Cultural Heritage and Contemporary Change
Series I. Culture and Values, Volume 14

The Deficient Cause of Moral Evil
According to Thomas Aquinas

by
Edward Cook

The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy

1


http://books.google.com/books?id=pUQyEOTKZosC&pg=PA198&dq=THE+EMANCIPATIVE+THEORY+OF+J%C3%9CRGEN+HABERMAS+AND+METAPHYSICS&lr=#PPP1,M1

Copyright © 1996 by
The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy

Gibbons Hall B-20
620 Michigan Avenue, NE
Washington, D.C. 20064

All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication

Cook, Edward

The deficient cause of moral evil according to Thomas Aquinas / by Edward Cook.

p.cm. — (Cultural heritage and contemporary change. Series I. Culture and values ; vol.
14)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

1. Thomas, Aquinas, Saint, 1225?-1274—Contributions in doctrine of good and evil. 2.
Good and evil—History of doctrines-Middle Ages, 600-1500. I. Cook, Edward. Il. Title. IlI.
Series.
BJ1406.C66 1995 94-40760
231°.8°092—dc21 CIP

ISBN 1-56518-070-4 (pbk.)



Table of Contents
Preface
Introduction
Chapter 1. The Good as a Principle of Order
Chapter 2. The Nature of Moral Evil
Chapter 3. The Cause of Moral Evil
Chapter 4. The Act of Counsel in the Practical Syllogism
Chapter 5. Reason as the Active Principle of Moral Specification
Chapter 6. The Defectible Character of Rational Appetition

Chapter 7. The Will as the deficient Cause of the Non-consideration
of the Rule of Morality

Notes
Bibliography

Acknowledgements

vii

23

45

73

97

121

137

161

181






Preface
George F. McLean

The problem or--in Gabriel Marcel's terms, the mystery--of evil constitutes a crucial
philosophical juncture at this turn of the millennia.

This century has been described often as the most violent in the history of humankind. In these
last 50 years we have attempted to restore equilibrium though a renewed sense of human dignity
grounded in personal self-awareness and freedom. While this promised great human progress, now
we find with dismay that this same self-awareness of persons and peoples itself can be a basis for
reigniting inter-personal and inter-ethnic conflict.

If we are not to be bereft of hope and blunder into an ever deepening spiral of violence, we
are then in desperate need of understanding the cause of evil, precisely as it emerges in and from
the exercise of human freedom. Only such insight can enable us to understand how the new
personal self-awareness can constitute a true emergence of humankind, rather than a new avenue
leading into darkness. This was the task undertaken by Thomas Aquinas in his extended study, The
Disputed Questions on Evil. It is the central concern of the present work by Edward Cook, The
Deficient Cause of Moral Evil.

In our pluralist times, however, if such work is to contribute to overcoming evil, its usefulness
must not be restricted to those who share Thomas particular faith commitment, but must be
available to all who exercise human reason. Can the work of a medieval theologian serve not only
all parts of a subsequently divided Christianity, but contribute as well to understanding the origins
of conflict as they arise in, and between, the great cultures of our ever shrinking world?

In this regard it is important to note that in his work on evil, as throughout his writings,
Thomas carefully adheres to his distinction between philosophy and theology: philosophy is
carried out by the capacities of reason which pertain to humankind by its very nature as human,
whereas theology is a work of reason only as illumined by revelation. Further, Thomas understands
human reason as treating not only of man, but of God and his law. This makes possible an
understanding of ethics which not only responds to human interests, but reflects the dignity of the
human person as image of God.

Subsequently, some have reasoned on the basis of Scripture (especially Romans), that human
nature was not only weakened, but corrupted by the Fall, and therefore that by its natural powers
it cannot attain knowledge of God and divine law. As a result they propose various types of secular
ethics based exclusively on sense knowledge or on formal human imperatives and omitting any
knowledge of divine law. This theological restriction of human reason has two implications.

First, it creates insoluble problems for a pluralistic society; indeed it is what constitutes society
as irreducibly plural. For having abandoned the natural capacity of reason in favor of theological
positions based on differing readings of revelation, people no longer are able to reason together.
Inevitably, they are forced either to impose their faith perspective on others, or to prescind from
their comprehensive religious vision of the meaning and dignity of human life, as suggested by J.
Rawls in his Political Liberalism. The result is the enigma of a theologically imposed secular
ethics.

