense, the ideal pendulum is a model of  the physical object. In summary, 
the ideal pendulum model represents, in its details, the theory and the world 
(real pendulum), although it is partially independent of  both, and works as 
an autonomous instrument that allows measurements to be taken and calcu-
lations to be made to find information about the world—in this case, the 
gravitational acceleration in one place. There are many well-known scientific 
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models, such as the ‘atomic models’ of  Rutherford and (another) of  Bohr, 
and the ‘DNA structure model’ of  Watson and Crick. 

Metaphorically, we can describe a scientist as a painter who paints (elab-
orates) a painting (theory) that depicts (describes) a particular piece of  reality 
(system). If  the system works as the theory indicates, then the system acts 
as a model for the theory. Of  course, if  the theory is not satisfied in a given 
system, then that system is not a model of  the theory. But this does not refute 
the theory, it only shows that the system is not a model of  it. So, a model is a 
part of  reality (called a system) in which a theory is true. Thus we say that the 
given system is a model of  the theory. Scientific models make theory concrete 
and also make reality simpler.

The objective of  scientific models is to establish an essential correspond-
ence between them and the experimental data. Scientists need to know which 
properties of  phenomena are suitable for constructing a model and which are 
not. So, models are like a bridge between theory and reality. However, there 
is always a distance between models and reality.  Based on the theory, the 
models are developed in relation to theoretical concepts and experimental 
procedures.

IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF SOME TERMS CONNECTED TO SCIENTIFIC MODELS

“… theory designates a system of  hypotheses, among which law formulas are conspicuous—so much 
so that the core of  a theory is a system of  law formulas… 
A set of  scientific hypotheses is a scientific theory if  and only if  it refers to a given factual subject 
matter and every member of  the set is either an initial assumption (axiom, subsidiary assump-
tion, or datum) or a logical consequence of  one or more initial assumptions. …
In short, systematization renders the meaning of  hypotheses more precise and enhances their testa-
bility. In addition it explains most of  the hypotheses by subsuming them under stronger assump-
tions (axioms and intermediate level theorems).”

Mario Bunge, Philosophy of  Science, vol. 1, 2009,                                                                        
New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, pp. 434–435

The diversity of  models depends on the phenomena studied. Sometimes 
different models can be used to study the same reality, since none of  them 
alone can explain all the known phenomena. Also, a simple model can be 
improved by adding more complex ones.
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A theory is a set of  statements, equations, formulas, schemes, etc., which 
allows scientists to adequately describe what has happened in the past and 
predict what will happen in the future. A scientific model aspires to be a 
theory of  a system, and as such it has the following advantages:

• models are used as guides to search for the formal structure of  theo-
ries,

• models completely interpret the theoretical terms of  the theory,
• models connect the theory with experimental data,
• models unify different constituent elements of  a theory.

 PROCESS OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH AND ITS COMPONENTS 

METHODS

DEDUCTION

THEORIES

OBSERVATIONS

HYPOTHESESEMPIRICAL
GENERALISATIONS

INSTRUMENTATIO
N

INDUCTION

MEASUREMENT

Partial models are very useful for studying complex natural phenomena 
because they simplify reality by focusing on certain topics and assuming that 
the rest have no influence on them. We must consider that the whole is not 
the sum of  the parts. The sciences study different questions of  reality. Reality 
constitutes not only a general totality but also some intermediate totali-
ties, according to the scientific way of  objectifying reality. So, the empirical 
sciences are not really exact, and a certain methodological reductionism is 
almost inevitable.

To gain objectivity, the empirical sciences establish a relationship between 
scientific agents and reality. This relationship is established making instru-
ments or tools to do experiments. In this way, there is an intersubjectivity 
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among scientists. Any scientist can do the same experiments in the laboratory 
and find the same results. Scientific results can also be shared, increasing 
our knowledge about nature and reality. Thus the empirical sciences look 
for intersubjective formulations whose validity does not depend on subjec-
tive interpretations. However, intersubjective agreements can be established 
because there is subjective knowledge related to personal experiences associ-
ated with an external reality.

Scientific objectivity is not absolute, but contextual. In the empirical 
sciences, there is no perfect logical proof  as in maths, but partial proofs 
related to the theoretical and empirical contexts of  each particular objectifi-
cation. In this way, scientific objectivity with intersubjective value is achieved. 
Therefore, we can talk about scientific truth, but truth only in a weak sense, 
because scientific truth is a partial truth of  reality. In Science, we distinguish 
three aspects by which we can refer to truth: contextual, pragmatic and in 
correspondence with reality. 

• Contextual: a statement is true when it satisfies the rules of  a theo-
retical context—the theory. 

• Pragmatic: a statement is true if  it allows to solve scientific issues. 
• Once the two previous aspects of  scientific truth are achieved, we 

can test for the correspondence of  theoretical statements with reality.      
From all the above, it should be recognized that Science has limitations. We 
can obtain an authentic true knowledge of  reality through Science, but at the 
same time, that true knowledge will be partial and approximate. Perfectible 
Science is neither the ultimate truth of  reality, nor a mere model that tells us 
nothing of  how things are.

“
  Furthermore, when man gives himself  to the various disci-

plines of  philosophy, history and of  mathematical and natural 
science, and when he cultivates the arts, he can do very much 
to elevate the human family to a more sublime understanding 
of  truth, goodness, and beauty, and to the formation of  con-
sidered opinions which have universal value. Thus mankind 
may be more clearly enlightened by that marvelous Wisdom 
which was with God from all eternity, composing all things 
with him, rejoicing in the earth, delighting in the sons of  men

Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 57
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THE LIMITS OF MATHEMATICS: THE INCOMPLETENESS 
OF FORMAL SYSTEMS

First of  all, what is completeness? Completeness means the ability to find 
basic axioms that allows formal systems to demonstrate that each of  their 
components (formulas, inferences, etc.) are true or false. In his doctoral 
dissertation, the Czech mathematician and logician Kurt F. Gödel showed 
that there are formal calculations through which we can deduce all valid 
arguments in first-order logic. But is that the case with more complex formal 
systems? Gödel studied completeness in Mathematics. He began his research 
with Arithmetic and found that completeness is not possible there, because 
its axioms have a limited explanatory power: there are some arithmetic truths 
that cannot be demonstrated within the procedures of  arithmetic.

Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem demonstrates that it is impossible to 
have a set of  axioms and a set of  transformation rules that supply all the 
expressible formal truths in a language beyond the first-order logic. Gödel’s 
theorem concludes that there is no possibility that these formal systems are 
complete because they lead to results that they cannot prove. This means 
that a formal system can infer analytical formulas but cannot demonstrate 
them. Therefore, high order mathematical systems, such as those used for 
empirical sciences nowadays, have this limitation. Gödel tried to found math-
ematics on logic, but he realised that the incompleteness of  the formalisation 
of  arithmetic is an incompleteness of  the instrument of  formalisation itself, 
that is, the logical argument. Therefore, if  we cannot find the justification of  
a calculation in itself, we have to look for it in another argument. However, 
it should be noted that the incompleteness of  a logical calculation does not 
exclude the completeness of  the partial calculations it contains.

Classical mathematics wanted to find an absolute and invariable truth. 
In order to become an absolute system, mathematics attempted to reduce all 
truth to formal signs. But Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem has revealed that 
some mathematical problems cannot be solved, and therefore, in many cases, 
we can only make conjectures. So in mathematics too, truth and certainty 
are limited. Although we can affirm that logic and mathematics are the most 
objective knowledge that man has, they are not totally objective and inde-
pendent from the knowing subject. Neither logic nor mathematics nor the 
empirical sciences can answer all the questions that man can posit. For this 
reason, man needs philosophy and theology. These disciplines are capable of  
building consistent systems with meaning.

CORE THEMES
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CAN RATIONAL EXPLANATIONS EXIST BEYOND 
THE LIMITS OF SCIENCE?

Today, our society has a trust in Science superior to its real possibilities. It 
understands what is scientific as objective, true, sure, rigorous and highly 
confirmed knowledge. Instead, what is not scientific is described as subjective, 
doubtful, changeable, unreliable and provisional. It seems that any knowledge 
that claims to be objective must be scientific. It is easy to argue that scientific 
knowledge is true when experiments work and results can be seen. But this 
does not imply that Science is the only way to acquire true knowledge. As 
we have seen above, scientific knowledge is provisional and reviewable and 
is true only if  it performs certain requirements within a particular context. 
Furthermore, empirical sciences are not as objective as they seem, since they 
also contain subjective elements such as, for example, their own agents: the 
scientists. In addition, non-empirical knowledge may not be as subjective as 
it is often considered. Reducing objectivity to Science is unfounded and we 
should not dismiss that there may be objective knowledge beyond Science.

“
  Indeed today’s progress in science and technology can fos-

ter a certain exclusive emphasis on observable data, and an 
agnosticism about everything else. For the methods of  inves-
tigation which these sciences use can be wrongly considered 
as the supreme rule of  seeking the whole truth. By virtue of  
their methods these sciences cannot penetrate to the intimate 
notion of  things. Indeed the danger is present that man, con-
fiding too much in the discoveries of  today, may think that he 
is sufficient unto himself  and no longer seek the higher things.

Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 57

There is a continuity between scientific knowledge and ordinary knowledge, 
since scientific activity is carried out using ordinary knowledge. Both want to 
solve problems through reason, using observation and evidence, truth criteria 
and trial-and-error methods. “Science, in short, grows from common knowl-
edge and outgrows it: in fact, scientific research begins at the point where 
ordinary experience and ordinary thought fail to solve problems or even to 
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pose them. Science is not just a prolongation or even a mere refinement of  
ordinary knowledge in the way that the microscope extends the reach of  the 
unaided vision. Science constitutes a knowledge of  a special kind: it deals 
primarily, though not exclusively, with unobservable events unsuspected by 
uneducated layman, such as the evolution of  stars and the duplication of  
chromosomes; it invents and tries conjectures beyond common knowledge, 
such as the laws of  quantum mechanics or those of  conditioned reflexes; and 
it tests such assumptions with the help of  special techniques, such as spectros-
copy …” (Mario Bunge, Philosophy of  Science, vol. 1, 2009, New Brunswick, 
NJ: Transaction Publishers, pp. 3–4).

Science too often forgets that its activity begins with the human desire for 
truth. Aristotle explained that to understand something one needs to inves-
tigate rationally its causes at four different levels: material (what it is made 
of), efficient (what processes have led to its coming into being), formal (what 
is its nature) and final (what is its purpose). Today’s Science studies only the 
material and efficient causes of  phenomena, and forgets the role of  the other 
Aristotelian causes, namely the formal and final causes. Empirical Science is 
only interested in answering the questions ‘What is this made of ?’ and ‘How 
did it come to be?’, whilst it ignores questions such as ‘What is this?’ and 
‘Why?’. This stance reduces the scope of  rational inquiry, and leaves outside 
the sphere of  rationality the most existentially important questions: the ques-
tions of  meaning, origins and destiny.

We should not forget that science and philosophy have the same roots. 
For a long time, they developed together and were entangled. Only with the 
birth of  experimental science, which focused on quantifiable phenomena, 
did Science gain autonomy from philosophy. Despite their differences, all 
sciences, from physics to theology, have in common the search for general 
explanations through a systematic study using rational arguments and 
rigorous testing methods. Although Science does not study metaphysical 
issues, it relies on metaphysical principles. For this reason, Science cannot 
be set in opposition to metaphysics, but rather, it must be guided by meta-
physics when it comes to assess the validity of  its most basic assumptions and 
the interpretation of  its results. The empirical method cannot verify its own 
principles and assumptions, it cannot discuss the meaning of  its fundamental 
concepts (such as energy or force), and it lacks the tools to interpret its results 
beyond the sphere of  the experiments and the models used. Nonetheless, 
the reliance of  Science on metaphysics is compatible with the autonomy of  
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Science from metaphysics, because metaphysical principles do not prejudge 
the study of  particular objects of  knowledge.

Science develops on the basis of  a minimal realistic ontological posi-
tion. The great majority of  modern scientists will agree that there exists 
an external reality which needs to be studied and discovered (and not just 
speculated on in the abstract), and which has a rational structure and regu-
larity that is transparent to the human mind. It remains a historical fact that 
Science was born in the Christian universities of  Europe, and was first devel-
oped by people who believed that nature is real (rather than a figment of  
our imagination), contingent (rather than necessary or ideally perfect) and 
rational (rather than incoherent, magical or a whim of  the gods). From a 
correct understanding of  the role of  Science, and its reliance on metaphysics, 
we can conclude the importance of  metaphysics as a rational path to reach 
the foundations of  reality lying beyond the phenomena that can be grasped 
through scientific experimentation.

“
  Wherever men and women discover a call to the absolute and 

transcendent, the metaphysical dimension of  reality opens 
up before them: in truth, in beauty, in moral values, in oth-
er persons, in being itself, in God. We face a great challenge 
at the end of  this millennium to move from phenomenon to 
foundation, a step as necessary as it is urgent. We cannot stop 
short at experience alone; even if  experience does reveal the 
human being’s interiority and spirituality, speculative think-
ing must penetrate to the spiritual core and the ground from 
which it rises.

John Paul II, Fides et Ratio, § 83
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WHAT IS THE CONNECTION BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION?

“
  … a question of  another order, which goes beyond the prop-

er domain of  the natural sciences. It is not only a question 
of  knowing when and how the universe arose physically, or 
when man appeared, but rather of  discovering the meaning 
of  such an origin: is the universe governed by chance, blind 
fate, anonymous necessity, or by a transcendent, intelligent 
and good Being called ‘God’? And if  the world does come 
from God’s wisdom and goodness, why is there evil? Where 
does it come from? Who is responsible for it? Is there any 
liberation from it?

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 284

Since the start of  the 20th century, the empirical sciences have made spectac-
ular progress. This has meant that philosophy, theology and other sciences 
are often poorly regarded, with many now regarding experimental Science 
as the science. This position was defended by positivism and scientism, or 
more generally, by naturalism. Naturalism asserts that reality and the natural 
sciences (including empirical ones) are coextensive: naturalism reduces 
intelligibility (and therefore objective reality) to the observable phenomena 
studied by natural sciences. 

Naturalism is a philosophical doctrine (which can appear as positivism, 
materialism, scientism, atheism, deism, and even pantheism) and not a scien-
tific theory, and yet it claims for its philosophical starting point the certainty 
of  an empirical scientific result. Empirical sciences can only explain empir-
ical phenomena; so they cannot tell us anything in favour of  or against other 
realities that are outside their field of  knowledge. Therefore, for example, 
Science cannot say that God does not exist, because when it does, it is making 
an unwarranted extrapolation outside its field. Furthermore, when Science 
stresses that man is all material and that he has no characteristics beyond 
matter, Science falls into the same error. Empirical sciences do not have in 
themselves the necessary means to deal with the deepest questions a human 
can wonder, because those questions are not empirical but metaphysical.

CORE THEMES
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There are many questions and issues about which the empirical sciences do 
not have a clear response, but the results of  empirical sciences can help other 
non-empirical disciplines such as psychology, philosophy, theology, etc. Many 
fruits can be drawn from an interdisciplinary approach that brings in the 
contribution of  different sciences both empirical and non-empirical. While 
we cannot aspire to make a synthesis of  all the disciplines into a single knowl-
edge, we can aim to make connections between different fields of  knowledge 
and thus overcome the problems of  reductionism.

A special case of  interdisciplinarity is the dialogue between theology 
and science, or in general, between sciences and religions. In the particular 
case of  the Christian faith, there are some issues where science and theology 
can collaborate with each other. The sciences can help theology to study the 
rational foundations of  Christianity or also to apply some of  their methods 
in theological research. Theology provides a broader framework in which 
scientific activity acquires a deeper sense. It also provides humility and a 
moral guide for scientific research.

CONDITIONS FOR DIALOGUE between empirical and non-empirical disciplines

1. Respect for the methodological independence of  each discipline. This is particularly 
important when it comes to the relationship between faith and reason in the context of  
the teachings of  the Church. “… there are two orders of  knowledge which are distinct, namely 
faith and reason; and that the Church does not forbid that the human arts and disci-
plines use their own principles and their proper method, each in its own domain; therefore 
acknowledging this just liberty, this Sacred Synod affirms the legitimate autonomy of  human 
culture and especially of  the sciences.” (Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 59)

2. Acknowledging the unity of  existence. It is important to recognise that the various orders 
of  knowledge do not refer to realities that are totally separate, but they rather form part of  
one single reality. “Let them blend new sciences and theories and the understanding of  the 
most recent discoveries with Christian morality and the teaching of  Christian doctrine, so 
that their religious culture and morality may keep pace with scientific knowledge and with 
the constantly progressing technology. Thus they will be able to interpret and evaluate all 
things in a truly Christian spirit.” (Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 62)
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SSAMUEAMUELL  SSAMBURSKYAMBURSKY, , The Physical The Physical WWorld of the Gorld of the Grreekseeks

SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

… the Greeks saw the cosmos as a living organism, as a projection of  
man into the distances of  the outer world. It is mainly for this reason 
that they were unable to visualise themselves in the Archimedean position 
outside the cosmos and to regard it as an object of  analysis. This analysis 
(or dissection of  nature, as Bacon called it) necessarily must proceed by 
unnatural methods such as systematic experimentation and mathematiza-
tion of  physical concepts. …
To the unity of  Man and Nature we must add the unity or rather the 
combination of  rational and mystical thought, so perfectly exhibited by 
the Pythagorean School, which produced the first link in the long chain of  
Greek mathematics. Mathematics, the rational science par excellence, was 
originally based on the mystical, almost religious belief  in the existence 
of  a cosmic order, of  the harmony of  the universe which shows itself  for 
instance in the prevalence of  simple proportions in certain fundamental 
facts or data. …
Amongst the Greeks, the application of  mathematics to scientific problems 
was confined to the description of  certain phenomena, most of  which 
were astronomical… The basic principles of  the scientific approach … 
were discovered in Ancient Greece. To realize the full importance of  this 
undeniable historical fact, we must remember what preceded the scientific 
revolution of  the sixth century bc.

Samuel Sambursky, The Physical World of  the Greeks, 2nd edition, (trans.) Merton 
Dagut, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014, pp. ix, xiii, 3
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AALBELBERRTT  EEINSTEININSTEIN, , Ideas and OpinionsIdeas and Opinions

BBERNARD ERNARD LLE E BBOVIER OVIER DDE E FFONTENELLEONTENELLE, , 
Conversations on the Plurality of Conversations on the Plurality of WWorldsorlds

Now, even though the realms of  Religion and Science in themselves are 
clearly marked off from each other, nevertheless there exist between the 
two strong reciprocal relationships and dependencies. Though Religion 
may be that which determines the goal, it has, nevertheless, learned from 
Science, in the broadest sense, what means will contribute to the attain-
ment of  the goals it has set up. But Science can only be created by those 
who are thoroughly imbued with the aspiration towards truth and under-
standing. This source of  feeling, however, springs from the sphere of  Reli-
gion. To this there also belongs the faith in the possibility that the regula-
tions valid for the world of  existence are rational, that is, comprehensible 
to reason. I cannot conceive of  a genuine scientist without that profound 
faith. The situation may be expressed by an image: Science without Reli-
gion is lame, Religion without Science is blind.

Albert Einstein, Ideas and Opinions, (trans.) Carl Seelig and Sonja Bargmann, 
New York: Three Rivers Press, 2010, p. 46

So true philosophers spend a lifetime not believing what they do see, and 
theorizing what they don’t see, and it’s not, to my way of  thinking, a very 
enviable situation.
On this subject I have always thought that nature is very much like an 
Opera house. From where you are at the Opera you don’t see the stages 
exactly as they are; they’re arranged to give the most pleasing effect from a 
distance, and the wheels and counter-weights that make everything move 
are hidden out of  sight. You don’t worry, either, about how they work. 
Only some engineer in the pit, perhaps, may be struck by some extraor-
dinary effect and be determined to figure out himself  how it was done. 
That engineer is like the philosophers. But what makes it harder for the 
philosophers is that, in the machinery that Nature shows us, the wires are 
better hidden—so well, in fact, that they’ve been guessing a long time at 
what causes the movements of  the universe.

Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle, Conversations on the Plurality of  Worlds, (trans.) 
H. A. Hargreaves, Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1990, p. 11
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PPAUAULL  K.K.  FFEYERABENDEYERABEND, , Philosophical Papers: Philosophical Papers: 
Knowledge, Science and RelativismKnowledge, Science and Relativism

POLEMIC Quotes

A good empiricist will not rest content with the theory… Knowing that the 
most fundamental and the most general criticism is the criticism produced 
with the help of  alternatives, he will try to invent such alternatives… His 
first step will therefore be the formulation of  fairly general assumptions 
which are not yet directly connected with observations; this means that his 
first step will be the invention of  a new metaphysics. … a good empiricist 
must be a critical metaphysician. Elimination of  all metaphysics, far from 
increasing the empirical content of  the remaining theories, is liable to 
turn these theories into dogmas. … neither facts nor abstract ideas can 
ever be used for defending certain principles come what may.

Paul K. Feyerabend, Philosophical Papers: Knowledge, Science and Relativism, vol.3, 
(ed.) John Preston, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 102

Reply
Feyerabend thinks that descriptions of particular facts depend on 
what theory is used to observe them. For him, theories must only be 
verified by observations. Then there could be a plurality of theories 
to describe a phenomenon. This is how he thinks Science progress-
es. Thus, he opens Science to relativism under his famous motto:      
‘Anything goes’. Furthermore, Feyerabend excludes any metaphysi-
cal aspect in Science and in epistemology. He does not admit that the 
objective of Science is to discover the truth, and he limited episte-
mology only to methodological applications. However, he correctly 
disagreed with scientism, which claims that experimental science is 
the only valid access to reality.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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TTHOMAS HOMAS SS. . KKUHNUHN, , The StructuThe Structurre of Scientific Revolutionse of Scientific Revolutions

Paradigms gain their status [in Science] because they are more successful 
than their competitors in solving a few problems that the group of  prac-
titioners has come to recognize as acute. To be more successful is not, 
however, to be either completely successful with a single problem or 
notably successful with any large number. The success of  a paradigm—
whether Aristotle’s analysis of  motion, Ptolemy’s computations of  plan-
etary position, Lavoisier’s application of  the balance or Maxwell’s math-
ematization of  electromagnetic field—is at the start largely a promise of  
success discoverable in selected and still incomplete examples. Normal 
science consists in the actualization of  that promise, an actualization 
achieved by extending the knowledge of  those facts that the paradigm 
displays as particularly revealing, by increasing the extent of  the match 
between those facts and the paradigm’s prediction, and by further articu-
lation of  the paradigm itself.

Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of  Scientific Revolutions, 4th edition,           
Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2012, p. 24

Reply
Thomas Kuhn analyses Science from a historical-social perspective, 
studying its development and the behaviour of scientists. Then he 
distinguishes the following periods in the development of Science: 
normal science, led by and committed to a paradigm, from other 
periods of extraordinary science or scientific revolution, in which 
the paradigm must be replaced by another. It is a community of spe-
cialists (the scientists) that accepts the paradigm as a framework for 
scientific activity, and that accepts the change of that paradigm, as 
a conclusion of the scientific revolution. For Kuhn, this collegial or 
social characteristic of Science is reduced to a small community of 
specialists. The paradigm is shared with confidence by the members 
of the corresponding community of specialists. The appearance of 
experimental anomalies can produce a crisis, due to the loss of confi-
dence in the established paradigm. Only then is it possible that some 
scientists propose another alternative paradigm. After this period of 
crisis of confidence in the established paradigm, the scientific rev-
olution is nothing more than the recovery of that confidence, now 
directed to the commitments of the alternative paradigm. So, doubt 
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and change only occur in the periods of extraordinary science, when 
—with the old paradigm in crisis, due to major experimental anom-
alies, and with a new alternative paradigm proposed—the scientific 
community has to decide between one and the other. 

Kuhn’s ideas are very helpful to explain how scientific theories 
evolve and to assess the relevance of theories that have now been 
superseded but that played a central role in the past. However, taking 
his notion of paradigm too far could lead to an understanding of 
scientific progress that is disconnected from truth. If our knowledge 
of reality is totally conditioned by the scientific paradigm in which 
we are, then it is absurd to compare two theories that belong to dif-
ferent paradigms and to say that one is truer than the other: truth is 
relative to the paradigm. For Kuhn the question of truth is only valid 
within a given paradigm, and therefore the classical notion of truth 
as correspondence between ideas and reality becomes meaningless 
in empirical science. This may seem to be supported by the fact that, 
in empirical science, we construct models of our theories which are 
always limited and imperfect representations of reality. However, 
there is a significant difference between saying that truth is relative 
to the paradigm, and saying that there are different ways to model 
reality (different modes of correspondence with reality) all of which 
are necessarily imperfect. Empirical science cannot reach a defini-
tive and perfect truth, but we can still speak of truth in the classical 
sense of correspondence with reality even if it will always be partial 
and contextual. Moreover, scientific research precisely develops by 
testing the validity of the models underpinning our theories against 
the measure of reality.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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HHUMEUME, , An Enquiry Concerning An Enquiry Concerning Human UnderstandingHuman Understanding

If  we take in our hand any volume; of  divinity or school metaphysics, for 
instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or 
number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of  fact and 
existence? No. Commit it then to the flames: For it can contain nothing but 
sophistry and illusion.

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding,                            
Simon & Brown, 2011, section 12, part 3, n. 132 (at the end of  the book)

Reply
For David Hume, only experience and observation can be our guide 
to making inferences about the conjunction between events. So, met-
aphysics, theology, religion and other disciplines that are not based 
on facts or empirical data are not knowledge. 

Hume inherited the notions of strict determinism and uniformity 
from classical causality. While Hume’s scepticism was justifiable 
given the generally limitations of the scientific inquiry and explana-
tions of his time, it no longer is reasonable in light of later scientific 
discoveries and theories. Today experimental inquiry has disclosed 
the inherent natures of objects and the underlying causes of phenom-
ena that attest to the interconnectedness of physical reality and thus 
justify, at least to some extent, our instinctive beliefs in the uniform-
ity of nature and predictability of events.

The inadequacy of Hume’s notion of constant conjunction as a defi-
nition of causality, both in science and elsewhere, has been widely 
criticized by Science. Modern science has forced a complete rethink-
ing of the notion of causality, and in particular, it has shown that 
causality cannot be characterised monolithically as deterministic. 
Rather, determinism is merely a type of causality. Thus causality has 
nothing to do with constant conjunction of different mental ideas 
(or impressions, in Humean words), but with the rational discovery 
of the functioning of nature through successive experience. In other 
words, starting from the observation of the regularity of events, rea-
son can reach formal connections existing in reality that are not im-
mediately observable. Most physicists will agree that physical laws 
do express the workings of reality and are not just mental constructs.
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ADDITIONAL READING

REALITY AT RISK
ROGER TRIGG

One way many philosophers, as well as working scientists, try to combine 
realist intuitions about our embeddedness in a ‘real’ world whilst apparently 
eschewing metaphysics is by making human science itself  the arbiter of  truth.

This is sometimes called ‘scientism’ and, in a sense, this is a continua-
tion of  the Enlightenment project trusting in the power of  human reason 
to achieve a growth in knowledge and concomitant social progress. Meta-
physical speculation is avoided, and the methods of  modern empirical 
science are made the yardstick of  true rationality. It is further assumed that 
this somehow puts us in touch with reality, and that experiment, observa-
tion, and theoretical construction on that basis can be trusted to provide 
knowledge. This view that empirical science constitutes knowledge certainly 
avoids knotty questions of  ontology. How do we know what is real? 
Science tells us, and all else is irrational, even superstitious, speculation.

The eighteenth century Enlightenment became progressively more mate-
rialistic with its trust in science. Yet its trust in reason, of  which science is an 
expression, rested on earlier assumptions. The modern Enlightenment had its 
roots in the seventeenth century and modern science was born at that time with 
the work of  such people as Newton and Boyle. Yet their trust in science was far 
from arbitrary but itself  came very explicitly from religious belief. Why should 
human reason be trusted? How can we be sure that we can obtain knowledge 
of  the world? Why is the world such that we can understand it? Why indeed 
is our understanding such that it can grasp the nature of  physical reality?

The great temptation, particularly in the twenty-first century, is to take 
the success of  science for granted and to assume it is a marvellous vehicle 
for the growth of  knowledge. Indeed its methods, many claim, constitute 
the only reliable ways of  obtaining truth. Human reason is defined by 
the practice of  science. Once we go back to the seventeenth century, it is 
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apparent that science did not become possible only because the early scien-
tists of  the modern age believed that there was a reality to be investigated 
(which they did). They also believed that it was of  a particular character. 
It had been created by a rational mind with a particular rationale. Only 
for that reason could they have any confidence that the physical world 
was both orderly and predictable. It reflected the mind of  the Creator, 
and coming to understand it was a general form of  revelation of  the will 
of  God. There were, it was thought, two books, the Bible and the Book 
of  Nature, and both could be read with the Author’s intentions in mind.

Roger Trigg, ‘Reality at Risk’, in Science and Faith within Reason, (ed.) Jaume Navarro, 
Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2011, p. 34
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

Are there two separate types of  realities—the religious 
and the scientific—or only one? How do they relate to 
one another?

1.

2. What is scientific truth like: absolute and perfect or 
limited and imperfect? Why?

3. The text mentions the question ‘Why should human 
reason be trusted?’ as something that the fathers of  
modern science answered affirmatively. On which 
grounds could they answer the question?

Why do some people say today that ‘human reason is 
defined by the practice of  science’? And if  human reason 
is not defined by this, what is it defined by?

4.

5. The title of  the text is ‘Reality at Risk’. Why do you think 
that the author used this title?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

IMPEACHING A SELF-APPOINTED JUDGE
STEPHEN JAY GOULD

Stephen Jay Gould was an American paleontologist and biologist. He was 
born in New York in 1941 and prematurely died from cancer in New York in 
2002. He obtained a PhD in Paleontology in 1967 at Columbia University. 
He was a professor of Geology and Zoology at Harvard University (1973) 
and New York University (1996) until his death. He served as president 
of the Paleontological Society (1985–1986) and Society for the Study of 
Evolution (1990–1991). 
The following text is an excerpt from the book review of Phillip Johnson’s 
Darwin on Trial, published by Stephen Jay Gould in Scientific American in 
1992. Gould made a scathing review of Johnson’s book, claiming that the 
book was full of scientific errors. But in the same paper, Gould, who is one 
of the best-known advocates of evolution, also criticised and chastised the 
scientistic position of the English biologist Richard Dawkins.

To say it for all my colleagues and for the umpteenth million time (from 
college bull sessions to learned treatises): Science simply cannot (by its legit-
imate methods) adjudicate the issue of  God’s possible superintendence of  
nature. We neither affirm nor deny it; we simply can’t comment on it as 
scientists. If  some of  our crowd have made untoward statements claiming 
that Darwinism disproves God, then I will find Mrs. McInerney [Gould’s 
teacher at elementary school] and have their knuckles rapped for it (as long 
as she can equally treat those members of  our crowd who have argued that 
Darwinism must be God’s method of  action). Science can work only with 
naturalistic explanations; it can neither affirm nor deny other types of  actors 
(like God) in other spheres (the moral realm, for example).

Forget Philosophy for a moment; the simple empirics of  the past hundred 
years should suffice. Darwin himself  was agnostic (having lost his religious 
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Stephen Jay Gould, ‘Impeaching a self-appointed judge’,                                                       
in Scientific American, 1992, vol. 267, p. 119

beliefs upon the tragic death of  his favorite daughter), but the great Amer-
ican botanist Asa Gray, who favored natural selection and wrote a book enti-
tled Darwiniana, was a devout Christian. Move forward 50 years: Charles D. 
Walcott, discoverer of  the Burgess Shale fossils, was a convinced Darwinian 
and an equally firm Christian, who believed that God had ordained natural 
selection to construct a history of  life according to His plans and purposes. 
Move on another 50 years to the two greatest evolutionists of  our generation: 
G. G. Simpson was a humanist agnostic. Theodosius Dobzhansky a believing 
Russian Orthodox. Either half  of  my colleagues are enormously stupid, or 
else the science of  Darwinism is fully compatible with conventional religious 
beliefs—and equally compatible with atheism…
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Do you agree on the position of  the author regarding the 
relationship between science and faith?1.

2. How many positions could you imagine in that relation-
ship? What are they?

3. Do you think that any dialogue between science and 
theology is really possible?

When it comes to work as a scientist, do you think that 
believing in God is an advantage or disadvantage?4.

5. Can a Christian accept the theory of  evolution without 
contradicting Christian beliefs?
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Core themes

WHERE DO WE COME FROM?

Physicists are in agreement that the universe began approximately 14 billion 
years ago, as an infinitely dense dimensionless point of  pure energy. In 
physics, this is referred to as a singularity and is commonly known as the 
Big Bang event. But Science does not have the whole explanation for all 
things and events. It has its limits. Science limits itself  to the visible, measur-
able and testable. For example, scientists have not yet been able to interpret 
the first 10-44 seconds of  that event, called ‘Planck time’. So, at least so far, 
Science cannot say anything about what happened before the Planck time, 
and consequently before the Big Bang itself. Moreover, Science cannot prove 
or refute the existence of  the soul, God or any other supernatural entity.

For the first million years after the Big Bang, the universe expanded, the 
temperature dropped, and nuclei and atoms began to form. Matter began 
to coalesce into galaxies under the force of  gravity, and hydrogen nuclei 
(hydrogen being the simplest chemical element) fused together to form energy 
and helium nuclei (helium being the second simplest chemical element), that 
provide the major source of  fuel for stars. As stars burn out they generate 
within their core heavier chemical elements such as carbon and oxygen. The 
Sun is a star, but it did not form in the early age of  the universe. It is instead 
a second- or third-generation star, formed about 5,000 million years ago by 
a local re-coalescence. As this was occurring, a small proportion of  heavier 
elements in the vicinity escaped incorporation into the new star, and instead 
collected into the planets that now rotate around the Sun. This includes our 
own planet, the Earth. 

The Earth is about 4,550 million years old. Initially the Earth was very 
hot and in constant collision with giant asteroids and meteorites. It was a very 
inhospitable place for its first 500 million years. The Earth gradually cooled 
down, developed an atmosphere, and 150 million years later, multiple types 
of  microbial life appeared. Those single-celled organisms were capable of  
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information storage and self-replicating, and capable of  evolving into multiple 
new types. At present, there are no established hypotheses that explain how 
the pre-biotic environment that existed on the Earth gave rise to life. 

Approximately 550 million years ago, a great number of  diverse inverte-
brate body plans appeared in the aquatic fossil record. This is often referred 
to the ‘Cambrian explosion’. But the land remained barren until about 400 
million years ago, at which point plants appeared on dry land, derived from 
aquatic life forms. Thirty million years later, animals had also moved onto 
land. There are some examples of  transitional forms between sea- and land-
dwelling creatures in the fossil record. About 230 million years ago, dinosaurs 
dominated the Earth until their sudden and catastrophic end approximately 
65 million years ago, most likely due to a large asteroid impact in the Gulf  
of  Mexico. The demise of  the dinosaurs led to the rise of  mammals. Good 
evidence exists also for transitional forms from reptiles to birds, and from 
reptiles to mammals. One way to reduce the periods of  world history into 
a more comprehensible form is to imagine what would happen if  the 4,500 
million years of  the Earth’s existence, from initial formation to today, were 
instead compressed into a 24 hours.
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The study of  genomes provides a detailed view of  how descent by modifica-
tion has occurred. This study leads inexorably to the conclusion that humans 
share a common ancestor with other living beings. Moreover, the study of  the 
human genome points to all members of  our modern species (Homo sapiens) 
having descended from a common set of  founders (approximately 10,000) 
who lived about 300,000 to 200,000 years ago, most likely, in East Africa, and 
moving to Eurasia about 100,000 to 70,000 years ago.  

The evolutionary mechanism that Darwin postulated (variation by 
natural selection) is supported by naturally occurring mutations in DNA. 
Most of  those mutations occur in parts of  the genome that are not essential, 
and therefore they have little or no consequence. Darwinism describes micro-
evolution (that is, incremental changes within a species) quite well, but macroev-
olution (major changes in species, which allow a species to evolve to another) 
not so well. However, larger changes that result in new species seem to be the 
product of  a succession of  smaller incremental steps.

The chimpanzee is our closest living relative. The chimpanzee genome 
sequence reveals that humans and chimps are 96% identical at the DNA 
level. But this does not necessarily mean that humans come from chimpan-
zees. In fact, humans do not seem to come from chimpanzees, but rather 
both humans and chimps derive from a common ancestor (this is in fact what 
Darwin said even if  the phrase “humans evolved from monkeys” has been 
attributed to him). The comparison between the human and the chimpan-
zees sequences does not tell us what it means to be human. DNA sequence 
alone will never explain certain special human attributes, such as the knowl-
edge of  the moral law or the universal search for God.

IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF ONTOLOGICAL REDUCTION

The term ‘ontological reduction’ refers to the reduction of  an entity to its constituent parts. For 
example, it is an ontological reduction to consider a cat as a mere collection of  molecules. Some 
approach the human being from an ontological reduction position and this has some problems.
“The failure of  ontological reduction becomes even more conspicuous when we compare it to 
other statements: ‘Humans are beings of  the class of  mammals and the order of  primates’, and 
‘human beings are essentially nothing else but mammals of  the order of  primates’. The ‘nothing 
else but’ of  ontological reductionism … aptly describes a blindness to two most essential reali-
ties: first, to the complexity of  organic structures and the various levels of  their integration, and 
second, to those sensibilities of  value which every normal human extends toward the lower and 
higher achievements of  organic genesis.”

Konrad Z. Lorenz, The Foundations of  Ethology, (trans.) R. W. Kickert,                                      
New York: Springer Verlag, 1981, p. 20
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Cosmologists have noticed that the existence of  life in the universe is criti-
cally dependent on certain cosmological constants. If  those constants vary 
very slightly, the conditions required for life in the universe could not occur at 
all. For example, take the density parameter Omega (Ω), which is the ratio of  
the mass density of  the universe to a theoretical critical mass density. It gives 
an indication of  the relative importance of  the attractive gravitational energy 
and of  the expansion energy in the universe. Its value is approximately 1. If  
the density of  the universe were to be higher, gravity would be too strong 
compared to the expansion forces and the universe would collapse before 
life could form, but if  the density were lower, no stars or planets could form. 
The apparent fine tuning of  the fundamental cosmological constants has led 
some to posit the Anthropic Cosmological Principle (or simply the Anthropic 
Principle). There are two versions of  this principle.

