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Suarez on Metaphysical Inquiry, Efficient Causality,
and Divine Action

This introductory essay has a more ambitious aim than might at first seem
appropriate. My goal isto put the reader in aposition not only to understand what
Suarez is saying but also to appreciate the fact that his conception of metaphys-
ical inquiry and his treatment of efficient causality are viable wholesale alterna-
tives to what is currently dominant in Anglo-American philosophy. In other
words, my intent is to help readers comprehend the systematic depth and power
of Suarez’ soveral intellectual project, of hisaccount of efficient causality in the
Disputationes Metaphysicae, and of his more particular treatment of divine
action in Disputations 20-22.

Itisall too easy for an ostensibly sympathetic expositor to portray classical
scholastic thinkers in a manner that is simultaneously patronizing to the scholas-
tics and unduly flattering to contemporary philosophers. The temptation is to
argue earnestly that many scholastic arguments and conclusions can, if detached
from the intellectual context in which they were originally proposed, fit nicely
into the more enlightened philosophical problematics that have emerged among
mainstream philosophers. | will leave aside for now the observation that this
“hermeneutic of condescension’ can easily lead to superficial or distorted inter-
pretations of scholastic texts, and that at any rate the strategy it embodies does
not seem to succeed very well in attracting philosophers — even philosophers of
religion — to a careful and sustained study of the scholastics. For from my per-
spective the principal problem with this strategy is that it is not radical enoughin
its attempt to gain a hearing for the scholastics — and this because it is not root-
ed in the firm conviction that the scholastic conception of philosophical inquiry
isin fact superior to its contemporary competitors and that the scholastics by and
large came closer to the truth in metaphysics than either their classical predeces-
sors or their modern and postmodern successors.

The beginning of the new millennium is an auspicious moment to press this
point, despite the fact that many contemporary expositors of scholastic philoso-
phy have shied away from the intricacies of Aristotelian-scholastic metaphysics
and from scholastic treatments of the nature of intellectual inquiry — presumably
because they have felt that scholastic views in these two areas are too far
removed from contemporary assumptions to be entertained seriously. But times
have changed. On the one hand, trenchant postmodern critiques of enlightenment
models of inquiry have put into question the dogma that affective commitments
of the sort the scholastics have to the Catholic Faith are inimical to genuine
philosophical inquiry. On the other hand, in the last twenty years positions that
can justifiably be described as Aristotelian have been proposed and defended
across awide range of philosophical disciplines.

1 Inethics| havein mind, for example, the writings of Alasdair MacIntyre, beginning
with After Virtue (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981) and con-
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Nowhere is this more evident than in those parts of metaphysics that deal
with causality and causal explanation. Some recent proponents of scientific real-
ism have argued that properly scientific explanations are those which specify the
structures of unified systems or substances along with the causal processes or
actions that connect those structures with their characteristic effects — a concep-
tion of explanation that isintimately related to the Aristotelian-scholastic notions
of formal and efficient causality. Other realists have gone a step further by insist-
ing that the key elements of scientific explanation — the ‘laws of nature’ (in at
least one of the many uses of that locution) — are properly expressed by irre-
ducible ascriptions of basic causal tendencies (or powers or capacities or propen-
sities) to individual systems or substances. These basic causal tendencies are
thought of as enduring or, to put it more frankly, essential features possessed by
the relevant individualsin virtue of the natural kinds they exemplify — or, to use
aless Platonist and more Aristotelian idiom, in virtue of the intrinsic substanti-
val structures or ‘forms which constitute them as members of natural kinds.?
Accordingly, the fundamental principles of explanation express de re metaphys-
ical necessities by appeal to which causal modalities such as natural necessity
and objective probability are to be analyzed.?

tinuing with his Three Rival Versions of Moral Inquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy
and Tradition (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990). The best
examplein the area of epistemology is Alvin Plantinga’ s two-volume work Warrant
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), in which a central roleis played by the
teleological notion of proper cognitive functioning. Notable contributions in the phi-
losophy of mind are David Braine’'s The Human Person: Animal and Spirit (Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993) and James Ross “ The Fate of the
Analysts: Aristotle’ sRevenge,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical
Association 64 (1990): 51-74 and “Immaterial Aspects of Thought,” Journal of
Philosophy 89 (1992): 136-150. Then, too, Peter van Inwagen's Material Beings
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990) has about it a distinctly Aristotelian
aura. Of particular interest for the topics to be discussed here are Elizabeth
Anscombe and Peter Geach, Three Philosophers (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1961); Rom Harré and Edward Madden, Causal Powers (Totowa, NJ:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1975); Nancy Cartwright, Nature's Capacities and their
Measurement (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1989); Wesley Salmon, cientific
Explanation and the Causal Structure of the World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1984); and Paul Humphreys, The Chances of Explanation
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989).

2 Insaying this| am glossing over deep and interesting questions about the notion of
anatural kind, the distinction between natural and artificial kinds, and the bearing of
scientific realism on taxonomic issues. For an extensive treatment of these questions
from a realist perspective, see Frederick Suppe, The Semantic Conception of
Theories and Scientific Realism (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1989), pp.
201-265.

3 In“The Necessity of Nature,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 11 (1986): 215-242, |
attempted to give an account of natural necessity along these lines.
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And so it isthat ‘ occult entities', differing only in name from the substantial
and accidental forms invoked by Aristotelian-scholastic philosophy of nature,
have found their way back into discussions of causality, causal modality, and sci-
entific explanation. To be sure, this trend has not gone unnoticed or unlamented
by those of a more Humean bent who deplore any intimation of “pre-Kantian
metaphysics as practiced after Kant,” as Bas van Fraassen has deprecatingly put
it.* Yet van Fraassen himself acknowledges that while “not everyone has joined
this return to essentialism or neo-Aristotelian realism,... some eminent realists
have publicly explored or advocated it.”®

It is with these developments in mind that | have devoted more than half
(Parts 14) of thisintroductory essay to explaining the intellectual context of the
Disputationes Metaphysicae and to showing that broadly Aristotelian-scholastic
accounts of ontology and efficient causality are intellectually attractive alterna-
tives to their contemporary competitors. More specifically, Part 1 lays out the
project of the Disputationes Metaphysicae, clarifies Suarez's conception of the
relation between metaphysics and Catholic theology, and situates the six dispu-
tations on efficient causality (17—22) within what Suarez takes to be the correct
order of pedagogy in metaphysics. Part 2 begins with an explanation of key tech-
nical notions in scholastic ontology — focusing especially on the types of onto-
logical composition — and ends with brief replies to some common objections to
the scholastic notion of substance. Part 3 presents the general account of efficient
causality proposed by Suarez in Disputations 17 and 18, paying special attention
to the nature of action, the communication of being (esse) by means of action,
and the general types of efficient causes. Lastly, Part 4 comparesthe Aristotelian-
scholastic account of efficient causality with the empiricist accounts dominant on
the contemporary scene and indicates at least inchoately why someone might
reasonably prefer the former to the latter.

| then turn, in Parts 57, to the disputations on divine action translated in this
volume. My purpose here is to delineate the most important conclusions that
Suarez reaches and to give some indication of the lines of reasoning that lead him
to those conclusions. In particular, Part 5 deals with Disputation 20 on creation
ex nihilo, Part 6 with Disputation 21 on divine conservation, and Part 7 with
Disputation 22 on God' s general concurrence in the actions of created agents. (In
Part 1.3 below | provide a brief overview of the contents of these disputations.)

1 The Disputationes Metaphysicae

My aim in this part of the introductory essay is to set forth the intellectual proj-
ect of the Disputationes Metaphysicae, in its entirety and in its treatment of effi-
cient causality, as Suarez himself understands it. In doing this, | do not mean to
deter contemporary readers from using the text within their own intellectual con-
texts and for their own purposes, which might differ significantly from Suarez’s.