A second implication is a thorough inversion of tables in the history of philosophy. Thomas'
strict adherence to the power of natural reason was capable of generating a proper philosophy in
the medieval "Age of Faith". This included, as it had for Aristotle, a sense of divine life which
endows human life with dignity and ethics with corresponding goals and authority. In contrast, the



modern "Age of Reason™ has been capable of generating only a theologically secularized ethics
which sees human life in the lesser terms pragmatic compromise.

There is need to free philosophy from theological restrictions and to allow it once again, as it
had in Thomas, to rise from humankind to its divine source, and then to return back to inspire and
direct human action.

In this regard the overall thought of Aquinas is intriguingly disconcerting. Committed as he
was to his faith and to its theological elaboration, he saw this not as implying an reduction in the
powers of human reason, but rather as an evocation of their maximal development and elaboration.
An all-wise and all-powerful creator is not a reason to limit human reason. Instead, it founds hope
that human creatures possesses the power of knowing themselves and Him. Based on this
knowledge, ethics can direct actions according to the goals of the creator; indeed, it stimulates the
human person to take up this task of being an effective steward of one's social and natural
environment.

What is more, recently developing attention to, and understanding of, cultures and their
religious foundations makes possible today a new recognition of the multiple modes of reason as
lived socially and ritually in the various cultures. This suggests the philosophical exploration by
human reason of new avenues suggested by life in the multiple cultures. For example, research in
moral education shows that the understanding of, and sensitivity to, justice is notably more
developed in members of a family which holds justice in a place of honor, than in a family which
does not. Similarly, a culture, in which evil is at the root of the very crucifixion of God, provides
a context in which the philosophical effort to understand the cause of moral evil is unremitting and
uncompromising. Likewise, in a culture where the inner life of God is seen as one of sharing
wisdom and love, the philosophical search by human reason for ways to overcome evil does not
stop at utilitarian compromise, but proceeds to altruism, love and even self-sacrifice.

This promises that the work of Thomas in developing a more adequate and properly
philosophical understanding of the cause of moral evil can be complemented today by philosophies
being brought to the light within many cultures as they undertake to work out more clearly their
proper identity. By integrating formal logic from the Greeks Thomas' Christian culture added
rigorous reasoning to deep insight. Other cultures bring their own philosophical contributions
developed generally from their religious roots emphasizing mystical union with the One, the True
and/or the Good, harmony in human relations, or the special importance of nature and/or of
humankind. All are needed; all contribute from their distinctive patrimony.

Thomas' work makes a special contribution by, among other things, showing how this can be
brought forward by properly philosophical reflection and is therefore open to all as an the exercise
of human reason. By analyzing this contribution of Thomas Aquinas with great care and depth the
present work by Edward Cook contributes profoundly to understanding the deficient cause of
moral evil. It generates hope that in the third millennia of this era, through an emerging human
consciousness and the philosophical collaboration of peoples, humankind can make true progress
in reducing violence and overcoming evil.



Introduction
Edward Cook

Evil becomes a “problem’ philosophically and/or theologically when the world is seen as the
creation of a superior being who is all-knowing, all-powerful and all-good. When one perceives
the pervasiveness of evil around us, and at times even within us, such a view prompts one to ask,
‘why'. The popularity of the work of Harold S. Kushnor, Why Do Bad Things Happen to Good
People? suggests the dilemma in which people find themselves as they ponder the apparent
incongruity embedded in the above view. Even allowing for a certain unwarranted and naive
arrogance on the part of such "good' people--who apparently have not seriously understood the
stories of Job and the Galilean--it does seem that reconciling the picture of an all-knowing, all-
powerful and good God with, say, the Holocaust demands a “leap of faith' not easily come by for
a faithless generation.

For Thomas Aquinas this latter conviction may be presumed, based on his own deep
spirituality. However, such an appeal to the conclusions of his Christian faith was not the answer
he allowed himself in his difficult situation at the University of Paris in the thirteenth century. For
he had been called upon by its Chancellor, Bishop Aimeric de Veire, to confront head-on the
subversive effects of the Averroist Aristotelian, Siger of Brabant, the recognized master in the
University's Faculty of Arts.