• The weak version of  the Anthropic Principle states that all the cosmo-
logical requirements for human life are present in the universe. This 
formulation can be considered as almost tautological: it is a state-
ment of  the undeniable fact of  the existence of  human beings as 
intelligent and free observers of  the universe. 

• The strong version of  the Anthropic Principle states that the universe 
must have those properties which allow human life (in the sense 
of  intelligent and free life) to develop within it at some stage in its 
history. In other words, if  the same physical constants were used to 
re-run the universe from its very beginning, we would get a universe 
that, even if  it may not be exactly identical to ours, has the potential 
for intelligent life appearing at some stage. 

One implication of  the strong version of  the Anthropic Principle is that the 
cosmological constants and laws of  nature have to be such if  there is to be 
the possibility of  life existing. This speculative statement leads to several very 
different interpretations: 

• First, and perhaps the most obvious, is that the universe was purposely 
fine-tuned in order to generate intelligent observers who can under-
stand the laws of  the universe. This in turn raises the questions of  
the existence of  a teleological argument, of  finality or design, and 
ultimately of  the existence of  God.

• A second interpretation is that the fine-tuning of  the universe has 
happened by chance. But the probability of  this is so low as to render 
this impossible in practice. 

CORE THEMES
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• A third interpretation is that the universe is necessarily the way it 
is: the physical constants cannot be different from what they are. It 
is difficult to support this interpretation since theoretical physicists 
have produced numerous models of  universes with different funda-
mental cosmological constants. There does not seem to be anything 
absolutely necessary about the values of  the cosmological constants 
of  our universe.

• A fourth possible interpretation is that observers are necessary to 
make the universe exist.

• A final interpretation is that a set of  other different universes (with 
different physical constants from ours) is necessary to explain the 
existence of  our universe. This is a re-formulation of  the ‘chance’ 
interpretation, in a way that would make the probability possible. 
Basically, we can satisfactorily explain the existence of  our fine-tuned 
universe if  we postulate that our universe is only one in an infinite 
number of  other universes, each with different physical parameters. 
This is called the multiverse hypothesis.
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HOW SHOULD A CHRISTIAN REACT IN FRONT OF THE SCIENTIFIC 
DISCOVERIES CONNECTED WITH THE ORIGINS OF LIFE?

CREATIONISM

Creationism is a religious doctrine based on the literal description of  the 
creation of  the universe, the earth, life and humankind as it is written in the 
book of  Genesis (chapters 1 and 2). Chapter 1 of  Genesis describes, step by step, 
day by day, the act of  creation by God in six days: on the first day, the light; 
on the second, the waters and the sky; on the third, land and vegetation; on 
the fourth, the Sun, the Moon and the stars; on the fifth, fish and birds; and 
the sixth, land animals and humans. Chapter 2 begins with God resting on 
the seventh day, but after this a second account of  the origins of  humanity 
is presented, describing creation in a different order and mentioning the 
formation of  man from the dust of  the earth and the breath of  God.

Creationism has many versions. The most known versions are: Young 
Earth Creationism (YEC), with its variants Flat Earth Creationism (FEC) 
and the Omphalos Hypothesis (OH), which claims that the Earth is several 
thousand years old; and Old Earth Creationism (OEC), and its variants Gap 
Creationism (GC), Day-Age Creationism (DAC), Progressive Creationism 
(PC) and Intelligent Design (ID), which claim that the Earth is some million 
years old. 

YEC affirms the six days of  creation as literal twenty-four-hour days and 
concludes that the Earth must be less than 10,000 years old. YEC believers 
also claim that all species were created by individual acts of  divine creation, 
and that Adam and Eve were historical figures created directly by God from 
the dust in the Garden of  Eden and did not descend from other creatures. 
So YEC rejects the idea that one species evolves into another. YEC advo-
cates stress that evolution is a lie, and to show it, in 1970, American engi-
neer Henry M. Morris founded the Institute for Creation Research. He and his 
colleagues also built some Creationist museums and theme parks.

Christian tradition has always considered the biblical passages of  the 
first two books of  Genesis as an allegorical description of  a primeval histor-
ical event, written in a symbolic language intended to instruct people about 
God’s goodness as the cause of  the material universe, God’s care for the 
world and for humanity, the reality of  the human condition and the origin 
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of  sin. They never saw these chapters as an attempt to teach scientific facts 
about the specific dynamism of  nature.

Creationism explains the ancient natural history of  our world, placing 
the biblical story on the same level as scientific models. So it is not strange 
that this causes a conflict between religious faith and scientific rationality, 
because it leads to the mistaken idea that creation and evolution are two 
irreconcilable worldviews. However, a clarification must be made, while crea-
tion and evolution are not contradictory, creationism and evolutionism are.

The following quote is an example of  the argumentation followed by 
the creationists. “And there has never been a greater deception in all history 
than the lie of  evolution! The very notion that this mighty and infinitely 
complex cosmos, with its amazing array of  living creatures and spiritual 
realities, could somehow create itself  out of  primeval chaos (or even out of  
nothing, as modern cosmogonists are suggesting) is nonsense of  the highest 
order. … No one in all human history has ever observed one species evolve 
into a more complex and better adapted species by natural selection or any 
other mechanism. No one has seen evidence of  any mechanism that would 
make evolution work. In the fossil record of  the past, with billions of  fossils 
preserved in the earth’s sedimentary crust, no one has ever found any fossils 
showing incipient or transitional structures leading to the evolution of  more 
complex species.” (H. M. Morris, The Long War Against God, Green Forest: 
MasterBooks, pp. 259–60).

EVOLUTIONISM

Evolutionism is a different narrative of  the origin of  life, but it should not be 
confused with the set of  theories of  evolution: while the latter are specifically 
scientific theories, evolutionism involves, in addition, a worldview. Evolu-
tionism holds a particular worldview in which the natural world is seen, and 
fully explained, through the mechanism of  evolution. For centuries, humans 
have been closely observing the natural world around them, fascinated by the 
complexity and the diversity of  life forms. Where does all this variety come 
from? How did it come to be? One way to answer this question was postu-
lating the notion of  ‘pre-existing forms’ which, somehow, emerge progres-
sively in time. This idea is often considered the philosophical ancestor of  the 
concept of  evolution. 

A pre-evolutionism view started to emerge in the 16th–18th centuries, through 
some theories about the development of  the universe and the evolution of  
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the solar system that were postulated in the wake of  new discoveries in the 
fields of  astronomy, geology and palaeontology. But evolutionism developed, 
especially, in the 19th century, thanks to the ideas of  Lamarck and Darwin, 
and the pioneering work on genetics by the Czech Augustinian monk Gregor 
Mendel. Evolutionism assumes that all reality, or at least some of  it, such as 
animal species, are not static or do not follow immutable and eternal patterns. 

The French biologist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck understood evolution as a 
process of  increasing complexity and perfection, something which did not 
happen by chance but through the adaptation of  living beings to their envi-
ronment. A little later, the English naturalist Charles R. Darwin, postulated 
that there is an evolutionary connection between all living beings, because 
new species always develop from the previous ones. Two forces act in this 
evolution: selection and mutation or hereditary change. Darwin’s Theory of  
Evolution was revolutionary because it was counter-intuitive. Seeing new 
species evolve was not part of  anyone’s everyday experience. A major part 
of  the problem in accepting the Theory of  Evolution is that it requires one 
to grasp the significance of  extremely long periods of  time involved in the 
process. Such intervals are completely beyond individual experience.

The Theory of  Evolution is nowadays one of  the best-founded scientific 
theories, as it is supported by physical, chemical, biochemical and cosmolog-
ical arguments and observations. The great majority of  rigorous biologists 
are convinced that Darwin’s framework of  variation and natural selection is 
correct. “Nothing in Biology makes sense except in the light of  evolution.” 
(Theodosius Dobzhansky, American Biology Teacher, 1993, vol. 23, p. 125).

The major resistance to broad public acceptance of  evolution was 
related to a problem of  perception: for some evolution argues against the 
role of  a supernatural creator. The reason for that perception is that for some 
Christian, Jewish and Muslim believers the conclusions of  evolution appear 
to contradict some Bible and Qur’an texts that describe God’s role in the 
creation of  the universe, the earth, all living beings, and especially humans. 
Darwin replaced creation with natural selection as the cause of  the plurality 
of  animal and plant forms. Darwinism is not intended to directly disprove the 
existence of  God, but only to change the understanding of  Earth’s natural 
history. Obviously, for theology, in the act of  creation, it is God and not 
creatures, who takes the leading role, although creatures are somehow able 
to continue divine creation by generation and reproduction. Divine omnipo-
tence is responsible for both original creation, which is a direct and exclusive 
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work of  God, and also for continuous creation, in which man and creatures 
are involved as well.

From the perspective of  the natural sciences, Darwin’s Theory of  Evolu-
tion makes divine interventions unnecessary to explain the appearance of  
new species. This is compatible with understanding evolution as the unfolding 
and development of  the original divine creation. However, some religious 
groups and also a few scientists, mostly evangelical Christians, defend the 
literalness of  the story of  creation from Genesis (like the creationists), trying 
to scientifically show that evolutionism cannot explain the development of  
creation. The only explanation for our universe is that it was designed, and 
such an complex design requires a very intelligent designer: God.

INTELLIGENT DESIGN

Intelligent Design (ID) appeared in 1991 as an intellectual movement in the 
United States, although its ideas already existed in the 1980s and some of  
them can still be found earlier. One of  its main founders was the American 
lawyer Phillip E. Johnson. ID was introduced as a scientific theory, but it was 
not actually born in a scientific but in a religious environment. The main 
objective of  the ID movement is to produce a shift in the scientific paradigm; 
that is, to replace the scientific paradigm of  Darwinism with the new para-
digm of  Intelligent Design. To do this, it aims to show the insufficiency of  
Darwinism as a scientific theory, to affirm ID as the only possible alternative 
and to find a way to scientifically confirm it. ID is mainly based on these 
three propositions:

• evolution promotes an atheistic worldview and, therefore, must be 
rejected by all believers in God;

• evolution has failed because it cannot explain the intricate complexity 
of  nature;

• if  evolution cannot explain the irreducible complexity of  nature, 
then there must be an intelligent designer, who is somehow involved 
in the evolution of  the world. Although ID does not specify who this 
designer is, it is implicitly attributed to God.

The arguments of  ID focus on the supposed errors of  the Theory of  Evolu-
tion in its explanation of  the surprising complexity of  life. The arguments 
were developed primarily by the biologist Michael Behe and the mathema-
tician William Dembski of  the USA. Behe coined the concept ‘irreducible 
complexity’ to explain that some of  the  internal structures of  cells were so 
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complex that could not have evolved through the mechanism of  Darwinian 
evolution. Beyond the single cells, he also tried to demonstrate that complex 
organs like the eye could never have emerged through natural selection 
processes alone. Another example of  irreducible complexity that Behe 
provides is the bacterial flagellum, which is like a small motor that propels 
the cells in different directions. According to Behe the flagellum is equivalent 
to a careful nanotechnology design, which is so complex that cannot exist by 
a Darwinian process alone.

Today most of  the examples of  irreducible complexity exposed by Behe 
can no longer be considered irreducible, since scientists have found inter-
mediate steps in their development. We can say that progress in science, 
especially in genetics and molecular biology, has further confirmed the 
evolutionary development of  the world. “If  it could be demonstrated that 
any complex organ existed, which could not possibly have been formed by 
numerous, successive, slight modifications, my theory would absolutely break 
down. But I can find out no such case.” (C. Darwin, On the Origin of  Species, 6th 
ed., 2006, Mineola: Dover Publications, p. 119)

Dembski took Behe’s argument and transformed it mathematically. 
Dembski argues that the mathematical probability of  producing an acci-
dental co-evolution of  a complex organ (or as he puts it, if  something exhibits 
‘specified complexity’) from many components which are useless individually, 
is infinitely small. He estimates that the time required to produce randomly 
specified complexity (even in the simplest biological structures) is several 
orders of  magnitude greater than the beginning of  the cosmos. So, given 
the small cosmological age of  Earth (4,800 million years old), it is impossible 
that the incredible high complexity of  living structures was produced by pure 
chance. Since this is impossible, Dembski concludes, the only possible expla-
nation for the universe is the existence of  a plan or design conceived by a 
designer.

Dembski’s argument, attractive as it may appear at first glance, holds a 
logical fallacy: it does not follow from the impossibility of  reaching complexity 
only by chance that the existence of  a designer is necessary. In addition, 
critics have questioned both the validity of  the use of  the notion of  ‘specific 
complexity’ and the impossibility of  its natural occurrence. However, it has 
to be noted that the inverted argument is also a fallacy: the non-existence of  
a designer cannot necessarily be deduced from the existence of  natural selec-
tion or other evolutionary mechanisms. So, in the same way that Dembsky 
cannot prove an intelligent designer responsible for the complex structures of  
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nature, evolutionism cannot deny the existence of  divine action mediated in 
the world through evolutionary mechanisms.

ID attempts to be the explanation of  world history according to a theistic 
worldview, but it has only become another version of  the ‘God of  the gaps’, 
a God whose supernatural intervention in our world is the answer to all the 
unsolved questions by science, but, as science eventually fills the empty spaces 
of  unresolved questions, it becomes a discarded hypothesis. ID aspires to be 
three things at the same time: a scientific research program, an intellectual 
movement against Darwinism and a theological way of  understanding divine 
action in the world. But it cannot be described as a scientific theory or research 
program because it cannot predict new discoveries or verify assumptions: ID 
does not provide any mechanism through which the intelligent designer acts 
in the natural world to produce complexity. It is not surprising that ID has 
been publicly condemned as a pseudo-scientific development of  creationism. 

ID followers have made the mistake of  confusing the unknown with the 
unknowable, or the unresolved with the unsolvable. It tries to remain at the 
scientific level of  knowledge but, in fact, resorts so much to the metaphysical 
level that it produces a confusion of  levels of  knowledge. It confuses the order 
of  material transformations with that of  creation. This is something that 
St Thomas Aquinas avoided by distinguishing between the field of  creation 
and that of  the natural sciences, putting at the level of  secondary causes, like 
an involution to Aristotle’s physics. ID also does not really present a good 
apologetic argument in favour of  religion, because a God of  the gaps will 
eventually discredit faith. Moreover, ID unwillingly depicts God as a bad 
designer who has to regularly intervene in the world to correct failures in his 
own initial design. Finally, ID offers a narrow and limited vision of  the role 
of  God in the world, a very different one from the one we find in the Catholic 
tradition. 

St Thomas Aquinas spoke about the creation and conservation of  the world. 
He had the idea of  continuous creation, which is related to conservation, 
which means keeping all things in existence. But conservation does not take 
place by means of  a new divine action or successive actions after the original 
creation, but by maintaining that divine action which gives existence to all 
created things. Hence, all created things have an everlasting relationship with 
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I cannot imagine … why Darwinism should be considered 
inconsistent with Catholic doctrine. 

St John Henry Newman, Document A.18.21 (9th Dec. 1863), unpublished 

There is as much want of simplicity in the idea of distinct 
species as in that of the creation of trees in full growth, 
or rocks with fossils in them. I mean that it is strange that 
monkeys should be so like men with no historical connec-
tion between them, as that there should be no course of facts 
by which fossil bones got into rocks… I will either go the 
whole hog with Darwin, or, dispensing with time and history 
altogether, hold not only the theory [of creation] of distinct 
species but also that of the creation of fossil-bearing rocks.

St John Henry Newman, quoted in An Introduction to Teilhard de             
Chardin, (ed.) N.-M. Wildiers, New York: Harper&Row, 1968, pp. 180–81

their creator:  created things cannot subsist in their existence without God. 
For this reason, St Thomas joined the notions of  creation and conservation 
to understand the divine action of  the creation of  the world as a continuous 
creation, with the exception of  human beings, who are special creations, 
since the creation of  each human soul is a direct action of  God.

As time went by, scientific discoveries about nature and the world grew, 
and thus, analogously to the Thomistic notion of  conservation, it has also 
been possible for theology to combine the ideas of  evolution and crea-
tion. Then from a Christian point of  view, we can understand evolution 
as the concrete mechanism of  creation, and interpret creation as an action 
supported by God, which establishes a universe with physical laws and meta-
physical principles, leading to the appearance of  an intelligence capable of  
exploring the world, creating beauty, aspiring to justice, loving, and recog-
nizing the Creator. Thanks to the dialogue of  theology with the sciences, 
Christians can have an evolutionary worldview that is not at odds with Chris-
tian doctrine. So, we can speak today of  an evolutionary creation from the 
perspective of  Catholic theology.

St John Henry Newman, contended that science and theology pursued 
different and separate methods of  research. Nature, reason, and Revelation 
come from the same divine author. He argued for a unity of  knowledge 
whereby the natural occurrences of  science would be found within the super-
natural, and the physical and metaphysical would become one. The teach-
ings of  God lie within the lessons of  the natural world, where its mysteries 
and miracles are divine messengers.
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Evolutionary creation begins with a—strictly speaking—creative act (i.e. ex 
nihilo) of  matter and laws, and also time and space co-created in that begin-
ning. As we have already seen, the complexity of  this matter has a very long 
history, which goes through the formation of  new structures, endowed with 
extremely complex constitutive relationships of  life and propagation, whose 
ontic enrichment must be explained at a metaphysical level. This is how we 
can see the divine creation as evolutionary creation. A friend of  Darwin’s, 
Charles Kingsley, who was a canon of  Westminster Abbey and chaplain to the 
Queen and Prince of  Wales, exchanged postal correspondence with Darwin. 
Darwin, worried about the religious repercussions that his book could cause, 
had sent to Kingsley a copy of  On the Origin of  Species to get his opinion. In 
1863, Kingsley wrote a children’s storybook that supported Darwin’s Theory 
of  Evolution. Later Kingsley preached several theological sermons at West-
minster Abbey, some of  which also defended Darwin’s Theory of  Evolution. 
“We knew of  old that God was so wise that He could make all things: but, 
behold, He is so much wiser than even that, that He can make all things 
make themselves.” (Charles Kingsley, Westminster Sermons, 1874, Preface).
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IS THERE A PURPOSE TO OUR EXISTENCE?

ORIGIN, FINALITY AND PURPOSE

One of  the implications of  the Big Bang Theory is that our universe is neither 
eternal nor unchangeable but had a definite beginning and has undergone 
substantial development since. As we have seen, the question about the cause 
of  the Big Bang is outside the scope of  empirical science. No theoretical 
model of  what happened before the Plank time can be verified empirically, 
since we have no data of  the conditions of  the universe when all the funda-
mental physical forces were unified, and the energy to recreate those condi-
tions is beyond what we could ever possibly generate. And yet the question 
remains: What caused the Big Bang to occur? Moreover, this question is asso-
ciated with two further questions: Is the Big Bang the beginning of  mate-
rial existence? And if  so, what brought material existence to be? There is 
an additional question, which although certain philosophers will dismiss as 
invalid, is perhaps the most intriguing and for some the ultimate question 
of  philosophy: why is there a material universe? or in Leibniz’s formulation 
‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’

A possible philosophical answer to the question of  the origin of  the 
universe is that only a supernatural force outside of  space and time could 
have done it. Obviously, God must be outside of  space and time to create the 
universe. At that moment, God could know the future of  the world. So from 
our limited human perspective as creatures, and therefore, as part of  crea-
tion, the evolution of  the universe seems to be driven by chance as a random 
and undirected process, but from God’s perspective, He could be intimately 
involved in the creation of  all species.

Imagine looking at a known landscape from a plane. Say that it is the 
place where we live, our village, the nearby river, the local forest, the next 
village down the road. When we look at it from the plane we see with a 
different perspective than when we are in the area. We can judge better the 
relative size of  buildings and natural features and appreciate with greater 
clarity the distance between the various places. We can see at the same time 
two villages that are miles apart, and we can see the road that connected 
them without needing to travel from one to the other. Something similar 
happens with God. He is outside space and time, and he gazes at the universe 
with a different perspective than us.
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For Aristotle, finality (telos) is not something imposed on things extrinsically, 
from the outside, but is part of  the nature of  things, as one of  the causes that 
explain what things are. In the Middle Ages, St Thomas Aquinas, following 
Aristotle, saw finality as a rational way to reach the existence of  God: this is 
what is often called the teleological argument or the fifth way of  Aquinas.

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

St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 2, a. 3

For some people the Theory of  Evolution represents a lethal blow to the 
teleological argument since it offers a way to explain complexity without the 
need for external agents directing the development of  the living beings. They 
conclude that finality is not and cannot be a cause for the natural world. But 
this conclusion derives from a particular understanding of  what finality is, a 
mechanistic vision of  finality. Contrary to Aristotle and St Thomas Aquinas, 
in the 16th and 17th centuries, mechanism placed the final cause outside of  
nature, as an external cause of  the world. This change of  vision introduced 
by mechanism led to a subtle reformulation of  the teleological argument. An 
example of  the mechanistic vision of  finality is the argument for the exist-
ence of  God provided by the 18th century Anglican theologian William Paley, 
known as the watchmaker argument.

Paley’s argument presents a God that causes the complexity in the world 
from the outside, like a clockmaker who puts pieces together with the particular 
purpose of  creating a machine that can tell the time. This is quite different 
from the teleological argument of  St Thomas Aquinas. In the fifth way of  
Aquinas, finality does not explain complexity in an external way but from 
nature itself, through natural laws. In another text Aquinas explains: “Hence, 
it is clear that nature is nothing but a certain kind of  art, i.e., the divine art, 
impressed upon things, by which these things are moved to a determinate 
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end. It is as if  the shipbuilder were able to give to timbers that by which they 
would move themselves to take the form of  a ship.” (Aquinas, Commentary 
on Aristotle’s Physics, (trans.) Richard J. Blackwell, Richard J. Spath and W. 
Edmund Thirlkel, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963, bk 2, lect. 14, 
ch. 8, § 268). Therefore, the way in which St Thomas Aquinas referred to 
a design or plan in the creation of  the universe is not the same as that of  
William Paley and the advocates of  current ID.

IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF THE WATCHMAKER ARGUMENT

“In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone and were asked how the stone 
came to be there, I might possibly answer that for anything I knew to the contrary it had lain 
there forever; nor would it, perhaps, be very easy to show the absurdity of  this answer. But 
suppose I found a watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired how the watch happened to 
be in that place, I should hardly think of  the answer which I had given, that for anything I knew 
the watch might have always been there. Yet why should not this answer serve for the watch as 
well as for the stone; why is it not admissible in that second case as in the first? For this reason, 
and for no other, namely, that when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive—what we could 
not discover in the stone—that its several parts are framed and put together for a purpose, e.g., 
that they are so formed and adjusted as to produce motion, and that motion so regulated as 
to point out the hour of  the day; that if  the different parts had been differently shaped from 
what they are, or placed in any other manner or in any other order than that in which they are 
placed, either no motion at all would have carried on in the machine, or none which would have 
answered the use that is now served by it. 
This mechanism being observed … the inference we think is inevitable, that the watch must have 
had a maker—that there must have existed, at some time and at some place or other, an artificer 
or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer, who compre-
hended its construction and designed its use.
Nor would it, I apprehend, weaken the conclusion, that we had never seen a watch made; that 
we had never known an artist capable of  making one; that we were altogether incapable of  
executing such a piece of  workmanship ourselves, or of  understanding in what manner it was 
performed; all this being no more than what is true of  some exquisite remains of  ancient art, of  
some lost arts, and, to the generality of  mankind, of  the more curious productions of  modern 
manufacture. 
 … for every indication of  contrivance, every manifestation of  design, which existed in the watch, 
exists in the works of  nature; with the difference, on the side of  nature, of  being greater and 
more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation.”

William Paley, Natural Theology, (eds.) Matthew D. Eddy and David Knight,                      
Oxford: OUP, 2006, pp. 7–8, 16

Going beyond the discussion on the philosophical merit of  the Intelligent 
Design ideology, we can discuss whether one can meaningfully talk about an 
intelligent design for the universe. If  by the term ‘intelligent design’ we mean 
that the conditions of  the Big Bang singularity are precisely such that they 
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allowed evolution to occur and life—including human life—to arise, then the 
question makes sense and is worth exploring.

It cannot be denied that everything that has arisen from the Big Bang 
has an intelligent structure. Furthermore, the meaning of  cosmic time is not 
cosmological but anthropological, because man is the only being in the world 
capable of  understanding it. Therefore, it is very plausible to say that the 
Big Bang singularity by which the universe began is an intelligent or rational 
design. But to say that a universe exhibiting an intelligent design necessarily 
implies or proves the existence of  an intelligent designer is strictly speaking 
logically fallacious, as it confuses necessary with sufficient conditions. Never-
theless, if  we accept a designer for the universe, this intelligent designer could 
create a world, allowing it to develop itself. “He [God] did not make the things, 
we may say; no, but He made them make themselves.” (‘Apparent Conflict 
Between Religion and the Doctrine of  Evolution’, in Frederick Temple,The 
Relations Between Religion and Science, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009)

The necessary conditions to carry out this design go far beyond the fine 
tuning of  the cosmological constants. The Christian Anthropic Principle, exposed 
by South African astrophysicist George F. R. Ellis, is a profound theological 
answer to Leibniz’s question of  why there is something rather than nothing. 
Ellis’s answer is: things exist for human beings to exist, so that the love locked 
in divine interpersonal reality can manifest itself.

IN DEPTH EXPLANATION OF THE CHRISTIAN ANTHROPIC PRINCIPLE

“The symmetries and delicate balances we observe require an extraordinary coherence of  condi-
tions and cooperation of  laws and effects, suggesting that in some sense they have been purpose-
fully designed, i.e., they give evidence of  intention, realized both in the setting of  the laws of  
physics and the choice of  boundary conditions for the universe. This is the basic theological view.
The key idea is that the fundamental aim of  [God’s] loving action … shapes the nature of  crea-
tion, in particular setting its meaning and limitations. … In this spirit, we answer the issue of  the 
existence of  the universe and the nature of  physical laws by the highly controversial but clear 
statement, the universe exists in order that humankind (or at least ethically aware self-conscious 
beings) can exist. The further question of  ‘why?’ is answered by the claim that this is done so that 
love may make itself  manifest, an obviously and patently worthwhile purpose.”

George Ellis, ‘The Theology of  the Anthropic Principle’, in Quantum Cosmology 
and the Laws of  Nature, (eds.) Robert J. Russell, Nancy Murphy and Chris J. Isham,                                    

Vatican City: Vatican Observatory, 1993, pp. 374, 386
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If  one is willing to accept the argument that the Big Bang requires a creator, 
then it is not a huge leap to suggest that the Creator might have established 
the parameters (cosmological constants, physical laws, and so on) in order 
to accomplish a particular purpose. Even the agnostic physicist Stephen 
Hawking, has hinted at this: “it would be very difficult to explain why the 
universe should have begun in just this way, except as the act of  a God who 
intended to create beings like us” (Stephen Hawking, A Brief  History of  Time, 
New York: Bantam Press, 1998, p. 144).
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SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

1. The universe came into being out of  nothingness, approximately 14 
billion years ago.
2. Despite massive improbabilities, the properties of  the universe appear 
to have been precisely tuned for life.
3. While the precise mechanism of  the origin of  life on earth remains 
unknown, once life arose, the process of  evolution and natural selection 
permitted the development of  biological diversity and complexity over 
very long periods of  time.
4. Once evolution got underway no special supernatural intervention was 
required.
5. Humans are part of  this process, sharing a common ancestor with the 
great apes.
6. But humans are also unique in ways that defy evolutionary explanation 
and point to our spiritual nature. This includes the existence of  the moral 
law (the knowledge of  right and wrong) and the search for God that char-
acterizes all human cultures throughout history.

Francis S. Collins, The Language of  God, New York: Free Press, 2007, p.200

CC. . SS. . LLEWISEWIS, , The PThe Prroblem of Painoblem of Pain

For long centuries God perfected the animal form which was to become 
the vehicle of  humanity and the image of  Himself. He gave it hands 
whose thumb could be applied to each of  the fingers, and jaws and teeth 
and throat capable of  articulation, and a brain sufficiently complex to 
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C. S. Lewis, The Problem of  Pain, New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996, pp. 68-71

execute all the material motions whereby rational thought is incarnated. 
The creature may have existed for ages in this state before it became man: 
it may even have been clever enough to make things which a modern 
archaeologist would accept as proof  of  its humanity. But it was only an 
animal because all its physical and psychical processes were directed to 
purely material and natural ends. Then, in the fullness of  time, God 
caused to descend upon this organism, both on its psychology and phys-
iology, a new kind of  consciousness which could say ‘I’ and ‘me’, which 
could look upon itself  as an object, which knew God, which could make 
judgements of  truth, beauty, and goodness, and which was so far above 
time that it could perceive time flowing past.

In his encyclical Humani Generis (1950), my predecessor Pius XII has 
already affirmed that there is no conflict between evolution and the 
doctrine of  the faith regarding man and his vocation, provided that we 
do not lose sight of  certain fixed points. …
Taking into account the scientific research of  the era, and also the proper 
requirements of  theology, the encyclical Humani Generis treated the 
doctrine of  ‘evolutionism’ as a serious hypothesis, worthy of  investiga-
tion and serious study, alongside the opposite hypothesis. Pius XII added 
two methodological conditions for this study: one could not adopt this 
opinion as if  it were a certain and demonstrable doctrine, and one could 
not totally set aside the teaching Revelation on the relevant questions. 
He also set out the conditions on which this opinion would be compat-
ible with the Christian faith … Today, more than a half-century after 
the appearance of  that encyclical, some new findings lead us toward the 
recognition of  evolution as more than a hypothesis. In fact it is remark-
able that this theory has had progressively greater influence on the spirit 
of  researchers, following a series of  discoveries in different scholarly disci-
plines. The convergence in the results of  these independent studies—
which was neither planned nor sought—constitutes in itself  a significant 
argument in favour of  the theory.

John Paul II, Message to the Pontifical Academy of  Sciences, October 22, 1996, § 3–4

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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POLEMIC Quotes

There is grandeur in this view of  life, which its several powers, having 
been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one; and 
that whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of  
gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most 
wonderful have been, and are being evolved.

Charles Darwin, On the Origin of  Species, 6th ed., 2006,                           
Mineola: Dover Publications, p. 307

Reply
The Darwinian mechanism of evolution assigns to chance the novel-
ties that appear in the evolutionary process of successive organisms, 
novelties of which natural selection will preserve only those best 
adapted to the environment. Although Darwin does not ascribe any 
role to God in natural evolution, in this quote he does not deny his 
existence or his role as the creator of the world. However, Darwin’s 
own personal beliefs remain ambiguous throughout this work and 
seem to vary throughout his life: at one time he said that he was 
agnostic, but another time he wrote that he was a theist. 

Darwin’s attack on the Christian religion focused on natural theolo-
gy. As a result of his scientific research he found it very difficult to 
settle the relationship between biological evolution and natural the-
ology, or more specifically, natural selection, which is his proposed 
mechanism for evolution, and the teleological argument, which 
claimed nature as evidence of God. However, Darwin did not deny 
divine creation of the world; it seems that he was inclined to vaguely 
believe in an impersonal God as first cause for the creation of the 
universe. We could say that Darwin did not become an atheist, an 
agnostic or a theist, but a deist, like most scientists and philosophers 
of the Enlightenment. 

Another thing that was difficult to understand and accept for Darwin 
is the existence of evil and suffering in the world. He could see no 
evidence of divine design and goodness in nature; all that he could 
see was pain, evil and death due to the struggle among species and 
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RRICHARD ICHARD DDAAWKINSWKINS, , River out of EdenRiver out of Eden

their extinction. His main problem was to reconcile the existence of 
a good and powerful God, like the Christian one, with the evil in the 
world created by the same God. This is called Epicurus’ trilemma, 
which was reformulated by the Scottish empiricist philosopher Da-
vid Hume as follows: ‘Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? 
Then he is not omnipotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is 
malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Then from whence comes 
evil?’

The total amount of  suffering per year in the natural world is beyond all 
decent contemplation. During the minute that it takes me to compose 
this sentence, thousands of  animals are being eaten alive, many others 
are running for their lives, whimpering with fear, others are slowly being 
devoured from within by rasping parasites, thousands of  all kinds are 
dying of  starvation, thirst, and disease. It must be so. If  there ever is a 
time of  plenty, this very fact will automatically lead to an increase in the 
population until the natural state of  starvation and misery is restored. In 
a universe of  electrons and selfish genes, blind physical forces and genetic 
replication, some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to 
get lucky, and you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. 
The universe that we observe has precisely the properties we should 
expect if  there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil, no good, 
nothing but pitiless indifference.

Richard Dawkins, River out of  Eden, 1995,                                                    
London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, pp. 131–32

An atheist before Darwin could have said, following Hume: ‘I have no 
explanation for complex biological design. All I know is that God isn’t 
a good explanation, so we must wait and hope that somebody comes up 
with a better one.’ I can’t help feeling that such a position, though logically 
sound, would have left one feeling pretty unsatisfied, and that although 

RRICHARD ICHARD DDAAWKINSWKINS, , The BlindThe Blind WWatchmakeratchmaker

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION



260
WHERE DO WE COME FROM?260

atheism might have been logically tenable before Darwin, Darwin made 
it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist.

Richard Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker, 1986, London: Norton & Co, pp. 5–6  

Reply to the two texts from Dawkins
Richard Dawkins is an ethologist and evolutionary biologist at Ox-
ford University. He became famous for his attacks on Creationism 
and the Intelligent Design movements and for his struggle to spread 
atheism (he was the sponsor of the Atheist Bus advertising campaign 
in London). Dawkins rejects William Paley’s watchmaker analogy, 
which advocated the existence of a supernatural creator based on the 
complexity of organisms. Contrary to that view, Dawkins describes 
evolutionary processes as analogous to that of a blind watchmaker. 
Dawkins became a prominent critic of religion and has stated his 
opposition to religion as twofold: religion is both a source of con-
flict and a justification for belief without evidence. So, he considers 
religion as one of the world’s great evils. Dawkins argues that a su-
pernatural creator almost certainly does not exist and that religious 
faith is an illusion, a false belief, because it is not based on evidence.

Dawkins’ biological view is absolutely reductionist. He advocates 
taking the gene as the unit of Darwinian natural selection, yet a gene 
cannot survive alone. It must cooperate with others genes to form an 
organism. From his biological position, Dawkins coined the word 
‘meme’, whose meaning is equivalent to that of the gene, but extend-
ed to the human realm of culture as a replicator of a particular idea or 
set of ideas. So, from this position—that is not scientific at all—he 
hypothesises that there are many cultural entities that transmit infor-
mation through communication with humans, which are copiers of 
behaviour and ideas, such as ethical values of goodness, justice, free 
will, etc. and religious ideas of deity, divine creation, etc. Therefore, 
Dawkins intends to extend the Darwinian evolution from the biolog-
ical realm to the realm of culture. We may say that he is a ‘scientis-
mist’ or dogmatic scientist, thus he states that all things have, or will 
eventually get, a scientific explanation. For him, science can explain 
everything.
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In the beginning, there were no reasons; there were only causes. Nothing 
had a purpose, nothing has so much as a function; there was no teleology 
in the world at all.

Daniel Dennett, Elbow Room, 2nd ed., 2015, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 24

Reply
Dennett is an American philosopher whose studies focus on philos-
ophy of science and philosophy of mind, particularly related to evo-
lutionary biology. He strongly states that evolution can explain all 
world events. This is what is called scientism or naturalism. Due to 
his own view on science, he is a feisty atheist, similar to Dawkins. 
As a philosopher Dennett addresses topics such as free will and mo-
rality. He stresses that they can be explained by science. For him, 
evolution can account for the origin of morality and religious belief. 

For Dennett, humans are merely biological mechanisms which are 
products of the Darwinian evolution of species. According to Den-
nett, humans are intentional beings, but only in a derived way, be-
cause they act as an artifact that responds to desires, beliefs, ideas, 
etc. that Dennett considers extrinsic to human beings. However, this 
is not a scientific position but a philosophical one, which implies a 
reductionism of the human being. The human being is reduced to the 
status of an artifact: the actions of the human being are not human 
actions, that is, they do not belong to it; thus, they do not correspond 
to its own interests. 

Dennett states that the human being does not have a centred and 
localised consciousness, but consciousness is distributed throughout 
the brain and neural network within the human body. Therefore, the 
human being would only be an organism composed by intentional 
subsystems organised according to evolutionary purposes. 

But the kind of intentionality that Dennett posits for human being is 
questionable, because if human beings did not have an intrinsic or 
real intentionality, they would be zombie-like beings incapable of 
deliberate action. This picture of the human being is very difficult to 
reconcile with our experience of being free and responsible for our 
own actions. 

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION



262
WHERE DO WE COME FROM?262

ADDITIONAL READING

THE LANGUAGE OF GOD
FRANCIS S. COLLINS

If  God exists, then He is supernatural.
If  He is supernatural, then He is not limited by natural laws.
If  He is not limited by natural laws, there is no reason He should be 

limited by time.
If  He is not limited by time, then He is in the past, the present and the 

future.
The consequence of  those conclusions would include:
He could exist before the Big Bang and He could exist after the universe 

fades away…
He could know the precise outcome of  the formation of  the universe 

even before it started.
He could have foreknowledge of  a planet … just [with] the right charac-

teristics to allow life.
He could have foreknowledge that that planet [the Earth] would lead to 

the development of  sentient creatures, through the mechanism of  evolution 
by natural selection.

He could even know in advance the thoughts and actions of  those crea-
tures, even though they themselves have free will.

Francis S. Collins, The Language of  God, New York: Free Press, 2007, pp. 81–2
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Do you think that the syllogism exposed by the author of  
the text is logically correct? And true? Why?1.

2. Do you see a conflict between the idea of  a creator God 
and what Science has revealed?

3. Compare Paley’s ‘watchmaker’ argument with Collins’ 
syllogism. What differences are there?

Is Collin’s vision compatible with the other great mono-
theistic religions of  the world?4.

5. Do you believe that the theistic evolutionary perspective 
can prove that God is real?

QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT
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10 WHAT ARE WE? 
HOW ARE HUMANS 
DIFFERENT FROM 
ANIMALS AND FROM 
ROBOTS?