4  Lawsand Symmetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), p. viii.
5 The ientific Image (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), p. 155.
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But | do mean to forestall the common distortions engendered by the assumption
that problematics in scholastic metaphysics are easily assimilable to contempo-
rary ones and can be readily extracted without loss from the faith-filled context
within which the Catholic scholastics practiced philosophical inquiry.

1.1 The purpose of the Disputationes Metaphysicae

In the Preface to the reader at the very beginning of the Disputationes
Metaphysicae, and again in the introduction to Disputation 1, Suarez tells usthat,
even a the cost of slowing the pace of his “more important” theological work,
he has written the Disputationes Metaphysicae in order to provide his readers
with certain conceptual tools and substantive truths required for the comprehen-
sive and intellectually rigorous explication of Catholic wisdom aimed at by sys-
tematic theology:

Since no one can become an accomplished theologian without having
previously laid down firm foundations in metaphysics, | had aways
thought that before | wrote my theological commentaries (parts of which
have aready been published and the rest of which I am working on so
that they might, God willing, be finished as soon as possible), it would
be worthwhile first to publish the present book, meticulously worked
out, which | now offer to you, Christian reader. However, for good rea-
sons | was unable to put off my work on the third part of St. Thomas's
Summa Theologiae and had to commit it to print before all else. Still,
every day | saw more and more clearly the degree to which divine and
supernatural theology needs and requires this human and natural theolo-
gy — to such an extent that | did not hesitate to interrupt my unfinished
work for alittle while in order to give (or, better, restore) to this meta
physical doctrine itsrightful place and standing, as it were. Even though
| have taken longer to finish that other work than | had initialy intend-
ed, and despite the insistent demands of many who desired the comple-
tion of my commentaries on the third part and indeed (if one can hope
for such a thing) on the whole of St. Thomas's Summa Theologiae, |
could never regret having undertaken this present labor; and | trust that
the reader, at least after having been induced by experience itself, will
confirm this sentiment of mine.®

Even though divine and supernatural theology relies on the divine light
and on principles revealed by God, still, because it is perfected by
human discourse and reasoning, it is assisted as well by truths known by
the natural light. And it uses those truths as aids and, so to speak, instru-
ments in perfecting its own discourse and in illuminating divine truths.
Now among al the natural sciences, the one that ranks first of al and
goes by the name of First Philosophy is especially useful to sacred and

6  Disputationes Metaphysicae (hereafter: DM), Preface to the reader.
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supernatural theology. Thisis so, both because it comes the closest of all
of them to the cognition of divine matters, and also because it explains
and confirms those natural principles which apply to al thingsin gener-
al and which in some sense firm up and sustain every doctrine. For this
reason, despite the fact that | have been engaged in working out and pub-
lishing more important commentaries and disputations in sacred theolo-
gy, | have been forced to interrupt that work for awhile (or, rather, slow
it down) in order at |east to review and embellish now at alater date what
I had worked out and publicly taught in my more youthful years con-
cerning this natural wisdom.’

In Disputation 1 Suarez argues that it is best to define metaphysics, or First
Philosophy, as the science of “being insofar asit is real being.”® Real being —to
be distinguished from beings of reason such as negations, privations, and mind-
dependent relations — thus serves as the ‘ adequate object’ of metaphysics and is
taken to include all substances (finite and infinite, material and immaterial) and
their real accidents. So the aim of metaphysicsis to explicate in an orderly and
rigorous fashion the properties, principles, and causes of real being in genera
and the most important universal features of the main types of substances and
accidents.

In distinguishing this “natural wisdom” or “natural theology” from revealed
systematic theology, Suarez is acknowledging, in the manner of St. Thomas
Aquinas and others among his scholastic predecessors, the achievements of the
classical philosophical traditions, within which wisdom had been pursued mere-
ly by the “natural light” of reason and without the “divine light” of supernatural
faith. St. Thomas held that, despite this grave epistemic handicap, the classical
philosophical inquirers had as a group established — or at least come close to
establishing — many important metaphysical and moral truthsthat are in fact con-
tained in Christian revelation. Such truths he labeled preambles of the faith in
order to distinguish them from those revealed truths (mysteries of the faith)
which, though necessary for genuine human fulfillment and for the highest wis-
dom attainablein thislife, cannot even in principle be discovered without the aid
of divine revelation. Furthermore, even though the dim natural light of reason
pales by comparison with the radiant light of faith, and even though the certitude
attainable by reason in the absence of revelation is markedly inferior, absolutely
speaking, to the certitude of faith, St. Thomas claimed nonetheless that the
demanding intellectual activity by which fundamental metaphysical and moral
truths are rendered progressively more evident by ‘unaided’ reason is perfective
of the human mind as such and hence valuable to the Catholic philosophical

7 DM 1, Introduction.

DM 1.1.26. (In this and similar citations of the DM, the first numeral designates a
disputation, the second designates a section of that disputation, and the third desig-
nates a numbered subsection of that section.)
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inquirer in itself and not just for its usefulness in apol ogetics and systematic the-
ology*® These were among the factors that led him to distinguish philosophy (in
a narrow sense) from revealed theology and to attribute a limited autonomy to
those ‘philosophical disciplines’ that had been developed by the classical
philosophers without the assistance of special Christian revelation.'”

Yet within the Catholic intellectual tradition the elaboration of a science of
metaphysics is taken to have great instrumental aswell asintrinsic value. Thisis
because revealed doctrines — for example, the Trinity of Personsin one God, the
Incarnation of the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity, the healing and eleva-
tion of human nature through the grace merited by Christ, the supernatural effi-
cacy of the sacraments, the real and substantial presence of Christ in the
Sacrament of the Altar, and so on — are taken by the Church with what we might
call metaphysical seriousness and not as mere uplifting metaphors. Because of
this, an important goal of Catholic philosophical inquiry is to clarify the meta-
physical dimensions of revealed doctrines and in this way to defend those doc-
trines against the charge that they are incoherent or ‘contrary to reason’, that is,
contrary to what can be made evident by the natural light of reason. Thus, as
Suarez notes, it isinevitable that metaphysical concepts and theories should play
acrucia role in the systematic explication of the Catholic claim to wisdom with-
in revealed theology. And this is why, in the late thirteenth century and again in
the scholastic revival of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the close study of
Aristotle’'s Metaphysics became a standard part of the education of Catholic the-
ologians.

Still, Suarez expresses dissatisfaction with the prevailing methodology,
according to which theological writers explicitly treat metaphysical issues only
in piecemeal fashion as they happen to arise in the investigation of particular
mysteries of the faith:

When in the discussion of the divine mysteries these metaphysical doc-
trines would come up — doctrines which are such that without a knowl-
edge and understanding of them it is hardly, if at al, possible to treat
those higher mysteries in a suitable manner — | was often forced to mix
in less sublime questions with divine and supernatural ones (something
my readers find unwelcome and not very helpful), or else, in order to
avoid this, | was forced to propose my own opinion on these questions
summarily and to demand from my readers sheer faith, asit were, in that

9  Seeespecially Summa Contra Gentiles 1, chaps. 1-2.

10 | develop the claims set forth in this paragraph at some length in two other papers:
“Faith and Reason,” in Paul V. Spade, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Ockham
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); and “Two Roles for Catholic
Philosophers,” in Thomas Hibbs and John O’ Callaghan, eds., Recovering Nature:
Essaysin Natural Philosophy, Ethics, and Metaphysicsin Honor of Ralph Mclnerny
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1999).
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opinion (which was disturbing to me and could have justifiably seemed
inappropriate to them as well). For these metaphysical principles and
truths fit together with theological conclusions and arguments in such a
way that if one takes away knowledge and complete understanding of
the former, then knowledge of the latter must likewise be greatly under-
mined.!