In a certain sense Aquinas was ill-prepared for this task. Although he had studied Aristotle
with St. Albert the Great, what he had been taught about the ethical writings of the Stagirite is at
best problematic. First of all, only fragments of Aristotle’sNichomachean Ethics were circulating
in the first half of the thirteenth century and their translation into Latin was only in an incipient
stage. Moreover, commentaries on Aristotle's works used by the masters in the Faculty of Arts
were viewed as tainted with Averroism by Thomas's peers in the Faculty of Theology. To
compound the problem, it is almost certain that Aquinas did not know Greek; hence, he had to rely
on translations made by others, principally by the Dominican, William of Moerbeke, Archbishop
of Corinth.

All of this notwithstanding, Thomas had to get on with the arduous task assigned him. He had
to reconcile a questionable Aristotle dressed in Arab garb with a Christian theology of creation,
human freedom, immortality of the soul, and God. Quite often the pieces of the “picture' he had to
work with simply did not fit. The creativity of his work stands precisely in its integration of these
many pieces, creating thereby a new base line for Dante and other key figures of the Renaissance
and for the modern age to follow.

For Thomas, reason, was not an abstract faculty operating on its own. Rather, it was
substantially wedded to the senses and the will in the lives of human persons and their actions. To
this corresponded a special sensitivity not merely to essences or possibilities, but to the actual
exercise and unfolding of being, that is, to the existential order. In understanding the nature of evil
as it plays itself out in the drama of human history, this existential awareness contrasts to that of
another great medieval philosopher, Duns Scotus. Whereas Scotus' thought turned to a world of
"what might have been" had man and woman not sinned, for Aquinas the existential fact is the
"happy fault" of original sin. Throughout his philosophical investigations Thomas is ever
cognizant of this reality of sin and redemption.

Nevertheless, he remains intent on not allowing this to intrude into processes of human
intellection which constitute his philosophical reasoning. Divine revelation serves rather in a



twofold manner: as a negative force it restrains one from embracing error, and as a positive force
it acts as a stimulus or catalyst in suggesting new avenues for human exploration. In the matter of
moral evil human reason has two specific functions: as regulator/ruler of human passions and
habits, and as regulated/ruled by divine law ascertainable by human reason through reasoning
based on a careful probing of the universe around and within us.

To understand Aquinas' ground breaking work on the perennial problematic of moral evil it is
necessary to situate it within the context of his entire system. This makes it possible to see his
thought as more than an apologetic “theodicy" in the sense of Leibniz. Rather, his deep grappling
with the human situation in confronting evil. Required a crucial advance in metaphysics as a
foundational contribution to ethics and eventually to social philosophy. Tracing Thomas' work on
the cause of moral evil to its foundations is the purpose of this study.

The problem of evil has always arrested the attention of the greatest minds. For many it has
proved an insurmountable obstacle to the acceptance of a purposeful universe, an Infinite Good,
or a meaning for life. Often it proved to be a scandal leading the human mind into paths of
agnosticism, nihilism and despair. Thomas recognized the stupendous "mystery of iniquity”
infesting a fallen world and did not presume to explain away the problem thus created. Still his
principles afford an explanation of the problem, and help render the mystery of evil intellectually
bearable. He accomplished this by not treating the problem in isolation, but by viewing its
mysterious and vexing character against the background of his metaphysics on goodness and
finality. It is the good that provides a quasi-justification of evil. Aquinas never assigns a final cause
as such to evil; evil always will be willed or permitted in terms of the good itself. Only thus can
its undesirable and destructive character really be appreciated.

Such an approach to the problem and mystery of evil saves one from dangerous extremes. It
keeps one from hypostatizing evil in any Manichaean sense. It prevents evil from rendering being
and life an absurdity after the manner of much contemporary thought. Finally, it precludes any
escape into unrealism by a denial of the concrete character of evil which would assign pain and
evil to a purely mental realm, where as a figment of the imagination it could be talked or thought
out of existence.