JOTHAM NJOROGE 
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CONTENTs
ARE HUMANS REALLY SPECIAL?
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE A RATIONAL ANIMAL?
WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HUMANS 
AND ROBOTS?
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE RELIGIOUS?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

ON THE CREATURE CALLED MAN
G. K. CHESTERTON

According to C. S. Lewis, Chesterton was ‘the most sensible man alive’.
Born in London in 1874, Gilbert Keith Chesterton lived to witness 
the beginnings and development of the 20th century, a century that saw 
humanity taken to its limits both upper and lower. Never have scientific 
discoveries excelled more than in the 1900s and never too has humanity 
come so close to complete annihilation. In his 1925 book The Everlasting 
Man he outlined the development of humanity in Western civilisation, 
focusing on the centrality of Christ and human spirituality, in contrast with 
the materialistic view of man in his time. The views in this book, which also 
contained an account of his own conversion, have helped many people 
(such as C. S. Lewis) to approach Christianity through a path that was not 
just filled with sentiments of piety, but rather, one full of common sense and 
the use of reason in its full rigour. 

The simplest truth about man is that he is a very strange being; almost in 
the sense of  being a stranger on the earth. In all sobriety, he has much more 
of  the external appearance of  one bringing alien habits from another land 
than of  a mere growth of  this one. He has an unfair advantage and an 
unfair disadvantage. He cannot sleep in his own skin; he cannot trust his 
own instincts. He is at once a creator moving miraculous hands and fingers 
and a kind of  cripple. He is wrapped in artificial bandages called clothes; 
he is propped on artificial crutches called furniture. His mind has the same 
doubtful liberties and the same wild limitations. Alone among the animals, he 
is shaken with the beautiful madness called laughter; as if  he had caught sight 
of  some secret in the very shape of  the universe hidden from the universe 
itself. Alone among the animals he feels the need of  averting his thought from 
the root realities of  his own bodily being; of  hiding them as in the presence 
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G. K. Chesterton, ‘On the Creature Called Man’, in The Everlasting Man, part I, ch. 1, 
at Project Gutenberg, www.gutenberg.org 

of  some higher possibility which creates the mystery of  shame. Whether we 
praise these things as natural to man or abuse them as artificial in nature, 
they remain in the same sense unique. This is realised by the whole popular 
instinct called religion…
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Chesterton implies that we seem to be ‘from another 
land’ in terms of  our abilities and properties. What abil-
ities are these, and how do they compare with those of  
other animals?

1.

2. How is humankind’s ability to create different and similar 
to that of  God, and how is it different from other animals?

3. Are humans just complex animals?

Why are humans unique and why do we have ‘dignity’?4.
5. From what Chesterton says, what makes it possible for 

humans to laugh? Do other animals laugh, or laugh the 
same way and for the same reason as humans?
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Core themes

PEOPLE ARE AWESOME! REALLY?

The text quoted above from the Psalms, hints at a verse from the book of  
Genesis, where we are told that God made man (Adam and Eve) in his own 
‘image and likeness’. That’s why we say that human beings have dignity 
because they reflect the greatness of  God. However, when you look at the 
world and all the mistakes people have made, their misery and short-lived 
victories, one can indeed despair and even doubt the authenticity of  this 
greatness. Yet we cannot doubt that of  all beings on earth, humans are the 
highest because of  our power to take charge, direct and control, “all sheep 
and oxen, and also the beasts of  the field, the birds of  the air, and the fish of  
the sea, whatever passes along the paths of  the sea” (Ps. 8:6–8). This dominion 
is sometimes abused and sometimes used for the good of  all mankind and all 
other creatures. The many advances of  science and technology prove that 
human beings can be a true force for good in the world, and that when we 
act responsibly and with a sense of  accountability to God, then nature thrives 
in all its aspects. Therefore, humans find themselves at the top of  the hier-
archy of  beings on earth, and that our actions have a repercussion down the 
pyramid of  beings, be it for better or for worse.

“
  What is man that thou art mindful of  him, and the son of  

man that thou dost care for him? Yet thou hast made him lit-
tle less than God, and dost crown him with glory and honour. 
Thou hast given him dominion over the works of  thy hands; 
thou hast put all things under his feet.

Ps 8:4–6
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A good way of  understanding what it means to be human is to consider 
the natural context where human life begins and develops: the world of  
objects and people. Every human being is born into a world of  things that 
are knowable, loveable and changeable. We find ourselves in a world that 
responds to our capacities to know, to love and to change or modify and we 
soon come to realise that we ourselves can be known, loved and modified by 
other beings. This capacity of  course grows with time, and it is obvious that a 
child has less of  a capacity to know than an adult. It also varies from person 
to person based on various factors of  health and upbringing. However, all 
human beings, by the very fact of  having human nature, come into the world 
with some sort of  ‘default settings’ which we shall look at further on. 

For in fact what is man in nature? A Nothing in comparison 
with the Infinite, an All in comparison with the Nothing, a 
mean between nothing and everything. Since he is infinitely 
removed from comprehending the extremes, the end of things 
and their beginning are hopelessly hidden from him in an 
impenetrable secret, he is equally incapable of seeing the 
Nothing from which he was made, and the Infinite in which 
he is swallowed up.

Blaise Pascal, Pensées, (trans.) W. F. Trotter, §2, 72

In this other text above, the French mathematician and philosopher Blaise 
Pascal (1623–1662) points out that we find ourselves to be a sort of  average 
between two extremes. We are infinitely big when compared to microorgan-
isms and atoms, but we are also infinitely small in comparison to the earth 
itself, and even more to the stars and galaxies. However, that smallness is only 
in physical size. The greatest of  galaxies can ‘fit’ so to speak in our minds and 
so can the smallest of  particles, be it the Higgs-Boson or an ant. Our capacity 
to know things and possess them virtually in our minds gives us an ability 
to re-create the entire universe within ourselves, and even break the bonds 
of  time by imagining the future and remembering the past. Nevertheless, 
we cannot fail to notice that this incredible power of  the mind, capable of  
escaping space and time, is united to a body whose dimensions are neither as 
vast nor as versatile as those of  the mind.

This is why human beings are considered as a sort of  hybrid between 
matter and spirit. Matter, our bodies, being finite and limited, while spirit, 
our souls, are infinite and unlimited. This is what the famous Greek philos-
opher Aristotle (385–323 bc) observed and aptly crystallised in his defini-

CORE THEMES
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tion of  human beings as ‘rational animals’. It is so far the best definition of  
human beings that has ever been coined. However, a two-word definition is 
a super-summary and we need to unpack its contents, beginning with the 
easier term: animal.
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE A RATIONAL ANIMAL?LL

Let’s begin with what it means to be an animal. The word ‘animal’ comes from 
the Latin word ‘anima’ which means a soul. As Aquinas explains, the soul is 
the cause of  life in all living things, and to be alive (to have life) means to have 
a capacity for information and self-movement based on that information (cf. 
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q.75, a.1). All these capacities are contained 
and manifested organically, meaning a body that has various organs each 
with its own particular function, and also a body that can decompose and go 
back to nature as minerals and water. Therefore, we can define an animal as 
a being with an organic body, which moves itself  based on information it has 
received from its environment. This definition is not quite complete because 
it can as well apply to plants, as we shall see shortly. To complete the defini-
tion, we must add the component of  consciousness. This is the ability to be 
aware of  our surroundings in one unified act of  sense knowledge.

The idea that life is a cause (or a principle) of  information and self-move-
ment can be tested by thinking about your normal reaction to a big hairy 
spider you stumble upon in your room. As soon as you pick up your insecti-
cide and spray all its contents on the little fellow, how do you check whether 
it is alive or dead? Well, you check whether it is moving. And how do you do 
that? By nudging it a bit, maybe with a broomstick or with the tip of  your 
shoe. If  it doesn’t move, you assume it is dead. If  it doesn’t respond to some 
information given to it in the form of  a slight nudge, then it must be dead. 
Movement, and specifically informed self-movement is a sure sign of  life. 
Even plants do it. Look at sunflowers. They follow the sun, turning to the 
direction it is shining. However, their movement is very limited due to the 
crudeness of  their ability to obtain information about their environment, 
based on their needs. In fact, their needs seem to be restricted to what we 
could call ‘mere survival’. Plants (and animals) are very pragmatic!

Our capacity to know goes beyond that of  animals because unlike them, 
we don’t just want to know what reality is for, but rather, what reality is like, 
just for the sake of  knowing. Aristotle’s Metaphysics begins by saying:

All men by nature desire to know. An indication of this is 
the delight we take in our senses; for even apart from their 
usefulness they are loved for themselves; and above all 
others the sense of sight.

Aristotle, Metaphysics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk I, 1

CORE THEMES
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What does rationality mean? This is a difficult concept. At a very basic level, 
to be rational means to have a capacity to know. But as we can imagine, dogs, 
cats and rabbits can also know. Even plants can be said to know because they 
respond to their environment in a specific way. Roots grow towards water, 
even when the water is not directly below them. You may have done the 
fascinating experiment of  planting a bean seed at the edge of  a transparent 
container so that you can watch it as it germinates and sprouts its first roots 
and shoots. If  you sprinkle some water a few inches from the side of  the seed, 

you will see with time how the roots slowly 
begin to bend towards that direction. 

The new plant in a certain sense 
knows where the water is.

Now, rationality is a lot 
more than that. Ration-
ality means the ability 
to know abstract truths 
and facts. By abstract 
we mean the kind of  
knowledge that is very 
clear and yet isn’t asso-

ciated with something 
tangible. For example, we 

can think of  1 + 1 = 2, but 
we aren’t necessarily thinking 

of  one apple or one shoe or two 

The term ra-
tional has a lot to do with 

ratios. A ratio is a comparison be-
tween two sets of  numbers that appar-

ently aren’t connected in any way except 
through the abstract connection we make of  

them in our minds. Think of  1:2 as 4:8. We un-
derstand what that means, i.e. that just as two is 
twice as big as one, eight is twice as big as four. 
This ability to relate things that are apparently 

unrelated, and to think of  such things de-
void of  any material representation (we 

haven’t talked about four hens and 
eight eggs) is what we call   

rationality.

Thanks to consciousness, animals (dogs, cats, rabbits, etc.) have a greater 
capacity than plants to know their environment in one act of  knowledge, and 
therefore, have a greater capacity to move themselves as a whole. This differs 
from plants for which only one part moves depending on what information 
it has been stimulated with. Thus, animals seem to have more freedom so to 
speak, and they can move for motives that are far higher than just going to 
where they sense the sun or the water is. They are less pragmatic and so 
they can engage in activities that go beyond mere survival, such as play, rest, 
and grooming. They can recognize a friend or an enemy and either flee or 
go happily towards them. Human beings, according to Aristotle, are indeed 
animals. However, we are also rational, and this makes a world of  a difference.

THE meaning of rationality
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donkeys. We just think of  1 and 2 in an abstract way. And we can do more 
than that, for instance when we think of  mathematical concepts like pi or 
square roots, and ethical concepts like justice and love. Nobody has ever seen 
a square root walking around. It’s simply a relation between numbers. We 
can clearly understand relations that are not directly visible. 

When Aristotle calls human beings rational animals, he means we are 
animals that move ourselves based on abstract knowledge. That, however, 
doesn’t mean that we do not also move ourselves based on ‘lower’ types 
of  knowledge. We also eat like other animals, and sleep like other animals. 
However, our eating is different. For us, food is ‘cuisine’ and isn’t just stuffing 
raw pieces of  meat into our mouths to fill our stomachs so that we can live 
for one more day. Human beings even fast sometimes, keeping away from 
food for some other higher reason, e.g. to lose weight and get a nicer figure, 
or for a religious reason such as atonement. Therefore, our movements are 
based on a knowledge that is ‘universal’ meaning that it isn’t just pegged 
down to the here and now, nor to the necessities of  surviving in a particular 
environment.

The term rationality is also expressed well through the word ‘intellect’ 
which, according to Aquinas, comes from combining two Latin words: intus, 
which means ‘into’ and legere, which means ‘to read’ (that’s where you get 
the word ‘lecture’ from)*. Humans have an intellect, which means they can 
read-into other beings, going beyond their surface qualities. The intellect also 
helps humans see beyond mere appearances. That’s what helps us distinguish 
a game from reality. 

Just think about it: what’s the difference between a boxing match and 
a bar fight? They both involve men punching each other’s faces till one (or 
both) of  them finally drop to the ground, unconscious with a bloody nose, 
a swollen lip and a black eye. But at the end of  a boxing match, both men 
shake hands and peacefully part ways. That doesn’t happen in a bar fight. We 
are capable of  reading into the actions of  one thing and seeing it as a sport, 
with all its implications, while seeing the other thing as an act of  violence 
even though externally they look the same.

You have also probably seen a dog going mad trying to attack a green 
garden-hose moving like a snake on the ground due to the pressure of  the 

* Other sources say that the etymology of  intellect is inter + legere, which means to choose among things. 
Basically, the ability to distinguish one thing from another in order to choose well. This has a lot to do 
with the virtue of  prudence, which is the habit of  making the right choices. And wise people are known to 
be prudent, which only reinforces the idea that to be rational means to judge things beyond their appear-
ances, not to be superficial. Thus the need to read into things, to be intelligent.

CORE THEMES
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Think of  Rin Tin Tin again, alongside his master, looking at the green 
garden hose that’s moving around like a snake. Both see and hear the same 
thing. Both have the same sense perception or sense knowledge, but only one 
of  them sees beyond the sense experience and understands it as a physics 
demonstration of  fluid dynamics. Only one of  them, the human being, has 
rational knowledge. Both man and dog are animals, and so we both rely on 
our senses to know things, but as humans, our intellects make it possible to go 
beyond what we see with our eyes or experience with our senses. 

Our intellects can only read-into something after (not before) seeing it at 
face value. Our minds (intellect and mind are interchangeable) do not have 
direct access to the world. It is mediated through the senses. That’s why Aris-
totle and many other Greek philosophers said, “Nothing is in the intellect 
that was not first in the senses”. You must see before you judge. Therefore, 

our rationality and our animality are not two 
separate things, but rather, two distinct 

things. There’s a big difference, 
and maybe this analogy will 

help to clarify the difference.
When you write with 

ink on paper, the words 
you’ve written are 
distinct from the paper, 
but not separate. They 
were separate before, 
when the ink was in the 

bottle and the page was 
blank. But a blank page is 

meaningless and a bottle of  
ink can’t communicate much. 

Our rationality is 
embodied (it’s not ink in a 

bottle). We are not a ‘brain in a vat’ 
or a mind floating in space as some sci-

entist and philosophers (René Descartes) 
have posited, even leading to movies like The 

Matrix. We know the world through our bodies. 
Rational knowledge begins with sense experi-
ence, and only later does it surpass it. A math-
ematician first had to know two apples plus 

two apples before he could think of  two 
apples squared and finally just think 

of  two squared, the number four, 
or the square root of  four.

water coming out at its end. We humans look at that and laugh, but for the 
dog, it’s a matter of  life and death. We can see beyond what appears to be 
a snake, and we see it as just a pressurized hose behaving like a snake. Poor 
Rin Tin Tin (the famous German Shepherd dog who featured in many films) 
can’t. That’s the difference between being intellectual and just knowing things. 
That’s what it means to be rational.

embodied rationality
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They unite to form a meaningful text composed of  two things of  a completely 
different kind: the paper and the ink. One is solid and the other is fluid. If  we 
try to separate them, we are left with meaningless paper and meaningless ink.

Much like the ink and paper analogy, our rationality combines with our 
animal component to form a meaningful unity. And in the same way that 
the text on a paper is not just a more complex part of  the paper, but rather 
a thing of  a totally different kind united with the paper, so is our intellect a 
thing of  a totally different kind essentially united with our body. And just like 
bottled-up ink that is separate from the paper can’t make sense on its own, 
our intellects separate from our bodies don’t make sense either. That is why 
the resurrection of  the body in Christian theology is essential to our faith. 
But that’s a matter for another topic. Let’s now explore how this rationality is 
essentially united with our animality.

In conclusion, we can confidently say that as rational animals, we have 
two types of  knowledge that work in perfect harmony: sense knowledge, 
which comes from our animal dimension, and intellectual knowledge which 
comes from our rational dimension. Our intellectual knowledge surpasses 
our sense knowledge in kind, but it also stands upon it as a foundation.
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HUMANS AND ROBOTS. WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

WHAT IS ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE?

Many people think that artificial intelligence (AI) is the future. And science 
fiction movies such as The Matrix (1999) and Terminator 2 (1991) offer us a 
scary future where intelligent machines take over the world and turn it into a 
dystopia (at least for man). But for machines to do that, I believe they would 
need something that only humans have, i.e. a power which we have already 
discussed above when we talked about the difference between a man and his 
dog. But before we delve into that, let’s begin by understanding a key feature 
in the nature of  the most advanced robots and ‘intelligent’ systems we have, 
namely AI.

“Artificial Intelligence means any man-made (artificial) system that is capable 
of  autonomy and adaptivity. Autonomy is the ability to perform tasks in 
complex environments without constant guidance by a user while Adap-
tivity means the ability to improve performance by learning from experi-
ence.” (University of  Helsinki, Elements of  AI course).

As we have seen already, the word ‘intellect’ comes from the Latin 
word intus, which means ‘within’ or ‘into’ and legere, which means ‘to read’. 
Therefore, ‘intellect’ means ‘to read into something’ and hence, to go beyond 
external appearances so as to reach its inner essence. The intellect is an active 
capacity (faculty) in man that enables him to have a full grasp (comprehen-
sion) of  a certain reality. And this full grasp entails not just what is outside, 
nor even what is inside, but also what goes beyond the object itself, although 
based on the essence and properties of  the same object.

Therefore, this ability to read into something and see its potential to 
become something other than what the facts give us, is what we call the intel-
lect. It is the same faculty that is required for any creative process, and by 
creative I don’t mean just putting things together or to compose. The word 
composition literally means to put things together (in Latin, cum + ponere). AI 
is capable of  composing new things, but incapable of  coming up with some-
thing outside the given parameters for composition.

Take sour milk for instance. At face value, it is milk gone bad. But people 
have come up with impressive recipes that no machine could ever have 
invented, precisely because at face value, sour milk is just milk gone bad. It 
is useless from the point of  view of  the normal uses of  good milk. A human 
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being can see beyond the initial intended uses and can also be motivated 
by factors that go beyond the kitchen, such as reducing food waste, saving 
money, becoming a good chef… etc.

So can machines ‘know’? They can 
know as far as they are material 
and have material capabilities, 
just as the human body and 
animals have bodily senses. 
The only difference is 
that human and animal 
bodies are organic, 
while machines are 
inorganic. Indeed, 
the senses are very 
complex capacities 
which both humans and 
animals have, and now 
this capacity is shared by 
machines, thanks to a number 
of  human-inspired sensors that 
provide information processed by AI. 
Humans can perceive colour and shape through 
their eyes, and machines can use a camera, whose design is inspired by the 
human eye. Humans can perceive sound through their ears and machines 
through microphones. Moreover, humans can combine several sense percep-
tions into one common perception, which is what philosophers call common 
sense. And AI can do that by integrating several pieces of  information from 
different sensors to come up with one unified perception. Thus, a small-dark-
hard-sharp object is perceived as a rock.

Also, through adaptivity (learning by experience), machines can learn by 
copying human uses of  certain objects, just like humans can be instructed on 
how to use such objects like in an arts and crafts lesson. After all, it is only 
upon seeing someone use a rock as a knife or a spear that someone else can 
learn the various possible uses of  a sharp rock. 

In conclusion, one may argue that a machine or robot equipped with 
AI can be pre-programmed to recognize (through smart cameras) an object 
and associate it with its limited number of  uses. Its sensors could detect that 
something is a rock, and that it is sharp, and can therefore be used for a 
limited variety of  things. But can that AI robot have the same intellectual and 

An example will help 
to illustrate the idea of  ‘going 

beyond appearances’. A sharp piece 
of  rock, looked at from the outside is just 

that: a sharp piece of  rock. One may con-
sider its sharpness and rockiness and size from 

the sense of  touch and sight. However, it is only 
by looking beyond it that one can see the possi-
bility of  a knife, as the knives used by primitive 
man to cut pieces of  meat or to carve wood 

and even to serve as arrow tips. The Az-
tecs used obsidian knives to cut out 

the hearts of  their victims in 
their human sacrifices!
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creative experience as a caveman who has just stumbled upon a sharp rock, 
but instead of  using it as a knife or a peg, decides to tie a string around it and 
hang it around his neck as a piece of  jewellery? It doesn’t seem likely, and at 
a risk of  belabouring the point, it’s good to repeat Chesterton’s quote again: 
‘Art is the signature of  man.’ AI can never be creative. It can only compose 
(put together) based on certain pre-programmed information. Humans 
however, are creative ‘in the image and likeness of  God’. We too almost say, 
‘let there be… ’ and whatever comes is judged as ‘good’ by a standard that is 
not pre-programmed.

Our bodies are a perfect match for our souls. They exist together from the 
time we are conceived and they separate when we die. However, the soul lives 
on because it is what philosophers call a substantial form. That is a topic for 
metaphysics, but we can touch on it a bit here by recalling Aristotle’s idea 
of  hylomorphism. This was the idea that all material things are composed 
of  two principles: a material part (hylē) and an immaterial formal part (morphē). 
The immaterial part, also called ‘form’, gives definition to the material part, 
without itself  being a material part. An example may help to explain this 
better.

Imagine you are playing a game of  Scrabble and you have four little tiles 
with the letters L, F, E and I. How many words could you make from them? 
Well, you could spell out LIFE, FILE, LIEF and if  you are Spanish, you 
could spell FIEL. These are four different words that have come from the 
same letters. The only difference is their arrangement. But the arrangement 
itself  is not a tile or a letter of  the alphabet. It is an immaterial and invisible 
principle of  order and arrangement, that helps some material and visible 
letters come together to form a meaningful word. Imagine your little sister 
takes away one of  the letters and swallows it! The game is done! You can’t 
spell any of  the words, because the letters aren’t all together. This is what 
hylomorphism is all about. It’s about the form giving a definite arrangement 
to a portion of  matter, and keeping it together, so that you get a meaningful 
being in the end. If  part of  the matter is missing, then the whole being is 
compromised and likewise, if  the form does not manage to keep the matter 
together or in the right and meaningful order, then you have a serious defect.

In human beings, the soul is the form of  the body. When you die, your 
soul leaves your body and so your body decomposes. It’s like the Scrabble 

Human beings have an animal body AND A RATIONAL SOUL
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PERSONALITY

pieces have been scattered all over the house. You don’t have a game anymore. 
It’s dead. Similarly, if  you just jumble up the letters without any intentional 
order, you spoil the game. If  the soul is not in good order, the body suffers. 
That’s why people with depression often have poor health. Their souls are 
not in good order, and so the bodies that those souls inform also suffer. People 
with bad thoughts and bad desires (which are in the intellect and the will 
belonging to the soul) end up destroying lives, property and even their own 
bodies. This is very deep and needs some time to think about. It is tackled 
more in ethics, but anthropology is a good starting point.

The definition of  ‘rational animal’ corresponds to our nature. That means 
when all things are considered, all human beings have this thing in common, 
that they are rational animals. Like all good definitions, it must be as general 
as possible, without missing the essential features. 

Take for example the Oxford English Dictionary definition of  a chair: ‘A 
piece of  furniture for one person to sit on, with a back, a seat, and four 
legs.’ This definition doesn’t take into account the colour of  the chair, the 
specific size, the texture or whether it is made from plastic, metal or wood. 
But all chairs fit into this definition. All human beings fit into the definition 
of  rational animal, be they European, African, Asian, Latino or American.

These unique sets of  properties are built upon the general definition 
or nature of  a thing. And for human beings, apart from our default setting 
of  being rational animals, we have an infinite number of  unique traits that 
are built upon that. Those unique traits come together to form what we 
call ‘personality’. The Roman philosopher Boethius (ad 475–526) defined 
a person as an ‘Individual substance of  rational nature.’ This individu-
ality refers to the unique qualities and the rational nature is the foundation 
that makes those individual qualities possible. For example, our rationality 
allows all human beings to appreciate music but some people, as individuals, 
prefer classical music while others prefer reggae and can’t tell Mozart from 
Beethoven.

Our personality grows with time and is influenced by our environment, 
experiences, relationships and even our hormones. Remember that our 
animality is not just a parallel reality to our rationality, as philosophers like 
René Descartes thought. It is the matter and form relationship again. Not 
just any matter will do. Try making a chair out of  sausages. Even if  you 
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achieve ‘a piece of  furniture for one person to sit on, with a back, a seat, and 
four legs’, nobody will sit on a chair made of  sausages! That explains why 
some personality traits are very much related to whether someone is biologi-
cally male or female, whether someone is old or young and whether someone 
is big or small.

But wait a minute! We have just said that the soul as a ‘substantial form’ can 
continue to exist on its own. That’s why it can be said to ‘leave’ the body 
when someone dies, leading to the decomposition of  the body. But if  we 
think of  the ink and paper analogy mentioned earlier, doesn’t that mean that 
imaginatively we could separate the ink text from the paper and it would still 
make sense, even separate from the paper? Yes and no.

Imagine a scientist comes across an old manuscript that is falling apart 
due to the ageing of  the paper. He wants to keep the text written in ink 
intact, but the paper can’t hold it any more. Then he devises a clever way 
to carefully lift the ink off the paper and preserve it ‘somehow’ with all its 
special calligraphy, till he finds a new paper suitable enough to hold the ink 
once more. Well, for human beings, this scientist is God. God has made the 
soul such that it can exist on its own even when separate from the body, but 
this is only a temporary state of  affairs. The proper thing is for the ink to 
be united to some paper, and for us, it is for our souls to be united with our 
bodies. That’s why, again, the Christian doctrine of  the resurrection of  the 
body is so important.

And now that we have mentioned God, let’s discuss the topic of  religion.

Can souls exist without bodies?
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GOD, HUMAN BEINGS AND OUR ‘RELIGIOUS INSTINCT’:
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE RELIGIOUS?

In the introductory text for this chapter, Chesterton finished by mentioning 
the instinct of  religion, in which all these properties and qualities of  human 
beings come together meaningfully. For us to understand what religion is and 
how it affects human beings, we need to go a bit ‘medieval’ and consult one 
of  the greatest minds that have ever lived, St Thomas Aquinas.

In the Summa Theologiae, St Thomas explains that the word ‘religion’ has 
three meanings derived from its etymology. He says the following:

As Isidore says (Etym., X), “according to Cicero, a man is 
said to be religious from ‘religio,’ because he often ponders 
over, and, as it were, reads again [relegit], the things which 
pertain to the worship of God”, so that religion would seem 
to take its name from reading over those things which belong 
to Divine worship because we ought frequently to ponder 
over such things in our hearts, according to Proverbs 3:6, 
“In all thy ways think on Him”. According to Augustine 
(De Civ. Dei, X, 3) it may also take its name from the fact 
that “we ought to seek God again, whom we had lost by our 
neglect” [St Augustine plays on the words ‘reeligere’, i.e. to 
choose over again, and ‘negligere’, to neglect or despise.]. 
Or again, religion may be derived from ‘religare’ [to bind 
together], wherefore Augustine says (De Vera Relig., 55): 
“May religion bind us to the one Almighty God”. However, 
whether religion take its name from frequent reading, or from 
a repeated choice of what has been lost through negligence, 
or from being a bond, it denotes properly a relation to God.

St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae,  II–II, q. 81, a. 1

As Aquinas says, religion can be approached from three perspectives, but the 
one we want to focus on is the third one; bonding. Religion is about forming 
a bond, a relation with God. Now, all relations involve three things: the two 
things relating and the relation itself. 

People in love say that their love is ‘pure’ or their love is ‘strong’, as if  
their love existed as a third party. They say that because it does exist as a third 
party, and they have to take care of  their love equally, otherwise their love will 

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08186a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/bible/pro003.htm#verse6
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02084a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02084a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06608a.htm
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‘die’. When their love dies, they themselves don’t die, but something else dies. 
However, that something was based on the complete free act of  one person 
towards the other. So every relation requires the two parties relating and the 
relation itself  as a third thing.

Therefore, if  religion is a relation (a bond), then it involves three things: 
you, God, and the relation itself. And this relation is not just something in your 
heart and in God’s heart, but it is also something objective, like a third party. 
So it can be developed, studied and improved by the two relating parties. 
Just as two lovers can decide their ‘rules of  engagement’ which includes 
things like when to call, visit and remember anniversaries, God and man 
can also establish their rules of  engagement. And just as there is some sort of  
universal rule that weddings must involve wedding rings, likewise there are 
some aspects of  religion that are a must, e.g. prayers and sacraments. In fact, 
sacraments are essential because they are the material manifestation of  the 
immaterial bond, just as wedding rings are the material representation of  the 
immaterial love between spouses.

What’s more, if  you read the Bible attentively, you will notice that there 
is a big difference in how God calls himself  before and after his first meeting 
with Moses, in the episode of  the burning bush. God says this about himself: 
“I am the God of  your father, the God of  Abraham, the God of  Isaac and 
the God of  Jacob” (Ex. 3:15).

He changes his identity to reflect the relation he has established with 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; the relation of  a bond (or covenant) he forms 
with the people of  Israel, who are the descendants of  Abraham. This aspect 
of  a relation or a bond is at the heart of  religion, reflected in its etymology.

Now, did you notice the link between the first two aspects of  religion as a 
‘reading again’ with the intellect? It is interesting to note that man is not 
just a rational animal, but also a religious being. Just as the body and the 
soul made a perfect match whereby the intellect builds upon senses when we 
know things, our relationship with God builds upon our intellect. 

This means that religion is not just a bunch of  rules that curtails our 
freedom. Religion is something that appeals to the mind, and so we can read 
it, especially through Scripture. And since the intellect has a foundation in 
the senses, then religion is also something that can be seen physically, through 
the sacraments, and can be felt through piety.

Again, people are awesome: the dignity of the human person
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So all of  our body with its senses, and all our soul with its intellect, are 
capable of  forming this bond with God in a seamless way. Only human beings 
can have such a relationship with God. That’s what makes us so special. Our 
dignity as human beings comes not just because we are capable of  a type of  
knowledge that animals are incapable of. No! Our dignity comes from the 
fact that we are not only made in God’s image and likeness (as we read in 
Genesis) but also that we can form a bond with God.

There are many romantic stories of  handsome high princes that choose 
to marry a ‘common lady’, and what that marriage bond did to the status 
of  the lady. Think of  the wedding between Prince William and Cathe-
rine Middleton. Who had ever heard of  Catherine Middleton before the 
wedding, apart from her close friends and family? Some remember her as 
just one more girl in class, a good student or that neighbour with a nice smile. 
Consider her status now! God does the same with us. That’s why the Church 
has always been represented as a bride. No doubt that Catherine had her 
good qualities and her own dignity. But it rose astronomically the moment 
she became the wife of  the prince and future king. The Church is the wife of  
the King, and we are her members. We too, once we embrace that bond, rise 
in status and dignity by virtue of  that relation. 

Moreover, part of  our dignity is that we have not been forced to form 
that bond. Everyone is free to decide to relate with God or not. Our freedom, 
as a capacity to direct and determine ourselves towards the good that we 
have grasped with our own minds, is the force that allows us to rise up to that 
dignity. We ‘walk down the aisle’ on our own two legs, and are not dragged 
down it, kicking and screaming as though it were a gunshot wedding. 

However, the same power and qualities we have to rubber-stamp our 
dignity are also the same ability to throw us down to the deepest and darkest 
state of  misery. Our freedom, or rather the abuse of  it, when directed towards 
evil rather than good, is what causes all the war, pain and suffering in the 
world. Osama Bin Laden was not forced to attack the Twin Towers of  New 
York on September 11, 2001; Hitler was not forced to start World War II. All 
those were done by choice. Freedom is awesome, but it’s also scary. (We shall 
discuss freedom, the will and the passions in another chapter.)

Lastly, religion has both a vertical dimension as well as a horizontal 
dimension. By vertical we mean the relation/bond between God above and 
man below. By horizontal, we mean the relation or bond we have with each 
other as fellow human beings, and also with other creatures (animals, plants, 
nature, etc.). The second one depends on the first one, because God wants us 
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to be responsible for one another and for the world. The stronger our bond 
with God, then the better and stronger our bond with others will be. That’s 
why in the book of  Genesis, we read God’s command to Adam and Eve: “Be 
fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over 
the fish of  the sea and over the birds of  the heavens and over every living 
thing that moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:28). 

When Adam and Eve were on good terms with God, all creatures that 
were subject to them thrived and were happy. However, when they diso-
beyed God and broke their bond with him, all creatures suffered and in turn 
also became disobedient to them. Additionally, the relation between Adam 
and Eve was badly affected. Thus we read: “To Adam he said: Because you 
listened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree about which I commanded 
you, ‘You must not eat from it’, cursed is the ground because of  you; through 
painful toil you will eat food from it all the days of  your life. It will produce 
thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of  the field.” (Gen. 
3:17–18) And also: “To the woman he said: I will make your pains in child-
bearing very severe; with painful labour you will give birth to children. Your 
desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” (Gen. 3:16) We 
also see God being very angry after hearing Cain’s famous words: “Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” (Gen. 4:9) meaning that God is very happy when we look 
out for each other.
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SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

GG. . KK. . CCHESTEHESTERRTTONON, , The Everlasting ManThe Everlasting Man

CC. . SS. . LLEWISEWIS, , Man or RabbitMan or Rabbit ??

MMAARRTIN TIN HHEIDEGGEREIDEGGER, , Kant and the PKant and the Prroblem of Metaphysicsoblem of Metaphysics

It is the simple truth that man does differ from the brutes in kind and not 
in degree; and the proof  of  it is here; that it sounds like a truism to say that 
the most primitive man drew a picture of  a monkey and that it sounds like 
a joke to say that the most intelligent monkey drew a picture of  a man. 
Something of  division and disproportion has appeared; and it is unique. 
Art is the signature of  man.

G. K. Chesterton, ‘On the Creature Called Man’, in The Everlasting Man, 
Mineola, NY: Dover, 2012, p. 28

One of  the things that distinguishes man from the other animals is that he 
wants to know things, wants to find out what reality is like, simply for the 
sake of  knowing. When that desire is completely quenched in anyone, I 
think he has become something less than human.

C. S. Lewis, ‘Man or Rabbit?’ in God in the Dock,                                        
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2014, p. 108

No other epoch has accumulated so great and so varied a store of  knowl-
edge concerning man as the present one… But also, no epoch is less sure 
of  its knowledge of  what man is than the present one.

Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of  Metaphysics, (trans.) J. S. Churchill, 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1962, p. 216
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CCHARLES HARLES DDAARRWINWIN, , The Descent of ManThe Descent of Man

POLEMIC Quotes

KKARARLL  MMARXARX, , AA Contribution to the Critique of  Contribution to the Critique of 
HegelHegel’’s Philosophy of Rights Philosophy of Right

There can be no doubt that the difference between the mind of  the lowest 
man and that of  the highest animal is immense. … Nevertheless the differ-
ence in mind between man and the higher animals, great as it is, certainly 
is one of  degree and not of  kind.

Charles Darwin, The Descent of  Man, London: John Murray, 1874, p. 125

Reply
It may appear at first that Darwin is in agreement with what we have 
affirmed about man’s difference with other animals. However, what 
he says next seems to contradict all we’ve concluded about what our 
rationality does to our animality. Rationality is not just a complex 
form of sense knowledge, precisely because it relies on seeing what 
is not apparent; reading-into and even beyond external appearanc-
es, which also gives us the capacity to be creative. This intellectual 
power belonging to our soul, builds upon the power of the senses 
which belong to our body. It is a power of a different kind, but there 
is a great resemblance because they are made for one another.

Religion is the sigh of  the oppressed creature, the heart of  a heartless 
world, and the soul of  soulless conditions. It is the opium of  the people.

Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of  Hegel’s Philosophy of  Right, (trans.)        
J. O’Malley, London: Cambridge University Press, 1982, Introduction  

Reply
Marx believed in a concept he called alienation, whereby people 
who are faced with difficulties respond by imagining a better world 
in the future, rather than trying to solve those problems in the pres-
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JJEAN EAN PPAUAULL  SSAARRTRETRE, , No ExitNo Exit

ent. He accused Christianity of this because he saw the idea of heav-
en as one such escapism. Thus for him, those who join themselves to 
God through religion are tying themselves to the promise of a better 
future world, and do nothing to solve the problems of this world.

Marx was clearly wrong, both conceptually and realistically. There 
is no organisation in the world that has done more to address the 
problems of mankind than the Church. The schools, hospitals, nurs-
ing homes etc., especially in the poorest of countries are almost all 
run by the church or other religious organisations. This is because 
Christians believe in an incarnate God, Jesus, who took on our flesh 
and taught us that we cannot love him if we don’t also love our 
neighbour. He also began his ministry by doing many miracles, the 
majority of which were solutions to human problems.

Additionally, by being in a bond with a higher being, religion re-
quires man to give the best of himself and be worthy of that bond. 
It comes with many responsibilities towards other people, the en-
vironment etc. and not just towards God. And if you think about it, 
what man or woman preparing themselves for the lifelong bond of 
marriage doesn’t try to be the best version of themselves precisely to 
secure a better future for his or her marriage? And how much it helps 
indeed to push someone to be good by thinking about the bright fu-
ture that awaits them? Therefore, the thought of heaven and enjoying 
God forever is not an opium, but rather an incentive to be good and 
do good on earth now, part of which involves doing good to society.

Hell is other people. (A phrase from Sartre’s play No Exit, where three 
people die and are condemned to be together in a room for all eternity.)

Jean Paul Sartre, No Exit, (trans.) S. Gilbert, New York: Vintage International, 1989, p. 45

Reply
Sartre used the play and the phrase to criticise the ontological struc-
ture of humans as social beings, whereby we are not made to be 
self-sufficient and self-referential, but rather, to relate to others. He 
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hated the fact that for us to derive meaning in our lives, there must be 
other people. Think about it, who is a doctor without patients? Who 
is a teacher without students? Who is a father without children or a 
child without parents? But this need to give and receive from others 
was unbearable for Sartre and although he admitted that it was part 
of human nature, he saw this as a flaw and therefore saw all human-
ity as flawed and defective creatures. He did not see our reciprocity 
as a perfection that makes life rich and beautiful, especially when we 
live that reciprocity to the full. Even God’s inner life is one of reci-
procity and relation, between the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
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ADDITIONAL READING

But what is man? About himself  he has expressed, and continues to express, 
many divergent and even contradictory opinions. In these he often exalts 
himself  as the absolute measure of  all things or debases himself  to the point 
of  despair. The result is doubt and anxiety. The Church certainly under-
stands these problems. Endowed with light from God, she can offer solu-
tions to them, so that man’s true situation can be portrayed and his defects 
explained, while at the same time his dignity and destiny are justly acknowl-
edged.