To be sure, the intended readers of Suarez's theological tracts would have
studied Aristotle’'s Metaphysics as part of their theological training and so would
not be wholly unversed in the subject matter of the unwelcome digressions. But
once again Suarez voices his discontent, this time with the disorderly nature of
the Metaphysicsitself and of the standard commentaries on it, which simply fol -
low the order of the text and are thus limited in pedagogical value:

Since | have aways believed that a tremendous power to grasp and pen-
etrate things resides in examining and judging them by an appropriate
method — a power that | could scarcely preserveif, in the manner of the
commentators, | discussed all the questions in the accidental and, as it
were, random order in which they occur in the Philosopher’s text — |
decided that it would be more expedient and helpful if | preserved the
order of teaching in inquiring into and putting before the eyes of the
reader all the topics that could be investigated and examined with regard
to the object of this wisdom as awhole.*?

Suarez's preferred “order of teaching” metaphysics is as follows. After an
initial discussion of the nature of metaphysics (Disputation 1), he investigates (a)
being in general and its transcendental properties, that is, one, true, and good
(Disputations 2—11), (b) the causes of being (Disputations 12—27), (c) the divi-
sion of being into finite and infinite, along with the existence and nature of infi-
nite being (Disputations 28-31), (d) the division of finite being into substance
and accident, along with the general properties of material and immaterial sub-
stances (Disputations 32—38), (€) the division of accidents into the nine acciden-
tal categories, aong with the main properties of each type of accident
(Disputations 39-53) and, finally, (f) the ‘extra-metaphysical’ distinction
between real beings and beings of reason (Disputation 54).'3

Just as the first twenty-three volumes of Suarez's collected works were
meant to be an extensive and creative commentary on St. Thomas's Summa
Theologiae, so the Disputationes Metaphysicae, which occupy the last two vol-
umes (25 and 26), are best viewed as Suarez's own well-ordered, extensive, and
creative commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics.}* One salient piece of evidence

11 DM 1, Introduction.
12 MD, Preface to the reader.

13 See the Appendix to this introductory essay for a more detailed outline of the
Disputationes Metaphysicae.

14 Below I will suggest the Disputationes Metaphysicae can be seen as the counterpart
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for this claim is that Suarez interposes between the Preface and Disputation 1 a
comprehensive analytical table of contents, indicating for each chapter of the
first twelve books of Aristotle’'s Metaphysics, where the corresponding discus-
sionisto be found in the Disputationes Metaphysicae. To be sure, Suarez’ s mag-
isterial ‘commentary’islaid out in amore coherent and rigorous fashion than the
standard commentaries and includes detailed expositions, as well as resolutions,
of the scores of disputes on particular metaphysical issues that had punctuated
the work of his scholastic and non-scholastic forebears. In this sense the
Disputationes Metaphysicae is indeed remarkably innovative and stunningly
encyclopedic. But Suarez gives the unmistakable impression that in the
Disputationes Metaphysicae he wants to provide prospective theologians with
what the study of the Metaphysics was supposed to be providing them with, but
was not in fact doing so in his estimation.

1.2 Metaphysics and theology

These reflections provide an occasion for asking whether we have any good rea-
son for holding, as some do, that Suarez's conception of the relation between
metaphysics and theology differs in significant ways from that of his scholastic
predecessors, especially St. Thomas. More specifically, we can ask whether
Suarez's systematic re-ordering and separate treatment of metaphysics signal a
distinctively ‘modern’ or ‘un-medieval’ partitioning of metaphysics (or even phi-
losophy as a whole) from theol ogy.

We have already seen enough to undermine any doubt that Suarez’ s ultimate
aim in writing the Disputationes Metaphysicae is theological. Metaphysics is
important to him chiefly because it is an indispensable instrument for — or, per-
haps better, an integral element of — the rigorous and comprehensive articul ation
of Christian wisdom which is undertaken in systematic revealed theology and
which mainstream Catholic thinkers have since Patristic times thought of as the
culmination and perfection of classical non-Christian philosophical inquiry.

What's more, Suarez makes it clear from the beginning that the light of
Christian faith has not only prescribed the goal of his metaphysical project but
governed its execution as well:

In the present work | am doing philosophy in such a way as to keep
aways in mind that our philosophy should be Christian and a servant to
divine theology. | have kept thisam in view, not only in discussing the
questions but all the more in choosing my views or opinions, inclining
toward those which seem to comport better with piety and revealed doc
trine®

of the combination of St. Thomas's commentary on the Metaphysics and the meta-
physical sections of the first three books of the Summa Contra Gentiles. Another late
medieval work that comes readily to mind in this connection is Blessed John Duns
Scotus's De Primo Principio.

15 MD, Prefaceto the reader. It is also worth noting that after cautioning the reader that
the Metaphysicae Disputationesis one book despite its having been published in two
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Yet even while acknowledging that Suarez “isindeed a medieval scholastic”
and that he “fits squarely within the medieval scholastic view in which philoso-
phy is seen as an instrument of theology,” Jorge Gracia, who has done as much
as anyone to bring the Disputationes Metaphysicae to the attention of contem-
porary Anglo-American philosophers, detectsin the Preface “indications of adif-
ferent attitude at work as well,” an attitude that sets Suarez apart from the high
medieval scholastics and is at least redolent of modern secular philosophy.®

What are these indications, according to Gracia? First of all, Suarez tells us
that he has interrupted work on his theological commentaries “in order to give
(or, better, restore) to this metaphysical doctrineitsrightful place and standing”*’
— aplace and standing that Suarez understands to be, in Gracia’ s words, “sepa-
rate from and anterior to theology.”*® Second, in the passage cited just above,
Suarez makes it clear, says Gracia, that “his role as author of the Disputationes
is not that of the theologian, but of the philosopher.”*® Third, later in the Preface
Suarez “apologizes,” according to Gracia, for the many theological digressions
found in the Disputationes Metaphysicae. (I will quote the relevant passage
below.)

On the basis of this evidence Gracia makes his case for the discontinuity
between Suarez and his predecessors:

All this pointsto Suarez’ s very clear and rigorous idea of the distinction
between metaphysics and theology and of his roles as philosopher and
theologian. The fact that he calls himself a philosopher, and the fact that
he apologizes for dealing with theological mattersin awork of philoso-
phy should be sufficient to make the point. No great medieval scholas-
tic called himself a philosopher, and even though some of them distin-
guished between theology and philosophy, none of them would have
apologized for the introduction of theological matter in a philosophical
context. Indeed, it was standard for medieval authors to use both faith
and reason to argue for their views, whether philosophical or theologi-
ca. But that procedure is abandoned in Suarez's Disputationes.
Occasionaly he does bring up a theological point, as noted, but in such

volumes, Suarez concludes the Preface with these words: “May both parts, along
with the rest of our endeavors, accrue to the greater glory of God, the Highest Good,
and to the benefit of the Catholic Church.” Suarez clearly takes hisintellectual work
to be in the service of the broader ecclesial community that sustains it and gives it
the first principles which intellectual inquiry is called upon to articulate with insight
and to defend — just as Socrates argues in the Republic that the philosophical life will
prosper only when it serves, and is nurtured by, a morally upright community.

16 “Francisco Suarezz The Man in History,” American Catholic Philosophical
Quarterly 65 (1991), pp. 262—263.

17 MD, Prefaceto the reader.
18 “Francisco Suérez: The Man in History,” p. 263.
19 “Francisco Suarez: The Man in History,” p. 263.
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cases, as he tells usin the Preface, the aim is to show the reader how to
apply metaphysical principles to theology rather than to use theology to
prove philosophy. The sense one getsin reading the Disputationesis that
oneis reading a metaphysical rather than a theological work. This meta-
physical emphasis both sets Suarez apart from his medieval predeces-
sors and situates him at the beginning of the modern tradition.?