Instead, Thomas' integration of the nature and causality of evil into the more general
framework of being and the good provides a realistic approach for his metaphysics of moral evil.
This places evil in the context of a purposeful and intelligible universe, whose principle of
integration and order is the good itself. It neither relegates evil to the world of makebelieve nor
does it fashion it into a world of its own. Rather, it faces squarely its continuing threat to meaning,
purpose and happiness in an otherwise intelligible universe, and assigns it its rightful place in the
potency of being itself.

The purpose of the present work is to investigate Thomas' philosophy on the nature of moral
evil, the most destructive of all evils, and to do so in terms of its ultimate cause in the will of the
free creature. The direct or primary concern here is not with a psychological explanation of the
will's causality of evil action, but rather to establish the metaphysical roots of moral evil, as
evidenced in the defective will. The digressions into the ethical area are intended to be not ex
professo treatments of ethical or moral problems, but necessary adjuncts to any thorough
investigation of the will as a cause of moral evil. Hence the direct work of this study concerns the
cause of moral evil in terms of the voluntary non-consideration of the rules of reason and divine
law. This will require an investigation of the intellectual and volitional causes involved.

Finally, although it might be said that the tradition of classical, systematic and holistic analysis
and/or commentary on the Thomistic corpus ended sometime in the mid-sixties of this century,



valuable insights into certain specifics of his thought may be found in subsequent works. It has
been deemed appropriate selectively to integrate some of these more recent studies into the
bibliography where they promises to enrich the integral understanding of Thomas' synthesis.






Chapter I
The Good as a Principle of Order

In order to appreciate the place which Aquinas sees for evil in a purposeful universe it is
necessary to follow his more general treatment of the good as a transcendental perfection of being
itself, correlative to natural appetite. This approach in regard to the good will afford a starting point
for the discussion of the good as a principle of order, which in turn provides the context for an
appreciation of the privative character of evil.

The Transcendental Notion of the Good

Aristotle had defined the transcendental as . . . that which is common to the many" and which
is "the most universal of all predicates.") It accompanies being at its every turn, and therefore is
convertible with it. In the words of one author, it is that "which is above all species of being and
yet goes through all kinds of being, extending as far as being itself."? Thomas is in substantial
agreement with all of this and draws forth its implications in his classical treatment of the
transcendentals in the Quaestiones disputatae de veritate (Disputed Questions on
Truth).©) Therein he points out that as demonstrative reasoning demands irreducible principles
upon which it is based, so in our knowledge of being there must be certain concepts or notions to
which all others can be reduced and which themselves are irreducible. These are applicable to all
being. He then proceeds to educe the six traditional transcendental properties of being. Viewing
being in itself he arrives at the transcendentals: being, thing, and the one. Considering being in
relation to other realities he regards it both as divided from all other beings, affording the
transcendentals something; and as suitable to other beings, affording the transcendentals “true' and
“good'.

It is with these latter that primarily we are concerned. Thomas argues that the terms of such a
relation must be universal enough to agree with all beings, that is, to have some transcendental
relation to all beings. This can be so only in terms of a being which possesses powers by which all
other beings can be related to it, which in fact is the soul itself. Following Aristotle, he points out
that the intellectual soul in a sense can become all things.*) The soul and its faculties being
immaterial are able to receive the form of other beings and thereby become in an accidental way
those other beings. This is effected cognitively through the reception of the intentional species and
appetitively in the consequent complacency in the appetite, whereby the latter is rendered attuned
to the apprehended suitable good and moved by a desire for its possession.

Thomas further develops the relation of the good to the appetite when he notes elsewhere:

The good denotes that towards which the appetite tends . . . according as desirer
tends toward the thing desired. Thus the term of the appetite, namely good, is in the
object desirable . . . the good exists in a thing so far as that thing is related to the
appetite--and hence the aspect of goodness passes on from the desirable thing to the
appetite, insofar as the appetite is called good if its object is good.*

Consequently, although the good and being are in reality identical, they do allow of a

distinction in the order of intention. The good adds to the notion of being the formality of
appetibility.® This formality necessarily implies the conceptual order. Thomas further insists that
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it is posterior in the mind to the notion of being itself. Such is the transcendental expression of the
goodness of being as related to the appetite. It will be seen that, as desirable, being is good in
relation to every natural appetite. But in its perfect character this is only as related to a rational
appetite, for such an appetite can desire the perfection under the precise formality of the good as
an end to be attained or a means thereto.

