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Samenvatting 

 

In dit proefschrift behandel ik de achtergrond en de systematische ontwikkeling van het 

begrip multitudo transcendens in het denken van Thomas van Aquino. Ik betoog dat volgens 

Thomas multitudo een transcendentaal kenmerk van het zijn is, wat wil zeggen dat alle dingen 

relationeel geconstitueerd zijn door hun toegeordend zijn aan andere dingen. Met andere 

woorden, niets staat, inzoverre het zijn heeft, op zich. 

Het betoog volgt de ontwikkeling van het tijdloos wijsgerig probleem van het ene en het 

vele zoals eerst behandeld in de metafysica van Aristoteles en Avicenna en daarna in 

verscheidene Latijns Scholastische commentaren over de Sententiae van Lombardus. Ik laat zien 

dat in de leer van de multitudo transcendens van Thomas deze twee in andere opzichten 

uiteenlopende tradities duidelijk bijeenkomen. Daarmee toon ik ook aan dat er een intieme en 

wederzijds vormgevende relatie is tussen de metafysica van Thomas en zijn Trinitaire theologie. 

Zo wordt duidelijk dat bestudering van de multitudo transcendens-leer van Thomas een 

sterkargument levert voor de creatieve mogelijkheden die de integratie van wijsbegeerte en 

theologie biedt in het denken van Thomas, waardoor een opmerkelijke verscheidenheid naar 

voren komt in het geheel van de middeleeuwse wijsbegeerte. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Abstract 

 

This dissertation considers the background and systematic development of the notion of 

multitudo transcendens in the thought of Thomas Aquinas. I argue that, according to Aquinas, 

multitudo is a transcendental feature of being, which is to say that all things are relationally 

constituted by their being ordered to others. In other words, nothing is solitary—at least not 

insofar as it has being.  

The argument proceeds by tracing the perennial philosophical problem of “the one and 

the many” as it is addressed in the metaphysics of Aristotle and Avicenna, and then in various 

Latin Scholastic commentaries on Lombard’s Sentences. I show that Aquinas’ doctrine of 

multitudo transcendens marks a clear convergence of these two otherwise disparate commentary 

traditions, thereby indicating an intimate, mutually informing relationship between Aquinas’ 

metaphysics and Trinitarian theology.  

Above all, Aquinas’ doctrine of multitudo transcendens is a powerful case study 

showcasing the creative potential that is present in the integration of philosophy and theology in 

Aquinas’ thought, and in the remarkable diversity of medieval philosophy as a whole.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In the Preface to his influential Gifford Lectures given in 1931–32, The Spirit of 

Mediaeval Philosophy, Etienne Gilson recounts his being “led to characterize” the spirit of 

medieval philosophy in the Latin West as “Christian philosophy par excellence.”1 For Gilson, 

Christian philosophy—and therefore also “medieval philosophy” in the relevant sense—ought 

not to be considered simply as an era of philosophical thought in which the most significant 

philosophers happened to be churchpeople. Rather, Gilsonian Christian philosophy marks a 

mode of properly philosophical thinking that is suffused by the truths proper to Christian 

revelation—one that synthesizes and transforms its (Christian and non-Christian) sources into a 

meaningful whole ordered to the deepening and enlivening of the mysteries constituting the 

Christian faith.  

The foremost exemplar of Gilson’s concept of Christian philosophy is Thomas Aquinas’ 

steadfast commitment to what Gilson calls a “metaphysics of Exodus,” which is purported to be 

“a metaphysics inspired by God’s self-revelation to Moses in Exodus 3:14: ‘I Am Who Am.’” 