In the end Gracia concludes that Suarez “cannot be considered exclusively
a medieval scholastic or a modern thinker,” but “should be seen both as a
medieval theologian and a modern philosopher.” 2

Despite Gracia s arguments, it seems to me quite clear that Suarez is, and
takes himself to be, afull-fledged member of the medieval scholastic guild, ‘ non-
modern’ though it be, and that nothing he says in the Preface is in any way
marked by amore ‘ modern’ spirit. More specifically, each of the differences that
Gracia claimsto find between Suarez and the high medieval scholasticsis either
non-essential or non-existent.

First of all, the fact that Suarez distinguishes metaphysics or First
Philosophy from revealed theology is hardly surprising. Like St. Thomas and the
others, he realizes full well that the classical philosophical inquirers, especially
Plato and Aristotle along with their most important non-Christian commentators,
attempted to fashion a science of “being insofar as it is real being” despite the
fact that they lacked Christian revelation and were thus not engaged in the proj-
ect of revealed systematic theology. Indeed, it was precisely an admiration for
their accomplishmentsthat led St. Thomas to write a* philosophical’ commentary
on the Metaphysics and to spend the first three books of the Summa Contra
Gentiles trying to show that certain first principles of Christian theology are
either conclusions that the classical philosophers, both pagans and non-Christian
theists, had themselves aready arrived at by their own standards of successful
intellectual inquiry or conclusions that they would have arrived at had they done
better by those very same standards. In these works, St. Thomas self-conscious-
ly proceeded by the ‘natural light of reason’, not because he believed that the
fullness of philosophical wisdom is attainable by reason unillumined by faith, but
because he believed that it is an intellectual perfection for anyone, Christians
included, to render metaphysical truths as evident as possible.?? And he hoped
that by proceeding in this way, he might be able to show that classical philo-
sophical inquirers could by their own lights come to recognize Christian theolo-
gy as a plausible candidate for the wisdom they themselves were seeking.?®

20 “Francisco Suarez: The Man in History,” pp. 263-264.
21 “Francisco Suérez: The Man in History,” p. 263 and 264.

22 One unresolved question here is just what degree of evidentness — and evidentness
to whom — is required to sustain the claim that a given thesis has been proved or
established by the natural light of reason.

23 In “Faith and Reason” | argue at some length for this interpretation of the Summa
Contra Gentiles. A useful pedagogical device is to imagine this work as emanating
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Asfar as| can tell, Suarez parts not a whit from this Thomistic understand-
ing of the relation between metaphysics, the pinnacle of classical philosophical
inquiry, and systematic theology, the pinnacle of Catholic philosophical inquiry.
| have already noted that the Disputationes Metaphysicae serve in effect as
Suarez’'s own creative commentary on Aristotle’'s Metaphysics, embellished by
elaborate investigations of the various metaphysical disagreements that had aris-
en within the Aristotelian tradition from the time of the first important Hellenistic
commentaries right into sixteenth-century scholasticism. In fact, if we compare
the works of Suarez with those of St. Thomas, we can plausibly think of the
Disputationes Metaphysicae as the exact counterpart of a combination of St.
Thomas's commentary on the Metaphysics with the metaphysical (as opposed to
ethical) chapters of Summa Contra Gentiles 1-3.

What of Gracia's claim that Suarez differs from his predecessors in thinking
of metaphysics as “ separate from and anterior to theology”? As | have just con-
ceded, Suarez clearly thinks that revealed theology is distinct from metaphysics.
But, to reiterate, in this he does not differ at all from other mainstream scholas-
tics.

Perhaps, though, Gracia means something stronger by “separate from”.
Perhaps he is suggesting that Suarez parts company with the others by thinking
of metaphysics (and even philosophy in general) as wholly independent of the-
ology and fully autonomous with respect to it — in the way that, say, most con-
temporary intellectuals think of the natural and socia sciences as wholly
autonomous with respect to theology or even with respect to metaphysics, for
that matter. However, this suggestion is impossible to square with Suarez's own
repeated insistence on the intimate connection between metaphysics and theolo-
gy. It might be going too far to say that on Suarez’'s view metaphysics as a sci-
ence is a proper part of revealed systematic theology, but he certainly does
believe that the metaphysical articulation of the Christian mysteries within sys-
tematic theology is the fulfillment of the classical philosophical desire for the
most comprehensive and rigorous systematization of metaphysical knowledge
available to us in this life. That is, he believes that a Catholic philosophical
inquirer should think of the science of metaphysics as being ordered toward —
and, indeed, as being an element of or, at least, intimately bound up with — the
complete articulation of wisdom that is found only within Christian systematic
theology.?*

This leads us to the issue of priority. In what way is metaphysics “anterior
theology according to Suarez? The very nature of the Disputationes

gl

to

from a dialogue between St. Thomas and his non-Christian predecessors that takes
place in the first circle of Dante’s Inferno.

24 In conversation David Gallagher has helpfully suggested that the mainstream
Thomistic (and, | would add, Suarezian) conception of the relation between doing
metaphysics and doing theology might be fruitfully compared to the relation between
swimming (doing metaphysics) and playing water polo (doing theology). | find this
avery fruitful analogy, but will not try to develop it in any detail here.
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Metaphysicae embodies his conviction that aspiring systematic theologians
should undertake the detailed study of metaphysics as a distinct discipline prior
to —or, a any rate, in the very early stages of — their theological training. So in
this sense metaphysics is indeed prior to theology according to Suarez. Still, it
does not follow that Suarez believes metaphysics to be prior to faith for the
Catholic philosophical inquirer. We have already seen him declare explicitly in
the Preface that the positions he adopts in the Disputationes Metaphysicae have
been determined in part by his assent to the doctrines of the Catholic Faith. This
is especially evident in Disputations 20-22, where we often find him first invok-
ing the teachings of the Church, the witness of Sacred Scripture, and the writings
of the Fathers and Doctors of the Church in order to establish the truth of agiven
thesis,?® and then going on to ask whether the thesis in question can be effec-
tively proved by the natural light of reason as well. Sometimes the answer is def-
initely yes, sometimes definitely no, and sometimes ambivalent. It is clear, then,
that Suarez most certainly does not believe that the light of faith in any way ‘ con-
taminates' metaphysical inquiry with something foreign to it; to the contrary,
faith, at least as understood within the Catholic tradition, opens up new intellec-
tual vistas and raises new questions.

An example might be useful here. In Section 2 of Disputation 20 Suarez asks
whether the power to create ex nihilo must be infinite, that is, wholly unlimited,
in both its mode of acting and its range of possible objects. In other words, could
there be a creature which, though finite in power, was nonetheless able, asaprin-
cipal secondary cause, to create at least some entities or types of entities ex
nihilo? In resolving this question, which is prompted by faith, Suarez first points
out that if we begin with the revealed doctrine that God has created al things
other than himself and hence that no creature has ever in fact created anything ex
nihilo, then we can, by employing further premises about God's nature, argue
compellingly for the thesis that no creature can have the power to create ex nihi -
lo. He then goes on to ask, “asis proper to our present task,” 2® whether this the-
sis can aso be proved by natural reason without invoking Catholic doctrine. In
the end, he concludes that even though there are plausible * natural’ arguments for
the thesis in question, no one has as yet formulated an invincible natural argu-
ment for it.

As this example makes clear, one task that Suarez sets for metaphysicsisto
determine just which of the principles and conclusions of theology can be estab-
lished by the natural light of reason and, most especially, to resolve those diffi-
cult casesin which some writersin the tradition have affirmed, while others have
denied, that a given theological doctrine can be so proved. As | adumbrated

25 Since | am not sure exactly what Gracia means by “using theology to prove philos-
ophy,” | cannot say with certainty whether Suarez is doing it. But the examplein the
next paragraph will at least provide a glimpse of theway that Suarez doesin fact pro-
ceed.