Should the statement that “the good is that toward which the appetite tends" be joined with it
another, namely, that "every being is good, insofar as it is a being," it readily can be concluded
that "every being is desirable,"” since every being insofar as it is in act or exists possesses perfection
or goodness which other beings find desirable or perfective of their own being. Thus, we note a
twofold aspect of goodness: on the one hand, a being is good in itself insofar as it possesses being,
while on the other hand, to the same degree it is desirable by other beings. The second is founded
upon the first, although it is the second that allows for the intentional distinction between being
and good.

Thomas treats this twofold aspect of the good in the following way. He notes that a "thing is
said to be good inasmuch as it is perfect in its esse and operari." This necessarily follows upon
his insistence on the convertibility of being and the good. Insofar as a thing is, to that degree it is
good. Moreover, he goes on in another place to explain this goodness in beings by saying that the
"goodness of a thing consists not only in its mere being, but in all things needed for its
perfection."® In other words, he wishes to extend the perfection of a being beyond its mere
essential constitution or substantial mode of being to the realm of its accidental perfection. He
brings this out explicitly in the De Veritate (On Truth) where he distinguishes between the
essential principles by which a thing is said to subsist and the accidental qualities, which he views
as completing the being in its total perfection.)

As has been suggested, this complexus of perfection, as correlative with a thing's being, is the
very foundation for its relation with an appetite as a desirable good. For Thomas "goodness
presents the aspect of desirableness™; 2% and it is this very desirability that gives the ontological
perfection, be it substantial or accidental, the character of being good. In so relating a being's
perfection to appetite, as a desirable good perfective of the being of the other at least on the finite
level, Thomas lays the foundation for his metaphysics of an ordered universe. Therein one being
is perfective of another and intended by the Ultimate Good who leads all things through their
intrinsic desirability to himself, the Transcendent Good and, consequently, the supremely desirable
being.

In such a universe every imperfect being seeks to perfect itself through an actualization of its
potencies or capabilities. This very universal seeking for more being and consequently more
perfection bespeaks created being's radical imperfection and contingency. It seeks perfection, but
this can be accomplished only through the acquisition of new being. All contingent being then is
ordered to other being for its total perfection. Imperfect in itself, contingent being must seek
fulfillment in another. This appetite for more being, for more goodness and perfection, springs
from its very nature as creature, and hence can be called a natural inclination implanted therein by
its cause. It is, in fine, a directive toward an end rooted in its very being.2)

Thus Thomas can write: "Since goodness is that which all things desire, and since this has the
aspect of an end, it is clear that goodness implies the aspect of an end."2 On the finite level such
a formality presupposes a received form, which, as the Philosopher remarks, renders the being
capable of producing a likeness to itself in operation and thus exhibiting the perfection of its being,
which perfection becomes in turn the object of appetition for other beings.®2 When applied to the
Infinite Good, it is important to note that God loves Himself as an end, but not as an end to be
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attained, but rather as an end possessed and to be enjoyed. Moreover, in exhibiting itself as an
object to be attained by created beings the Infinite God in no wise orders them to Himself as means
to an end, which would bring Him any added perfection or happiness, but orders them to Himself
only as their last end, and in the case of intellectual creatures, as an end to be enjoyed.!%)

Finally, a thing can be said to tend toward that which is suitable to it according to its form and
this, according to Thomas, pertains to "weight" and order.!® Thus one notes a progressive
association in his mind regarding the notions of form, inclination, and end with the notion of
goodness considered in its appetible aspect. Moreover, each power of the form shares in this
natural inclination to an object as an end, and thus, all being is seen as naturally tending toward
self-perfection.!&The formal understanding of good, therefore, in the philosophy of Thomas is
derived from the relation of being to its proper goal. Everything desires good as it desires its own
perfection and this by a natural appetite.” Such an interpretation of the goodness of being
naturally gives way to a philosophy of natural appetency.