For Sacred Scripture teaches that man was created “to the image of  
God”, is capable of  knowing and loving his Creator, and was appointed by 
Him as master of  all earthly creatures that he might subdue them and use 
them to God’s glory. “What is man that you should care for him? You have 
made him little less than the angels, and crowned him with glory and honour. 
You have given him rule over the works of  your hands, putting all things 
under his feet” (Ps. 8:5-7).

But God did not create man as a solitary [creature], for from the begin-
ning “male and female he created them” (Gen. 1:27). Their companionship 
produces the primary form of  interpersonal communion. For by his inner-
most nature man is a social being, and unless he relates himself  to others he 
can neither live nor develop his potential.

[…] Though made of  body and soul, man is one. Through his bodily 
composition he gathers to himself  the elements of  the material world; thus 
they reach their crown through him, and through him raise their voice in free 
praise of  the Creator. For this reason man is not allowed to despise his bodily 
life, rather he is obliged to regard his body as good and honourable since God 
has created it and will raise it up on the last day. Nevertheless, wounded by 

second VATICAN council
Gaudium et spes
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sin, man experiences rebellious stirrings in his body. But the very dignity of  
man postulates that man glorify God in his body and forbid it to serve the evil 
inclinations of  his heart.

Now, man is not wrong when he regards himself  as superior to bodily 
concerns, and as more than a speck of  nature or a nameless constituent of  
the city of  man. For by his interior qualities he outstrips the whole sum of  
mere things. He plunges into the depths of  reality whenever he enters into his 
own heart; God, Who probes the heart, awaits him there; there he discerns 
his proper destiny beneath the eyes of  God. Thus, when he recognizes in 
himself  a spiritual and immortal soul, he is not being mocked by a fantasy 
born only of  physical or social influences, but is rather laying hold of  the 
proper truth of  the matter.

Man judges rightly that by his intellect he surpasses the material universe, 
for he shares in the light of  the divine mind. By relentlessly employing his 
talents through the ages he has indeed made progress in the practical sciences 
and in technology and the liberal arts. In our times he has won superlative 
victories, especially in his probing of  the material world and in subjecting it 
to himself. Still he has always searched for more penetrating truths, and finds 
them. For his intelligence is not confined to observable data alone, but can 
with genuine certitude attain to reality itself  as knowable, though in conse-
quence of  sin that certitude is partly obscured and weakened.

The intellectual nature of  the human person is perfected by wisdom and 
needs to be, for wisdom gently attracts the mind of  man to a quest and a love 
for what is true and good. Steeped in wisdom, man passes through visible 
realities to those which are unseen.

Our era needs such wisdom more than bygone ages if  the discoveries 
made by man are to be further humanized. For the future of  the world stands 
in peril unless wiser men are forthcoming. It should also be pointed out that 
many nations, poorer in economic goods, are quite rich in wisdom and can 
offer noteworthy advantages to others.

It is, finally, through the gift of  the Holy Spirit that man comes by faith 
to the contemplation and appreciation of  the divine plan.

Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 12, 14 and 15, 
at The Holy See, www.vatican.va 
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

In what sense is the human being “image of  God”?1.

2. What is the meaning of  the sentence “through his bodily 
composition he gathers to himself  the elements of  the 
material world”?

3. What implications may follow from considering the 
human body as something “good and honourable”?

Discuss the sentence “intelligence is not confined to 
observable data alone”.4.

5. What is sin? Why is sin important to understanding what 
human beings are?
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WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT WHEN WE REFER TO 
‘MY FREEDOM’?
HOW IS FREEDOM CONNECTED TO OUR ABILITY TO 
WANT?
HOW ARE WE ABLE TO EXERCISE OUR WILL?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

GAUDIUM ET SPES
SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL

Gaudium et Spes was promulgated by Pope Paul VI in 1965. It is known 
as the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the modern world. It is one 
of the main documents to come out of the Second Vatican Council. The 
document seeks to express the relation of the Catholic Church to the world 
and modern humanity.

Only in freedom can man direct himself  toward goodness. Our contempo-
raries make much of  this freedom and pursue it eagerly; and rightly to be 
sure. Often however they foster it perversely as a license for doing whatever 
pleases them, even if  it is evil. For its part, authentic freedom is an excep-
tional sign of  the divine image within man. For God has willed that man 
remain “under the control of  his own decisions” (cf. Sirach 15:14), so that 
he can seek his Creator spontaneously, and come freely to utter and blissful 
perfection through loyalty to Him. Hence man’s dignity demands that he 
acts according to a knowing and free choice that is personally motivated 
and prompted from within, not under blind internal impulse nor by mere 
external pressure. Man achieves such dignity when, emancipating himself  
from all captivity to passion, he pursues his goal in a spontaneous choice of  
what is good, and procures for himself  through effective and skilful action, 
apt helps to that end. Since man’s freedom has been damaged by sin, only 
by the aid of  God’s grace can he bring such a relationship with God into full 
flower. Before the judgement seat of  God each man must render an account 
of  his own life, whether he has done good or evil (cf. 2 Cor. 5:10). 

Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 17, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Would you agree or disagree with the statement ‘the 
highest value one can hold is personal freedom’?1.

2. Which is better to say: a) ‘the human person is free’; or b) 
‘the human person acts freely’?

3. Are we able to ‘do otherwise’ or are we determined in 
our actions?

Is ‘being free’ the same as ‘absence of  boundaries’?4.

5. What is the difference between freedom and license?
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Core themes

WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT WHEN
WE REFER TO ‘MY FREEDOM’?

When beginning to think about our freedom I suggest two starting points. 
• First, let us start with language: what do we mean when we talk 

about ‘my freedom’? Are we using ‘freedom’ as a noun, and if  so 
what are we referring to? Are we using the word ‘freedom’ here as we 
would use the word ‘my head’ when we say ‘my head hurts’? We do 
not think of  our freedom as a body part; if  we were to be dissected 
there would be no organ of  freedom as there are heart and lungs. 
We conclude that when we use the phrase ‘my freedom’ we are not 
describing a physical thing in me. So, what is it?

• Second, let us start with our experiences. We all have the experience 
of  feeling free or of  feeling constrained. We recognise the experience 
of  freedom in our own lives or in the lives of  others when we are in 
the process of  making choices, but not only then, freedom, or the 
lack of  it, is something we experience deep within us when we think 
about what we want to do and why we want to do it, and we can feel 
restraint when we are not able to do what we want. 

I hope these two starting points have already given you something to think 
about concerning how we can define this thing we call ‘freedom’. This leads 
us to consider the nature of  freedom: it is certainly part of  me, but not in a 
physical way as we have seen above. 

Perhaps there is a third initial idea to consider. Do you think of  your 
freedom as something static and one-dimensional, like a sheet of  glass, and 
would say ‘I am a free person and I make free choices’ or do you think of  
your freedom as something dynamic and multi-faceted like a diamond, or 
do you think it is a combination of  both? I am inclined to say it is a combi-
nation of  both. It is static in so far as I know I am free even though I am not 



300
ARE WE FREE? WHAT IS FREEDOM?300

currently making any choices. I experience the inner freedom I seem to have 
been born with. I experience this inner freedom when I feel inside that I have 
to do something but I don’t want to. I also know that making choices is a big 
part of  freedom but it is not everything and hence I understand freedom as 
a multi-faceted process that spans individual actions but also my life project.
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HOW IS FREEDOM CONNECTED TO OUR ABILITY TO WANT?

Freedom in the strand of  philosophy based on Aristotle and Aquinas has 
been understood as a characteristic of  our will, it describes how we want 
things. Freedom is used as an adjective to describe how we act: we act with 
free will when we make moral choices, choices that involve good or evil. This 
acting is always connected to what we know, and in this way Aristotle and 
Aquinas see our reason and will acting together: I can want what I know or, 
in other words, when I know what is possible or available then I can make 
choices. So, before going any further, if  we are to understand our freedom, 
we must first understand what our will is. In order to do this, we need to look 
at our actions. 

Some of  my actions are done because I want to do something, others 
because they happen without me necessarily wanting them. An example of  
the former is deciding what to wear, an example of  the latter is my digestive 
system. When I act because I want to, as in the first example, this is called a 
voluntary act. The voluntary act is voluntary because it is caused by an act 
of  my will and it is not an act that ‘happens’ to me. We take an active posi-
tion towards our voluntary acts. I carry them out: they are not acts that I am 
the spectator of. So to summarise, voluntary acts are acts of  which I am the 
principal originator. They don’t ‘happen’ to me. I carry them out; they come 
from me, or as Aristotle says I am the principle of  these acts of  which I am 
in control.  

These voluntary acts come from our will. Aristotle defines the will as the 
rational appetite. The Oxford English Dictionary defines appetite as ‘a strong desire 
for something’: we will see further on that the will is a strong desire for the 
good. Aristotle is also saying that this strong desire for the good includes knowl-
edge (through our reason) of  the good. Let’s look at this further. Aquinas 
explains that the object of  the will is the good and the means to attain the 
good:

I answer that, as stated above (Article 1, Reply to Objec-
tion 3), the will is sometimes taken for the power, and some-
times for the act. Hence if the will is taken for the act, it is 
necessary to place two wills. For the will, as was said in 
I-II:8:2; I-II:8:3, regards both the end and the means; and 
is affected differently towards both. For towards the end, it 
is borne simply and absolutely, as towards what is good in 
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When Aquinas talks of  ‘will as nature’ (voluntas ut natura), he is referring to 
our natural inclination to what is good, something which is necessary and 
imperative. In a way we could say that the good is irresistible to our will. But 
that inclination alone is not sufficient for action. To choose how to act here 
and now we need not only a general tendency for the good as an end, but a 
tendency for the particular means here and now connected to that end. This 
tendency arises after rational deliberation and is what Aquinas calls ‘will as 
reason’ or (voluntas ut ratio).

itself; but towards the means it is borne under a certain rela-
tion, as the goodness of the means depends on something 
else. Hence the act of the will, inasmuch as it is drawn to 
anything desired of itself, as health, which act is called by 
Damascene thelesis—i.e., simple will, and by the masters 
‘will as nature’, is different from the act of the will as it is 
drawn to anything that is desired only in order to something 
else, as to take medicine; and this act of the will Damascene 
calls boulēsis—i.e., counselling will, and the masters, ‘will 
as reason’. But this diversity of acts does not diversify the 
power, since both acts regard the one common ratio of the 
object, which is goodness.

St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, III, q. 18, a. 31

  L Voluntas ut natura – will as nature
Voluntas ut ratio – will as reason

As the person understands more and more clearly where true goodness lies, 
and proposes it to themselves, this allows the person to choose more and 
more in line with the natural dynamism towards the good. But, given that 
in this life we can make mistakes, as we do not yet understand goodness 
as such, it is possible that we can misunderstand what is a particular good 
for ourselves Therefore, the acts of  the will are divided into two classes by 
Aquinas, depending on how the good is desired:
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• First, the good as the goal one is pursuing and is desirable for its own 
sake i.e., because it is good. This good has its basis in our nature 
created in the image and likeness of  God and with the desire for 
goodness itself, i.e. God. This means that since we have been created 
by God in his image and with the ability to love, our will is, by nature, 
a created good. This goodness of  our will is not at the level of  choices; 
in fact, our choices presuppose this tendency towards the good. This 
is what Aquinas calls ‘will as nature’ or the natural constitution of  
our will. 

• Second, the good as means. This is the will, as modified by the judge-
ment of  our intellect for a particular good. We recognise that this 
good, is good for me. Here the will is acting with the intellect in order 
for us to make choices.

The ability to make choices is commonly thought to exhaust our freedom, 
and added to this is the ‘right’ to choose. However, if  we were to analyse 
the process of  choice-making we would find that this is only one element 
of  freedom. Our choices are made up of  different interconnected elements. 
First, I propose to myself  the possibility of  doing something that would be 
good for me: for example, I propose to myself  the possibility of  studying to 
become a teacher and so I find out what this would entail—here my intellect 
is at work trying to find out what ‘to be a teacher’ is. Next, I need to decide 
if  this is really what I want to do by weighing up the possibilities and then 
deciding on a choice, saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to this proposition. Finally, having 
made the decision to go ahead with my choice I then have to decide on the 
means available to me to carry out my goal. Why do I do all this? For many 
reasons: because I think I would enjoy being a teacher, I would be able to get 
a job in this profession and this, in turn, would allow me to do many things. 
However, this question remains: are we free only when making choices, or is 
it because we are free, that we can make free choices?
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HOW ARE WE ABLE TO EXERCISE OUR WILL?LL

The knowledge of  the different ways our will can be exercised will help us to 
understand freedom. We can identify five ways of  wanting or willing:

1. Desire. This is an inclination towards a good, rationally understood, 
and is a tendency towards an end—this ‘will’ is wanting, desiring.

2. Power. If  our will is about something that will happen in the future 
it is called ‘power’ or ‘dominion’. This is because I decide about a 
future situation: I will travel to France by rail not by boat. Here ‘will’ 
is about what could be done, since it depends on me, and it is about 
things that have not yet happened. We probably use ‘will’ to mean 
this more than anything else. Hence the word ‘choice’—I can choose 
to go by train or not. ‘Will’ in this sense is power and choice.

3. Choice: saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’. If  it’s something in the past we can 
accept or reject it, this is a specific use of  our will and it is applied 
to things that have happened and that are presented to me. If  I’ve 
won the lottery, I can accept it and collect my money or reject it. If  
I’ve been asked to give a speech, I can say ‘yes’ or ‘no’. This type of  
choice is applied especially to what one already is, e.g. daughter of  
so-and-so, born in such-and-such a city. In this sense one accepts 
oneself  or does not—the will either accepts or rejects.

4. Creative will or artistic will. On a technical level it gives shape to a 
material form, but it is also about inventiveness. Creating friendships, 
institutions, languages to write and speak, literature. The ‘will’ here 
carries the connotation of  being used for something new and comes 
from the intimate interior of  the person. This is possible because 
the intelligence is creative. From here projects, decisions, plans are 
thought up—the ‘will’ is creative.

5. Love. This means recognising that something has value in itself. This 
is the most human use of  the will and is truly rational—the ‘will’ is 
loving.

The above uses of  the will can be interlinked: I have won the lottery, I am 
happy to collect the money (choice of  acceptance) and, at last, I can (power) 
do something I’ve always wanted to do (desire): make an outfit (create) for 
my mother (love). These five aspects have to go together for the person to be 
complete: the person is not pure desire (as suggested by Freud) or pure will 
to power (as suggested by Nietzsche); the parts need to go together so as not 
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INTERIOR OR FUNDAMENTAL FREEDOM

to weaken the person. For this reason, freedom cannot be reduced to one 
of  these aspects only; freedom cannot be equated to liberating desires or to 
unleashing vital energies. 

Exercising one’s freedom is seen as the flourishing of  the whole person: 
it is a right no one will give up, and one is not fully human unless one is truly 
free. It can show our greatness or our degradation. It is a great gift. The 
human person is free; freedom is not just a property of  one’s acts (doing) 
but what one is. Therefore, freedom needs to be understood as working on 
interconnected levels.

Interior freedom is the deepest level of  our freedom; we are free. It is having a 
‘free interior’ or an interior space where I am on my own. No-one can possess 
it unless I want them to, and in a way I am at the disposition of  myself. I am 
independent, autonomous; no-one can force me or take this space away from 
me. In this sense, the person is free since he is master of  himself  and there-
fore master of  his actions. Nothing can take this fundamental freedom away: 
it is a right no one will give up, and one is not fully human unless one is truly 
free. People’s dignity comes from this interior space; it is the basis of  human 
rights and the just ordering of  society. This has important consequences for 
the person. They therefore have the following rights:

• Freedom of  opinion and expression: we have the right to seek the 
truth, to accept and proclaim it according to our knowledge and 
understanding.

• Religious freedom: a deep and fundamental right because it is the 
right to form a relationship with the Absolute Being. No-one can 
stand in the way of  this relationship. This right covers not only 
believing but also practising a faith.

• A right to live according to one’s beliefs and convictions, i.e. to respect 
and follow the moral and ethical norms that one’s own conscience 
dictates, the common tradition to which one freely belongs and the 
life-project that one chooses.

However, freedom is not a fence behind which one hides and turns one’s 
back on others. Freedom is often experienced for the first time in adoles-
cence as the discovery of  this interior world. However, freedom is also open-
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ness, manifestation, the exercising and development of  one’s freedom. If  this 
doesn’t happen then the individual is left ‘alone’ without friends.

Fundamental freedom is also openness to everything that is real, or to have 
an unrestricted field of  possibilities; i.e., infinite things one could know and 
do. Prison is taking away this freedom of  both time and space and as such it 
is a punishment given to free beings. People cannot stand prison or long-term 
lockdown since apart from their body they are also spirit and confinement 
affects both dimensions.

The spiritual side of  man apart from being characterised by openness is 
also characterised by activity. Freedom has to be developed; I have to freely 
design my conduct. So, fundamental freedom is also the inclination to self-     
realisation, to reach the purpose of  my human nature in the way I decide. In 
this way freedom can be defined as being the cause of  itself  in the order of  opera-
tions: you move yourself  to where you want to go in order to reach your own 
flourishing! It’s the same as saying ‘be yourself !’ This fundamental freedom 
opens man to a further dimension of  freedom, that of  realisation and devel-
opment, to forge one’s life project. This is a task which has moral-practical 
characteristics.

SITUATED FREEDOM

Our freedom is not without limits, rather it is a ‘situated’ freedom; we find 
ourselves in a particular situation, which is something we freely assume when 
starting our conscious life. Man is not just his freedom, what makes up man is 
his body and a unity of  other elements: biological, genetic, cognitive, educa-
tional, cultural and emotional, even historical: we are born in this time and 
this place with this character.

It is a fantasy to say we have unlimited freedom. A freedom with no 
barriers simply does not exist. Freedom with no restrictions is an abstract 
thought, not a real thing. Man never starts from zero—we already are; what I 
am places me in a position to practice the exercising of  my freedom. Freedom 
is not an emancipation from everything, otherwise it is an empty freedom 
and leads to frustration.

If  we think freedom is the absence of  any barrier the result is not the 
flourishing of  oneself  but the opposite: arbitrariness and caprice. In the first 
instance what is true is that I am what I am since birth, I have to accept my 
limitations because they are the part of  my becoming great. Freedom does 
not mean not depending on anyone or anything. 
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FREEDOM OF CHOICE

We are all aware that we can choose, we can exercise our freedom or not, 
we can choose between this or that, we can specify our freedom in one way 
or another. These two capacities, that of  exercising or specifying, makes up 
the capacity of  self-determination of  our will which is known as freedom of  
choice. There are three ways of  understanding this freedom to choose.

1. Freedom is just an illusion: it is in fact only down to our subcon-
sciousness, education, genes, family upbringing, and social class. 
This reduces man’s freedom to being determined, sometimes even 
without our knowing it.

2. Freedom is reduced to choice only: this has its roots in the writings 
of  John Stuart Mill and is very widespread. He talks about pursuing 
“our own good in our own way” while we do not deprive anyone else 
of  their way. This reduces the understanding of  freedom to being 
free to choose what one wants, as long as it doesn’t harm others. If  
the person gets it wrong it is better to leave them in error instead of  
imposing your own opinion or choice on them which is not theirs. 
For this type of  freedom, the worst thing is not to be able to make choices; 
anything can be a matter of  choice or ‘lifestyle’. Therefore, in order 
to fulfil oneself, it is sufficient to freely choose. This goes hand in hand 
with the idea that all values are the same. This opinion is reflected in 
the most common ways of  understanding freedom: 
• without freedom of  choice no one can be free, 
• no one can impose upon another the ‘good’ or the ‘true’ at the 

expense of  their freedom, 
• being authentic or spontaneous is an ideal that cannot be 

renounced. It can be summarised as: there is a certain way of  
being which is my way of  being, I have to live like this and not 
follow or imitate any other. This is being true to myself.

3. Between the determinism of  freedom and the reduction to choice, 
there is the middle path which puts freedom of  choice in its right 
place. This middle path affirms that:
• some of  our decisions are the fruit of  our free choice, but not so 

many as perhaps we’d like to think. In many cases we cannot do 
what we would choose to do because of  our circumstances.
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FULFILMENT OF MY FREEDOM IN A LIFE-PROJECT

• our choices can be right or wrong, because we can choose rightly 
something that improves us or, wrongly, something that is not 
convenient for us. Spontaneity doesn’t always assure a correct 
choice. For this to happen we need some criteria for our choices, 
so that our choices are according to benchmark values that we 
know and accept.

• these criteria come from man’s natural inclination towards what 
is good and what is true, what is beautiful in itself, the acquisition 
of  which develops the person. The acquisition of  values takes 
place within a community, a family, a society.

The use of  our freedom of  choice leads to its development and specific real-
isation. The use of  our freedom produces customs and habits. The devel-
opment of  the person is based on our human nature; we can also say it is 
perfected by habits because these facilitate the achievement of  man’s end. 
Our human nature has its roots in the fact that man has the capacity to 
perfect himself  until he reaches his personal flourishing. These ends are what 
are characteristic of  intelligent beings. In which case we can say man intrin-
sically perfects himself  through the use of  his freedom.

We each live our own life, we write our own history and biography through 
the use of  our freedom, this is what we call our life-project, and it consists 
of  a collection of  decisions that we make throughout our lives: what we will 
study, where we will live, who we will marry, what kind of  a person we will 
be, how we will influence those around us and in the wider society. In our 
life-project we can become who we really are or are not; we can choose to 
become better or worse, or at least different; we choose to follow one path or 
another. This takes place over time; while living in the present we can project 
the future. This means we take certain ‘living pathways’ that arise out of  situ-
ations and circumstances before which we have to make choices, e.g. deciding 
what profession to take.

My biography is made up of  different paths I choose to take, i.e. it is 
related to how I use my freedom and it is also related to the happiness I 
seek for myself  in the opportunities given to me or in the truths I discover. 
Living in this way is to exercise the capacity to forge projects and to see them 
accomplished: I am making a part of  my life. Therefore, our aspirations are 
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very important; they are what we seek in life to make ourselves happy, and 
for this there are no recipes. Each one has to find their way, writing their 
own biography. In the writing of  our lives, we have to ask ourselves: ‘What 
am I free for?’ It is not enough to feel free, one has to have an aim in life that 
gives meaning to our freedom, otherwise my freedom is used for irrelevant 
things, e.g. going to McDonald’s or Burger King. This trivialises our lives 
and our biography, since our freedom is measured by the things we use it 
for. This is why our life-projects are so important, the truths that inspire me, 
the values and models I seek to follow, the good things, even though they 
are difficult, that I seek to achieve. The virtue that the ancients thought very 
important was that of  magnanimity. The magnanimous person was the one 
who aspired to great things. These are called our ideals, tasks we want to 
undertake in order to achieve virtue and values. An ideal is our model for 
life that we choose for ourselves, and we choose it in order to be happy. This 
dimension of  our freedom is using it to achieve our life’s ideal, our personal 
biography. To conclude, the fulfilment of  our own life-project, freely decided 
upon and brought about, is what gives authenticity and meaning to our lives.
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Something of  the sort happens also with regard to the throwing of  goods 
overboard in a storm; for in the abstract no one throws goods away volun-
tarily, but on condition of  its securing the safety of  himself  and his crew 
any sensible man does so. Such actions, then, are mixed, but are more like 
voluntary actions; for they are worthy of  choice at the time when they 
are done, and the end of  an action is relative to the occasion. Both terms, 
then, ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’, must be used with reference to the 
moment of  action. Now man acts voluntarily; for the principle that moves 
the instrumental parts of  the body in such actions is in him, and the things 
of  which the moving principle is in a man himself  are in his power to do 
or not to do. Such actions, therefore, are voluntary, but in the abstract 
perhaps involuntary; for no one would choose any such act in itself.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk. III, 1

For men do their own will, not God’s, when they do what they wish and 
not what God orders; but when they do what they wish in such a way that 
nevertheless they follow God’s will, they do not do their own will even 
though they do what they wish. Willingly do what you are ordered, and so 
you, too, will do this which you want, and you will not do your own will 
but that of  him ordering.

Augustine of  Hippo, Tractates on the Gospel of  St John, (trans.) J. W. Rettig, tr. 19, § 19
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VVIKIKTTOR OR FFRANKLRANKL, , ManMan’’s Seas Searrch for Meaningch for Meaning

RROMANO OMANO GGUARDINIUARDINI, , The Living FThe Living Frreedomeedom

Man is not fully conditioned and determined but rather determines 
himself  whether he gives in to conditions or stands up to them. In other 
words, man is ultimately self-determining. Man does not simply exist but 
always decides what his existence will be, what he will become in the 
next moment. By the same token, every human being has the freedom to 
change at any instant…

Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, (trans.) I. Lasch, 
Boston: Beacon, 1984, p. 154

Freedom means belonging to oneself. I experience myself  as free when I 
realize I belong to myself: when I realize that in acting I depend on myself, 
that the action does not pass through me, in that way seeking out some-
thing else, but it arises in me, and therefore it is mine in a special sense, 
and in it I am myself.

Romano Guardini, The Living Freedom, quoted in (trans.) Paul O’Callaghan, Children of  
God in the World, Washington: The Catholic University Press, 2006, p. 456

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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SSPINOZAPINOZA, , EthicsEthics

POLEMIC Quotes

Experience teaches us no less clearly than reason, that men believe them-
selves free, simply because they are conscious of  their actions, and uncon-
scious of  the causes whereby those actions are determined.

Baruch Spinoza, (trans.) R.H.M. Elwes, Ethics, III, prop. 2

Reply
Is freedom an illusion? Spinoza argues that freedom is not real, but 
it is merely an impression begotten from being conscious of our ac-
tions at the time of doing them, since ultimately everything we do is 
really determined by a number of factors, such as our family back-
ground, our education, our previous experience, our moods, the be-
haviour of the people around us, etc. According to this vision, free-
dom would only be real if a perfect state of neutrality in front of two 
choices could be achieved, what Servais Pinckaers called freedom of 
indifference. Or in other words, freedom would mean the complete 
absence of any form of past or present influence on me so that my 
will can equally choose one thing or the other. Clearly, this can never 
happen in reality and Spinoza is right in presenting it as an illusion. 
But if freedom is not fundamentally about choices of objects, or even 
of actions, but it is about determination of who I become, of perfect-
ing myself, then things are different and freedom can be real. This 
idea of freedom, which Pinckaers called freedom for excellence is 
much more complex than a magical moment of the will that decides 
between two choices: it brings into play our capacity for reflection, 
our perception of the good and our choice of goals, and is compatible 
with acknowledging that there are influences that can have affected 
our actions.
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HHOBBESOBBES, , LeviathanLeviathan

A free man is he that, in those things which by his strength and wit he is 
able to do, is not hindered to do what he has a will to.

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, I, 21

Reply
This is an incomplete or partial definition of freedom, which can 
easily lead to confusing what freedom is. Freedom is not only, or pri-
marily, the absence of obstacles, restrictions or external impediments 
that stop me from doing out what I want, what Isaiah Berlin called 
negative freedom or freedom from. It is also freedom to: freedom is 
fundamentally an existential capacity that drives the way I interact 
with the world, with others and with myself. I belong to myself and 
therefore I am responsible for both my unimpeded actions, my deep-
est thoughts and my reactions to what happens around me. 

JJOHN OHN SSTUATUARRTT  MMILLILL, , On LibertyOn Liberty

Where, not the person’s own character, but the traditions or customs of  
other people are the rule of  conduct, there is wanting one of  the chief  
ingredients of  human happiness… He who lets the world, or his own 
portion of  it, choose his own plan of  life for him, has no need of  any other 
faculty than the ape-like faculty of  imitation.

John Stuart Mill, On liberty, London: Longmans, Green, Beader and Dyer, 
1874, ch. 3, p. 102

Reply
There are problems and limits with Mill’s idea of freedom as auton-
omy. This idea is very present in contemporary culture: freedom as 
the capacity to choose our own plan of action irrespective of any tra-
ditions, cultural or religious background we are part of. Many people 
are fascinated by the thought of freedom as the right to develop in 
my own way, to create myself however I want. The Christian under-
standing of freedom is very different from that of pure autonomy: it 
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is a freedom with a horizon, with a reason for its existence, and that 
reason is to love. Freedom is not to do whatever I want, or to do it 
my way, but to love because I want to. Ultimately, freedom is the 
capacity to love God, not because this is imposed on me by God, but 
as something willed by me. God desires our love, and because love 
cannot be imposed he has taken the risk of our freedom.
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ADDITIONAL READING

FREEDOM, A GIFT FROM GOD
JOSEMARÍA ESCRIVÁ

Let us ask ourselves once again, here in the presence of  God: Lord, why 
have you given us this power? Why have you entrusted us with the faculty of  
choosing you or rejecting you? You want us to make good use of  this power. 
Lord, what do you want me to do? His reply is precise, crystal-clear: “Thou 
shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart and with thy whole soul and 
with thy whole mind” (Mt 22:37).

Don’t you see? Freedom finds its true meaning when it is put to the 
service of  the truth which redeems, when it is spent in seeking God’s infinite 
Love which liberates us from all forms of  slavery. Each passing day increases 
my yearning to proclaim to the four winds this inexhaustible treasure that 
belongs to Christianity: “the glorious freedom of  the children of  God!” (Rom 
8:21). This is essentially what is meant by a ‘good will’, which teaches us 
to pursue “good, after having distinguished it from evil” (St Maximus the 
Confessor, Capita de Caritate, 2, 32).

I would like you to meditate on a fundamental point, which brings home 
to us the responsibility we have for our own consciences. Nobody else can 
choose for us: “men’s supreme dignity lies in this, that they are directed 
towards the good by themselves, and not by others” (St Thomas Aquinas, 
Super Epistolas S. Pauli Lectura, Ad Romanos, ch. 2, lect. 3). Many of  us have 
inherited the Catholic faith from our parents, and, by the grace of  God, 
supernatural life began in our souls from the moment we were baptised as 
new-born infants. But we must renew throughout our lives, and every day of  
our lives, our determination to love God above all things. “He is a Christian, 
a true Christian, who subjects himself  to the rule of  the one and only Word 
of  God” (Origen, Contra Celsum, 8, 36), without laying down conditions to his 
obedience, and being ever ready to resist the devil’s temptings by adopting 
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Josemaría Escrivá, ‘Freedom, a gift from God’, (trans.) Scriptor S.A., in Friends of  God, § 27, 
at www.escrivaworks.org

the same attitude as Christ did: “Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and 
serve none but Him” (Mt 4:10).
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

Why does people’s supreme dignity lie in being directed 
towards the good by themselves?1.

2. How can obedience to God be a path of  freedom? What 
is the sense of  worshipping God?

3. Why do you think the author links freedom and truth?

Why does St Paul in his Letter to the Romans talk about “the 
glorious freedom of  the children of  God”?4.

5. What is the connection between the formation of  our 
conscience and freedom?
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WHY SHOULD WE CONSIDER EMOTIONS IN 
PHILOSOPHY?
WHAT ARE OUR EMOTIONS AND WHAT ARE
THEY FOR?
CAN WE SAY THAT EMOTIONS ARE GOOD OR BAD?

CONTENTs

WHAT IS THE CONNECTION BETWEEN VIRTUES 
AND EMOTIONS?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

PASSIONS AND VIRTUE
SERVAIS PINCKAERS

Servais Pinckaers (1925–2008) was a Catholic theologian and a member of 
the Dominican Order. For many years he was professor of moral theology 
at the University of Fribourg in Switzerland. He is the author of many 
books in moral theology, and his most well-known work The Sources of 
Christian Ethics (published first in French in 1985) is considered by many 
as one of the most important works in the field.
The text below is an extract of the beginning of the first chapter of his 
book Passions and Virtue, a posthumous work published in 2009. The 
book discusses the connection between various virtues and emotions, and 
attempts to show that a morality based on virtues consists in the integration 
of emotions in the virtuous person. The book draws inspiration from the 
writings of Aristotle and St Thomas Aquinas.

We must first deal with the question of  vocabulary. The word ‘passion’ poses 
difficulties in terms of  its current usage, as it is sometimes used pejoratively. 
One dictionary defines it as an “intense, driving, or overmastering feeling”. 
But according to Descartes, passion is “any affective state or phenomenon”. 
It is in this sense that Saint Thomas Aquinas understood it. Understood like 
this, the term ‘passion’ corresponds more or less to ‘sentiment’ or ‘emotion’, 
an enduring affective state. …

In fact, hidden behind this question of  vocabulary is the more basic 
question about the meaning of  morality. What is the role of  the senses, the 
passions, and feelings in the moral life? How must the moralist treat them? 
In our day and age, morality is centred on legal obligations, duties, rational 
imperatives imposed on our free will. Passions, on the other hand, are seen as 
non-voluntary impulses of  the senses against which one has to fight so as not 
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to act contrary to reason and law. Passion is thus characterized by the excess 
to which it leads, an overmastering feeling, as the dictionary says.

But because passion is opposed to feeling and warns against it, the moral 
will and its corresponding virtue become dry and without feeling. This can 
lead to a distrust even of  love and spontaneity. Virtue becomes synonymous 
with the voluntary observance of  the law made more meritorious because it 
lacks feeling. This is nothing but a modern form of  stoicism.

Servais Pinckaers, Passions and Virtue, Washington, D.C.:                                                     
The Catholic University of  America, 2015, p.1
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Can we say that some emotions are better, morally 
speaking, than others?1.

2. Are emotions ultimately good or bad? How much influ-
ence do they have—or should they have—over our 
everyday lives, our thoughts, decisions and actions?

3. Should we exercise control over our emotions? What 
reasons are there to do so? Is there a difference between 
exercising control and ‘suppressing’ emotion?

Do animals and humans experience emotions in the 
same way?4.

5. Can emotions affect our culpability if, for example, a 
person told a lie out of  fear of  the repercussion if  they 
told the truth?
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Core themes

WHY SHOULD WE CONSIDER EMOTIONS IN PHILOSOPHY?

Our emotions are intrinsic to our identities as humans. They provide colour 
and rich texture to our lives and memories, and shape and define our everyday 
actions and decisions. How often have you left a task undone because you’ve 
had a bad day and haven’t felt like it? Or perhaps volunteered, or given 
to charity, because of  the emotional impact of  an advertising campaign or 
personal testimony? This almost unconscious but unquestionable connection 
between how we feel and what we do is easily recognisable. This is why a 
philosophical approach is necessary. Over the ages, philosophers and thinkers 
from both Eastern and Western cultures have explored and sought to explain 
and define the emotions, because of  the universal agreement of  their impor-
tance to human happiness, and their impact on our everyday living. 

As our emotions are so intrinsic to our lives, to the point that they 
overflow in our actions, decisions and relationships, we must ask what our 
emotions are, and, perhaps more importantly, why they are—what purpose 
do they serve, if  any? Do they shape more than my decisions and actions in 
the present moment? Do they possess any moral weight of  any kind? There’s 
nothing quite like a discussion or debate, rooted in personal or relatable 
experience, to get ideas and questions flowing. So, we are presenting some 
scenarios depicting a range of  emotional experiences with questions which 
can be used to guide or prompt discussion if  needed.

The scenarios and questions fulfil two purposes: they set the scene for 
deeper philosophical content and themes regarding the emotions; they help 
us to gauge and be aware of  our relationship with our own emotions and how 
they inform our actions, as well as being aware of  the (sometimes widely!) 
differing emotional responses and decisions of  others.
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SCENARIOS OF EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCES FOR DISCUSSION

SCENARIO A
You’re having an argument with your friend or sibling. They have just said something 
very personal and hurtful to you and it’s made you angrier than you’ve been in a long 
time. How are you likely to react? 

• Do you retaliate in kind—an eye for an eye? Do you feel justified in doing so?
• Is your anger more internal? Does it last long?
• Do you bear grudges?
• Are you likely to exit the conversation? Why or why not?

SCENARIO B
You find £50 in the middle of  the street. You know there’s a police station down the 
road where you could hand it in. You also know that you’ve got a party coming up this 
weekend, and £50 could go a long way towards having a good time. What emotions are 
at play here and how do they interact with your decisions?

• If  you decide not to hand it in, what is your thought process? What justifies your 
decision to keep the £50 for yourself ?

• If  you decide to hand it in, why? 
Change the scenario a little: swap the party for paying some bills, or repaying your friend 
or parents for money they lent you, which would give you some relief. Would that change 
your decision-making process? How and why?

SCENARIO C
Colonel Arnaud Beltrame was a French gendarme who sacrificed his life to save a woman 
held hostage during a 3-hour siege near Carcassonne, France, 2015. He persuaded the 
gunman who held her hostage to let her go, and to take him hostage instead. The woman 
escaped but Colonel Beltrame died from wounds inflicted by the gunman. 

• Did Colonel Beltrame ‘gain’ anything from this?
• What emotions might someone in his position have felt? Would this have aided 

or hindered his ultimate decision?
• Do acts of  selfless heroism have any bearing on emotion, or vice versa?

DISCUSSION
‘Hedonism’ was a school of  thought started in Ancient Greece around the mid-400s BC. 
Elements of  hedonism exist today—we might be familiar with the term ‘a hedonistic life-
style’. Hedonists argue that seeking pleasure and avoiding pain are the only components 
necessary for well-being.

• Do you agree?
• Can you think of  anyone living a hedonistic lifestyle? Would you say they were 

happy and fulfilled?

CORE THEMES
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WHAT ARE OUR EMOTIONS AND WHAT ARE THEY FOR?

AREN’T EMOTIONS JUST ANIMALISTIC SURVIVAL INSTINCTS?

Our emotions are natural affective reactions (‘affective’ meaning something 
that pertains to moods and feelings), which incline us to act or not act in the 
face of  something we know, perceive, or imagine to be good or bad. They 
foster some actions and hinder others. 

For example: fear stimulates the ‘fight or flight’ mechanism in us. If  you 
suddenly realise a car is speeding towards you, fear (the emotion connected 
to self-preservation) would cause you to throw yourself  out of  the way. 
Self-preservation is fostered, and everything else is completely overridden. 

Another example is that of  a person who has just been touched by an 
unexpected compliment. The ensuing feeling of  gratitude and pleasure is 
likely to promote a good mood, and an increased likelihood of  passing on a 
compliment or doing something nice for someone else. 

The emotional response does not only depend on the strength of  the 
stimulus that provokes it, but also on the individual’s innate psychosomatic 
constitution (mainly our  temperament),  psychosomatic state (stress, relaxa-
tion, tiredness, illness etc.) and state of  character (acquired habits).