26 DM 20.2.3
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above, the natural light of reason has traditionally functioned as aregulative ideal
for Catholic philosophical inquiry, in the sense that an intrinsic goal of such
inquiry is to render Catholic wisdom as evident as possible by the natural light
of reason and, in particular, to establish the preambles of the faith with a high
degree of evidential certitude.?” To repeat, this project has been deemed impor-
tant both because it leads to intellectual perfection for Catholic philosophers
themselves and also because it is useful for apologetics and systematic theol ogy.
But within the Catholic philosophical tradition there has been significant dis-
agreement about the material content of this normative ideal; that is to say,
Catholic thinkers have differed over just how extensive in principle the range of
the preambles of the faith is and over just how evident in principle these pream-
bles can be rendered. St. Thomas, deeply impressed by the success of his non-
Christian philosophical ancestors, was a cautious optimist on this score, as have
been most important Catholic thinkers since histime. By contrast, other Catholic
thinkers —for example, William of Ockham — have been more pessimistic. In the
Disputationes Metaphysicae Suarez is adding his own contribution to this proj-
ect. But, once again, this hardly sets him apart from the earlier scholastics; to the
contrary, hisaim is redolent of St. Thomas'sin Summa Contra Gentiles 1-3.

Gracia seems, then, to make too much of the fact that Suarez describes him-
self as “doing philosophy” in the Disputationes Metaphysicae. To be sure, inso-
far as Suarez is explicitly concerned with the degree of evidential certitude vari-
ous truths of the Catholic faith can be shown to have by the standard of natural
reason, he is self-consciously engaging in the project of the classical philoso-
phers and is careful to distinguish the mysteries of the faith from the preambles.
Still, it hardly follows that he thinks of metaphysical inquiry as something
Catholics should engage in oblivious to the fact they have the supernatural light
of faith to guide them “not only in discussing the questions but all the more in
choosing [their] views and opinions,” so that they might “incline toward those
which seem to comport better with piety and revealed doctrine” — as Suarez puts
it immediately after having described himself as “doing philosophy.”

What's more, Graciais just mistaken in claiming that in the Preface Suarez
“apologizes for dealing with theological matters in a work of philosophy.” The
relevant paragraph reads as follows:

| occasiondly interrupt a philosophical discussion and turn to certain
theological matters, not so much in order to take the time to examine and
explain them in detail (which would fall outside the subject matter | am
dealing with here) asin order to indicate explicitly to the reader the way
in which the principles of metaphysics should be invoked and adapted in

27 ‘Evidential certitude’, which is a natura intellectual perfection for us, must be dis-
tinguished from the ‘ certitude of adherence’, which is a perfection of the will inso-
far as it commands assents, under the influence of grace, to the objects of the theo-
logical virtue of faith. See St. Thomas, Summa Theologiae 2-2, ques. 4, art. 8, and
De Veritate ques. 14, art. 2, ad 7.
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confirming theological truths. | admit that in treating those divine per-
fectionsthat are called attributes | have gone on at greater length than, it
might seem to some, my present purpose demands. But | was forced to
do this, first of al, by the sublimity and profundity of the subject matter
and, secondly, by the fact that it never seemed to me that | was going
beyond the limits of natural reason or, consequently, of metaphysics.?®

Far from being an expression of regret, this is simply a straightforward
description of the methodology dictated by the very purpose for which Suarez is
writing the Disputationes Metaphysicae. On the one hand, his proper “subject
matter” consists of metaphysical questionsthat are, or at least might appear to be,
resolvable by the natural light of reason. On the other hand, his guiding intention
induces him to point out, as he does repeatedly, both the theological conse-
quences of adopting one or another disputed metaphysical view and the meta-
physical ramifications of embracing one or another disputed theological view.
Further, he iswell aware that theological examples will sometimes help to clari-
fy metaphysical issues in ways that other examples cannot — both because of the
nature of the examples themselves, which often use classical metaphysical con-
cepts and theoriesin strikingly innovative ways, and also because of the interests
and educational background of his intended audience.?

Doesit follow, then, that Suarez is not a modern philosopher? The notion of
a ‘modern philosopher’ does not wear its meaning on its sleeve, but from what
Gracia says we can surmise that he has in mind a thinker who, at the very least,
takes philosophical inquiry as such to be ideally independent of affective com-
mitments to any authoritative intellectual or moral tradition and who takes ‘pure
reason’ and/or ‘ pure experience’to be the only suitable sources of philosophical
wisdom or arbiters of philosophical disagreements. Given that systematic theol-
ogy includes the mysteries of the Christian faith among its starting points, amod-
ern thinker so defined would consider theology to be extra-philosophical or even
non-philosophical, despite the fact that it makes extensive use of ‘ properly philo-
sophical’ concepts and theories, and despite the historical fact that mainstream
Catholicintellectuals have typically seen reveal ed theology asthe fulfillment and
culmination of classical philosophical inquiry.

It is certain, | submit, that Suarez is not a modern philosopher in this sense;
nor would he want to be, given that heisjust as unapol ogetic as any high scholas-
tic ever was about his commitment to the Catholic ecclesial community and to
itsfirst principles, and given that fidelity to the teachings of the Church functions
as a central intellectual commitment for him, even in his metaphysical writings.
In short, on his view theology and metaphysics stand in a reciprocal relation in
which the one illuminates and guides the other.

28 MD, Preface to the reader.

29 Inamoment | will show how Suarez invokes the doctrine of the Trinity in order to
argue that the notion of a principle, even taken in anarrow sense, is distinct from the
notion of a cause.
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Of course, it is worth pointing out in passing that to be ‘non-modern’ or
‘anti-modern’ in this sense is hardly an embarrassment or cause for shame even
by contemporary standards. The modernist dogmathat philosophy (aswell asthe
natural and social sciences, for that matter) must ideally abstract from a priori
faith-commitments has recently comein for severe and trenchant criticism at the
hands of leading Christian thinkers such as Alasdair Maclntyre, Alvin Plantinga,
and John Milbank, not to mention postmodern secular thinkers inspired by the
likes of Nietzsche.*® Perhaps in the heyday of modernism some enthusiastic stu-
dents of scholasticism might have been understandably tempted to portray
Suarez and other scholastics as ‘modern’ or ‘quasi-modern’thinkers in order to
make their works more palatable to academic philosophers. Yet despite the fact
that anti-religious prejudices still run deep in many philosophical circles, the
influence of modernism seems clearly to be waning. So even if there was at one
time some semblance of a justification for the attempt to turn Suarez into some-
thing he was not and cannot be accurately portrayed as having been, this is no
longer the case.

1.3 Efficient causality in the Disputationes Metaphysicae: context and overview
I will now provide an overview of Suarez's treatment of efficient causality in
Disputations 17-22. My intent is to give the reader some initial idea of the range
of questions Suarez deals with and in this way to set a context within which to
situate my later discussions of scholastic metaphysics and of the disputations on
divine action. | will introduce a few technical terms here, but will defer an expli-
cation of them to Parts 2 and 3 of this introductory essay.

The treatment of efficient causality falls into the first half of the
Disputationes Metaphysicae (Disputations 1-27), which treats of being in gen-
eral prior to its division into infinite being and finite being and, a fortiori, prior
to the further division of finite being into substance and accident. After the ini-
tial investigations into the nature of metaphysics in Disputation 1 and into the
essential notion of being in Disputation 2, Suarez turns in Disputation 3 to agen-
eral discussion of the transcendental properties (passiones) of being, which he
identifies as one (being as undivided in itself), true (being as an object of cogni-
tion) and good (being as an object of love and desire). Disputations 4—7 deal with
oneness or unity, focusing on individual unity (or individuality), formal unity (or
universality), and the various types of distinctions among beings. Disputations
8-9 deal with truth and falsity and Disputations 10-11 with good and evil.