The Theory of Natural Appetency

In his work on natural appetency G. Gustafson remarks that "Thomas' philosophy of natural
appetency is his philosophy of the good."“8 |t is this relation of appetency to the good, as the
perfective end of being, which gives Thomistic philosophy its dynamic character of being in
motion, a universe on the move toward its goal. It is against such a background that evil will be
seen in its truly destructive character. Moreover, its accidental intelligibility by reason of its being
rooted in being itself will become more evident. To understand this dynamism it is necessary to
investigate at length Aquinas's notion of natural appetite, which directs each being ontologically
toward a suitable good which alone can satisfy its natural potentialities.

Thomas notes that "all things in their own way are inclined by appetite toward good."%2 As
has been observed above, the roots of this appetition on a finite level are to be found in the potential
or imperfect character of being itself, wherein each finite being has so much perfection and no
more, and yet is capable of more. In seeking to actualize their potencies beings find themselves
naturally attracted to other beings in which they seek fulfillment. It is this seeking for more
goodness that scholastics call "appetition.” The word "appetite™ is derived etymologically from the
Latin words ad-petere--to seek after. Thomas remarks: "Appetere is nothing else than to seek
something, as if to tend toward that to which it has been ordered."@® This appetition, as has been
shown, is in terms of acquiring some new perfection, some new form, either substantial or
accidental. However, it presupposes some inclination which inclines it to its own good in its own
way. 2l

Any consideration of appetition necessarily presupposes a corresponding appreciation of
knowledge, since the former only follows upon some type of knowledge possessed of the subject
to be sought. This knowledge can be either in the being itself formally as an apprehension, sensitive
or intellectual, or it can be in the being virtually by reason of the natural form and its consequent
inclinations. These latter are implanted therein by the author of the nature. As regards this type of
knowledge, the formal apprehension of the good to be attained is had only by the intellect of the
maker of the nature. But insofar as there is implanted in the non-cognitive being a form with natural
inclinations, it can be said that such beings seek their perfections by their natural activities or
appetitions. At any rate, it must be insisted that any appetition, as understood in Thomas'
metaphysics, necessitates an intelligent direction; it implies and demands knowledge in the form
either of natural inclination or of formal apprehension.
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Although beings devoid of knowledge are limited in their appetition by the very determination
of their natures, beings capable of knowledge, either sensitive or intellectual, can desire or incline
towards beings beyond themselves, by which they can become in a sense another and find therein
their completion and perfection. They are, so to speak, liberated from the limitations of their own
beings to the degree that they can become another. Thomas analyzes the various types of appetition
in light of the above when he writes:

Since every inclination results from a form, the natural appetite results from a form
existing in the nature of things: while the sensitive appetite, as also the intellective
or rational appetite, which we call will, follows from an apprehended form . . . so
the animal or voluntary appetite tends to a good which is apprehended.(2

Thus, it might be noted that the natural appetite is determined by nature to a particular object
to be obtained in a particular way. It operates from necessity and without apprehending the good
which it seeks. However, it must not be thought that there is no intelligence whatsoever operative
here, since every agent acts for an end and demands therefore intelligent direction. In such cases
the intelligent agent is not the being itself, but the cause of the being.

Sensitive appetite, on the other hand, tends toward some appetible object apprehended as a
particular good, but it does so in a determined way. It is determined by this or that particular
apprehended good, if the latter at any particular moment satisfies its present appetites or needs. In
S0 acting the sensitive appetite, or more correctly the sensitive being through its sensitive appetite,
seeks good without knowing it as good. Not having any universal norm of goodness with which to
compare this particular good, it finds therein a necessary fulfillment of a particular desire. It is in
no way free to reject the apprehended good if the latter corresponds to its present needs. Thus, the
hungry beast cannot refuse the juicy prey which appears before it. As Thomas states it:

sense appetite does not lie under any necessity in regard to any particular thing
before it is apprehended under the aspect of the pleasurable or the useful, but of
necessity goes out to it once it is apprehended as pleasurable (for a brute animal is
unable, while looking at something pleasurable, not to desire it).2%

Finally there is the rational or voluntary appetite. This is rooted in the intellectual nature and
seeks a particular good under the guidance of intellect, which knows the nature of the good itself.
Thus, it is said to operate freely. Thomas says that such things are most perfectly inclined to the
good as if inclined toward the universal good itself.2% In this latter type of appetition no particular
finite good can necessitate the appetite. In no lesser good than the universal good i