As of  yet, there is no scientific consensus as to a definition of  emotion, 
or a definitive list of  emotions: a strange thought for our super-empirical age. 
At the same time, we are all familiar with the awe felt at the splendour of  a 
sunset, being moved by the care and kindness of  another, the joy felt in the 
company of  good friends.

Some philosophers and thinkers have attributed the role of  emotions solely 
to survival instincts, part of  our defence mechanism for survival. There is 
truth in this. In mechanistic terms, emotions are physiological reactions to 
external or internal stimuli. Objects or events trigger reactions in our brains 
which we experience and learn to recognise as emotions: pleasure, fear, 
pain, play, contentment, disgust … our body’s nervous system in turn goes 
through a physiological response which is familiar to us all: a rapidly beating 
heart, sweaty palms, flushed cheeks, laughter, the facial reactions of  surprise, 
disgust, etc., which very quickly primes us to face the external or internal 
stimulus. 

OUR EMOTIONS HAVE A PURPOSE
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DO ANIMALS HAVE EMOTIONS,
AND ARE THEY THE SAME AS A HUMAN’S?

As in the example of  fear given above, we can see that some emotions 
do indeed have an evolutionary history and have their foundation in basic 
survival instincts—fear (self-preservation); anger (defence); desire or attach-
ment (promoting social harmony and promulgating the species). These more 
‘primal’ or ‘basic’ emotions are shared with non-rational animals.

There is a great continuity between us and animals. Animals who possess 
‘higher’ functions possess and exhibit complex feelings. For example, swans 
are known for ‘mourning’ their dead mates and in some cases even dying of  
a ‘broken heart’ (even if  the names of  these two emotions are anthropomor-
phic, and do not coincide with what happens to us). Dogs have been known 
to grieve at the loss of  their owner, sometimes eating and sleeping less, and 
refusing to move from their graveside. Other domestic pets such as cats, dogs 
and even birds have been known to exhibit ‘jealousy’ at the birth of  a new 
human child in the family of  its owners as it senses that it is receiving less 
attention from its owners.

However, though there is an overlap of  emotional experience in humans 
and animals, there are emotions and causes of  emotional experiences that 
animals do not undergo or understand. For example: a human athlete 
competing in a race might, if  they lost, be disappointed and envious of  the 
winner—but a dog in a dog race will never be envious of  the dog that won 
the race. A dog cannot understand the benefit of  victory unless there are 
clear rewards or punishments associated with winning and losing.

We could say the same of  guilt: a dog might display signs that we will 
associate with remorse (sadness, looking down, and avoiding eye contact) 
after it has done something that it has been trained not to do, such as eating 
food made for humans or chewing up a rug (and by training we mean that 
it has been punished for doing such things in the past, and rewarded for 
good behaviour). But a dog cannot feel guilt for realising the negative conse-
quences on others of  a selfish action. Dogs do not have moral sense. 

There are other emotions that are totally impossible for animals: spiritual 
emotions arising from the acquisition of  knowledge, the resolution of  intel-
lectual problems, the admiration in front of  an act of  heroism, generosity or 
love, and the most elevated human emotions connected with artistic contem-
plation, the contemplation of  God and the experience of  God’s love for us.

CORE THEMES
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WHAT MAKES HUMAN EMOTION DIFFERENT?

THE PURPOSE OF EMOTIONS ACCORDING TO
CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY/ANTHROPOLOGY

The difference between our emotions and those of  animals is the role played 
in humans by rationality. Rationality penetrates the affective dimension of  
the person: we can feel things for rational reasons.

An example: in 1972, the psychologist Walter Mischel conducted a 
famous experiment in delayed gratification now known as the ‘Stanford 
Marshmallow Experiment’. During the experiment, a group of  young chil-
dren are sat one by one in a room. In front of  them is a tantalising sweet treat. 
The interviewer tells them that they can eat it immediately; but if  they are 
able to wait for a certain amount of  time alone without touching the treat, 
then they will receive two treats at the end of  the wait.

The experiment has been reproduced and videoed several times since 
then and, quite apart from anything, makes for adorable watching. However, 
it highlights an important point: in a situation in which an untrained dog, 
for example, would simply eat the treat, we are able to apply our capacity 
for thought, foresight, analysing and judgement. We can reason through our 
desires, instincts and feelings and choose to act for a particular purpose (more 
on this later).

Christian anthropology views emotions as natural to humans and good in 
themselves. Human emotions have purpose and importance in the context 
of  individual moral growth. Moreover, they are an essential part of  becoming 
fully human, fully ourselves, and fully happy over the course of  our lives. 
Our emotions form an integral aspect of  our personal development in either 
virtue or vice. They can foster or hinder our growth towards the happiness 
of  a morally strong character, or the contrasting unhappiness of  a morally 
stunted character. 

When feeling lazy, but with work that needs to be done, I have a choice: 
to get on with my work despite my feelings at that moment, or to give in to 
laziness and not do it. This choice does not just have an external impact on 
my workload and professional life: it has an impact on my character. 

If  I habitually choose to give in to laziness, then I gradually but steadily 
become a person who is unable to work well and is unable to stand up to 
themselves. I become a lazy, unreliable person who is trapped and dictated to 
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by their own whims. It doesn’t take a genius to know that this kind of  person 
is not a happy person. 

On the other hand, if  I habitually choose to do my work and overcome my 
feelings of  laziness, then I gradually become a person who is hard-working, 
reliable, strong enough to master my temporary whims. Being aware of  this 
choice, the ‘step’ between the feeling and the action, is the first stage of  a 
healthy emotional life.

CORE THEMES
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CAN WE SAY THAT EMOTIONS ARE GOOD OR BAD?

If  we accept the premises that: a) emotions are a natural part of  human 
nature, and b) all things are created good and with a purpose, then we could 
say that emotions are, in themselves, good. By this we mean that they are not 
inherently negative, something to be rejected or rooted out, as we might with 
a bad tooth or disease.

Let’s not confuse this with saying that ‘the actions stemming from emotion 
are in themselves good’, because this is clearly not the case. For example: the 
emotion of  anger, as our psyche’s natural defence mechanism against threat, 
is good in itself. It exists for a reason—to protect vulnerability and neutralise 
something we perceive to be a threat. However, as commonly happens, a 
person might hurt another out of  anger—person A has perceived person B 
as a threat in some way (to their ego, reputation, well-being, etc.), and has 
lashed out, an action which is clearly not good.

Moreover, if  person A continues to mistakenly perceive threat in 
non-threatening events or objects, this will lead to cultivating a negative 
disposition of  hostility over time, and may become habitually vicious or easy 
to enrage. Christian morality makes a clear distinction between the emotion 
or emotional reaction to a situation, and the decisions made by a person in 
response or ‘under the influence’ of  emotion. Morality comes into play with 
our actions and intentions—not how we feel in the moment. 

If  we look back at Scenario A, there may be different reactions. Some 
may have retaliated in kind; others may have stayed quiet. If  someone has 
said something hurtful to you, an angry reaction is normal. However, if  you 
choose to say something equally hurtful (or perhaps to hurt them physically), 
this is a step into a moral choice.

There are cases in which some emotions are so powerful that we may 
not have a choice in how to act, but in general these are rare. Fear for one’s 
life, for example, is one of  the emotions which can lessen moral culpability 
in certain situations. When feeling extreme fear, our capacity for reason is 
often impaired, if  not entirely disabled, and therefore our responsibility for 
our actions is diminished. There are other cases, where emotions are not so 
strong and yet we are led by them contrary to what we know is better for 
us. For example, we may eat something that we know we should not eat for 
serious medical or religious reasons, because we feel attracted to its looks or 
taste.
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WHAT IS THE CONNECTION BETWEEN VIRTUES AND EMOTIONS?

INTEGRATING OUR EMOTIONS WITH OUR REASON

PRACTICE MAKES PROGRESS

We usually become aware, fairly early on, that emotions alone are not the 
best moral captains of  our lives. This is why it is important not only to be 
aware of  what our emotions are and what purpose they serve; but also to 
remember that human emotions are good, necessary and part of  our unique 
identities. They are not there simply to be tamed like an unruly pet, ignored, 
stoically controlled, or recklessly followed in pursuit of  a hedonistic lifestyle. 
They need to be fully integrated with right reason.

The intellect, the will and emotions work hand-in-hand towards moral 
growth over time. Let’s use an example: a person feels uncomfortable telling 
a lie, and feels satisfaction or relief  by telling the truth. Here, we can see that 
the person’s emotions have formed an ‘internal setting’ that predisposes them 
towards the morally good choice of  telling the truth in all circumstances. 
Following Aristotle, we could say that the person ‘feels right’ in having done 
what is right; and thus, in every future situation that requires this truth-or-lie 
choice, the intellect judges and understands the good choice (telling the 
truth), the will wants it, and positive emotions (knowing you will be relieved, 
or experiencing peace or satisfaction) support this choice. Because it is easier 
to want something that you know you will feel good about, the person acts 
more readily, choosing to do what is good: they tell the truth. In doing so they 
further grow in the virtue of  sincerity (more about virtue below). This is an 
example of  the integration of  reason and emotion.

How does a person reach this point of  integration of  reason and 
emotions? Over time, with the repetition of  right choices according to reason 
and against untrained feelings that might pull us towards an immoral choice. 
In essence, we have to ‘train our feelings’. It’s important to note two things 
here: 

1. It takes time and practice. The person used in the example above, 
who feels uncomfortable telling a lie and satisfaction or peace in 
telling the truth regardless of  the situation, may not have started 
out that way. They may have had to steel themselves countless times 
in different circumstances through their childhood, adolescence and 

CORE THEMES
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adulthood to tell the truth no matter what the situation is. The fear 
of  losing face or having to own up to something and risk someone’s 
disappointment or anger makes it tempting to take the easy way out 
and tell a lie (‘I forgot my homework at home!’; ‘No, I didn’t eat that 
slice of  cake you left in the kitchen.’). It is only through continu-
ously choosing, in each differing circumstance, to tell the truth, that 
a person attains this ‘internal setting’. 

2. Secondly: it can be a bumpy road. We are used to saying that practice 
makes perfect; but in reality, it’s much more realistic to say that prac-
tice makes progress. Each circumstance is different, and the ‘internal 
setting’ only predisposes a person to make the morally upright choice. 
There will always be the necessity of  making a choice and acting on 
it. Perhaps one day a generally truthful person is faced with a situa-
tion in which, even if  they feel uncomfortable telling a lie, they ulti-
mately do so because the fear of  repercussion is too great. However, 
it is always possible to get back on track: while we might give in to a 
bad decision, we can always re-engage with the struggle, make what-
ever reparation we need to set the record straight, and keep going.

The full integration of  emotion and reason is a gradual process that shapes 
us little by little over the course of  our whole life. The more we choose truth 
over falsehood, the more sincere we become. The more we choose generosity 
over selfishness, the more generous we become. What happens if  we don’t 
undertake the ‘training’ of  our feelings, of  integrating emotion and reason? 
Simply put, we will become unhappy. We have all been in situations where 
our emotion has led us astray and we have ended up making a bad decision, 
or perhaps recognised that we are in the grip of  ‘bad habits’. More often 
than not, it is our feelings that lead the way into a bad choice in a particular 
situation—such as breaking a resolution not to watch yet another episode of  
a series, or procrastinating work that needs to be done, in favour of  browsing 
Instagram… 

If  we do not undertake the work of  exercising our intellect and will 
in these situations, we run the risk of  our feelings and emotions—and not 
knowledge of  or desire for the good—becoming the master force of  our lives. 
Untrained and unsupported by the exercise of  right reason, they are an unre-
liable captain for a person who wants to lead an upright, fulfilled and happy 
life.
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WHERE DOES VIRTUE COME IN?

If  we think of  a good person in our lives and consider what makes them a 
good person, their traits would probably align themselves with the virtues: 
generosity, charity (kindness, mercifulness), justice (fairness), temperance, 
order, patience, etc. Virtue is often described as ‘moral excellence’, or as a 
habitual and firm disposition to do the good. If  a person carries out a kind 
act once, this does not mean they necessarily possess the virtue of  charity or 
mercy: it does not necessarily mean they are kind. 

However, if  the person continuously chooses to act kindly, even if  it costs 
them in time and effort, it becomes a habit. Over time the habit becomes 
a disposition, a stable part of  the person’s character. Others will recognise 
this trait of  kindness as an intrinsic part of  that person’s being—someone 
who can be relied on to spend time to listen to others’ problems, who feels 
genuine compassion for others, who shares their possessions generously…  
Moreover, for the person concerned, this stable disposition gives rise to a 
unique and desirable peace and joy. While being kind and generous takes 
effort, their struggle to become and not simply act kindly bears fruit: it becomes 
easier and easier to be kind in every situation, because it arises from a new 
‘second nature’, a new and better way of  being. Every kind action brings 
them some pleasure (in a truly virtuous action the pleasure is a result of  their 
choice, not the main aim of  it, though this knowledge of  ‘feeling good about 
it’ might form part of  their decision-making process). Their human capacity 
for emotion, hand-in-hand with their intellect and will, makes doing the good 
thing a pleasurable action. 

We are all familiar with the challenge of  doing the right thing and the 
battle of  overcoming our feelings of  laziness, selfishness, and all the other 
faults and flaws of  the human character. But this challenge and struggle is an 
invitation to moral growth, which is precisely the perfection of  our tenden-
cies according to reason. It leads to peace, strength and nobility of  character, 
and authentic human happiness. As a concluding remark, it might be a good 
idea to emphasise the reality of  the human condition: full integration of  
emotions and reason can never be definitively achieved, but the journey of  
emotional and moral growth, and the joy that comes with it, is within the 
reach of  everybody.

CORE THEMES
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AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , Nicomachean EthicsNicomachean Ethics

SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

PPETER ETER KKREEFTREEFT, , Back to Back to VVirtueirtue

RROGER OGER SSCRUCRUTTONON, , Knowledge and FeelingKnowledge and Feeling

It is easy to perform a good action, but not easy to acquire a settled habit 
of  performing such actions.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, (trans.) J. A. K. Thomson, bk. II, 1

No emotion, merely as an emotion, is a sin, because we cannot directly 
control the arising of  an emotion in our soul.

Peter Kreeft, Back to Virtue, San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2016, p. 82

To teach virtue we must educate the emotions, and this means learning 
‘what to feel’ in the various circumstances that prompt them.

Roger Scruton, ‘Knowledge and feeling’, Culture Counts, 2007, p. 37; also in 
The Roger Scruton Reader, (ed.) Mark Dooley, London – New York: Continuum 

International Publishing Group, 2009, p. 159

SSTEPHEN TEPHEN RR. . CCOVEYOVEY, , First Things FirstFirst Things First

Between stimulus and response, there is a space. In that space is our power 
to choose our response.

Stephen R. Covey, in Stephen R. Covey, A. Roger Merrill and Rebecca R. 
Merrill, First Things First, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1994, p.59
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OOSCAR SCAR WWILDEILDE, , The PictuThe Picturre of Dorian Graye of Dorian Gray

POLEMIC Quotes

I believe that if  one man were to live out his life fully and completely, were 
to give form to every feeling, expression to every thought, reality to every 
dream—I believe that the world would gain such a fresh impulse of  joy 
that we would forget all the maladies of  mediaevalism, and return to the 
Hellenic ideal… But the bravest man amongst us is afraid of  himself… 
We are punished for our refusals. Every impulse that we strive to strangle 
broods in the mind and poisons us. … The only way to get rid of  a temp-
tation is to yield to it. Resist it, and your soul grows sick with longing for 
the things it has forbidden to itself…

Oscar Wilde, The Picture of  Dorian Gray and other writings,                                
New York: Pocket books, 2005, pp.22-23

Reply
The character speaking in this passage from Oscar Wilde’s novel is 
Lord Henry Wotton, a self-proclaimed pleasure-seeker and hedonist. 
Hedonists believe that happiness lies in the avoidance of all pain 
(including resisting temptation or vice) and the indulgence of desires 
in order to experience pleasure. Lord Henry puts all value on the 
transient experience of pleasure, indulging in whims and emotion, 
and believes that the practice of virtue when overcoming oneself in 
pursuit of good is sickening for the soul.

This is a very individualistic and self-centred philosophy which 
seems attractive at first but which does not work well in practice. 
Because of its amorality, hedonism does not lead to true, lasting 
happiness or a fulfilled and meaningful life, and very swiftly leads 
to immorality and the unhappiness of a self-indulgent existence. In 
fact, in The Picture of Dorian Gray, we discover that Lord Henry 
does not practice hedonism in reality and therefore does not know— 
or perhaps even believe—in the practical implications of his words; 
in the case of Dorian Gray, the hedonistic lifestyle he adopts erodes 
his moral character, ultimately leading to committing a murder, and 
then his own death.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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CCICEROICERO, , TTusculan Disputationsusculan Disputations

PPLLAATTOO, , GoGorrgiasgias

The specific and more reliable cure [for the effect of  emotions] is when 
you teach that the emotions are wrong in and of  themselves, and have 
nothing either natural or necessary about them.

Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, (trans.) M. Graver bk IV, n. 60

Reply
This is an expression of the famous ‘Stoic apatheia’, which sup-
presses all emotions, seeking to reach a state of mind in which one 
is free of any emotional disturbance. The stoics aimed for a supreme 
detachment from emotion, because they are seen as neither natural 
nor necessary and cloud rational thinking. Habitual suppression of 
emotions in the stoic sense is a rejection or misinterpretation of real-
ity or of self, which cannot lead to human happiness and fulfilment.  
Emotions (as we have discussed in this chapter) are not wrong, un-
natural or unnecessary, but rather form an essential dimension of 
human existence which can assist us towards maturity of character 
and moral growth, working with our reason and will.

[The text presented here is our summary of  Callicles’ argument as 
presented in Plato’s dialogue Gorgias] 
All passions are according to nature, and it is only by convention that 
some things are seen as noble or shameful.

Plato, Gorgias, 482e–484a

Reply
In contrast to the stoic belief, this represents a particular expression 
of hedonism that, in its most generic formulation, considers happi-
ness as pursuing only pleasure and avoiding suffering. According to 
Callicles, since morality is only the ‘fruit of convention’ and not of 
nature (i.e. morality is a social or cultural construct—a belief that 
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is enjoying some popularity again today), restraining our passions 
because of moral considerations does violence to nature and brings 
about suffering and unhappiness. This belief is also mirrored in the 
excerpt from The Picture of Dorian Grey.

While Callicles is correct in stating that passions are part of the na-
ture of man, it does not follow that all passions should therefore be 
indulged indiscriminately, including the actions that might follow 
from those emotional states or impulses, just because they are part 
of our nature. If someone found pleasure in hurting others or them-
selves, they should clearly not be allowed to indulge this passion. It 
does not lead to goodness—it leads to evil and harm. It is not just 
convention or cultural norms that dictate what is ‘noble or shame-
ful’. There are universal moral principles (natural law) which are 
inherent to human nature and are knowable to all humans, regardless 
of culture or belief. An obvious example is the universally-held be-
lief that killing a human being is wrong.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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ADDITIONAL READING

THE VIRTUE OF FORTITUDE
DOUG MCMANAMAN

The typical hedonist today does not aspire to anything larger and higher, but 
settles for ‘feeling good’. Such a life does not require fortitude.

  The emotions have an innate need to be guided by reason. An emotion-
ally healthy life is one in which the emotions are moderated by right reason. 
It follows that emotional stability and well-being are the result of  a certain 
structuring in which the emotions of  the concupiscible and irascible appetites 
are subject to a will that in turn is subject to reason.

 An emotionally unhealthy life is one in which the emotions govern the 
will and reason. In this case, the emotions are not guided at all, or they are 
governed by a mind not rectified by reason via the intellectual virtues, such 
as wisdom and prudence.

 There are a host of  emotions that are left out in the treatment of  temper-
ance and its various parts, namely the emotions of  the irascible appetite, 
which include fear, daring, hope, and despair.

Life brings with it all sorts of  difficulties, and it is through these emotions 
that we relate to them. To relate to these difficulties well requires that these 
emotions be moderated by the appropriate virtues, namely fortitude and its 
parts.

 Now the greatest achievement of  love is to learn to love the other as 
another self. Man’s perfection consists in the possession of  God in knowledge 
and love. A perfect love of  another is thus one that wills that the happiness 
of  knowing and loving God befall him or her. Human life is a quest for the 
Supreme Good, and a good human life is about willing the good, which is 
precisely what love is. In other words, human life is about learning to love.
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The virtue of  temperance is thus not enough for emotional well-being, 
since temperance deals with the greatest pleasures, not the greatest difficul-
ties. Rather, it belongs to fortitude to remove the obstacles that withdraw the 
will from following reason on account of  difficulties that give rise to fear and 
sorrow.

 But love is difficult to achieve. It is difficult in general, only because 
love is channelled through virtue, and virtue is difficult. And it is difficult 
more specifically because special difficulties arise that become obstacles in 
the quest for the Supreme Good. Hence, the need for a host of  virtues that 
will enable us to overcome these obstacles. Emotional health, in other words, 
demands that we aspire to something higher than ourselves and our own 
personal comfort. It demands that our life become a quest for the Supreme 
Good, that is, for God. It is this quest that brings movement and meaning to 
human life. It is true that any goal endows our life with movement, and thus 
a certain meaning. But a truly good life is one that aspires after what is truly 
good. Thus it is not possible to achieve an emotionally healthy life unless one 
aspires after what is truly good and truly larger than ourselves.

 The typical hedonist today does not aspire to anything larger and higher, 
but settles for ‘feeling good’. Such a life does not require fortitude. But a truly 
meaningful life, one whose meaning (direction) is determined in regards to 
man’s true end which is the knowledge and love of  the greatest good does 
indeed require a host of  virtues belonging to fortitude. The virtue of  temper-
ance is thus not enough for emotional well-being, since temperance deals 
with the greatest pleasures, not the greatest difficulties. Rather, it belongs 
to fortitude to remove the obstacles that withdraw the will from following 
reason on account of  difficulties that give rise to fear and sorrow.

[…]Fortitude is the virtue that moderates the emotions of  fear and 
daring in accordance with right reason. It is not, as some are wont to believe, 
extraordinary daring. Sitting in a bathtub full of  deadly snakes, or jumping 
from one speedboat to another, are acts of  daring, not acts of  fortitude. Had 
the person been attempting to rescue a little girl trapped in a pit of  snakes, or 
a man unable to steer the speedboat as a result of  a heart attack or stroke, we 
could speak of  fortitude, but not without a pursuit of  the good. …

Fortitude is not fearlessness. Some people perform acts of  apparent 
fortitude, that is, without the virtue. This occurs when they tend to what is 
difficult as though it were not, a behaviour due either to ignorance, that is, 
they are simply unaware of  the extent of  the dangers involved. Sometimes a 
person has so often escaped dangers in the past that on the basis of  that expe-

ADDITIONAL READING
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rience he is rather confident of  overcoming current dangers. Or, a person 
might possess a certain skill which leads him to think little of  the dangers 
of  battle, thinking himself  more than capable of  defending himself  against 
them. Sometimes a person will act through the impulse of  a passion, such as 
excessive anger, or sorrow, of  which he wishes to rid himself. These are not 
acts of  fortitude precisely because no moderation of  fear is involved.

 The truly brave man does not suppress his fear. He really experiences it, 
but holds fast to the good, moderating the fear of  which he is fully cognizant. 
The principal act of  fortitude is to endure, whereas aggression or attack is its 
secondary act. For enduring fear is more difficult than attacking evil through 
daring.

Doug McManaman, The Virtue of  Fortitude, at Catholic Education Resource Center,                
www.catholiceducation.org/en/education/catholic-contributions/the-virtue-of-fortitude.html
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QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

What are the ‘practical takeaways’ from this article? In 
what ways could someone grow in the virtue of  fortitude, 
as part of  the overall picture of  moral growth?

1.

2. Discuss the sentence “An emotionally unhealthy life is 
one in which the emotions govern the will and reason.”

3. What is the essential difference between acts of  fortitude 
and acts of  daring, or acts of  recklessness?

“Fortitude is not fearlessness”: What advice would you 
give to someone experiencing fear in the face of  a moral 
challenge?

4.

5. How would you define cowardice?
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13 WHY DO WE LIVE IN 
SOCIETY?

GAVAN JENNINGS
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WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE 
HUMAN PERSON AND SOCIETY?
DOES WORK HAVE A ROLE TO PLAY IN BUILDING 
SOCIAL RELATIONS?
WHAT IS CULTURE AND HOW IS IT FORMED?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

ARISTOTLE

In his classic treatise, the Politics, Aristotle examines such questions as 
the nature of the polis or political community, the best kinds of political 
rule, who can be citizens, and varying kinds of constitutions. In essence, 
for Aristotle, the aim of the State was to foster a community of virtuous 
citizens. He considers politics and ethics to be inseparable: that a person 
cannot be truly ethical outside a political community, nor can there be true 
politics without morally virtuous citizens. 
The passage from the Politics quoted below comes from book I, in which 
Aristotle considers the fundamental nature of political communities. His 
observation that ‘the State belongs to the class of objects which exist by 
nature, and that man is by nature a political animal’ is one of the most 
famous lines in all political theory.

Hence it is evident that a city is a natural production, and that man is natu-
rally a political animal, and that whosoever is naturally and not accidentally 
unfit for society, must be either inferior or superior to man: thus the man 
in Homer, who is reviled for being “without society, without law, without 
family.” Such a one must naturally be of  a quarrelsome disposition, and as 
solitary as the birds. 

The gift of  speech also evidently proves that man is a more social animal 
than the bees, or any of  the herding cattle: for nature, as we say, does nothing 
in vain, and man is the only animal who enjoys it. Voice indeed, as being the 
token of  pleasure and pain, is imparted to others also, and thus much their 
nature is capable of, to perceive pleasure and pain, and to impart these sensa-
tions to others; but it is by speech that we are enabled to express what is useful 
for us, and what is hurtful, and of  course what is just and what is unjust: for in 

Politics
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this particular man differs from other animals, that he alone has a perception 
of  good and evil, of  just and unjust, and it is a participation of  these common 
sentiments which forms a family and a city.

 Aristotle, Politics: A Treatise on Government, (trans.) W. Ellis, bk I, 2,
at Project Gutenberg, www.gutenberg.org
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

In what way are human beings mutually interdependent 
for survival and full development?1.

2. People can come together in many different types of  
groups, e.g. families, gangs, social organisations and the 
State. Are some kinds of  groupings of  individuals more 
fundamental than others?

3.

What should the relationship between different cultures 
be? How can respect for cultural differences be harmo-
nised with objective moral values?

4.

5.

The building of  a civilisation or culture is a collective 
undertaking. What is the relationship between an indi-
vidual person and the civilisation to which he or she 
belongs?

Religion is traditionally a core part of  a culture; can there 
be a genuine community without some level of  shared 
beliefs?
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Core themes

WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE
HUMAN PERSON AND SOCIETY?

It is clear that certain animals are social in some way; they are born into 
groups of  the same species and spend their whole lives to a greater or lesser 
extent within that grouping: insects in hives, fish in shoals, birds in flocks, 
mammals in herds, packs, etc. They usually cannot obtain the sustenance, 
security and shelter needed to survive and reproduce outside of  such groups. 
This basic ‘sociability’ of  animals is instinctual. 

Insofar as man likewise shares with other animals the need for suste-
nance, security and shelter he too cannot survive outside of  basic social 
groupings. But man’s sociability is not the product of  mere instinct, since 
reason has a decisive role to play. Aristotle—in the above quote from his 
Politics—draws our attention to the unique linguistic powers of  mankind. His 
power for language and rational thought makes man social in a unique way. 
An animal interacts with their environment at the level of  basic emotional 
reactions to stimuli: enjoyment, pain, fear, etc., and consequently commu-
nication for them is the notification of  mutually important environmental 
conditions. 

Human engagement with the world is not merely emotional and reac-
tive; it is also intellectual and so can transcend merely personal needs. The 
communication of  intellectual insights requires complex linguistic capacities 
and the building of  all types of  human community will require language. 
Aristotle observes in his Nicomachean Ethics that conversation seems to be 
the ‘mark and cause’ of  the most basic kind of  human community, which 
is friendship. The quality of  a human community (such as a friendship, a 
marriage, family, group of  friends or State) will depend in large part on the 
quality of  communication of  shared fundamental values. This principle 
applies even to a person’s relationship with God: it depends on their commit-
ment to communication with God, which we call prayer. 
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HOW IS MAN’S REASON KEY TO HIS LIVING WITH OTHERS?

ARE THERE UNCHANGING CHARACTERISTICS OF POLITICAL RULE?

A democratic State likewise is built on conversations and debates between 
citizens, generally through their elected representatives, who gather to debate 
in the aptly named ‘parliament’—the word coming from the French ‘parler’, 
to speak. The suppression of  freedom of  speech is normally associated with 
the demise of  a true State, such as under rule by tyrants.

Man’s intelligence allows him to understand the need for human commu-
nity, as well as the true nature of  the various kinds of  human communities. 
It is possible for reason to recognise that genuine friendship requires loyalty, 
that parents should be obeyed, that marriage involves reciprocal self-giving 
and should be monogamous, that the family is the most fundamental soci-
etal unit, and that the State must be based on justice for all its members. 
These qualities are intrinsic to such communities, and without them they are 
severely damaged or even cease to exist. We recognise that such qualities of  
obedience, loyalty, fidelity and justice are intrinsic to certain types of  human 
communities and are independent of  cultural variation. For example, loyalty 
is by nature essential to friendship regardless of  what culture or historical 
period that friendship exists. It would be impossible for an ancient Egyptian, 
a prehistoric cave dweller, or a woman living in twenty-first century London 
to hold down a friendship if  they were pathologically untrustworthy. 

That said, there are legitimate differences in the accidentals of  such rela-
tionships as they are lived out in different cultures. Social relations, while 
they have an unchanging core, are lived out through a myriad of  conventions 
which will vary from culture to culture, and so for example the conventions 
governing the expression of  obedience towards authority are more strict and 
formalised in Oriental cultures than in Western societies. Friendship will not 
have the exact same cultural expressions in Egypt of  the twelfth century bc, 
in a Neolithic society in the caves of  Altamira in northern Spain, and in 
London of  the twenty-first century.

Legitimate variations in the expression of  fundamental relationships are part 
of  the richness of  world cultures, and this extends to the kind of  government 
a people may choose to live under. What is essential is that the government 
has been chosen by the people it rules, and that it rules for their genuine 
good, as the Catechism of  the Catholic Church states:

CORE THEMES
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WHAT IS THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN A STATE?

“
  The diversity of  political regimes is morally acceptable, pro-

vided they serve the legitimate good of  the communities that 
adopt them. Regimes whose nature is contrary to the natu-
ral law, to the public order, and to the fundamental rights of  
persons cannot achieve the common good of  the nations on 
which they have been imposed.

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 1901

And so different forms of  government are legitimate as long and insofar as 
those tasked with governing respect the will of  the people and seek the good 
of  all (the common good). Tyrannical or totalitarian forms of  government can 
never be legitimate as they are premised on the disrespect of  the dignity and 
rights of  the persons they rule over.

Religion—the acknowledgement and worship of  God—is a fundamental 
part of  human flourishing and as such should be respected and facili-
tated by the State. The State must seek the human flourishing of  its citi-
zens: their physical health and integrity, their education and formation as 
persons and so freedom of  religion is one of  the most fundamental of  all 
human rights. There is a proper separation between religious and political 
authorities (‘Church and State’): the former seeks spiritual ends, the latter 
socio-political ends. However, the two realms overlap in those socio-political 
matters with spiritual ramifications, e.g. family policy, education, and human 
rights. Spiritual authorities have, for example, a legitimate interest in State 
family policy, and political authorities likewise have a role in ensuring reli-
gious groups do not undermine the common good, e.g. through promoting 
extremist violence.
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DOES WORK HAVE A ROLE TO PLAY IN 
BUILDING SOCIAL RELATIONS?

We have seen that man’s unique linguistic capacity—a consequence of  his 
rationality—is indispensable to building social bonds. Another uniquely 
human capacity, that of  work, is also very important. Human work involves 
his capacity to think, and also to serve others. In this way it differs from 
the purely instinctual activity of  animals which we can only term ‘work’ by 
analogy with human work. Typically our place within a social group, espe-
cially the family and the State, is marked by the particular task (work) which 
we carry out, e.g. in the family: work in the home, the upbringing of  children, 
being the bread-winner etc. A society is built up and perfected through the 
work of  all its members in a multitude of  different tasks.

Work is key to the development of  one’s personality. It is the context 
of  work that we learn fundamental skills of  character such as application 
to a task in hand. Work is a privileged setting for the development of  both 
personal human virtues (e.g. diligence, laboriousness, temperance) and—
since we nearly always work with others and for others—of  social virtues (e.g. 
honesty, responsibility, patience and kindness).

Through work we are inserted into the wider society, beyond the imme-
diate ties of  family, neighbourhood, etc. Our professional work decides the 
character of  our interaction with society at large, e.g. as a doctor, a politician, 
or housewife. The health of  society depends on the professional competence 
of  its members, and they in turn are bound to society through the functions 
they perform.

It is clear that there is something uniquely human about work. Unlike 
animals we do not, indeed could not, survive and thrive in a natural state. 
Clearly nature provides animals with all the ‘tools’ necessary for flourishing, 
both bodily (claws, beaks, feathers, fins, etc.) and behavioural (instincts around 
feeding, mating and hunting, etc.). However in man these things only come 
about through intelligent work: we construct the tools and habitats we need, 
and we develop and pass on through education healthy life-skills. Through 
work we are constantly humanising our environments and behaviour. A good 
example of  this is the production of  a vast array of  different food types, the 
development of  many ways to prepare and present the food we eat, and 
finally the cultural ‘rituals’ which surround our eating. In this way our eating 
becomes about more than mere survival—it is transformed (humanised) into 

CORE THEMES



352
WHY DO WE LIVE IN SOCIETY?352

a vehicle of  much more than that. Meals are at the heart of  familial bonding, 
social celebration, romantic pairing and even of  divine worship. This allows 
us understand the importance of  the reference to work in the creation of  
man as described in Genesis 2:15: “The Lord God took the man and put him 
in the Garden of  Eden to work it and take care of  it.” Man has a unique task, 
not assigned to any other of  God’s creatures, to ‘work the garden’—to bring 
it to its perfection, but also to ‘take care of  it’. In other words, man’s work is 
not ruthless exploitation of  the world around us, but a respectful overseeing 
of  something which ultimately belongs to the Creator.
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WHAT IS CULTURE AND HOW IS IT FORMED?

All the achievements of  the work of  mankind in the myriad of  areas of  
human endeavour, feed into a common inheritance for all members, present 
and future, of  that society. This treasury of  works serves to humanise man’s 
existence in this world. Man’s nature straddles the material and the spiritual, 
and human culture allows man to live a life in accordance with his mate-
rial/spiritual nature. It does this by elevating all dimensions of  human life 
beyond the purely material: living spaces (e.g. through architecture and the 
plastic arts), bodily dimension (e.g. rituals around eating and the etiquette 
governing physical interaction with others), sexual relationships (e.g. through 
customs governing dating and marriage), socio-political interaction (e.g. 
through democratic institutions and the processes of  law), and worship of  
God (e.g. through collective ritual practices and the rituals surrounding ‘rites 
of  passage’).

Looking at these manifestations of  culture we can see how important a 
role education of  young people plays in a society. Education is not merely the 
passing on of  information so that a young person can be gainfully employed 
in the future. Nor does it seek to make a young person ‘cultured’ in the sense 
of  acquiring enough knowledge of  languages, the fine arts and so on as not 
to appear uncouth. It is something much more than that: it is ‘inculturation’, 
or the induction of  a person into a civilization of  dignified human beings. 
The philosopher Hannah Arendt wryly observed that “every generation, 
civilization is invaded by barbarians—we call them ‘children’”. The task of  
forming children belongs primarily to parents, and only secondly to educa-
tional institutions. The very word ‘culture’ contains that sense of  training 
and nurturing present in words like ‘agriculture’ and ‘horticulture’. Such 
formation opens the horizons of  young human beings way beyond sensuality 
and greedy self-interest to the dignity of  a truly human life. The Greeks had 
a special word for this kind of  formation: paideia. Plato didn’t even want to 
imagine what would happen in a society where it is absent:

So long as the young generation is, and continues to be, well 
brought up, our ship of state will have a fair voyage; other-
wise the consequences are better left unspoken.

Plato, Laws, (trans.) A. E. Taylor, bk VII, 199

CORE THEMES
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We also note that the word ‘culture’ is related to the word ‘cult’, a word which 
has taken on the pejorative sense of  ‘sect’; the original meaning, however, 
is of  ‘worship’. In a way we could say that worship is at the beginning and 
end of  culture. Man recognises his unique dignity in his orientation towards 
God—his desire to pay God cult or worship. His awareness of  personal 
dignity spurs him on to live a life consonant with this dignity: in the way 
he eats, dresses, lives with family and society, and ultimately in the way he 
worships God.

ESSENTIAL AND ACCIDENTAL ASPECTS OF CULTURE

What is essential to culture is that it protects and enhances human dignity. 
How it does this can vary from culture to culture. To return to our earlier 
example of  food and eating. What is culturally of  the essence here is that our 
eating would be in accord with the dignity of  our nature. Culture ‘human-
ises’ our eating, raising it above the fulfilment of  a purely material need to 
be consonant with man’s spiritual dimension also. What it seeks to foster 
in practice is temperance, whereby we are masters of  our desires for food 
and drink and thereby are able to engage with the spiritual significance of  
eating, especially in human bonding. This overarching goal is the same for 
all human societies but the means—in this case the cultural ‘rules’ governing 
eating—differ significantly from culture to culture. This variation in the acci-
dental forms of  culture is expressed through the use of  the plural ‘cultures’. 
A myriad of  geographical and historical influences configure cultures in 
ongoing ways. Furthermore a culture never stops evolving; new forms appear 
and old ones disappear over time.  

However it is possible that a society may have as part of  its ‘culture’ prac-
tices which are demeaning to human dignity. Examples of  this are the prac-
tices of  human sacrifice, slavery, ritual prostitution and child brides. They 
can in no way facilitate human flourishing since they are precisely predicated 
on the abuse, or even the destruction, of  another human being. Such prac-

  L Paideia
In ancient Greece, this term referred to the system of  
physical, intellectual, moral and social education that 
had as its goal to form the perfect citizen.



355
355

HOW IS RELIGION RELATED TO CULTURE?

tices cannot be said to form a genuine part of  that society’s culture; in fact 
they are really ‘anti-culture’.