It is at this juncture, in Disputation 12, that Suarez begins his treatment of
the causes of being. Since metaphysical inquiry is often said to aim at a knowl-
edge of the principles of being, he first discusses the notion of a principle and its

30 See especially Macintyre’'s Three Rival Versions of Moral Inquiry: Encyclopedia,
Genealogy and Tradition, Plantinga's Warranted Christian Belief (New York:
Oxford University Press, forthcoming), and Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory:
Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1993).
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relation to the notion of a cause. The term ‘principle’, he tells us, can be used in
awide sense to designate the first element in any sort of ordering, real or mere-
ly conceptual, and in this sense it is obviously more inclusive than the term
‘cause’ . However, ‘principle’ is used most properly in a narrower metaphysical
sense to designate “that which truly and directly communicates (influens) some
sort of being (esse) to that of which it is the principle,” or, in other words, that
on which areal entity depends in some way for its existence.®! Suarez is careful
to point out, however, that even on this narrower reading the notion of a princi-
pleis still broader than the notion of a cause, since within the Blessed Trinity
there isacommunication of being without causality. For the Father isatrue prin-
ciple eternally ‘generating’ the Son, and the Father and Son together are true
principles eternally ‘spirating’ the Holy Spirit, despite the fact that these intra-
Trinitarian ‘relations of origin’involve no causality, strictly speaking. The reason
for this, Suarez explains, is that in these relations the principle’s own being isin
no way distinct from the being of which it is the source; that is, the being (or
nature) which the Son receives from the Father is the Father’s very own being
and nothing else, and the being (or nature) which the Holy Spirit receives from
the Father and the Son is their very own being and nothing else.®?

A cause, on the other hand, is a principle that communicates being or esse
distinct from its own being to that of which it is a cause.>* And a cause' s causal-
ity isjust “that influence or concurrence by which a cause, within its own genus,
actually gives being to the effect.”*

These definitions are meant to apply to every Aristotelian genus of cause —
material, formal, efficient, and final.*® Material and formal causes are called
‘intrinsic’ causes because they do in a sense communicate their own being to the
composite which they constitute by their union; however, they satisfy the notion
of a cause because the being or esse of the composite substance which results
from their union is distinct from the being of either the matter or the form.
Efficient and final causes, by contrast, are wholly extrinsic to the entities to
which they communicate being. >

31 SeeDM 12.1.25.

32 Seeespecially DM 12.2.6-10. In amoment | will contrast thisintra-Trinitarian com-
munication of being with that of the ‘intrinsic’ causes of creatures.

33 DM 1224-7.
34 DM 12.213.

35 Suarez aso asks whether exemplar causes —that is, the ideas that serve as paradigms
for intellectual agents and specify their actions— constitute a separate genus of cause.
He treats this matter at length in Disputation 25, which is devoted exclusively to
exemplar causality. There he identifies the exemplar cause as a certain antecedent
condition of efficient causality that precedes the actions of intelligent agents.

36 In Disputation 23 Suarez argues for the claim that, despite their peculiarities, final
causes fully satisfy the definition of a cause.
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It is within this general framework that Suarez situates his tract on efficient
causality, the longest and most meticulous such tract in the history of scholasti-
cism. Of the six disputations dealing with efficient causality, the first triad
(17-19) is concerned mainly with efficient causality as exercised by creatures,®
while the second triad (20-22), contained in the present volume, focuses on the
three modes of divine efficient causality that can be investigated by the natural
light of reason, viz., creation, conservation, and general concurrence. | will now
give brief descriptions of each of these six disputations, bearing in mind that in
Parts 57 below | will be giving amore detailed analysis of the three disputations
on divine action (20-22).

Disputation 17, entitled “ On the efficient cause in general,” provides abroad
characterization of efficient causality and its various modes. In Section 1 Suarez
expounds and modifies Aristotl€’ s definition of an efficient or agent cause as that
“whence there is afirst beginning of change or rest,” carefully distinguishing the
efficient cause from the other three Aristotelian causes. An efficient cause, he
concludes, is an extrinsic per se principle that communicates esse or being of
some sort to an effect by means of an action. In Section 2 he lays out the main
divisions of efficient causes, namely, (a) per se (immediate) vs. per accidens
(mediate) causes, (b) physical vs. mora causes, (c) principa vs. instrumental
causes, (d) univocal vs. equivocal causes, and (€) primary or first cause vs. sec-
ondary causes, where this last distinction is equivalent to the distinction between
God as an agent and creatures as agents. Along the way he also makes someillu-
minating remarks about the important distinction between an agent cause or effi-
cient principle, properly speaking, and the sine qua non conditions that are pre-
requisites for an agent’s exercising its causal power.

Disputation 18, entitled “ On the proximate efficient cause, and on its causal -
ity, and on all the things which it requiresin order to cause,” dealswith the meta-
physics of creaturely causality in general and especially with the efficient causal-
ity proper to material substances and their accidents. Section 1 contains Suarez's
reply to occasionalism and other theories that either deny that material sub-
stances are efficient causes or else put severe a priori limitations on the range of
effects that can be produced by them. Sections 2—6 treat certain metaphysical
issues concerning the efficient principles involved in the production of new sub-
stances and accidents. Then in Sections 7—9 Suarez discusses in detail the three
prerequisites for efficient causality that stand in most need of careful unpacking,
namely, (a) the condition that the thing acting (agent) be distinct from the thing
acted upon (patient), (b) the condition that the agent be spatially proximate to the
patient, and (c) the condition that the agent be initially dissimilar to the patient.
Having completed his treatment of the principles and prerequisites of efficient
causality, he next (Section 10) takes up the ontological question of what it is that

37 An English trandation of these three disputations is available in Francisco Suarez,
On Efficient Causality: Metaphysical Disputations 17-19, trandated by Alfred J.
Freddoso (New Haven, CT:Y ale University Press, 1994).
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formally constitutes a substance or accident as an actually acting efficient cause.
Finally, in Section 11 he propounds the metaphysics of destructive or corruptive
efficient causality.

Disputation 19, entitled “On causes that act necessarily and causes that act
freely or contingently, and also on fate, fortune, and chance,” turnsto issues con-
cerning causal hecessity and contingency. In Sections 1-3 Suarez gives a precise
characterization of the distinction between agents that act by a necessity of
nature and agents that act without necessity; in addition, he takes up the disput-
ed question of whether there could be still be causal contingency in the created
world if, contrary to fact, God acted only by a necessity of nature. Sections 4-9
go into great depth about the nature of free choice and include an exhaustive
treatment of scholastic debates over the relation between intellect and will in free
action. Finally, Sections 10-12 take up a series of questions concerning fate, for-
tune, and chance.

Disputation 20, entitled “ On the First Efficient Cause and on hisfirst action,
which is creation,” begins in Section 1 by asking whether natural reason can
prove that creation ex nihilo is possible. Here Suarez argues that (a) there is no
incoherence either in the concept of creation itself or in the concept of the power
to create, and that (b) if we assume the existence of God, we can prove that such
a power in fact exists and has been exercised. Along the way he tries to show,
against the ancient philosophers, that matter is created, and he ends with an inter-
esting discussion of whether Aristotle himself believed in creation ex nihilo.
Section 2 takes up the disputed question of whether creation requires an
absolutely unlimited power, or whether instead some creature could have the
limited power to create at |east some entities as a principal cause; and in Section
3 Suarez tries to answer the related, but distinct, question of whether any crea-
ture could act as an instrumental cause in God’ s creative action. Section 4 inves-
tigates the ontological status of the action of creation, an issue that will become
clearer when | talk about the ontology of action in Part 3 of this introductory
essay. Finally, Section 5 asks whether creation presupposes the prior non-exis-
tence of the thing created, or whether instead it is possible that some entities
should have been created from eternity without any beginning.

Disputation 21, entitled “On the First Efficient Cause and on his second
action, which is conservation,” beginsin Section 1 by investigating whether nat-
ural reason can prove that created beings depend for their existence on the con-
tinual actua influence of the First Cause. Section 2 explicates the relation
between creation and conservation, while Section 3 asks whether conservation is
adivine prerogative.