The desire to respect other cultures does not require respect for elements 
of  ‘anti-culture’ in a society. Rather than respecting them, we should oppose 
them vigorously. This is not, as some claim, ‘cultural colonialism’, or the 
unjust imposition of  a Western perspective on other cultures. It is rather 
the defence of  universal (not merely ‘Western’) human rights through the 
removal of  inhuman practices which have established themselves as legiti-
mate features of  a society’s culture. Indeed all cultures need to be constantly 
purified of  elements that time shows to be contrary to human dignity and 
flourishing, for instance in the West certain traditions around marriage and 
work that were demeaning of  women. For this reason the preservation of  
one’s culture and traditions should not entail excessive conservatism. As Pope 
John Paul II wrote in 1991: 

“
  When a culture becomes inward looking, and tries to per-

petuate obsolete ways of  living by rejecting any exchange or 
debate with regard to the truth about man, then it becomes 
sterile and is heading for decadence.

John Paul II, Centesimus Annus, § 50

Historically it is evident that culture flourishes in societies which combine the 
security of  law and order with respect for the legitimate freedom, especially 
that of  religion, of  its citizens. In such societies the arts and sciences have 
an ideal setting in which to develop. A healthy religion provides perhaps the 
greatest impetus to the cultural development of  a people insofar as it provides 
a metaphysical framework in which to understand creation, it promotes the 
virtues necessary for social life, as well as animating the fine arts in the service 
of  divine worship. The impact of  the advent of  Christianity in the ancient 
world provides a most striking example of  this.

CORE THEMES
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AM I DETERMINED BY THE CULTURE I BELONG TO?

When we examine the social nature of  man, and the fact that every human 
person belongs and flourishes within communities of  various types—fami-
lies, States, and cultural groupings—we must ask to what extent we are deter-
mined or conditioned by these communities. Had I grown up in a different 
family, or in a completely different country would that not determine what 
kind of  person I am? Had I grown up within the Islamic world rather than 
the Western world, would I not have a completely different worldview from 
the one I in fact have? Such a thought offends my sense of  my personal 
freedom: we do not wish to be the mere product of  our upbringing and 
cultural milieu; we would hope rather that the values we hold are held in 
an intelligent and free way, because I have seen that they are good and true. 

Of  course, because the mystery of  human freedom is involved, I cannot 
know if  I would be a radically different person had my circumstances of  
growth, formation and education been different. Nevertheless clearly the 
society we form part of  (through our family, State and culture) has hugely 
influenced our identity, our ideals and our actions. We cannot presume to 
say, for instance, that had I lived in Germany of  the 1930s I would not have 
gone along with the Nazi regime, or would have refused to worship Caesar if  
I’d lived in Rome of  the first century, or would have refused to own a slave in 
Alabama in the eighteenth century. There is a large possibility that we would 
have gone along with the dominant practices of  those times, either through 
inertia, or through conviction or even fear. Historically those who did go 
against those evils were very few in number in those societies. 

But that is not to say that all our ideals and actions are predetermined 
by the prevailing culture. It is precisely those few courageous individuals like 
St Polycarp who refused to worship Caesar, or Sophie Scholl who opposed 
the Nazi regime, or William Wilberforce who campaigned against the slave 
trade, that give the lie to the claim that we are historically determined. Such 
courageous and principled individuals reveal to us the primacy of  individual 
reason and conscience over our cultural formation; in other words, every 
human person has the power to distinguish good from evil, justice from injus-
tice, and to act in consequence, even at great personal cost.



357
357

SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , PoliticsPolitics

AAUGUSTINEUGUSTINE, , The City of GodThe City of God

AAQUINASQUINAS, , Summa TheologiaeSumma Theologiae

When states are democratically governed according to law, there are no 
demagogues, and the best citizens are securely in the saddle; but where the 
laws are not sovereign, there you find demagogues. The people become a 
monarch… such people, in its role as a monarch, not being controlled by 
law, aims at sole power and becomes like a master.

Aristotle, Politics, (trans.) T. A. Sinclair and T. J. Saunders, bk. IV, 4 

Justice being taken away, then, what are kingdoms but great robberies?

Augustine of  Hippo, The City of  God, (trans.) G. Wilson, bk. IV, 4

Therefore in order that man might have peace and virtue, it was neces-
sary for laws to be framed: for, as the Philosopher says, “as man is the 
most noble of  animals if  he be perfect in virtue, so is he the lowest of  
all, if  he be severed from law and righteousness”; because man can use 
his reason to devise means of  satisfying his lusts and evil passions, which 
other animals are unable to do.

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, (trans.) Fathers of  the English                        
Dominican Province I–II, q. 95, a. 1
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CCICEROICERO, , On DutiesOn Duties

AALEKSANDR LEKSANDR SSOLZHENITSYNOLZHENITSYN, , 
The GulagThe Gulag  AArrchipelago 1918-1956chipelago 1918-1956

CCHRISHRISTTOPHER OPHER DDAAWSONWSON, , 
Enquiries into Religion and CultuEnquiries into Religion and Culturree

… let those who are to preside over the state obey two precepts of  Plato,—
one, that they so watch for the well-being of  their fellow-citizens that they 
have reference to it in whatever they do, forgetting their own private inter-
ests; the other, that they care for the whole body politic, and not, while 
they watch over a portion of  it, neglect other portions. For, as the guard-
ianship of  a minor, so the administration of  the state is to be conducted 
for the benefit, not of  those to whom it is entrusted, but of  those who are 
entrusted to their care.

Cicero, On Duties, (trans.) A. P. Peabody, bk I, no. 25

It is the religious impulse which supplies the cohesive force which unifies 
a society and a culture… A society which has lost its religion becomes 
sooner or later a society which has lost its culture.

Christopher Dawson, Enquiries into Religion and Culture, Washington DC: The 
Catholic University of  America Press, 2009, p.94

Unlimited power in the hands of  limited people always leads to cruelty.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, ‘The Gulag Archipelago 1918-1956’ in                     
An Experiment in Literary Investigation III–IV, vol. II, (trans.) Thomas P. Whitney,                   

New York: Harper & Row, 1973, p. 546
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POLEMIC Quotes

HHOBBESOBBES, , LeviathanLeviathan

AADAM DAM SSMITHMITH, , The The WWealth of Nationsealth of Nations

Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of  war, where every man 
is enemy to every man, the same consequent to the time wherein men 
live without other security than what their own strength and their own 
invention shall furnish them withal. In such condition there is no place for 
industry … no knowledge of  the face of  the earth; no account of  time; no 
arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of  all, continual fear, and 
danger of  violent death; and the life of  man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, 
and short.

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, XIII, 9

Reply
The British thinker Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) was one of the 
founders of modern political theory. The passage above, his most 
famous, encapsulates his view that political states are formed as a 
consequence of individuals making a ‘social contract’ whereby they 
surrender personal sovereignty to the ruler in exchange for protec-
tion from the brutish men around them. This excessively pessimistic 
view of human nature is taken to justify authoritarian rule within 
what amounts to a ‘security state’. Hobbes’ theory that the political 
power of the king had to be absolute over civil and even ecclesias-
tical matters is demeaning to human dignity and damaging to the 
legitimate freedom of citizens in a political community.

As every individual, therefore, endeavours as much as he can both to 
employ his capital in the support of  domestic industry, and so to direct 
that industry that its produce may be of  the greatest value; every indi-
vidual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of  the society 
as great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the 
public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring the 

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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KKARARLL  MMARXARX, , Grundrisse. Foundations of the Grundrisse. Foundations of the 
Critique of Political EconomyCritique of Political Economy

support of  domestic to that of  foreign industry, he intends only his own 
security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce 
may be of  the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in 
this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end 
which was no part of  his intention.

Reply
Adam Smith (1723–1790), is the Scottish born ‘father of capitalism’. 
For Smith the ‘invisible hand’ at work in economics ensures that 
society will be the ultimate beneficiary of the enlightened pursuit of 
self-interest by individuals. With this theory he laid the foundations 
of classical free market economic theory. However this laissez-faire 
stance on the part of the State to the social and economic actions of 
its citizens to economics can lead to the alienation of weaker mem-
bers of society who flounder in the ‘dog eat dog’ social conditions of 
radical capitalism.

Society does not consist of  individuals, but expresses the sum of  interrela-
tions, the relations within which these individuals stand.

Karl Marx, Grundrisse. Foundations of  the Critique of  Political Economy, 
Notebook II, (trans.) Martin Nicolaus, London and New York:                                    

Penguin Books & New Left Review, 1973, p. 193

Reply
Karl Marx (1818-1883), was the German born social theorist whose 
political theories were to wreak havoc on societies worldwide 
throughout the twentieth century. Marxism is based on a radically 
materialistic view of man seen as the product of socio-economic 
forces. Marxist theory is at the heart political systems such as that 
of the Soviet Union (1917–1991) and present day North Korea and 
China in which the individual person is kept subservient to the needs 
of the totalitarian state.

Adam Smith, The Wealth of  Nations, IV, ch. 2, §9
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ADDITIONAL READING

A WORLD SPLIT APART
ALEKSANDR SOLZHENITSYN

A decline in courage may be the most striking feature which an outside 
observer notices in the West in our days. The Western world has lost its civil 
courage, both as a whole and separately, in each country, each government, 
each political party, and, of  course, in the United Nations. Such a decline in 
courage is particularly noticeable among the ruling groups and the intellec-
tual elite, causing an impression of  loss of  courage by the entire society. Of  
course, there are many courageous individuals, but they have no determining 
influence on public life.

Political and intellectual bureaucrats show depression, passivity, and 
perplexity in their actions and in their statements, and even more so in theo-
retical reflections to explain how realistic, reasonable, as well as intellectually 
and even morally worn it is to base state policies on weakness and cowardice. 
And decline in courage is ironically emphasised by occasional explosions of  
anger and inflexibility on the part of  the same bureaucrats when dealing 
with weak governments and with countries not supported by anyone, or with 
currents which cannot offer any resistance. But they get tongue-tied and 
paralysed when they deal with powerful governments and threatening forces, 
with aggressors and international terrorists.

Should one point out that from ancient times declining courage has been 
considered the beginning of  the end?

When the modern Western states were created, the principle was 
proclaimed that governments are meant to serve man and man lives to be 
free and to pursue happiness. See, for example, the American Declaration of  
Independence. Now, at last, during past decades technical and social progress 
has permitted the realisation of  such aspirations: the welfare state.

Every citizen has been granted the desired freedom and material goods in 
such quantity and of  such quality as to guarantee in theory the achievement 
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of  happiness—in the morally inferior sense of  the word which has come into 
being during those same decades. In the process, however, one psychological 
detail has been overlooked: the constant desire to have still more things and 
a still better life and the struggle to attain them imprint many Western faces 
with worry and even depression, though it is customary to conceal such feel-
ings. Active and tense competition fills all human thoughts without opening 
a way to free spiritual development.

The individual’s independence from many types of  state pressure has 
been guaranteed. The majority of  people have been granted well-being to 
an extent their fathers and grandfathers could not even dream about. It has 
become possible to raise young people according to these ideals, leaving them 
to physical splendour, happiness, possession of  material goods, money, and 
leisure, to an almost unlimited freedom of  enjoyment. So who should now 
renounce all this? Why? And for what should one risk one’s precious life in 
defence of  common values and particularly in such nebulous cases when the 
security of  one’s nation must be defended in a distant country? Even biology 
knows that habitual, extreme safety and well-being are not advantageous for 
a living organism. Today, well-being in the life of  Western society has begun 
to reveal its pernicious mask.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, A world split apart, speech delivered 8th June 1978 at Harvard University, 
at The Alexander Solzhenitsyn Centre, www.solzhenitsyncenter.org
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Solzhenitsyn’s principle criticism of  the socio-political 
system of  the West concerns a fundamental human 
virtue: courage. This is surprising for us Westerners who 
think of  politics almost solely in technocratic terms: 
structures, systems, laws, etc. Is Solzhenitsyn correct to 
give such political importance to the ethical condition of  
individuals in society?

1.

2. For Solzhenitsyn, the happiness Western States seek 
for their citizens is happiness in the ‘morally inferior’ 
consumerist sense: the happiness produced by physical 
pleasures and possessions. Should States seek a higher 
kind of  happiness for their citizens?

3. Have the ‘extreme safety and well-being’ of  Western 
society produced individuals who are incapable of  great 
ideals and heroic action?

QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT
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14 HOW DO WE BECOME 
HAPPY AND GOOD?

DANCHO AZAGRA
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WHAT IS OUR ULTIMATE END IN LIFE? WHAT IS 
THE GOOD LIFE? WHAT IS HAPPINESS?
HOW IS VIRTUE ETHICS DIFFERENT FROM 
UTILITARIANISM AND FROM RULE-BASED 
MORALITY? 

CONTENTs

DO I NEED TO BE A CHRISTIAN TO BE GOOD AND 
TO BE HAPPY? HOW DOES BEING A CHRISTIAN 
HELP ME TO REACH HAPPINESS?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

St Thomas Aquinas was born near Naples in the mid 1220s to an aris-
tocratic family. In his youth he joined the Dominican Order against his 
parents wishes and studied under St Albert the Great in Cologne. He 
became a teacher at the University of Paris and played a key role intro-
ducing the writings of Aristotle into the Christian universities. He died in 
1274 on his way to the Second Council of Lyon.
The Summa Theologiae is his most famous work, which soon became a 
standard textbook at the European theology faculties. It brings together 
Scriptural texts, the teachings of the Fathers of the Church (in particular 
St Augustine) and the philosophy of Aristotle to discuss rationally ques-
tions from most areas of  Christian theology. The style follows the medieval 
format of a disputatio, where a question is posed, objections are listed, an 
answer is provided and then the objections are refuted.
The extract below is from the first question of the second part of the Summa. 
This question deals with the last end (in the sense of ultimate purpose) of 
human beings. After defending the teaching of Augustine and Aristotle that 
happiness is the last end of humans, he discusses whether non-rational 
creatures have the same end. In his answer he elaborates further on how 
happiness is achieve for rational creatures.

Article 8. Whether other creatures concur in that last end?
Objection 1. It would seem that all other creatures concur in man’s last 

end. For the end corresponds to the beginning. But man’s beginning—i.e. 
God—is also the beginning of  all else. Therefore all other things concur in 
man’s last end.

Objection 2. Further, Dionysius says (Div. Nom. iv) that “God turns all 
things to Himself  as to their last end.” But He is also man’s last end; because 

SUMMA THEOLOGIAE
THOMAS AQUINAS



368
HOW DO WE BECOME HAPPY AND GOOD?368

He alone is to be enjoyed by man, as Augustine says (De Doctr. Christ. i, 5,22). 
Therefore other things, too, concur in man’s last end.

Objection 3. Further, man’s last end is the object of  the will. But the 
object of  the will is the universal good, which is the end of  all. Therefore 
other things, too, concur in man’s last end.

On the contrary, man’s last end is happiness; which all men desire, as 
Augustine says (De Trin. xiii, 3,4). But “happiness is not possible for animals 
bereft of  reason”, as Augustine says (QQ. 83, q. 5). Therefore other things do 
not concur in man’s last end.

I answer that, as the Philosopher [Aristotle] says (Phys. ii, 2), the end is 
twofold—the end for which and the end by which; namely, the thing itself  in 
which is found the aspect of  good, and the use or acquisition of  that thing. 
Thus we say that the end of  the movement of  a weighty body is either a 
lower place as ‘thing’, or to be in a lower place, as ‘use’; and the end of  the 
miser is money as ‘thing’, or possession of  money as ‘use’.

If, therefore, we speak of  man’s last end as of  the thing which is the end, 
thus all other things concur in man’s last end, since God is the last end of  
man and of  all other things. If, however, we speak of  man’s last end, as of  
the acquisition of  the end, then irrational creatures do not concur with man 
in this end. For man and other rational creatures attain to their last end by 
knowing and loving God: this is not possible to other creatures, which acquire 
their last end, in so far as they share in the Divine likeness, inasmuch as they 
are, or live, or even know.

Hence it is evident how the objections are solved: since happiness means 
the acquisition of  the last end.

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, (trans.) Fathers of  the English Dominican Province,   
I-II, q.1, a.8
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Can one lead a good life without having to find the truth 
about one’s origin and end?1.

2. What constitutes the last end (the purpose) in life for 
animals? What constitutes the last end in life for humans?

3. Is happiness an irresistible desire in human beings?

Do you agree that “happiness is not possible for animals 
bereft of  reason”?4.

5. Why does the text speak about “knowing and loving 
God” rather than just “knowing” or “loving” God?
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Core themes

WHAT IS OUR ULTIMATE END IN LIFE? WHAT IS THE GOOD LIFE?
WHAT IS HAPPINESS?

We often ask ourselves questions such as: How can I live a life that is worth 
something? How can I live in the right way? How can I live a good life and 
be happy? These questions are so deeply existential that they are common 
to individuals from all cultures and all periods in history. They have no easy 
answer, and yet the way we answer them could affect our most important 
choices in life.

We may answer these questions by simply following the values in vogue 
of  a particular place at a particular time, choosing a life of  conformity with 
what we perceive as acceptable behaviour. In the contemporary Western 
world generosity is praised and selfishness shunned: we admire heroic acts 
done to help others, and despise those who are only motivated by self- 
interest. We also defend the rights of  people to define themselves in any way 
they want, and fight against social injustices and racial prejudices. But values 
change, and what in other periods of  history was considered essential, is now 
given little importance. For example, in early civilisations, courage in war 
and heroism in defending one’s country were seen as the summit of  virtue. 
In later civilisations, honour and reputation were seen indispensable for a 
happy life, to the point that it was better to die than to be dishonoured. In 
Victorian times, propriety of  social behaviour and rational coherence was 
highly prized.

Values seem to change from generation to generation, but there is some-
thing that remains constant: most people would agree that the good life is 
one that leads to happiness, even if  they disagree on how to lead a happy life 
in practice. For this reason, Aristotle framed the whole of  his ethical theory 
around the question of  happiness: what is the path to happiness? 
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If  ethics is to depend on happiness, the concept of  happiness has to be 
very different from a moment of  pleasure, a blissful state of  mind or the 
feeling of  being good, and it must involve lasting fulfilment. The happiness 
of  a fulfilled life (in Greek eudaimonia) is not a sort of  finishing line we cross to 
bring the race to a close. Nor is it an end in the sense of  the result obtained 
after an action. Happiness is found in bringing 
into fullness the potentialities within us 
for excellence (in Greek aretē). For this 
reason, Aristotle states that “happi-
ness is activity in accordance with 
excellence” (Nicomachean Ethics, 
Book X, ch 7).  

Moreover, Aristotle explains 
that “if  happiness is activity in 
accordance with excellence, it 
is reasonable that it should be in 
accordance with the highest excel-
lence; and this will be that of  the best 
thing in us.” (Nicomachean Ethics, Book X, 
ch. 7). For Aristotle the highest excellence 
in humans is not technical excellence (the skill of  a 
sculptor who produces a masterpiece, or the virtuosity of  a musician who has 
mastered flute-playing to perfection). For him, the highest human activity 
is contemplation: the intellectual penetration into the nature of  things, which 
encompasses scientific pursuit and philosophical wisdom. Therefore, happi-
ness will be associated with the activity of  contemplation performed in the 
most excellent fashion. 

St Augustine 
compares our end in life 

to making a robe rather than 
eating a piece of  bread. The goal 

of  our life cannot be likened to finish 
eating a piece of  bread, since once we 
have eaten it there is no more to eat. 
Rather, it is like making a robe: only 

once we have finished making it 
are we ready to wear it in its 

fullness.

  L Aretē  – Excellence or virtue
Eudaimonia – Happiness of  a fulfilled life

CORE THEMES

At a first glance, this may seem a rather disappointing version of  our end 
in life and of  happiness. But Aristotle makes an important point: since the 
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But, what about other things that seem to be important in life, things like 
material well-being, relationships, and social acceptance? Should one forget 
about them in order to contemplate the mysteries of  God? Aristotle was 
well aware that humans cannot sustain a life of  pure contemplative activity, 
and in order to achieve contemplative excellence, they also needs enough 
food, a minimum of  material well-being, the support of  friends and the 
type of  stability of  character that is provided by the moral virtues (such as 
justice towards others, courage, self-control, generosity, friendliness or a good 
sense of  humour). Similarly, Christian teaching considers the human body 
as something good and willed by God, and as a consequence sees happi-
ness detached from the body as incomplete. For this reason, Christian ethics 
stresses the importance of  meeting the basic material needs and of  caring for 
those suffering in the body. Christian authors also consider that the virtues 
form an important part in the path to happiness: a contemplative life (in 
the Christian sense of  knowing and loving God) is not possible without the 
development of  the moral virtues (the classical cardinal virtues of  fortitude, 
temperance, prudence and justice) and the theological virtues (faith, hope 
and charity). 

You move us to delight in praising You; for You have made 
us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in 
You .

St Augustine of  Hippo, Confessions, I, ch. 1

activity of  contemplation concerns reason, which is our highest power, it 
must be superior to that of  lower powers such as bodily enjoyment. He also 
explains that intellectual contemplation can reach eternal truths, and there-
fore it makes us more like God and less like animals. Christian thinkers will 
take this concept of  contemplation further, and liberate it from what may 
appear like a rather intellectualised and lonely activity. The highest form of  
contemplation is the contemplation of  God, which leads to a loving union 
with Him and in Him to others. For this reason, Christian authors explain 
that it is knowing God and loving Him, what forms our ultimate end in life 
and the fullness of  our happiness. According to St Augustine, our heart has 
an infinite yearning that can only be filled by God, who is not only infinite 
truth but the good our heart seeks. Pouring in anything else, no matter how 
much or how often, will not fill it. 
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When virtuous people choose their actions, they do not consider only 
pleasure, the short-term gain or material well-being. Rather, they act in view 
of  the goal of  their whole life: in all their activities they are pointing in the 
direction of  achieving full human flourishing, leading the good life and being 
happy. 

And what about the precepts of  
Natural Law (such as ‘do not kill’, 
‘do not steal’, ‘do not lie’, ‘do not 
commit adultery’ and the other 
precepts of  the Ten Command-
ments)? What about all the 
religious obligations? How 
do they fit into a happy life? 
Christian morality, contrary to 
what many people imagine, is 
not primarily a morality of  duty: 
it is not a collection of  rules or a 
tick-box exercise. Rather, it is a path 
for happiness and the development of  
virtue. Moral precepts give us guidelines for 
action and they help us to grow in virtue, but they are not an end in them-
selves.  While we need to be very aware of  the precepts of  the Natural Law, 
all our actions need to be directed to satisfying our desire for true happiness, 
which is knowing and loving God. 

 Moral precepts 
are like markers on the 

mountain road that indicate 
where the path goes and where the 

precipices are. They are necessary to 
avoid getting lost or falling down the 
cliff, but they could distract us: a climb-
er who looks too often over the edge of  
the path to avoid falling can forget 

about the whole point of  the ex-
pedition, which is to reach 

the summit.

CORE THEMES

Virtue perfects man, disposing him for those acts through 
which he is directed to happiness.

St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I–II, q. 62, a. 1
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HOW IS VIRTUE ETHICS DIFFERENT FROM UTILITARIANISM AND
FROM RULE-BASED MORALITY?

The theory of  virtue and happiness described in the previous section was initi-
ated by Socrates and Plato, systematised by Aristotle, continued by authors 
such as Cicero and developed by Christian authors such as St Ambrose, St 
Augustine, Boethius and St Thomas Aquinas. Not surprisingly, it is nowadays 
referred to as ‘virtue ethics’. It was reintroduced into non-ecclesiastical philo-
sophical schools in the second half  of  the twentieth century by authors such 
as Elizabeth Anscombe and Alasdair MacIntyre, as an alternative to the two 
main opposing modern ethical schools: deontology and utilitarianism. 

Deontology or rule-based morality emphasises duties and laws as guiding 
our moral choices. It aims to discern the moral laws that establish which 
actions are forbidden or permitted, according to the dignity of  the human 
person. It stresses the importance of  following laws out of  a sense of  duty 
and respect, and not for other reasons, such as the possible consequences of  
actions. Its main problems are how to establish the foundations of  duty, and 
how to resolve a situation of  conflict of  laws. The German Immanuel Kant 
(1724–1804) is generally considered the clearest representative of  deontology.
Utilitarianism emphasises the consequences of  our choices as guiding ethical 
principles. An action should be judged by the state of  affairs it brings about, 
and not by absolute moral norms, or by obedience to the law or a sense of  
dignity. Its main problems are how to calculate consequences in a meaningful 
way when some implications are incommensurable (e.g. how to compare the 
loss of  an item that has a great sentimental value with the loss of  another that 
has a large market price), and how to avoid justifying the use of  evil means 
that bring about apparently good consequences. The Englishman Jeremy 
Bentham (1748–1832) is considered the father of  utilitarianism. 

Virtue ethics, with its stress on the importance of  acting always in view 
of  our end in life, frames morality within a narrative context, and thus over-
comes some of  the shortfalls of  deontology and utilitarianism. Faced with 
conflicting  choices for action, the questions I should be asking myself  are not 
so much, ‘Is this right or wrong?’, nor ‘What are the immediate consequences 
of  this action?’, but rather ‘What are the world and I becoming through this 
action? Is this action leading me in the direction of  my end in life, which is 
to know and love God, or is it leading me away from it?’ Ultimately, as St 
Augustine explains, sin is in essence “turning away from God”, who is our 
final end and our happiness.
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By narrative context we mean that life is not a collection of  independent 
moments, but a continuous story enacted in the first person by each one of  us. 
Every action is not just a point but a vector: an arrow with a direction. Or, to 
use a different analogy, the dots need to be joined up in an orderly and mean-
ingful way for happiness to unfold. An action which is disconnected from 
the end is a stumbling block that undermines our growth, while an action 
connected to the end is a building block for the good life. MacIntyre defines 
the good life as a quest for the good and developing the virtues required for 
this quest.

In contrast with the idea of  life as a quest for the good life, the ‘postmodern 
world’ is suspicious of  any form of  ‘metanarratives’. Many people seem to 
avoid the difficulties involved in deciding what the goal of  life is, or the effort 
to be consistent with one’s chosen goal. ‘Getting on with life’ and ‘living 
the instant to the full’ are the guiding principles. But these guiding princi-
ples lack a horizon of  meaning, and lead to considering ethical decisions 
as isolated problems that need a quantitative analysis (utilitarianism) or that 
should follow a set of  established laws (deontology).  The important thing is 
not to do what is good in order to achieve human flourishing, but to do what 
I feel like without breaking the law (which often degenerates in ‘without getting 
caught breaking the law’) or without appearing to act against what is ‘politi-
cally correct’. Within this perspective, we no longer sin: at most we are guilty 
of  errors of  judgement or breaking arbitrary laws.

It is important to clarify that virtue ethics does give weight to the conse-
quence of  the actions and the guidance of  laws (Natural Law and positive 
laws), but the stress is not so much on the measurable amount of  good done 

The good life for man is the life spent in seeking for the good 
life for man, and the virtues necessary for the seeking are 
those which enable us to understand what more and what 
else the good life for man is.

Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, London: Bloomsbury, 2013, p. 254

CORE THEMES

All sins are included under this one class: when someone is 
turned away from divine things that are truly everlasting, 
toward things that change and are uncertain.

St Augustine of  Hippo, De Libero Arbitrio, (trans.) P. King, I, § 34
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(as in utilitarianism), or the dutiful obedience to the law (as in deontology); 
what is central is discerning what we and the people around us are becoming 
through our actions. What is the story that I am telling with my life? Is it one 
of  human flourishing for the world and for me? Are my actions part of  that 
narrative? St Augustine’s famous expression ‘love and do what you will’ could 
be a summary of  all the above. Clearly, St Augustine’s expression needs to 
be understood correctly. The context of  the quote is St Augustine’s comment 
on the first letter of  St John, where St John exhorts to mutual love, ‘for love 
is of  God, and he who loves is born of  God and knows God’ (1 Jn 4:7). The 
full quote refers to love as a motivation for acting and not as an excuse for 
careless action.

Christian morality is a morality that brings the end (or goal) into each action. 
But it is not a morality based on a fundamental choice that once made allows 
us to act in any way we feel like. Love of  God and others is not a choice 
which can be separated from specific forms of  behaviour. Using the image of  
a plane, Christian morality is not about choosing the correct destination, and 
then navigating on autopilot, without worrying about the laws of  morality 
or the consequences of  our actions. There is a subtle point to be noted here: 
Christian ethics can neither ignore the intrinsic morality of  the specific 
action nor its immediate consequence, but it sees them in the framework of  
the ultimate end of  the person.

Love, and do what you will: if you hold your peace, hold 
your peace for love; if you cry out, cry out for love; if you 
correct, correct for love; if you spare, spare for love.

St Augustine of  Hippo, In Epistolam Ioannis ad Parthos, (trans.) H. Browne 
and J. H. Myers, tract. 7, § 8

“
  Judgments about morality cannot be made without taking 

into consideration whether or not the deliberate choice of  a 
specific kind of  behaviour is in conformity with the dignity 
and integral vocation of  the human person.

John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, § 67
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‘Love and do what you will’, but to learn how to love and to develop the 
strength to love rightly in every action, the guidance of  the Natural Law and 
the development of  the moral virtues will be essential. If  love is present in 
each choice of  action, then the chosen action will always point in the correct 
direction. Using St Augustine’s own words: “Let the root of  love be within, 
for from this root nothing can grow but what is good”. (In Epistolam Ioannis ad 
Parthos, (trans.) H. Browne and J. H. Myers, tract. 7, § 8)

CORE THEMES

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09397a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06636b.htm
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DO I NEED TO BE A CHRISTIAN TO BE GOOD AND TO BE HAPPY?
HOW DOES BEING A CHRISTIAN HELP ME TO REACH HAPPINESS?

We often hear people saying that to be a good person there is no need to be a 
Christian or to believe in God, or for that matter to have any religious beliefs. 
Some people will also add that there are enough examples of  Christians who 
have been perverse, dishonest, or selfish, and therefore professing Christi-
anity does not seem to guarantee moral goodness. We have to acknowledge 
that all this is true: leading a moral life is not something exclusive to Christi-
anity, and being a Christian does not automatically lead to a good moral life. 
So what does Christianity add to the moral life? To answer this question we 
first need to stress what Christianity is not. 

Christianity is not just an ethical system given by God, and the Bible 
is not a sort of  self-help manual for being a good person. The teaching of  
Christianity in the area of  morality follows the content of  the Natural Law, 
which can be reached (and therefore argued) by reason, and  that applies to all 
humans regardless of  their religious beliefs. Christianity teaches us to respect 
the precepts of  the Natural Law and to follow one’s conscience. Christianity 
does not offer a life of  ‘being good’ but a life of  grace. The word ‘grace’ needs 
to be understood in all its depth. We often think of  grace only as the help we 
receive from God which purifies and guides us. But grace is primarily some-
thing more radical: “it is a participation in the life of  God himself ” (Catechism 
of  the Catholic Church, § 1997). With Baptism, God pours his life into us, so we 
become by grace what Christ is by nature: children of  God. 

We become children of  God in the real sense of  the term, meaning the estab-
lishment of  a real father-child relationship between God and us, and not in 
the metaphorical sense of  the care that God has for all his creatures. This 
filial relationship, which makes us share in what belongs to God, is meant 

  Being Christian is not the result of  an ethical choice or a lofty 
idea, but the encounter with an event, a person, which gives 
life a new horizon and a decisive direction.

Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est, § 1“
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“
  It is only in the mystery of  the Word incarnate that light is 

shed on the mystery of  man. For Adam, the first man, was 
a figure of  the future man, namely, of  Christ the Lord. It 
is Christ, the last Adam, who fully discloses man to himself  
and unfolds his noble calling by revealing the mystery of  the 
Father and the Father’s love.

Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 22

CORE THEMES

to grow and flourish in us. The theological virtues of  faith, hope and love, 
infused in the Christian soul by the Holy Spirit, perfect the human faculties 
so Christians can truly live as children of  God in the world, manifesting in 
their actions the life of  grace present in them.  

Christianity does not announce God through philosophical specula-
tion, but through proclaiming the wonders of  God’s action in the world. 
The centre of  gravity of  the Bible, on which everything hinges and finds 
its correct interpretation, are the four Gospels containing the life of  Christ. 
Christ’s life tells us the story of  God’s love for us (cf. Jn 1:18), and Christi-
anity holds that the example of  his life is the fullness of  the moral path and 
of  the mystery of  our own life here on earth. In this context, we can under-
stand Christ’s new commandment: “love one another as I have loved you” 
(Jn 13:34). This commandment is not a vague exhortation to human frater-
nity, but a call to follow the specific example of  his love. It is not an abstract 
commandment, but one that gives us a clear standard against which we can 
measure ourselves: Jesus touched the leper, ate with sinners, washed the feet 
of  his disciples, forgave his killers etc. 

Our union with Christ through acts of  mercy in obedience to his command-
ment, through personal prayer and penance, and through the sacramental 
life brought by the Holy Spirit through the Church, makes us progressively 
more like him. And as we become more like Christ, our filial relationship 
to the Father becomes more perfect and our experience of  the love of  the 
Holy Spirit richer. This brings with it a special knowledge of  God and of  
the things that lead to him. It is a knowledge which is not developed through 
discursive reasoning, but rather it is immediately experienced (we could even 
say ‘tasted’). St Thomas Aquinas refers to this form of  knowledge as ‘connat-
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By the name of beatitude is understood the ultimate perfec-
tion of rational or of intellectual nature… Now there is a 
twofold ultimate perfection of rational or of intellectual 
nature. The first is one which it can procure of its own 
natural power; and this is in some way called beatitude or 
happiness. Hence Aristotle (Ethics X) says that man’s ulti-
mate happiness consists in his most perfect contemplation, 
whereby in this life he can behold the best intelligible object; 
and that is God. Above this happiness there is still another, 
which we look forward to in the future, whereby we shall see 
God as he is (1 Jn 3:2).

St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 62, a. 1

urality’ and explains that it works in us by enkindling our will (inflammatio 
affectus) and enlightening our intellect (illuminatio intellectus). 

At this point we should return once more to Aristotle’s idea of  contem-
plation as the greatest human activity and the summit of  a happy life. As 
we have seen, Christian philosophers saw in this a strong connection with 
the Christian ideal of  happiness as knowing and loving God. But Aristotle 
discussed only the happiness of  the human person based on the possible 
activities here on earth. Christianity goes beyond and considers what the 
human person will be capable of  attaining in the glory of  heaven. For this 
reason, St Thomas Aquinas uses the word ‘beatitude’ to refer to our ultimate 
happiness, and he explains that the term has a sense that is different from 
what Aristotle called eudaimonia.

Aquinas’s distinction of  two types of  beatitude in the quote above is impor-
tant. Following Christian tradition, he affirms that our knowledge of  God is 
not limited to what human efforts alone can yield. Using our natural powers 
we can contemplate God, but only in an very indirect way. But God himself, 
by an act of  his will, can reveal his being to us and elevate our capacities so 
we can contemplate him as he is, “face-to-face” (1 Cor 13:12)—and in this 
consist precisely the ‘beatific vision’ of  heaven. Perhaps a couple of  images 
can help to illustrate all this. In the same way that a father can take a little 
toddler up the stairs that the child cannot climb, and a friend can tell a blind 
person about things the person cannot see, so God can elevate us and mani-
fest his glory to us.
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“
  Because of  his transcendence, God cannot be seen as he is, 

unless he himself  opens up his mystery to man’s immediate 
contemplation and gives him the capacity for it. The Church 
calls this contemplation of  God in his heavenly glory ‘the be-
atific vision’.

 Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 1028

I am every day more convinced that happiness in Heaven is 
for those who know how to be happy on earth.

St Josemaría Escrivá, The Forge, (trans.) Scriptor S.A., n. 1005 

One final question: What is the connection between the happiness here on 
earth and the happiness in heaven? There is a continuity between the happi-
ness here on earth and that in heaven. The contemplation and love of  God 
here on earth, even if  it is a veiled anticipation of  and a preparation for 
heaven, leads to happiness in this present world. The Christian life is not a 
life of  enduring stoic asceticism, waiting for the happiness of  heaven, but a 
life of  true happiness already on this earth, even if  it follows the path of  the 
Cross. The saints have experienced this.
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AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , Nicomachean EthicsNicomachean Ethics

SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

AAUGUSTINEUGUSTINE, , Of the Morals of the Catholic ChuOf the Morals of the Catholic Churrchch

To be happy takes a complete lifetime; for one swallow does not make 
spring, nor does one fine day; and similarly one day or a brief  period of  
happiness does not make a man supremely blessed and happy.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, (trans.) H. Rackham, bk I, 16

How then, according to reason, ought man to live? We all certainly desire 
to live happily; and there is no human being but assents to this state-
ment almost before it is made. But the title happy cannot, in my opinion, 
belong either to him who has not what he loves, whatever it may be, or 
to him who has what he loves if  it is hurtful or to him who does not love 
what he has, although it is good in perfection. For one who seeks what he 
cannot obtain suffers torture, and one who has got what is not desirable 
is cheated, and one who does not seek for what is worth seeking for is 
diseased. Now in all these cases the mind cannot but be unhappy, and 
happiness and unhappiness cannot reside at the same time in one man; so 
in none of  these cases can the man be happy. I find, then, a fourth case, 
where the happy life exists,—when that which is man’s chief  good is both 
loved and possessed. For what do we call enjoyment but having at hand 
the objects of  love? And no one can be happy who does not enjoy what is 
man’s chief  good, nor is there any one who enjoys this who is not happy. 
We must then have at hand our chief  good, if  we think of  living happily.

Augustine of  Hippo, Of  the Morals of  the Catholic Church, (trans.) P. Schaff, ch. 3, § 4

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09580c.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07131b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09397a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06636b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07131b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07131b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07131b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09397a.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07131b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07131b.htm
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AAQUINASQUINAS, , Summa contra GentilesSumma contra Gentiles

AAQUINASQUINAS, , Summa TheologiaeSumma Theologiae

It is impossible for any created good to constitute man’s happiness. For 
happiness is that perfect good which entirely satisfies one’s desire; other-
wise it would not be the ultimate end, if  something yet remained to be 
desired. Now the object of  the will, i.e., of  man’s desire, is what is univer-
sally good; just as the object of  the intellect is what is universally true. 
Hence it is evident that nothing can satisfy man’s will, except what is 
universally good. This is to be found, not in any creature, but in God 
alone, because every creature has only participated goodness. Therefore, 
God alone can satisfy the will of  man, according to the words of  the 
Psalms (102:5): “Who alone satisfies your desire with good things.” There-
fore, God alone constitutes man’s happiness.