Disputation 22, entitled “On the First Cause, and on his third action, which
is cooperation, or concurrence, with secondary causes,” begins in Section 1 by
asking whether in order for a created agent to act, it is necessary that God, in
addition to creating and conserving that agent along with its causal powers,
should also cooperate with it in its very acting. After concluding that the answer
is affirmative, Suarez asks in Section 2 whether this cooperation on God’s part
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consists in his giving to the secondary cause itself some power or principle of
action that it did not previously have on its own, or whether instead God' s actu-
al cooperation has its terminus just in the effect produced by that agent. Section
3 pursues this matter further by asking how God's concurrence is related to the
secondary cause's action and to the subject of that action. Section 4 turnsto the
manner in which God concurs. Here Suarez tries to show that God’s manner of
granting concurrence to freely acting agents must differ from his manner of
granting concurrence to naturally acting agents. Finally, in Section 5 Suarez
argues that secondary agents do not depend essentialy in their acting on any
beings other than God.

With this brief overview in hand, we are now ready to look more closely at
the ontological framework within which Suarez works out his account of effi-
cient causality in general and God' s causality in particular.

2 Ontological Preliminaries

In order to clarify Suarez's treatment of efficient causality in general and God's
efficient causality in particular, we must begin with a basic general introduction
to scholastic ontology and philosophy of nature. My aim herein Parts 2—4 is sys-
tematic as well as expository. That is, | want to bring scholastic metaphysics and,
more particularly, scholastic treatments of efficient causality into dialogue with
some significant recent work within mainstream Anglo-American philosophy on
notions such as substance, property, action, causality, and scientific explanation.
So aong the way | will be comparing Suarez’ s views on these topics with certain
important contemporary views. Even though these comparisons, and the polemic
that accompanies them, will be brief and non-exhaustive, my hope is that they
will enable contemporary philosophers to appreciate some of the striking virtues
of Aristotelian-scholastic metaphysics.

2.1 The big picture
My presentation of scholastic ontology will focus on the notions of substance
and accident and on the types of ontological composition commonly invoked by
scholastic metaphysicians, along with the principa motivations for positing
these types of composition. In order to set Suarez’'s own views in proper relief, |
will also mention afew of the controversies on particular points that arose among
the scholastics in the later medieval period, especialy after the time of St.
Thomas.

Like other Aristotelian scholastics, Suarez takes efficient causality to be a
relation holding between agents and their effects at the very time at which the
effects are produced.® In atypical case (leaving aside for the moment creation

38 Suarez distinguishes an efficient principle ut quod, that is, the substance which exer-
cises a power and to which the resulting action is ultimately attributed, from an effi-
cient principle ut quo, that is, the power or faculty by which such a substance oper-
ates. So one can also think of efficient causality as a relation between agents-cum-
powers and their effects. | mention this in part because several of the questions con-
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ex nihilo) one substance (the agent) acts upon another (the patient) in such away
as to produce or conserve an effect, where the effect is itself either a substance
or an intrinsic determination or modification of asubstance, that is, an accident.>
More technically, the agent’ s action on the patient is simultaneoudly (a) the exer-
cise of an active causal power on the part of the agent and (b) the actualization
within the patient of a formal determination for which the patient, given its
intrinsic constitution at the time of the action, has a proximate antecedent poten-
tiality or passive power. Accordingly, we can distinguish active from passive
causal powers. A substance’s active causal powers delimit the range of effects it
is capable of directly producing or conserving when it acts upon suitably dis-
posed patients in appropriate circumstances, whereas its passive causal powers
delimit the range of effects that might be produced or conserved when it is acted
upon by suitably situated agents in appropriate circumstances.

This general portrait of efficient causality, which | will flesh out in Part 3,
has two noteworthy ontological corollaries. The first is that, contrary to one
influential opinion in contemporary metaphysics, it is substances and accidents,
rather than events, that serve as the relata of the basic causal relation. Though it
does not follow forthwith that from an Aristotelian perspective talk of so-called
‘event causation’is utterly wrongheaded, it doesfollow that all instances of event
causation are reducible to the actions of power-laden agents on appropriately
susceptible patients.*° Indeed, the Aristotelian scholastics, sensibly to my mind,
conceive of the whole natural world, inanimate as well as animate, as a dynam-
ic system of interrelated and interacting entities endowed by nature with causal

cerning efficient causaity that Suarez deals with in Disputations 17-19 center
around the principle ut quo, and it isimportant to understand from the beginning that
Suarez takes the principle ut quo to fall under his general characterization of an effi-
cient causal principle.

39 Below | will invoke Suarez’'s distinction between an agent’s ‘formal effect’or ‘for-
mal terminus ad quem’, which is the substantial or accidental form produced by the
agent, and what we might call its ‘complex effect’, which is the form-cum-matter
composite in the case of unqualified (or substantial) change and the substance-cum-
accident composite in the case of qualified (or accidental) change. We can draw a
similar distinction between the formal terminus a quo of a change, which is the pri-
vation of the form taken by itself, and the complex terminus a quo, which is the sub-
ject (or matter) of the change along with the privation. The complex effect is some-
thing like a state of affairs, and so in this sense states of affairs might be thought of
astheterminus of an exercise of efficient causality. However, al such states of affairs
supervene on the basic communication of being to substances and accidents.

40 For an extended critique of the claim that events are the basic relata of the causa
relation, see Dorothy Emmet, The Effectiveness of Causes (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 1985), pp. 6-41. Though Emmet stands squarely
within the Aristotelian tradition on this issue, she does express reservations, to be
noted shortly, about the Aristotelian notion of substance and its concomitant essen-
tialism.
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tendencies and susceptibilities and always poised to produce their proper effects
in the appropriate circumstances. It follows that *agent causation’ is not limited
just to substances endowed with sentience or intelligence, and that the free
agency of intellectual substancesis simply a higher-order manifestation of afea
ture that pervades the physical universe as a whole.

The second corollary is that some type of a substance/accident ontology is
fundamentally correct. A substance is conceived of as a ‘this-such’, that is, a
basic unified entity with an essentia nature constituting it as a member of some
lowest-level natural kind. (Artifacts that incorporate such basic entities into a
unified system may be thought of as substances in an improper and extended
sense.) Since from an Aristotelian perspective the paradigmatic examples of sub-
stances are complex living organisms, the version of substance/accident ontology
employed by Suarez and other scholasticsis anti-reductionistic. That is, aformal
or structural principle (called the *substantial form’) may subsume substances of
a lower order (caled the ‘ proximate matter’) into a higher-order unity with its
own distinctive substantial being or esse and with distinctive properties that are
irreducible to the properties of the individua substantival components or of a
mere coincidental aggregation thereof. In such a case the lower-order entities
lose their independent status as substances and, at least for the time being,
assume the status of ‘virtual parts of the new substance through the active and
passive causa powers with which they endow that substance.*

A substance functions as the ultimate metaphysical subject or substratum of
its accidents, where an accident is an intrinsic formal perfection (or determina-
tion or modification) that is ontologically distinct from the substance it modifies,
an individua entity in its own right with its own *accidental’ (as opposed to ‘ sub-
stantial’) being or esse. In general, an accidental entity (in technical terminolo-
gy, an ‘accidental form") is apt by its nature to bear the transcendental depend-
ence-relation of inherence to a substance that has substantial being of a sort con-
sonant with its serving as the subject of such an accident.*? Some of a substance's

41 St. Thomas deals with the constitution of material substances out of elemental sub-
stances in two short works that are now available together in English translation,
accompanied by an illuminating commentary. See Joseph Bobik, Aquinas on Matter
and Form and the Elements: A Translation and Interpretation of the De Principiis
Naturae and the De Mixtione Elementorum of &. Thomas Aquinas (Notre Dame, IN:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1998).

42 The reason why an accident’s inherence in a substance is a transcendental
or transcategorial relation rather than a categorial relation — that is, a relation that
falls under the Aristotelian category of relation — is that categoria relations presup -
pose that the related substances have a full complement of accidents, whereas the
relations of inherence that a given substance’ s accidents bear to it logically precede
and result in the substance’s having a full complement of accidents. For analogous
reasons, the relation of union between the form and matter that constitute a given
substance is a transcendental relation.
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accidents, including its basic active and passive causal powers, are ‘inseparable
accidents that flow directly from the substance’s nature or essence as definitive
of its natural kind, while others are * separabl €’ accidents that are consonant with
its nature but not endemic to it.*®

| should note here that even within the confines of a substance/accident
ontology disagreements have arisen historically over the exact ontological status
of accidents. Suarez himself, for instance, distinguishes among more and less
dependent types of accidental entities. Whereas he treats sensible qualities,
habits, causal powers, and three-dimensional quantity as ‘full-fledged’ accidents
that are really distinct or separable from substances and can thus, albeit only by
God's power, exist without a subject of inherence, he regards motion, position,
acting, and being acted upon as mere ‘modes’, incapable in principle of existing
independently of a subject and thus only modally distinct from the things in
which they inhere.* What's more, he holds that relations, though they are real
and not merely conceptual entities, do not constitute a separate and irreducible
category of real beings at all.* Yet each of these claims is contested in whole or
in part by others within Suarez’s intellectual tradition. | raise this issue only to
intimate the range of possible substance/accident ontologies, and | will not pur-
sue it any further here except to mention that an indispensable element of
Suarez’s own account of efficient causality is the claim that every proper effect
of an efficient causeis an individual entity that has real being (esse) of some sort
or other; that is, every proper and direct (per se) effect of an efficient cause must
be either a substance or a full-fledged accident or at least a mode.

2.2 Types of Composition

Scholastic ontology in general, and Suarez’ s ontology in particular, isin abroad
sense a form of ‘component’ ontology. By this | mean that it aims at a general
characterization of substancein terms of varioustypes of components (entities or

43 What | have just said should serve to caution contemporary readers against assum-
ing that substances have all their accidents contingently rather than by their nature.
According to the scholastics, a substance's inseparable accidents are such that the
substance cannot exist without them — or, at the very least, cannot exist without them
naturally or in the absence of some extraordinary impediment. The scholastics thus
use the term ‘accident’ in a way different from that in which the term ‘accidental
property’ is normally used by contemporary metaphysicians, where an accidental
property of a substance is one which does not belong to a substance by its nature.

44  For abrief explanation of the types of distinction according to Suarez, see note 5 to
DM 20.1 below. Also, see Barry Brown, Accidental Being: A Sudy in the
Metaphysics of &. Thomas Aquinas (New York: University Press of America, 1985)
for arevealing look at the internal dispute among Thomists over the status of acci-
dental being in St. Thomas's metaphysics.

45 See DM 47.2 for Suarez’ s discussion of the ontological status of relations and of the
various positions of his predecessors on this issue. For a good treatment of the high
medieval dispute over relations, see Mark Henninger, S.J., Relations: Medieval
Theories 1250-1325 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989)
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virtual entities) which are in some straightforward sense intrinsic to a substance
and yet compatible with its status as a unified whole.

Any plausible ontology of material substances must of course acknowledge
that such substances are wholes having ‘integral’ or ‘ quantitative’ parts and that
they can thus be characterized as ‘ composite'in that sense. However, scholastic
ontology goes beyond this sort of obvious material composition by invoking four
further types of composition. | will first identify them and then briefly explain
the motivations for positing them.

As intimated above, each material substance is conceived of as an individ-
ual nature (or essence) that by virtue of its nature or essence is constituted as a
member of a given natural kind. A material substance can itself be thought of as
composite in either of two ways.

First, a material substance is composed of its ‘essential’ parts or compo-
nents, namely, substantial form and matter, including both primary matter (pure
potentiality) and the more elemental types of matter, describable at different lev-
els, that are subsumed by the form of the whole substance.*® These parts, which
are expressed in the substance’s ‘natural’ or ‘physical’ definition, constitute the
most basic level of physical composition.

Second, a material substance is composed of its ‘metaphysical’ or ‘logical’
parts, namely, genus and specific difference. These parts are expressed in the
substance’s ‘real’ or ‘ metaphysical’ definition.

This brings us to the third type of composition. Whereas the essential and
metaphysical parts of a substance in some sense constitute it as an individual
nature or substance, the accidents of a substance — both those that emanate direct-
ly from the essence and those that are had (or may be had) just by some of the
substances within a given natural kind — are the realization or actualization of
various potentialities had by the substance as so constituted. Thus the scholastics
also speak of a ‘physical composition’ of substance and accidents that presup-
poses the physical composition of matter and form.*

46 Within Aristotelian science one can describe the so-called proximate matter of a sub-
stance at either the level of the four elements (water, air, fire, earth) or the level of
minerals, which are substantial entities constituted by differing proportions of the
four elements. Within modern physical theories the levels are different and more
numerous (for example, cell, molecule, atom, proton, quark, and so on), but the basic
philosophical point remains the same. See Joseph Bobik, Aquinas on Matter and
Form and the Elements, for a thorough discussion of this issue.

47 Immateria substances are conceived of by analogy to material substances. So,
according to the dominant scholastic view, they have only form (and not matter) as
a physical component. However, they till have substance/accident composition,
because their accidental acts of intellect and will are perfections they have only
potentially by their natures. Interestingly, the traditiona hierarchy of angels is
accounted for along these lines. The natural perfection of angels is measured by how
much intellectual perfection (or knowledge) they have by their essence and how
much is acquired as the accidental actualization of natural potentialities. The more
angels know by their nature or essence (and not via accidental acts of intellect), the
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Finally, in order to capture the difference between a being that is wholly
independent of any other being for its existence (God) and beings that depend on
another for their own proper existence and the existence of each of their compo-
nents, the latter are further said to be composed ‘physically’ of being (esse) and
essence (essentia), where in this usage the term ‘essence’ is taken broadly to
include a substance’s nature (‘ essence’ in the narrower sense) along with all its
accidents and parts.

Before | explain the principal motivations for positing these four modes of
composition, | want to make two clarificatory points.

First, I do not mean to give the impression that there was unanimity among
the scholastics about how to think of the various entities or types of composition
just listed. For instance, most scholastics — Duns Scotus, as we shall see, is a
notable exception — take the composition of genus and difference to be a con-
ceptual (as opposed to real) composition with a rea foundation in the essential
parts of the relevant substance. A similar disagreement infects the distinction
between esse and essentia, though here it is crucial to point out that the very
meaning of the concepts ‘real composition’ and ‘ conceptual composition’, along
with their correlatives ‘real distinction’ and ‘conceptua distinction’, are them-
selves the subject of lively debates.”® And | have already alluded to the debates
about the ontological status of accidental entities.

Second, it isimportant to understand the radical difference between compo-
nent and non-component ontologies. In particular, we should note carefully the
contrast between Aristotelian scholastic ontologies and the Platonist ontologies
currently popular in some philosophical circles, especially among Anglo-
American philosophers of religion. According to the latter, substances are con-
stituted by their relation to abstract entities (properties and essences) which (@)
have their being and reality independently of those substances, (b) are in some
obvious way extrinsic to them, and (c) are linked to them by the relation of
exemplification. On such ontologies material substances seem to lack intrinsic
composition of any sort other than, where applicable, the composition of quanti -
tative parts. For unlike inherence, exemplification is not a relation among com-
ponents intrinsic to a substance.

The friends of non-component ontologies find themselvesin adifficult posi-
tion when they try to assess scholastic theses that depend directly on composi-
tion ontology for their intelligibility. Thisiswell illustrated by the contemporary
literature on scholastic treatments of the doctrine of divine simplicity.*® The

more they resemble God in intellectual perfection and the high