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae,  (trans.) Fathers of  the English                       
Dominican Province, I-II, q. 2, a. 8

Man’s ultimate happiness consists in the contemplation of  truth, for this 
operation is specific to man and is shared with no other animals. Also it is 
not directed to any other end since the contemplation of  truth is sought 
for its own sake. In addition, in this operation man is united to higher 
beings (substances) since this is the only human operation that is carried 
out both by God and by the separate substances (angels).

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, (trans.) J. Rickaby, C. Michon,                          
V. Aubin and D. Moreau, III, ch. 37

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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NNIETZSCHEIETZSCHE, , The Four GThe Four Grreat Ereat Errrorsors

POLEMIC Quotes

No one is responsible for a man’s being here at all, for his being such-and-
such, or for his being in these circumstances or in this environment. The 
fatality of  his existence is not to be disentangled from the fatality of  all 
that has been and will be. Human beings are not the effect of  some special 
purpose, or will, or end; nor are they a medium through which society 
can realize an ‘ideal of  humanity’ or an ‘ideal of  happiness’ or an ‘ideal 
of  morality’. It is absurd to wish to devolve one’s essence on some end or 
other. We have invented the concept of  ‘end’: in reality there is no end. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘The four great errors’ in Twilight of  the Idols,             
(trans.) W. Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale, § 8, no. 8         

Reply
Nietzsche’s brutal statement—as controversial as it is original—is 
appealing, but it is not the conclusion of a reasoned argument. It is 
simply a necessary implication of a position he has chosen to take: 
to reject all the existent principles regarding morality. Basically, to 
be intellectually consistent in his task of attaining liberation from all 
moral dogmas in society, Nietzsche ends up rejecting even the  really 
basic and commonly held principle that there must be an ‘end’ (in the 
sense of a ‘purpose’) for our lives. 

Of course it is perfectly valid to question a received paradigm of 
morality and to point out any inconsistencies in it, but this needs 
to be argued starting from a shared set of principles. Dismissing a 
moral position on the basis that it does not agree with my principles, 
begs the question of whether my principles are better than the ones I 
criticise. Nietzsche criticises Western institutions, and among them 
Christian morality (together with its connection to Greek thought), 
because he sees in them an attempt to control the creative expression 
of the inner instincts and the vital energies of the person. Nietzsche 
chose the irrationality of impulse over the rationality of order, and 
as a consequence he chooses to dismiss words like ‘meaning’ and 
‘end’ of life. Nietzsche is very aware that rejecting the principles of 
morality means undermining the foundations of Western society and 
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JJOHN OHN SSTUATUARRTT  MMILLILL, , UtilitarianismUtilitarianism

knows that he is cutting the branch on which civilisation hangs. If 
there is no end to which humans have to order themselves, if there is 
no meaning to the question what is a human life, if everything is just 
the unleashing of vital energies, then we risk abandoning civilisation 
and reverting to the chaos of the law of the jungle. But is this where 
we want to go?

… the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in propor-
tion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the 
reverse of  happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence 
of  pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of  pleasure.

John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, Boston: Willard Small, 1887, ch. 2, pp. 14–15.

Reply
Mill’s statement is a refined version of Bentham’s ethical principle 
of the ‘greatest happiness of the greatest number’. Mill’s concept 
of happiness is very different from what Aristotle and Christian au-
thors thought it to be. For Mill happiness is simply the prevalence 
of pleasure over pain. This definition of happiness has the advantage 
that can be generalised to the whole of humanity: we can talk about 
global happiness referring to a situation where more people live un-
der pleasurable conditions than under painful ones. Aristotle’s eudai-
monia can only truly be predicated of an individual, and even then 
only in the context of his whole life. 

However, this concept of happiness as a principle of ethics has a 
major drawback. It cannot incorporate absolute prohibitions, not 
even those that the vast majority of people will agree on. For exam-
ple, the vast majority of people will agree that the direct killing of 
an innocent person is always evil, but according to Mill’s principle, 
if it were to bring into the world a state of greater pleasure then it 
could be justified. In utilitarianism, the end can justify the means 
employed, since only the measurable consequence of an action can 
determine whether the action is right or wrong.
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KKANTANT, , GGrroundwork of the Metaphysics of Moralsoundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals

… there is still left over here, as in all other cases, a law, namely to promote 
his happiness not from inclination but from duty; and it is then that his 
conduct first has properly moral worth.

Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of  the Metaphysics of  Morals, (trans.) M. Gregor,   
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997, section I, p. 12, (AK 4:399)

Reply
Kant is presenting what he considers a fundamental law for acting: 
‘seek happiness in fulfilling your duty for duty’s sake, and not for the 
pleasure or benefit that it may bring to you’. With this principle he 
stresses the ethical importance of disinterested action. To do what is 
right because of an expected gain can be a slippery slope into doing 
what is wrong to obtain some gain from it. Duty can indeed purify 
the intention of the person removing selfish motives, and it helps 
society to function beyond individualistic considerations.

However Kant’s position has two problems. The first is that ‘duty’ 
is a term associated with a set of laws or obligations. But, what hap-
pens when we face a situation where there are no laws, or where the 
application of the laws to particular situation is complex? Or what 
happens when there is a conflict of duties? A duty based morality is 
trapped in a third-person perspective of actions, e.g. ‘one ought to 
do this’, ‘one ought to avoid that’. From this perspective it is diffi-
cult to analyse situations where the immediate intention of the acting 
person is the key to determining what is happening. For example 
the licit punishment given to a murderer can be issued out of justice 
and social concerns, but also out mere hateful revenge. Clearly, the 
motivation for actions affect the morality of the action, even if the 
external outcome is apparently licit. In our example, an action done 
out of hatred can never be compatible with one’s end in life.

The second problem is whether ‘duty for the sake of duty’ can really 
motivate people to do good. Duty is something external, and as such 
will always be an imposition. It requires a further reason so that it 
can be integrated into the narrative of one’s life. Christianity teaches 
to carry out one’s duties out of love for God and for others. Moreo-
ver, the desire to be seen as a dutiful individual can itself be a form 
of self-interest, and the beginning of a slippery slope into selfishness.
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ADDITIONAL READING

VERITATIS SPLENDOR 
JOHN PAUL II

The dialogue of  Jesus with the rich young man, related in the nineteenth chapter 
of  Saint Matthew’s Gospel, can serve as a useful guide for listening once more in a 
lively and direct way to his moral teaching: “Then someone came to him and 
said, ‘Teacher, what good must I do to have eternal life?’ And he said to him, 
‘Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only one who is good. If  
you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments. ‘He said to him, ‘Which 
ones?’ And Jesus said, ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; 
You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; Honour your father and 
mother; also, You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ The young man said 
to him, ‘I have kept all these; what do I still lack?’ Jesus said to him, ‘If  you 
wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give the money to the poor, 
and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me’” (Mt 19:16-21).

“Then someone came to him…”. In the young man, whom Matthew’s 
Gospel does not name, we can recognize every person who, consciously or 
not, approaches Christ the Redeemer of  man and questions him about morality. For the 
young man, the question is not so much about rules to be followed, but about 
the full meaning of  life. This is in fact the aspiration at the heart of  every human 
decision and action, the quiet searching and interior prompting which sets 
freedom in motion. This question is ultimately an appeal to the absolute 
Good which attracts us and beckons us; it is the echo of  a call from God who 
is the origin and goal of  man’s life. …

The question which the rich young man puts to Jesus of  Nazareth is one 
which rises from the depths of  his heart. It is an essential and unavoidable question 
for the life of  every man, for it is about the moral good which must be done, and 
about eternal life. The young man senses that there is a connection between 
moral good and the fulfilment of  his own destiny. He is a devout Israelite, 
raised as it were in the shadow of  the Law of  the Lord. If  he asks Jesus this 
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question, we can presume that it is not because he is ignorant of  the answer 
contained in the Law. It is more likely that the attractiveness of  the person 
of  Jesus had prompted within him new questions about moral good. He feels 
the need to draw near to the One who had begun his preaching with this new 
and decisive proclamation: “The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of  God is 
at hand; repent, and believe in the Gospel” (Mk 1:15).

People today need to turn to Christ once again in order to receive from him the answer 
to their questions about what is good and what is evil. Christ is the Teacher, the Risen 
One who has life in himself  and who is always present in his Church and in 
the world. It is he who opens up to the faithful the book of  the Scriptures 
and, by fully revealing the Father’s will, teaches the truth about moral action. 
At the source and summit of  the economy of  salvation, as the Alpha and the 
Omega of  human history (cf. Rev 1:8; 21:6; 22:13), Christ sheds light on man’s 
condition and his integral vocation. Consequently, “the man who wishes to 
understand himself  thoroughly—and not just in accordance with immediate, 
partial, often superficial, and even illusory standards and measures of  his 
being—must with his unrest, uncertainty and even his weakness and sinful-
ness, with his life and death, draw near to Christ. He must, so to speak, enter 
him with all his own self; he must ‘appropriate’ and assimilate the whole of  
the reality of  the Incarnation and Redemption in order to find himself. If  
this profound process takes place within him, he then bears fruit not only 
of  adoration of  God but also of  deeper wonder at himself ” (John Paul II, 
Redemptor Hominis, § 10).

John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, § 6–8, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va
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Why is the young man not satisfied with the fulfilment of  
the Law?1.

2. What is the rich young man ultimately seeking? And why 
does he go to Jesus?

3. Why does Christ answer the rich young man with the 
rhetorical question “Why do you ask me about what is 
good? There is only one who is good”?

Discuss the sentence “Christ sheds light on man’s condi-
tion and his integral vocation”?4.

5. How does the passage of  the rich young man relate to 
our world today?

QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT
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15 Can we know
whether an
action is good?
What is right
and wrong?

DANCHO AZAGRA
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WHAT IS NATURAL LAW?
HOW DO WE KNOW THE PRECEPTS OF 
NATURAL LAW?
HOW DO WE KNOW WHETHER WHAT I AM ABOUT 
TO DO HERE AND NOW IS GOOD?

CONTENTs

HOW can we answer those who dismiss
the reality of natural law?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

This text is an extract from a lecture by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, later to 
become Pope Benedict XVI, in the convent of Saint Scholastica in Subiaco 
(Italy), on 1st April 2005, the day before Pope John Paul II died. The lecture 
was given on receiving the St Benedict Award for the promotion of life and 
the family in Europe. Ratzinger analyses the moral situation of contem-
porary Europe and discusses the need to rebuild morality on solid foun-
dations to overcome the incoherences that are currently bringing about a 
crisis of culture to the continent.

We find ourselves at a time of  great dangers and great opportunities for man 
and the world, a moment that also places a great responsibility upon us. 
During the last century, man’s know-how and his dominion over matter have 
grown in a way that no one could have imagined before. But man’s ability to 
control the world has also given him a power of  destruction so great as to be 
downright terrifying at times. In this connection one cannot help thinking of  
the new war without borders and without fronts called terrorism. 

The not unjustified fear that terrorists might get hold of  nuclear and 
biological weapons has led even constitutional states to adopt security meas-
ures similar to those that formerly existed only in dictatorial regimes. And 
yet, when all is said and done, the feeling remains that all these precau-
tions can never really be sufficient, since the sort of  world-wide control that 
would be needed is neither possible nor desirable. Less visible, but not for 
that reason any less disturbing, are the capacities for self-manipulation that 
man has acquired. Man has plumbed the recesses of  being, he has deci-
phered the components that make man human, and now he can, so to say 
‘construct’ man by himself. Man, then, no longer comes into being as a gift 

ON EUROPE’S CRISIS OF CULTURE
JOSEPH RATZINGER
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of  the Creator, but as the product of  our action, a product that—for this very 
reason—can also be selected according to criteria of  our own choosing. By 
the same token, this man is no longer covered by the splendour that comes 
from his being the image of  God, which is what bestows on him his dignity 
and inviolability, but only by the power of  human know-how. He is no longer 
anything more than the image of  man—of  which man, though?

To this we can add the great planetary problems: inequality in the distri-
bution of  the world’s goods; growing poverty, indeed, impoverishment; the 
exploitation of  the earth and its resources; hunger; diseases that threaten the 
whole world; the clash of  cultures. 

All of  this shows that the growth of  our possibilities is not matched by 
an equal development of  our moral energy. The power of  morality has not 
kept pace with the growth of  science, indeed, it has rather diminished. This is 
because the technological mindset confines morality to the subjective sphere, 
whereas what we need is precisely a public morality, a morality that can 
respond to the threats that cast their shadows over everyone’s existence. The 
true, and gravest, danger we face in the present moment is just this disequi-
librium between technical capacities and moral energy. The security that we 
need as a basis for our freedom and dignity cannot, in the last analysis, come 
from technological systems of  control, but can spring only from man’s moral 
strength. Where this strength is lacking, or is only inadequately present, 
man’s power will increasingly transform itself  into a power of  destruction. 

It is true that there is a new moralism today whose key words are justice, 
peace, and the conservation of  creation—words that evoke some of  the 
essential moral values that we do in fact need. But this moralism remains 
vague and so slides, almost inevitably, into the sphere of  partisan politics. It 
is above all a claim made on others, and is all too little a personal duty for 
our daily lives. What, in fact, does “justice” mean? Who defines it? What is 
conducive to peace?

Joseph Ratzinger,‘Europe in the Crisis of  Culture’, (trans.) A. J. Walker,                          
Communio 32 (2005), pp. 345–346 
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

Is morality just a set of  rules that we have inherited from 
the past and we should change to suit our generation?1.
Should I be free to choose what system of  morality I want 
to follow? And if  so, should moral education  simply be 
an explanation of  the different systems of  morality?

Should I allow my religious beliefs to influence my views 
on morality?

If  there is something I want to do and it does not harm 
anyone, can there be anything wrong in doing it?

Can a perverse person know what is morally good?

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Core themes

In the Christian tradition, we often hear references to the Natural Law when 
discussing moral issues. We are told that if  an action is against the Natural 
Law it will necessarily be morally evil. But often the concept of  Natural Law 
is poorly understood and for many it is rather unattractive. By ‘natural’ we 
normally refer to the opposite of  artificial, and we identify the natural with 
the instinctive and the spontaneous. By ‘law’ we tend to understand some-
thing that has been promulgated by an external power limiting my freedom 
of  action. This being so, putting together ‘natural’ and ‘law’ may seem 
confusing or even contradictory. But, what do we really mean by Natural 
Law? 

Natural Law is called a law, but not because 
it has been legislated by someone who 

wants to impose his will on us. It is 
not an imposition from the outside 

but rather the discovery of  what 
belongs to human nature. Some-
times the Natural Law is also 
referred to as Natural Moral 
Law, Traditional Morality or 
the First Principles of  Practical 

Reason.
Natural Law is closer in 

concept to the laws of  the natural 
sciences (such as those ruling the move-

ments of  inanimate beings like planets, 
stones and atoms) or to biological laws (such as 

the sense of  direction of  migratory birds, the hunting instincts of  predators 
or the task allocation in ant colonies) than to juridical laws. However, it is 

The Natural Law 
is not so much a set of  

commands that have been pro-
grammed in us by an external being 

(i.e. God) in the manner that a soft-
ware engineer programs a robot to do 
some tasks. Knowing the Natural Law 
is not like knowing a piece of  comput-
er code that has been installed in 

us: Natural Law is not software, 
but our own hardware!

WHAt IS NATURAL LAW?
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not called ‘natural’ because it belongs to the realm of  nature in the sense of  
physical forces or biological instincts, but because it concerns human nature 
as we discover it by the light of  reason (without the need of  an external or 
supernatural revelation).

“
  

Asserting the existence of  the Natural Law implies acknowledging that the 
human person has a rational capacity to see the universal principles that 
lead to human flourishing in practice. In this respect, St Thomas Aquinas 
explains that:

Christian teaching asserts the existence of  a Natural Law, and it does so not 
only on the strength of  divine revelation (for example, the Ten Command-
ments found in the Bible), but claims that the existence of  Natural Law and 
its contents can be universally reached by reason. In fact, there are many 
non-Judeo-Christian philosophers and writers that have spoken about the 
existence of  immutable and universal moral laws.

The claim that the Natural Law can be discovered through the light of  
natural reason does not mean that it depends on human reason for its exist-
ence, as otherwise it would be a creation of  our own reason, and in the final 
analysis subjective and mutable. The origin of  the Natural Law is ultimately 
God, on whom our own being—and therefore our nature—depends for its 
existence. For this reason the Natural Law is deeply human, rational but also 
divine. 

[The Natural Law] is nothing other than the light of the intel-
lect planted in us by God, by which we know what should be 
done and what should be avoided. God gave this light and 
this law in creation

St Thomas Aquinas, Collationes in Decem Praeceptis,                                
(trans.) J. Kenny, proemium

The Natural Law expresses the original moral sense which 
enables man to discern by reason the good and the evil, the 
truth and the lie.

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 1954

CORE THEMES
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Using technical terms we can say that the Natural Law is:
• anthropic – it is intrinsically human, 
• epistemic – it is known by reason, and
• theonomic – it is a God-given law, not in the sense that it is imposed 

by God artificially or extrinsically, but in the sense that its ultimate 
foundation is God and not us.

The Natural Law is typically expressed in precepts (such as ‘do not kill’, ‘do 
not steal’, ‘do not commit adultery’) that establish the principles of  moral 
action and form the bases of  the moral codes held by the different religions 
and cultures. The surprising overall agreement—even if  there are contradic-
tions in some points—between the written moral codes of  different religions 
and cultures is also a witness to the existence of  an underlying natural moral 
law common to all human beings.

“
  The moral law has its origin in God and always finds its source 

in Him: at the same time, by virtue of  natural reason, which 
derives from divine wisdom, it is a properly human law.

John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, § 40
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“True law is right reason in agreement with nature, it is of  universal appli-
cation, unchanging and everlasting; it summons to duty by its commands, 
and averts from wrongdoing by its prohibitions... It is a sin to try to alter this 
law, nor is it allowable to attempt to repeal any part of  it, and it is impossible 
to abolish it entirely” (Cicero, Republic, trans. C. W. Keyes, III, 22, 33).

CICERO  (106 - 43 BC)
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According to Aristotle, Empedocles held that the precept of  not killing is 
“a universal precept, which extends without a break throughout the wide-
ruling sky and the boundless earth” (Aristotle, Rhetoric, trans. J. H. Freese 
bk. 13, 2).

 
  

   

In his play Antigone, Sophocles expresses how there are unwritten laws which 
neither human legislators nor the gods can change or legislate against (cf. 
Sophocles, Antigone, verses 449–457).

Sophocles (c. 498 - 406 BC)

 
  

   

Plato refers to ‘non-written laws’ (cf. Laws VII, 793b-e), and speaks of  the 
good effects of  acting according to nature and the evil consequences of  
acting against it (cf. Plato, Republic, IV, 444d-e).

PLATO  (c. 427 - 347 BC)

In the Nicomachean Ethics book V, Aristotle explains how political justice has 
a natural element which “everywhere has the same force and does not exist 
by people’s thinking” (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. W. D. Ross, bk V, 
7), and in the Rhetoric he speaks about universal laws based on nature (cf. 
Aristotle, Rhetoric, bk I, 13).

ARISTOTLE  (384 - 322 BC)

NON-JUDEO-CHRISTIAN EARLY authors writing ABOUT THE NATURAL LAW

CORE THEMES

EMPEDOCLES (c. 494 - 434 BC)

BC BC BC BC
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HOW DO WE KNOW THE PRECEPTS OF NATURAL LAW?

Christian teaching holds that the precepts of  Natural Law are universal, 
unchangeable and can be known by all men of  all times and all places. This 
statement is often challenged and needs to be argued carefully. If  the precepts 
of  Natural Law can be known by all and remain unchanged as society 
evolves, then the process of  learning the precepts must also be common to 
all humans of  all times. And is this so? How do we get to know the precepts 
of  the Natural Law? Some will simply answer that they are written in the 
heart of  all humans. This may help as a metaphor but it may confuse things.  
When we say that the Natural Law is written and engraved in the heart of  
each and every person we don’t mean that the precepts of  Natural Law are a 
collection of  ‘pre-installed’ normative statements that we find written some-
where in us, like the DNA code.  What is innate in us is not the knowledge of  
the precepts, but the sufficient aptitude for knowing them is: even the most 
unlearned people are apt to know them, provided that they have the normal 
use of  their faculties.

We don’t know the precepts of  Natural Law as someone who reads 
the instruction manual of  a dishwasher and learns exactly how everything 
works. We know them more like someone who starts riding a new horse, 
and little by little learns the behaviour of  the horse. Except of  course that 
the horse is something external to us and the Natural Law is internal to us. 
We discover the precepts of  the Natural Law by using our natural capacity 
to grasp what is good. And how do we do this? We reach the basic universal 
laws of  morality by reflecting on our actions under the light of  reason and 
concluding whether they lead to our flourishing or not. This capacity of  
reasoning in view of  action was called by the ancients ‘practical reason’, and its 
first principle has been traditionally postulated as: “good should be done and 
followed and evil should be avoided” (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I–II, q. 94, 
a. 2), in Latin “bonum est faciendum et prosequendum, et malum vitandum”.

  L Bonum est faciendum et prosequendum, et malum 
vitandum.
Good should be done and followed and evil should be 
avoided.
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REASON AND THE PRECEPTS OF NATURAL LAW

When people use the word ‘reasoning’ they are normally referring to opera-
tions of  the intellect like deducing mathematical theorems (such as Pythag-
oras’ theorem), reaching scientific knowledge about natural phenomena 
(such as the laws of  planetary motions), or discussing philosophical questions 
(as we are doing here!). We all agree that reasoning is necessary in math-
ematics, physics and theoretical philosophy. But, what about determining 
moral principles such as ‘do not lie’ or ‘do not commit adultery’. Are these 
part of  ‘reasoning’ or are they mere feelings or intuitions?

The most important Christian philosophers have always argued that 
reason extends to the realm of  morality. Whether an action is good or evil, is 
not determined by an irrational or pre-rational feeling, intuition or instinct; 
it is neither something purely conventional agreed by consensus, or the result 
of  age-old traditions and customs; and neither is it simply a question of  
quantifying probabilities. It is something we can reach through reason, and 
can be expressed in either an obligation, a prohibition or a permission.

If  that is the case, how exactly are the precepts of  Natural Law reached? 
In a similar way as we reach scientific laws: we start from the first principle 
of  practical reason (see above), which is generic and cannot be demonstrated, 
and we use logical reasoning and moral science to reach increasingly more 
particular and less evident knowledge. St Thomas Aquinas distinguishes 
three categories of  the precepts of  Natural Law according to their degree of  
evidence (cf. Summa Theologiae, I–II, q. 94, a. 6; q. 100, a. 3; II–II, q. 122, a. 1):

• Primary precepts are very evident to everyone and are quite general, 
for example: ‘we ought to avoid hurting someone’ or the ‘one should 
not treat others in ways that one would not like to be treated’ (i.e. the 
Golden Rule). 

• Secondary precepts derive from the primary precepts and refer to 
more specific areas of  action. They are accessible through a simple 
reasoning process that most people can perform. In this category 
we will have the precepts of  the Decalogue (you shall not kill, you 
shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall not bear false 
witness, etc.).

• Tertiary precepts derive from the secondary precepts through a process 
of  logical reasoning that is more complex and requires a knowledge 
of  moral science. An example would be the unity and indissolubility 
of  marriage (a man may have only one wife and a woman only one 
husband until the death of  one of  them).

CORE THEMES
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REFLECTING ON OUR ACTIONS AND LISTENING TO THE TEACHING OF OTHERS

The knowledge of  the precepts of  Natural Law is gradual and can be greatly 
aided by the teaching from people who have experience and virtue (of  course, 
the example and words of  reckless or depraved people will have the opposite 
effect). An image can help to illustrate this. 

Imagine a little boy who starts throwing his toys at his baby sister. At some 
stage he hits his sister and makes her cry. He recognises in crying something 
that happens to him when he is not well or when something has upset him, 
therefore he realises that throwing toys at his sister is hurting her and he stops 
doing so. As he gains the capacity for communication, his mother tells him 
that he should not be rude to his sister. In so far as he recognises the goodness 
of  his mother, and therefore that his mother wants what is good for him and 
his sister, he will accept that he shouldn’t be rude to his sister even if  he has 
not experienced exactly what his sister feels when he is rude to her. Later in 
life perhaps he will experience other people being rude to him, and what his 
mother told him will be further reinforced. As he gets older, he becomes able 
to reflect on his experience of  life and to consider carefully the things he has 
read or discussed with others. At this point he tells his children a golden piece 
of  advice: ‘one should never judge the intentions of  other people, as only 
God can reach the depths of  the hearts’. Perhaps at the end of  his life, as he 
sees his actions in the perspective of  death, he might reflects on what remains 
beyond earthly existence. With this in mind, he tells his grandchildren: ‘Don’t 
forget about God!’ 

Before finishing this section, we should clarify that the precepts of  
Natural Law do not operate in our reason in exactly the same ways as the 
theorems and results of  the theoretical reason. There is an important differ-
ence. While the formulation of  Pythagoras’ theorem is sufficient for both its 
understanding and its acceptance, the same does not occur with the prin-
ciples of  morality. In fact, it can happen that people know and are able to 
recite correctly the precepts of  Natural Law without their lives conforming 
to them. Only once the precepts of  Natural Law are assumed into one’s life 
by virtuous habituation can they become truly operative and be a guide for 
good action. Moreover, a wicked moral life can result in blindness of  the 
principles of  morality (something which does not happen with the principles 
of  theoretical reason). Aristotle explains that a bad life can be ‘destructive of  
the principles’:
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However, our innate tendency for the good cannot be destroyed, as we 
cannot totally destroy our own nature, and so it follows that the most basic 
precepts of  Natural Law cannot be fully ignored. We see this when someone, 
after years of  acting against the precepts of  Natural Law (and even after 
stubbornly denying them explicitly), changes and recognises the evil of  their 
conduct. The human experiences of  remorse and conversion are indicative 
of  the existence of  a universal moral law.

The man who has been ruined by pleasure or pain forthwith 
fails to see any such principle—to see that for the sake of this 
or because of this he ought to choose and do whatever he 
chooses and does. For vice is destructive of the principles.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, (trans.) W. D. Ross, bk VI, 5

CORE THEMES
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HOW DO WE KNOW WHETHER WHAT I AM ABOUT
TO DO HERE AND NOW IS GOOD?

If  the precepts of  the Natural Law are universal and immutable, valid for all 
people at all times, they must necessarily be generic. This presents a problem: 
in life we will need to confront in the first person complex moral situations 
that do not seem to match general moral statements. How can we act in those 
cases? For example:

• Perhaps we need to decide whether to help a friend at the expense of  
displeasing our relatives. 

• Someone may need to choose whether to use a medicine to alleviate 
the pain of  patients even if  it will shorten their life. 

• Deciding whether to refuse to cooperate in an illegal economic trans-
action even if  that refusal will bring damaging consequences to our 
family.

Clearly, something is needed to apply the generic precepts of  the Natural 
Law to a particular situation. Conscience is precisely that ‘something’ that 
mediates between the Natural Law and a particular situation, determining 
whether a particular action here and now is good or evil. In the same way as 
in civil law the application of  the legislation to the particular circumstances of  
a case requires the intervention of  a judge, so the application of  the precepts 
of  the Natural Law to a specific act requires a judgment of  conscience. 

Conscience is not a separate faculty different from the intellect, but rather is 
an act of  the intellect, an act of  practical reason. More precisely, conscience 
is a specific judgment of  the intellect: a judgment regarding the morality of  a 

“
  Conscience is a judgment of  reason whereby the human per-

son recognizes the moral quality of  a concrete act that he 
is going to perform, is in the process of  performing, or has 
already completed. In all he says and does, man is obliged to 
follow faithfully what he knows to be just and right.

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 1778
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specific act carried out, being performed, or about to be carried out. In other 
words, our reason has a natural capacity for discerning good from evil in our 
practical actions, and this capacity for moral judgment is called conscience. 
We could say that the morality of  an action is intelligible to the human intel-
lect as electromagnetic waves between the red and violet frequencies are 
visible to the human eye. In the same way that we have eyes to see whether 
something in front of  us is red or green, we have a conscience to see whether 
a particular action is good or bad.

The existence of  conscience is a common human experience, one which 
the literature of  all times has expressed on countless occasions. Having a 
moral conscience is a distinctive feature of  being human. The judgment of  
conscience, which approves, excuses or condemns our acts, elicits in us feel-
ings of  peace, remorse, torment or even self-hatred, none of  which we find in 
animals. It is also connected to our desire for repentance and reinforces the 
sense of  narrative of  our lives. Since the judgment of  conscience connects 
the Natural Law to the particular situation we face, it follows that in all cases 
we are morally obliged to act according to its conclusion (provided, of  course, 
that the conclusion reached is sufficiently firm and not vague or doubtful). 

This may be seen as a problem: surely, 
it often happens that in front of  
similar situations, one person’s 
conscience may firmly 
dictate doing one thing, 
while someone else’s 
may dictate the 
exact opposite. So, 
what is the point of  
the universal and 
immutable precepts 
of  the Natural Law, 
if  it is the subjective 
conscience that decides 
between good and 
bad? The answer is that 
conscience does not create 
good and evil, but witnesses to 
the moral truth. A well-formed 
conscience, like a healthy eye, will see 

St John Henry New-
man compared the conscience 

to a lake that reflects the sky and the 
mountains. If  the lake is calm, its reflec-

tion bears witness of  the reality  of  the sky 
and the mountains. But if  a storm reaches the 

lake it distorts its surface and it can no longer re-
flect the sky or the mountains, since all becomes 
deformed and confusing The same happens with 
the conscience: uncontrolled strong passions 
in us are like underwater currents that cloud 

our vision of  the moral truth, and the bad 
example of  other people is like the dis-

turbing waves that corrupt our 
judgments of  morality.

CORE THEMES
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the reality as it is; an ill-formed conscience, like a deformed eye, will not see 
things right. The obligation of  following our conscience in all cases cannot be 
seen in isolation with two other obligations: to actively form our conscience, 
and to avoid deforming it.

Conscience is something delicate. It requires careful formation through 
the acquisition of  moral knowledge from sources of  wisdom. It needs to be 
kept clear by avoiding the excuses we often make up to avoid listening to its 
injunctions. And it needs to be protected from the winds of  attractive but 
flawed ideas, from excessive reliance on our feelings, and from justifying our 
actions with the argument that a particular behaviour is common in society. 
Frequent examination of  our conscience, trying to find the truth about our 
actions, is a good tool to avoid deforming our conscience and falling into 
self-deception. Socrates expressed the need for self-examination with some 
famous words he uttered during his final trial: “the unexamined life is not 
worth living” (Plato, Apology, trans. B. Jowett, 38a5–6). Remember that 
conscience is part of  reason, and that only after careful reflection can reason 
reach the truth of  things.

The idea of  conscience as a judge that pronounces judgments based on a 
set of  precepts is not the full story of  what conscience is. Conscience should 
not be understood in purely legalistic terms, as if  we had a judge inside us 
who accuses us of  breaking a precept and issues a sentence for the breaking 
of  that precept. What conscience really accuses us of  is having chosen to 
walk outside the virtuous path that leads to true happiness. It tells us that our 
freely-chosen act has damaged us and the world, separating us from the love 
of  God. In the Christian tradition, conscience has often been referred meta-
phorically as the ‘voice of  God in us’, because an upright conscience follows 
God, who calls us to himself  as our ultimate good.

“
  Moral conscience, present at the heart of  the person, enjoins 

him at the appropriate moment to do good and to avoid evil. 
… It bears witness to the authority of  truth in reference to 
the supreme Good to which the human person is drawn, and 
it welcomes the commandments. When he listens to his con-
science, the prudent man can hear God speaking.

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 1777
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There is a final point worth adding regarding the morality of  acts. The 
Catholic Church, following the teaching of  St Thomas Aquinas, explains 
that in order to judge correctly the morality of  a human act (and here we 
include words, thoughts, desires, and decision for actions or for inaction), we 
need to take into account three things: 

• the moral object of  the act (the what), 
• the circumstances (the who, when, where, how and how much), 
• and the end of  the act (the why). 

By ‘object’ we don’t mean a physical thing involved in the act. It is not the 
what of  the act, for example: ‘What am I stealing?’ or ‘What person am I 
killing?’ (these are in fact just circumstances of  the act); but it is rather the 
what is the act, for example: ‘Is this act stealing or recovering what is mine?’ or 
‘Is this act killing a person or self-defence?’. 

The object is key for determining the morality of  the act, and to establish 
the object “it is necessary to place oneself  in the perspective of  the acting 
person” (John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, § 78). For example, if  I take some-
body else’s a coat from the cloakroom thinking that is mine, what I am doing 
(i.e. the object of  the act) is making a mistake; but if  I am knowingly taking 
the coat of  somebody else, then what I am doing is stealing (regardless of  
whether I am taking it because I want to have a better coat for myself  or 
because I want to sell it to give the money to the poor). 

If  the moral object is compatible with the good of  the person in view of  
his whole life (in other words, if  it can be ordered to the person’s true happi-
ness of  knowing and loving God), then the act can be good, depending on the 
circumstances, and provided that the intended end is good as well (helping an 
old lady to cross the street is an action that potentially leads me to love God, 
but if  I do it to show off my kindness in front of  my friends, that intention 
destroys its goodness). 

But if  the action’s object is something that can never be directed to the 
good of  the person, then the act will always be evil, whatever the circum-
stance or the intended end one might have. The Catholic Church teaches 
that “there exist acts which per se and in themselves, independently of  circum-
stances, are always seriously wrong by reason of  their object” (Post-Synodal 
Apostolic Exhortation Reconciliatio et Pænitentia, § 17). 

The end does not justify the means; there are some acts that are always 
evil—whichever good they seem to produce—because they contradict what 
it means to be human, they are incompatible with our ultimate end, they are 
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incapable of  leading to true happiness, and they bring moral destruction into 
the world. Examples of  intrinsically evil acts are: homicide, abortion, eutha-
nasia, prostitution, slavery, etc. 

“
  Whatever is hostile to life itself, such as any kind of  homicide, 

genocide, abortion, euthanasia and voluntary suicide; what-
ever violates the integrity of  the human person, such as muti-
lation, physical and mental torture and attempts to coerce the 
spirit; whatever is offensive to human dignity, such as subhu-
man living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, 
slavery, prostitution and trafficking in women and children; 
degrading conditions of  work which treat labourers as mere 
instruments of  profit, and not as free responsible persons: all 
these and the like are a disgrace, and so long as they infect 
human civilization they contaminate those who inflict them 
more than those who suffer injustice, and they are a negation 
of  the honour due to the Creator..

Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, § 27
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HOW CAN WE ANSWER TO THOSE WHO DISMISS
THE REALITY OF NATURAL LAW?

Some people would argue that the disagreement and even some contra-
diction found between moral precepts of  different cultures (or in the same 
culture at different times) show that the precepts of  Natural Law cannot be 
universal or immutable. To respond to this argument a distinction should 
be made between saying that precepts are universal and immutable, and 
claiming that they can be perceived by everyone clearly and immediately. As 
we explained above, only the primary precepts of  Natural Law are grasped 
clearly and immediately. The precepts that derive from them require a 
process of  reasoning which is not immediate and could be flawed.

We can draw a parallel between knowledge of  the Natural Law and 
knowledge of  a language. The capacity for precision in language depends 
on the depth of  linguistic knowledge of  each person, which in turn depends 
on the education and culture of  the person. In a similar way, the proposi-
tions containing the precepts of  the Natural Law, will be more or less precise 
depending on the moral education of  a person, which will be influenced 
by the moral culture of  the society where the person lives. But as in other 
areas of  human life, a defect or an underdevelopment of  a human power (for 
example, sight or hearing) does not mean that the particular power does not 
exist. For this reason, it is not contradictory to claim that humans have the 
capacity to reach the precepts of  Natural Law even if  in some of  them the 
capacity is defective or underdeveloped. 

Another argument against the existence of  the Natural Law is the claim 
that its precepts are not natural at all, but just artificial human conventions 
imposed on us, which ultimately stop us acting according to what we natu-
rally feel like doing. This idea may sound modern, but it was first proposed by 
the sophist philosopher Callicles (end of  5th century bc), as presented by Plato 
in the dialogue Gorgias. For Callicles, reason does not have a role to play, as it 
always presents arguments about virtue and self-control which are ultimately 
based on guilt and not on nature. Socrates (c. 470–399 bc) reacted against 
Callicles’ position and defended the value of  virtue and of  self-control, by 
arguing that in the final analysis it does bring in a more dignified existence for 
society and for its citizens. Callicles did not seem to accept that what is truly 
natural for humans is rational control of  our behaviour, and not following 
our irrational passions. 

CORE THEMES
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Hume attacked the existence of  precepts of  Natural Law by arguing 
that from factual statements that use the copulas ‘is’ and ‘is not’, we cannot 
conclude preceptive moral statements that use the copulas ‘ought’ and ‘ought 
not’ (the argument is known as the ‘is-ought problem’ or  ‘naturalistic fallacy’). 
This position has a great appeal to all those who consider as valid knowledge 
only that which can be measured with empirical experiments. If  by ‘nature’ 
we mean only a description of  material properties and processes (often in 
terms of  biochemical composition and evolutionary changes), then it is true 
that from such description we cannot derive ethical norms. But this is not 
the only possible view of  the word ‘nature’, and it is not how Socrates, Plato, 
and Aristotle understood it. For them, nature was not something static and 
purely functional that can be exhausted with material and efficient causality, 
but a fundamentally dynamic principle oriented towards flourishing. In this 
wider framework it is possible to deduce ethical norms, since whatever is not 
according to nature does not lead to its flourishing and therefore should be 
avoided, while whatever leads to flourishing should be promoted.

The modern crisis of  morality, where moral arguments have become 
purely emotional, is a consequence of  denying our rational capacity to 
understand what things are (their rational ‘form’) and not only what they 
are made of, and what are they oriented to (their rational ‘end goal’ or ‘telos’) 
and not only what the material processes involved in changes are. Rejecting 
formal and final causation makes ethical discourse simply impossible: we 
have destroyed the only tools available for rational ethical enquiry. If  we 
cannot rationally argue about what the human person is, what it means to be 
brave or honest, and what the path of  human flourishing is, then all ethical 
discourse becomes reduced to ‘I do whatever I feel like doing’ and ‘I can 
become whatever I wish’ regardless of  the consequences. Once again, this 
attitude was already known in the classic world, as evidenced by the words of  
the Roman satirist Juvenal: “I wish it, so I command it, let my will be suffi-
cient reason” (Satire 6, trans. A. S. Kline, v. 223), in Latin “hoc volo, sic iubeo, sit 
pro ratione voluntas”.

Some will argue that Natural Law is a set of  arbitrary precepts that needs 
to be overcome by science. Following this view, some will attempt to find 
the ‘true morality’ using the methods of  empirical science. Hume’s criticism 
of  ‘is-ought’ can be used with its full strength to refute this claim. Empir-
ical science can only provide propositions about facts, and from propositions 
about facts we cannot draw propositions about how to behave. Other people 
will attempt to replace Natural Law with a morality based on evolutionary 
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principles dependent on a hierarchy of  instincts. But the problem with this 
approach is that there is no such thing as a fundamental instinct that helps 
us to decide what the hierarchy of  instincts ought to be, so such an attempt 
seems doomed to fail. For example, there is no instinct to tell us whether pres-
ervation of  the species is above self-preservation. As C. S. Lewis explains, the 
strength of  feeling becomes often the only guide for action.

Others reject Natural Law on political, ideological or anti-religious grounds. 
Certain attacks to the precepts of  Natural Law come from those who see in 
them an imposition of  a religious traditional moral system or a conservative 
political ideology. They claim that human freedom requires debunking such 
principles to be finally liberated from all taboos and religious impositions and 
reach a ‘truly liberal’ society, or to establish an ‘egalitarian world’ where all 
forms of  social inequality and prejudices are eliminated. A response to this 
argument is to ask on which grounds it can be justified that a ‘truly liberal’ 
society or an ‘egalitarian world’ is something good and worth fighting for, 
and whether holding freedom or justice as a value is not something actually 
resting on our rational ability for discerning the good for human nature, 
which is precisely what Natural Law is all about. It should be added that 
debunking all values of  traditional morality on the basis of  freedom or justice 
leads to a worrying paradox: the understanding of  freedom as absolutisation 
of  subjectivism can easily precipitate into irrationality and the dictatorship 
of  feelings, and so to no freedom at all; and the understanding of  justice as a 
utopian equality that ignores real distinctions in nature will lead to irration-
ality, and ultimately to injustice. The same person who claims the freedom to 
‘act according to how I feel’ will soon experience the imprisonment of  ‘my 
feelings are taking control over my actions’. The same person who in the 
name of  social justice ‘cancels’ everyone who holds the values of  the Natural 
Law will soon become an intolerant tyrant.

Those who stand outside all judgment of value cannot have 
any ground for preferring one of their own impulses to 
another except the emotional strength of that impulse.

C.S. Lewis,‘The abolition of  Man’                                                                         
in Selected Literary Essays, (ed.) Walter Hooper, Cambridge:                                                                                        

Cambridge University Press, 1969, p. 75

CORE THEMES
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SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

SSOPHOCLESOPHOCLES, , AAntigonentigone

Creon: And even so you dared overstep that law?
Antigone: Yes, since it was not Zeus that published me that edict, and since 
not of  that kind are the laws which Justice who dwells with the gods below 
established among men. Nor did I think that your decrees were of  such 
force, that a mortal could override the unwritten and unfailing statutes 
given us by the gods. For their life is not of  today or yesterday, but for all 
time, and no man knows when they were first put forth…

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , RhetoricRhetoric

Now there are two kinds of  laws, particular and general. By particular 
laws I mean those established by each people in reference to themselves, 
which again are divided into written and unwritten; by general laws I 
mean those based upon nature. In fact, there is a general idea of  just and 
unjust in accordance with nature, as all men in a manner divine, even if  
there is neither communication nor agreement between them.

Sophocles, Antigone, (trans.) R. C. Jebb, 449–457

Aristotle, Rhetoric, (trans.) J. H. Freese, bk I, 13

  , , 
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Jesus alludes to the danger of  the conscience being deformed when he 
warns: “The eye is the lamp of  the body. So if  your eye is sound, your 
whole body will be full of  light; but if  your eye is not sound, your whole 
body will be full of  darkness. If  then the light in you is darkness, how 
great is the darkness!” (Mt 6:22-23). The words of  Jesus just quoted also 
represent a call to form our conscience, to make it the object of  a contin-
uous conversion to what is true and to what is good. In the same vein, 
Saint Paul exhorts us not to be conformed to the mentality of  this world, 
but to be transformed by the renewal of  our mind (cf. Rom. 12:2). It is 
the “heart” converted to the Lord and to the love of  what is good which 
is really the source of  true judgments of  conscience. Indeed, in order to 
“prove what is the will of  God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” 
(Rom. 12:2), knowledge of  God’s law in general is certainly necessary, but 
it is not sufficient: what is essential is a sort of  “connaturality” between 
man and the true good. Such a connaturality is rooted in and develops 
through the virtuous attitudes of  the individual himself: prudence and 
the other cardinal virtues, and even before these the theological virtues 
of  faith, hope and charity. This is the meaning of  Jesus’ saying: “He who 
does what is true comes to the light” (Jn 3:21).

John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, § 63–64

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

JJOHN OHN PPAUAULL  IIII, , VVeritatis Splendoreritatis Splendor
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POLEMIC Quotes

A law of  nature, lex naturalis, is a precept, or general rule, found out by 
reason, by which a man is forbidden to do that which is destructive of  his 
life, or takes away the means of  preserving the same, and to omit that by 
which he thinks it may be best preserved.

HHOBBESOBBES, , LeviathanLeviathan

HHUMEUME, , An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of MoralsAn Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 1, ch. 14

Reply
For Hobbes, Natural Law is not rooted in the principles of doing 
good and avoiding evil, but in the principle of self-preservation for-
mulated in the negative: one is forbidden to do or commanded to 
omit whatever destroys one’s life. According to Hobbes, Natural 
Law is a path for survival where reason forbids and represses the 
natural inclinations that lead to destruction of human life, rather than 
a path for human flourishing where reason orders and integrates the 
natural inclinations so they can contribute to the good of the person.

In moral deliberations we must be acquainted beforehand with all the 
objects, and all their relations to each other; and from a comparison of  the 
whole, fix our choice or approbation… While we are ignorant whether a 
man were aggressor or not, how can we determine whether the person 
who killed him be criminal or innocent? But after every circumstance, 
every relation is known, the understanding has no further room to operate, 
nor any object on which it could employ itself. The approbation or blame 
which then ensues, cannot be the work of  the judgment, but of  the heart; 
and is not a speculative proposition or affirmation, but an active feeling 
or sentiment.

David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of  Morals, Appendix I:        
Concerning moral sentiment
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Reply
Hume’s stance on morality, as stated in this paragraph, has been de-
scribed as emotivism. For Hume moral statements do not represent 
facts or truths, but only attitudes or emotional responses, and there-
fore judgment of value cannot exist. Hume’s emotivism is a corol-
lary of his thesis that from the knowledge of the nature of something, 
we cannot deduce any ethical behaviour consistent with that nature. 
For him, rational knowledge and ethics are two separate spheres of 
reality. With this separation, Hume removes all ethical discourse 
from the realm of rationality and situates it in the realm of subjective 
emotions.

Hume’s position is only valid within an epistemological framework 
where all rational knowledge is reduced to empirical facts: from 
facts we cannot deduce the nature of things and therefore how they 
ought to be (i.e. ethical or value statements). But his position does 
not hold in a wider epistemological framework that includes met-
aphysical knowledge. If metaphysics can provide a knowledge of 
the nature of things, then we can make ethical statements founded 
on reason and not on subjective emotions. Likewise, it could also 
be added that emotions are not totally beyond the realm of reason. 
It is interesting to notice that Aristotle spoke of irrational emotions 
sharing in rationality through virtue. And he added that the feelings 
and emotions of the virtuous person are integrated with reason, so 
that the virtuous person feels ‘right’.

KKANTANT, , GGrrounding for the Metaphysics of Moralsounding for the Metaphysics of Morals

Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will 
that it should become a universal law.

Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of  Morals, 3rd ed.,                 
(trans.) James W. Ellington, Indianapolis:, 1993, p. 30

Reply
Kant’s position (commonly referred to as the ‘categorical impera-
tive’) may seem at first glance compatible with the Christian under-
standing of Natural Law, but it actually departs from it. The Chris-

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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tian view of Natural Law is anthropic, epistemic, and theonomic 
(established in human nature, discovered by reason, and metaphysi-
cally dependent on God as creator of human nature). Kant opens the 
way for an understanding of morality not based on nature, but on the 
possibility of a particular behaviour to become a universal law. In 
this way, Kant replaces theonomy with autonomy: the foundation of 
morality is in the human reason and not in God as creator of human 
nature. It is the person’s reason, and not God, that becomes the law-
giver and arbitrator.

The attractiveness of Kant’s categorical imperative is its claim to 
solve the problem of how to judge subjective moral behaviour in a 
universal way. However, the solution is only apparent, since in the 
final analysis the question remains: how do we determine whether a 
particular behaviour could become a universal law? Kant’s categori-
cal imperative remains in the sphere of the subjective.
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ADDITIONAL READING

Conscience is not a long-sighted selfishness, nor a desire to be consistent 
with oneself; but it is a messenger from Him, who, both in nature and in grace, 
speaks to us behind a veil, and teaches and rules us by His representatives. 
Conscience is the aboriginal Vicar of  Christ, a prophet in its informations, 
a monarch in its peremptoriness, a priest in its blessings and anathemas…

Words such as these are idle empty verbiage to the great world of  philos-
ophy now. … We are told that conscience is but a twist in primitive and 
untutored man; that its dictate is an imagination; that the very notion of  
guiltiness, which that dictate enforces, is simply irrational, for how can there 
possibly be freedom of  will, how can there be consequent responsibility, in 
that infinite eternal network of  cause and effect, in which we helplessly lie? 
and what retribution have we to fear, when we have had no real choice to do 
good or evil?

So much for philosophers; now let us see what is the notion of  conscience 
in this day in the popular mind. There, no more than in the intellectual 
world, does ‘conscience’ retain the old, true, Catholic meaning of  the word. 
There too the idea, the presence of  a Moral Governor is far away from the 
use of  it, frequent and emphatic as that use of  it is. When men advocate 
the rights of  conscience, they in no sense mean the rights of  the Creator, 
nor the duty to Him, in thought and deed, of  the creature; but the right of  
thinking, speaking, writing, and acting, according to their judgment or their 
humour, without any thought of  God at all. They do not even pretend to 
go by any moral rule, but they demand, what they think is an Englishman’s 
prerogative, for each to be his own master in all things, and to profess what 
he pleases, asking no one’s leave, and accounting priest or preacher, speaker 
or writer, unutterably impertinent, who dares to say a word against his going 
to perdition, if  he like it, in his own way. Conscience has rights because it has 

Letter to the duke of Norfolk
John henry Newman
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duties; but in this age, with a large portion of  the public, it is the very right 
and freedom of  conscience to dispense with conscience, to ignore a Lawgiver 
and Judge, to be independent of  unseen obligations. It becomes a licence to 
take up any or no religion, to take up this or that and let it go again, to go 
to church, to go to chapel, to boast of  being above all religions and to be an 
impartial critic of  each of  them. Conscience is a stern monitor, but in this 
century it has been superseded by a counterfeit, which the eighteen centuries 
prior to it never heard of, and could not have mistaken for it, if  they had. It 
is the right of  self-will.

John Henry Newman, ‘Letter to the Duke of  Norfolk’, V, in Certain Difficulties Felt 
by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching, II, London: Longmans Green, 1885, p. 248



419
419

QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT

What is the meaning of  conscience being the “aboriginal 
vicar of  Christ”?1.

2. What is guilt? Has it got any value, or is it something 
irrational and forced in us which should therefore be 
dismissed?

3. Can I ever say to another person that his or her actions 
are leading them astray (or “to perdition” using the words 
of  the text)?

What is the meaning of  the sentence “conscience has 
rights because it has duties”?4.

5. What is the connection between freedom and conscience? 
Are they compatible?
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16 What is the role of 
political authority 
in society?

FRANCIS MURPHY
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WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF POLITICAL AUTHORITY?

CONTENTs

WHAT IS THE CONNECTION BETWEEN POLITICAL 
AUTHORITY AND THE COMMON GOOD?
WHAT ARE THE PRINCIPLES OF SUBSIDIARITY 
AND SOLIDARITY?
IS IT FITTING THAT POLITICAL AUTHORITY SHOULD 
ACKNOWLEDGE GOD?
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INTRODUCTORY TEXT

ON THE ORIGIN OF CIVIL POWER
LEO XIII

Leo XIII was pope between 1878 and 1903, at the time of important social 
and political transformations in the Western world resulting from the Indus-
trial Revolution. During his pontificate he addressed some pressing matters 
of social justice, and in his encyclical Rerum Novarum (1891)—considered 
as the foundation of the modern Social Doctrine of the Church—he exam-
ined the question of workers’ rights, rejecting both socialism and unbridled 
capitalism.
The text below is an extract from Diuturnum Illud (1881), one of the earlier 
encyclicals of Leo XIII, where he discusses the origin of civil power and the 
attitude of the Church towards civil authority. The encyclical was written at 
a time when anarchism and communism were beginning to produce social 
unrest in various countries.

A society can neither exist nor be conceived in which there is no one to 
govern the wills of  individuals, in such a way as to make, as it were, one will 
out of  many, and to impel them rightly and orderly to the common good; 
therefore, God has willed that in a civil society there should be some to rule 
the multitude. And this also is a powerful argument, that those by whose 
authority the State is administered must be able so to compel the citizens to 
obedience that it is clearly a sin in the latter not to obey. But no man has in 
himself  or of  himself  the power of  constraining the free will of  others by 
fetters of  authority of  this kind. This power resides solely in God, the Creator 
and Legislator of  all things; and it is necessary that those who exercise it 
should do it as having received it from God. “There is one lawgiver and 
judge, who is able to destroy and deliver” (James 4:12). And this is clearly seen 
in every kind of  power. That that which resides in priests comes from God is 
so acknowledged that among all nations they are recognized as, and called, 



424
WHY DO WE LIVE IN SOCIETY?424

the ministers of  God. In like manner, the authority of  fathers of  families 
preserves a certain impressed image and form of  the authority which is in 
God, “of  whom all paternity in heaven and earth is named” (Ephesians 3:15). 
But in this way different kinds of  authority have between them wonderful 
resemblances, since, whatever there is of  government and authority, its origin 
is derived from one and the same Creator and Lord of  the world, who is God.

Leo XIII, Diuturnum Illud, § 11, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va 
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS

What is the origin of  authority of  any kind in human 
society?1.

2. To what end is political authority exercised in civil society?

3. What is the common good? Does it make sense to think of  
it simply as the sum of  individual goods? How should an 
awareness of  the common good inform the ordering of  
civil society?

What are the principles of  subsidiarity and solidarity, and 
why do they matter in the ordering of  societies?4.

5. Should political authorities acknowledge God’s existence 
and authority? How might this question be related to that 
of  the common good?



426
WHY DO WE LIVE IN SOCIETY?426

Core themes

WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF POLITICAL AUTHORITY?

We will be conscious of  many examples of  political authority being exer-
cised in ways which seem at odds with what we understand of  the natural 
law and God’s will, or by agents who do not even acknowledge the exist-
ence of  God. We may wonder whether it therefore makes sense to claim that 
political authority is of  divine origin. We might also wonder if  this line of  
thinking does not offend against a proper distinction between Church and 
State, between the sacred and the secular.  However, if  we sustain that God 
is the creator of  human beings, and that humans need to participate in social 
life by their very nature, then there is already a sense in which the assertion 
may be less difficult to affirm than imagined. If  the existence of  civil society 
derives from God as the author of  nature, so political authority in civil society 
—should it be shown to be a necessary component of  it—will also have its 
existence from God, and so can be said to be divine in origin.

Most Christian philosophers have held political authority to be necessary 
to civil society. As the Catechism of  the Catholic Church summarises:

“
  Every human community needs an authority to govern it… 

It is necessary for the unity of  the state. Its role is to ensure as 
far as possible the common good of  the society.

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 1898

This is a more elevated view of  political authority than simply seeing it as 
the outcome of  a process of  struggle—of  ‘might making right’—or a chance 
development. Political authority is cast as guaranteeing the coherence of  the 
elements of  the state, and safeguarding the pursuit of  the common good.
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WHAT IS THE CONNECTION BETWEEN POLITICAL AUTHORITY
AND THE COMMON GOOD?

The claim that political authority must be exercised in pursuit of  the common 
good—that it has as its role to ensure the common good—is grounded in 
the fact that civil society has the common good as its end. This fact is often 
obscured in political discourse, because errors in both directions are wide-
spread: either an overly limited understanding of  the end of  society, or an 
excessive notion of  the claims that society can make.

In the classical liberal model, we can see a pretended neutrality in the 
matter of  whether there is a common good to be pursued; at the level of  
theory—if  often not in practice—the liberal state purports to leave it to indi-
viduals to determine the ends they are pursuing as they strive for happiness 
and personal meaning. It acts solely as a guarantor of  those natural rights 
which are supposed to ensure the peace of  the society. This picture is often 
backed by a social contract theory of  the state’s origins. In contemporary 
discourse, this model of  the exercise of  political authority is favoured by 
those who style themselves liberals and—in a more thoroughgoing form—
libertarians.

In a totalitarian state, political authority is not exercised in pursuit of  a 
common good, but rather as a way to reinforce the claims of  those exercising 
it to absolute mastery over the members of  society. Political power is used to 
reinforce claims that the state constitutes the source of  value, and the end in 
which members of  society will find fulfilment. The inability of  the state to 
provide ultimate values or fulfilment is evident when we consider the histor-
ical record of  totalitarian states, which offend against the common good by 
erecting what Pope John Paul II called ‘a tyranny of  idols’ and in so doing 
have been responsible for extremes of  human suffering.

Between these erroneous extremes of  liberalism and totalitarianism, the 
Catholic tradition insists that political authority must be exercised in pursuit 
of  civil society’s end: the common good, which is the happiness of  this life 
which can be achieved only in community and through shared means. The 
demands of  this happiness in this life can be said, in the words of  the Compen-
dium of  the Social Doctrine of  the Church, to concern above all the following 
aspects:

CORE THEMES
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Individuals, families, and intermediate groups in society cannot—without 
political institutions, directed by the relevant political authority—achieve 
the goods necessary for full flourishing, and so obtain the goal which is the 
common good.

“
  The demands of  the common good … concern above all the 

commitment to peace, the organization of  the State’s powers, 
a sound juridical system, the protection of  the environment, 
and the provision of  essential services to all, some of  which 
are at the same time human rights: food, housing, work, edu-
cation and access to culture, transportation, basic health care, 
the freedom of  communication and expression, and the pro-
tection of  religious freedom.

Compendium of  the Social Doctrine of  the Church, § 166
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WHAT ARE THE PRINCIPLES OF SUBSIDIARITY
AND SOLIDARITY?

In speaking of  the principle of  subsidiarity, political theorists contend that 
political authority should acknowledge the abilities—and in many cases 
rights—of  individuals, families, and intermediate groups to perform those 
roles and carry out those tasks which are properly theirs in civil society and 
do not require management from a higher level. This principle has been 
articulated repeatedly by the Catholic Church, especially in response to total-
itarian ideologies. Per the Catechism of  the Catholic Church:

“
  Excessive intervention by the State can threaten person-

al freedom and initiative. The teaching of  the Church has 
elaborated the principle of  subsidiarity, according to which 
‘a community of  a higher order should not interfere in the 
internal life of  a community of  a lower order, depriving the 
latter of  its functions, but rather should support it in case of  
need and help to co-ordinate its activity with the activities of  
the rest of  society, always with a view to the common good’.

Catechism of  the Catholic Church, § 1883

The need for co-ordination of  activities with a view to the common good 
points, in turn, to an important second principle to be considered in the 
exercise of  political authority: solidarity. As explained in the Compendium of  the 
Social Doctrine of  the Church:

“
  … there exists an intimate bond between solidarity and the 

common good … [we] need to recognise the composite ties 
that unite men and social groups among themselves, the 
space given to human freedom for common growth in which 
all share and in which they participate.

Compendium of  the Social Doctrine of  the Church, § 194

CORE THEMES
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Without solidarity, without the recognition of  our common human nature 
which leads us to flourish in society and which is the locus of  our dignity as 
creatures of  God, the pursuit of  the common good will be near-impossible. 
Where the principle of  solidarity is affirmed and lived, social institutions will 
be ordered in a way which acknowledges the interdependence of  individuals 
and populations, and societies will not neglect to impart to their members 
a keen sense of  the importance of  seeking the good of  their fellow human 
beings.



431
431

IS IT FITTING THAT POLITICAL AUTHORITY 
SHOULD ACKNOWLEDGE GOD?

The relationship between happiness in this life and the divine good which 
is man’s supernatural end, and the implications of  that relationship for a 
proper understanding of  how Church and State should relate, is at present a 
hotly disputed question among Catholic political theorists. Since the 1960s 
there has been a reluctance to affirm the ‘confessional state’ model which 
was dominant in previous centuries, although the Second Vatican Council 
emphasised that in teaching the importance of  social and civil freedom in 
religious matters, it was “[leaving] untouched traditional Catholic doctrine 
on the moral duty of  men and societies toward the true religion and toward 
the one Church of  Christ” (Dignitatis Humanae, § 1). A significant number of  
contemporary Catholic writers may be said to subscribe to the view that the 
State lacks the competence to make determinations as to the truth of  claims 
for revealed religion.

Regardless of  how one conceptualises the right relationship between 
Church and State, that political authority should acknowledge God’s exist-
ence and authority seems incontrovertible given what has been sustained. 
If  the existence of  God as the author of  nature can be known by reason, 
then it is fitting that political authority—having its origin from God—should 
acknowledge this fact. The alternative would seem to be to fall prey to the 
confusion described by Pope Benedict XVI in his visit to the Bundestag in 
Berlin during his apostolic journey to Germany in 2011, touching on the 
importance of  an ecology of  man: 

“
  

Man too has a nature that he must respect and that he cannot 
manipulate at will. Man is not merely self-creating freedom. 
Man does not create himself. He is intellect and will, but he 
is also nature, and his will is rightly ordered if  he respects his 
nature, listens to it and accepts himself  for who he is, as one 
who did not create himself.

Benedict XVI, Address to the Bundestag, 22nd September 2011

CORE THEMES
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The practical outworking of  the political acknowledgement of  human nature’s 
creator can be seen, for example, in those polities which preserve legislation 
preventing the promotion of  blasphemy within civil society. However, it is 
evident that Christians in democracies which are largely secularised and in 
which acknowledgement of  the existence of  God is limited will be unable to 
build political consensus for the acknowledgement of  God unless there is a 
committed (re-)evangelisation of  the population. Recent pontiffs have repeat-
edly identified the need for—as Pope Francis puts it—“the Christian faithful 
to embark upon a new chapter of  evangelisation” (Pope Francis, Evangelii 
Gaudium, § 1).
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AAQUINASQUINAS, , De Regno ad De Regno ad rregem Cypriegem Cypri

SUPPORTING Quotes

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION

AARISRISTTOTLEOTLE, , Nicomachean EthicsNicomachean Ethics

If, then, it is natural for man to live in the society of  many, it is neces-
sary that there exist among men some means by which the group may 
be governed. For where there are many men together and each one is 
looking after his own interest, the multitude would be broken up and scat-
tered unless there were also an agency to take care of  what appertains 
to the commonweal. In like manner, the body of  a man or any other 
animal would disintegrate unless there were a general ruling force within 
the body which watches over the common good of  all members. With this 
in mind, Solomon says: “Where there is no governor, the people shall fall” 
(Eccl 4:9).

Thomas Aquinas, De Regno ad regem Cypri, (trans.) G. B. Phelan, ch. 1, n. 8

While it is satisfactory to acquire and preserve the good even for an indi-
vidual, it is finer and more divine to acquire and preserve it for a people 
and for cities.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, (trans.) T. Irwin, bk. I, 2
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JJOHN OHN XXIIIXXIII, , Pacem in Pacem in TTerriserris

JJUAN UAN DDONOSO ONOSO CCOORRTESTES, , Essays on Catholicism, Essays on Catholicism, 
Liberalism and SocialismLiberalism and Socialism

The law of  solidarity is so universal, that it is manifested in all human 
associations; and to such a degree too, that as often as man associates, 
he falls under the jurisdiction of  that inexorable law. Through his ances-
tors he is in solidarious union with times past, and by the succession of  
his own actions, and through his descendants, he enters into communion 
with future times; as an individual of  a domestic society, he falls under the 
law of  the solidarity of  the family … as a member of  the political associa-
tion, he falls under the law of  national solidarity; and finally, in quality of  
man he is reached by human solidarity. And nevertheless, though respon-
sible under so many heads, he preserves whole and intact his personal 
responsibility, which none other diminishes, none other restricts, none 
other absorbs…

Juan Donoso Cortés, Essays on Catholicism, Liberalism and Socialism, III, (trans.) 
William McDonald,  Gornahoor Press, 2010, pp. 78-79

Governmental authority … is a postulate of  the moral order and derives 
from God… The fact that authority comes from God does not mean that 
men have no power to choose those who are to rule the State, or to decide 
upon the type of  government they want, and determine the procedure 
and limitations of  rulers in the exercise of  their authority… the teaching 
is consonant with any genuinely democratic form of  government.

John XXIII, Pacem in Terris, § 52
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JJOHN OHN LLOCKEOCKE, , TTwo wo TTrreatises of Governmenteatises of Government

POLEMIC Quotes

To understand political power right … we must consider what state all 
men are naturally in, and that is, a state of  perfect freedom to order their 
actions and dispose of  their possessions and persons as they think fit, 
within the bounds of  the law of  nature, without asking leave, or depending 
upon the will of  any other man. A state also of  equality, wherein all the 
power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more than another: 
there being nothing more evident, than that creatures of  the same species 
and rank promiscuously born to all the same advantages of  nature, and 
the use of  the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst another 
without subordination or subjection…

John Locke, Two Treatises of  Government, Second treatise, ch. 2, § 4

Reply
John Locke (1632–1704) argued that, in the state of nature, humans 
live together according to reason without a common superior with 
authority to govern them. Civil society should be seen as a conse-
quence of humans coming freely to confer some rights on a central 
civil government, with a view to better protecting their individual 
rights to life, liberty, health and property (these being natural rights 
shared by all). 

By casting government as the product of a social contract and ar-
guing that where government fails in its function of guaranteeing 
natural rights it forfeits authority, Locke’s thought had a significant 
impact on the philosophers whose ideas animated the leading figures 
of the French Revolution. As they dismantled the state and sought 
to refashion it according to Enlightenment principles, the resultant 
wars and persecutions—costing many thousands of lives while pav-
ing the way for the rise of Napoleonic despotism—underlined the 
peril involved in invoking equality as a basis on which to assail ex-
isting political authority.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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MMAX AX SSTIRNERTIRNER, , The Ego and his OwnThe Ego and his Own

CCARARLL  SSCHMITTCHMITT, , The Concept of the PoliticalThe Concept of the Political

Political liberty means that the polis, the State, is free; freedom of  religion 
that religion is free, as freedom of  conscience signifies that conscience 
is free; not, therefore, that I am free from the State, from religion, from 
conscience, or that I am rid of  them. It does not mean my liberty, but the 
liberty of  a power that rules and subjugates me; it means that one of  my 
despots, like State, religion, conscience, is free. State, religion, conscience, 
these despots, make me a slave, and their liberty is my slavery.

Max Stirner, The Ego and his Own, (trans.) Steven T. Byington,               
London–New York: Verso, 2014, pp. 97-98

Reply
Max Stirner (1806–1856) championed an ‘amoral egoism’ which 
he considered preferable to both traditional Christian morality and 
the systems of morality associated with contemporaneous political 
schools of thought (e.g. classical liberalism, socialism). He regard-
ed most social institutions (including the idea of society itself) as 
‘ghosts’ of the mind. In articulating this view, Stirner provided in-
spiration for later generations of individualist anarchists who would 
reject both political authority and any notion of a common good, and 
on the basis of that rejection find justification for acts of violence 
against property and persons—all the while failing to give an ade-
quate account of how those beholden to such notions might hope to 
coexist happily.

Because the sphere of  the political is in the final analysis determined 
by the real possibility of  enmity, political conceptions and ideas cannot 
very well start with an anthropological optimism. This would dissolve the 
possibility of  enmity, and, thereby, every specific political consequence.

Carl Schmitt, The Concept of  the Political, (trans.) George Schwab,            
Chicago and London: University of  Chicago Press, 1996, p. 64
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Reply
Carl Schmitt (1888–1985) was a conservative legal and political 
theorist. A vociferous critic of the liberalism of the Weimar era in 
Germany, he would become an enthusiastic supporter of the Nazi 
regime, joining the Nazi Party in the same month as Martin Heide-
gger (having been encouraged by the latter to do so). In Schmitt’s 
scheme, the political is seen as reducible to the distinction which 
can be drawn between friend and enemy, itself irreducible to other 
types of distinction among humans and manifesting itself solely in 
association or dissociation. 

Politics is thus, in Schmitt’s scheme, construed in its essence in 
terms of conflict, such as to preclude a solidarity which goes be-
yond the camp of one’s friend; there is thus little evident scope for 
acknowledging a truly common good rooted in the fact of a shared 
human nature.

Anarchism is the only philosophy which brings to man the consciousness 
of  himself; which maintains that God, the State, and society are non-ex-
istent, that their promises are null and void, since they can be fulfilled only 
through man’s subordination.

Emma Goldman, ‘Anarchism: What it Really Stands For’ in Anarchism and Other 
Essays, Mother Earth publishing association, 1910

Reply
Emma Goldman (1869–1940) was an anarchist activist and writer, 
born in Russia and a resident in the United States, England, France, 
Spain (during the Civil War), and Canada. Influenced by the thought 
of influential anarchist theorists Mikhail Bakunin and Peter Kropot-
kin, she held the state to be oppressive by its very nature and argued 
that violence—including recourse to assassinations—was a legiti-
mate means of dismantling political authority. 

In Goldman’s account, the Christian religion was to be viewed as 
another form of social control and domination, serving to foster the 

EEMMMMAA  GGOLDMANOLDMAN, , AnaAnarrchism: What it Really Stands Forchism: What it Really Stands For

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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FFRIEDRICH RIEDRICH EENGELSNGELS, , On the History of Early ChristianityOn the History of Early Christianity

enslavement of peoples by promoting an unfounded hope of eternal 
happiness. Her own ideas would lead her to oppose military oppo-
sition to Hitler’s Nazism, arguing that Western democracies were 
equally morally repugnant (being to her mind cryptofascist as op-
posed to openly so) and thus unworthy of support in their endeavours 
to end the Nazi enslavement of European peoples. 

Both Christianity and the workers’ socialism preach forthcoming salva-
tion from bondage and misery; Christianity places this salvation in a life 
beyond, after death, in heaven; socialism places it in this world, in a trans-
formation of  society… Three hundred years after its appearance Christi-
anity was the recognized state religion in the Roman World Empire, and 
in barely sixty years socialism has won itself  a position which makes its 
victory absolutely certain.

Friedrich Engels, ‘On the History of  Early Christianity’, I, in Die Neue Zeit, 
1894–1895, (trans.) the Institute of  Marxism-Leninism, 1957

Reply
Friedrich Engels (1820–1895) co-authored The Communist Mani-
festo with Karl Marx; his work as a philosopher and revolutionary 
socialist has led him to be credited as the cofounder of Marxism. 
In his The Condition of the Working Class in England, published 
in 1845, Engels described the fruits of his study into the misery of 
the English proletariat in Victorian England—an attempt to ‘provide 
solid ground for socialist theories’. Militantly atheist, Engels shared 
Marx’s conviction that religion was a tool of oppression that would 
be rendered superfluous by communism’s triumph. That the social-
ism he preached would be used to justify the erection of inhumane 
regimes with lower standards of living than those enjoyed in nations 
which continued to enjoy comparatively high levels of free Chris-
tian observance—right up until the eventual collapse of many such 
communist regimes—leaves his claims for Marxism’s certain victo-
ry looking hollow.
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VVLADIMIR LADIMIR LLENINENIN, , 
TheThe  Attitude of the Attitude of the WWorkersorkers’’ Party to Religion Party to Religion

Marxism is materialism. As such, it is as relentlessly hostile to religion 
as was the materialism of  the eighteenth-century Encyclopaedists or 
the materialism of  Feuerbach. This is beyond doubt. But the dialectical 
materialism of  Marx and Engels goes further than the Encyclopaedists 
and Feuerbach, for it applies the materialist philosophy to the domain of  
history, to the domain of  the social sciences. We must combat religion—
that is the ABC of  all materialism, and consequently of  Marxism.

Vladimir Lenin, ‘The Attitude of  the Workers’ Party to Religion’, in Lenin Collected Works, vol. 
15, (trans.) A. Rothstein and B. Issacs, Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1973, pp. 403-404

Reply
Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924) was a Marxist political theorist and 
revolutionary who came to power following the 1917 October Revo-
lution in Russia, dying in post as leader of the newly-created Soviet 
Union in 1924. Lenin saw the end-goal of his revolutionary activ-
ity as arrival at a pure communist condition: humans living with-
out states or classes, in an egalitarian system of coexistence; before 
this could be reached, however, there must be a period of socialism, 
which would require the existence of a ‘dictatorship of the proletari-
at’. Under such rule, the means of production would be nationalised 
and the entire economy placed under central control.

Revered by communists internationally, Lenin was the centre of a 
cult of personality in the Soviet Union in the decades following his 
death (until its collapse in 1991); far from resulting in liberation and 
coexistence, the implementation of Marxist-Leninist thought in and 
after his lifetime brought about mass killings, anti-Christian persecu-
tions, political repression, and widespread economic hardship.

QUOTES FOR DISCUSSION
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ADDITIONAL READING

MESSAGE ON THE ANNIVERSARY OF THE CORONATION 
OF CHARLEMAGNE BY POPE LEO III
JOHN PAUL II

[We are prompted] to reflect on the value which Charlemagne’s cultural and 
religious reform still represents today: its importance, in fact, is far greater 
than that of  his work for the external unification of  the various European 
political realities of  his era. It is the grand synthesis of  the culture of  classical 
antiquity, mainly Roman, and that of  the Germanic and Celtic peoples, which 
characterizes Charlemagne’s great contribution to the continent’s formation. 
This synthesis is based on the Gospel of  Jesus Christ, for Europe was not 
a geographically defined unit. Only by accepting the Christian faith did it 
become a continent. Down the ages this continent succeeded in spreading its 
values to almost every other part of  the world for the good of  humanity. At 
the same time, we must not forget that the ideologies which unleashed rivers 
of  blood and tears during the twentieth century came from a Europe that 
had wanted to forget its Christian roots. 

The European Union’s effort to formulate a Charter of  Fundamental Rights 
is an attempt at a new synthesis, at the beginning of  the new millennium, 
of  the basic values that must guide the coexistence of  European peoples. 
The Church has followed the drafting of  this document with keen atten-
tion. In this regard, I cannot conceal my disappointment that in the Char-
ter’s text there is not a single reference to God. Yet in God lies the supreme 
source of  the human person’s dignity and his fundamental rights. It cannot 
be forgotten that it was the denial of  God and his commandments which led 
in the last century to the tyranny of  idols. A race, a class, the state, the nation 
and the party were glorified instead of  the true and living God. In the light of  
the misfortunes that overtook the 20th century we can understand: the rights 
of  God and man stand or fall together. 

Despite many noble efforts, the text worked out for the European Charter 
does not satisfy the just expectations of  many. In particular, the defence of  
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the rights of  the individual and the family could have been more courageous. 
That is why the concern to safeguard these rights, which are not always 
properly understood and respected, is more than justified. In many Euro-
pean States they are threatened, for example, by policies supporting abor-
tion, which is legalized almost everywhere. A further threat lies in an attitude 
that increasingly views euthanasia as a possibility, as well as in certain bills 
dealing with genetic technology that do not sufficiently respect the embryo 
as a human being. It is not enough to emphasize the dignity of  the person in 
grand words, if  it is then seriously violated in norms of  the juridical order. 

The great historical figure of  the Emperor Charlemagne calls to mind 
the Christian roots of  Europe. Whoever studies him is taken back to an era—
despite ever present human limitations—which was marked by an impressive 
cultural flourishing in almost all fields of  experience. In search of  its iden-
tity, Europe cannot fail to consider making an energetic effort to recover the 
cultural heritage left by Charlemagne and preserved for over a millennium. 
Education in the spirit of  Christian humanism guarantees the intellectual 
and moral training that forms young people and helps them to face the 
serious problems raised by scientific-technological development.

John Paul II, Message on the Occasion of  the 1200th Anniversary of  the Imperial Coronation 
of  Charlemagne by Pope Leo III, 14th December 2000, at The Holy See, www.vatican.va 

ADDITIONAL READING



442
WHY DO WE LIVE IN SOCIETY?442

What does John Paul II see as the fundamental flaw in the 
European Union’s Charter of  Fundamental Rights?1.

2. Which historical examples might be given to support 
John Paul II’s claim that ‘the rights of  God and man 
stand or fall together’?

3. Which concrete examples of  the violation of  human 
dignity did John Paul II identify when these words were 
written in 2000? Which might be identified in our world 
today?

What might a Christian humanism look like in practice, 
and how might it be promoted?4.

5. Which are the greatest contemporary challenges to 
fostering an authentic Christian humanism?

QUESTIONS ON THE TEXT
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AUTHORSAUTHORSAUTHORS
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He studied piano with scholarship at the Royal Birmingham Conservatoire 
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mance doctorate at the Royal Academy on the piano works of  Jean Barraqué 
and the musical aesthetics of  Theodor Adorno. His doctoral studies have 
included funded study at the Internationales Musikinstitut Darmstadt and 
the Institut de recherche et coordination acoustique/musique, Paris, and he 
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has been selected by the Thomistic Institute for a Civitas Dei Fellowship 
in Washington, DC. In addition to work as a musician, he is also an estab-
lished journalist, having written hundreds of  articles for various publications, 
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Dominic Jones studied Mechanical Engineering at UMIST 
(Manchester, UK) followed by a doctorate at Manchester in computational 
fluid dynamics. After Manchester he went to London to carry out post 
doctoral research at Queen Mary University and then went to work for 
Computational Dynamics (now Siemens). After a break from university for 
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undergraduate and masters degrees in Philosophy at the Pontifical University 
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