For Gilson, this fundamental commitment—that “[t]here is but one God and this God is 

Being”—yields a distinctive philosophical enterprise. In fact, says Gilson, “[I]t was Moses who 

put it in position . . . the cornerstone of all Christian philosophy.”2  

In his comprehensive study on the concept, Gregory Sadler helpfully distinguishes the 

“objects, range, and condition” of Gilsonian Christian philosophy.3 The objects of Christian 

                                                                 
1 Etienne Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy (New York: Scribner’s, 1940), vii. 
2 Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, 69. It is safe to say that Gilson’s attribution of this text to “Moses” is 

not meant as a statement of historical fact, but a properly theological tradition of scriptural interpretation.  
3 Gregory B. Sadler, Reason Fulfilled by Revelation: The 1930s Christian Philosophy Debates in France 

(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2011). See also Gregory Sadler, “Christian Philosophy: 

The 1930s French Debates,” in Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (ISSN 2161-0002, http://www.iep.utm.edu/); 

Robert Sweetman, Tracing the Lines: Spiritual Exercise and the Gesture of Christian Scholarship (Eugene, OR: 

Wipf and Stock, 2016);  
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philosophy are “the body of rational truths discovered, explored, or simply safeguarded, thanks 

to the help that reason receives from revelation.”4 The range of Christian philosophy corresponds 

“exactly to the limits of natural theology.”5 Finally, the condition of Christian philosophy is a 

mode of thought that is “impregnated, nourished by Christianity as by a blood that circulates in 

it, or rather, like a life that animates it. . . . [One that is] integrally Christian and integrally 

philosophical.”6 These distinctive features of Christian philosophy are exemplified above all in 

the work of Thomas Aquinas.  

Gilson’s position was always controversial—especially as a historical thesis—but in the 

latter part of the twentieth and the early part of the twenty-first centuries Jan Aertsen did more 

than just offer objections. He offered a developed alternative—that is, an alternative, positive 

proposal for characterizing medieval philosophy as such: namely, the “transcendental way of 

thought.”7 That is to say, Aertsen argues that medieval philosophy as a historical enterprise is 

marked most definitively by the systematic development of the “transcendentals” or “first 

notions,” which together serve as the necessary conditions for philosophical thinking.8  

Aertsen describes the transcendental way of thought as follows in Medieval Philosophy 

and the Transcendentals, his study of Thomas Aquinas: 

The beginning of the doctrine of the transcendentals coincides with the moment at which, 

for the first time, the Latin world confronted a comprehensive philosophical explanation 

of reality. The reception of Aristotle’s works in the thirteenth century forced medieval 

                                                                 
4 Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, 35. 
5 Etienne Gilson, Christianity and Philosophy (tr.) Ralph MacDonald, C.S.B. (New York: Sheet & Ward. 1939), 

131.  
6 Etienne Gilson, “La notion de philosophie chrétienne,” in Bulletin de la Société française de Philosophie (tr.) 

Gregory Sadler (1931): 46.  
7 Jan Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals: The Case of Thomas Aquinas (Leiden: Brill, 1996).  
8 For what I take to be the distinctive markers of “transcendental” notions in the thought of Aquinas (following 

Aertsen, in large part), see Chapter 1 of this study.  
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thinkers to reflect on the nature of philosophy vis-à-vis Christian theology. Earlier in the 

Middle Ages there was no such pressing need to account for the proper foundation of 

philosophy. The transcendental way of thought is the answer to this challenge, for 

transcendentals are the prima in a cognitive respect. In the reduction of the contents of 

our thought to self-evident concepts, they turn out to be the “firsts.”9 

As the passage indicates, Aertsen does not deny Gilson’s thesis insofar as it recognizes the deep 

and pervasive influence of Christian theology upon medieval philosophy in the Latin West, and 

in Aquinas above all. Aertsen obviously affirms the fact that Christian theology serves as an 

inspiration and horizon for philosophical innovation in the Latin Middle Ages. However, he does 

offer two objections to Christian philosophy proper—one historical, and one systematic: 

The notion of “Christian philosophy” in Gilson’s sense is unknown in the Middle Ages. 

The expression occurs but belongs to the terminology [of] monastic spirituality. . . . In 

scholastic authors we instead find an opposition. Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas 

contrast the philosophi to the sancti or theologi; Duns Scotus speaks of the “controversy” 

between philosophers and theologians.10 

Of course, in one sense, even the abovementioned “opposition” itself admits something like 

philosophical thinking (both for the philosophi and the theologi). Yet such explicit distinctions in 

primary texts do seem to make Gilsonian philosophia christiana an awkward fit—at least in 

terms of these luminaries’ respective self-descriptions. If in fact these figures were doing 

Christian philosophy, they do not appear to realize that they were doing it.  

                                                                 
9 Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 20.  
10 Ibid., 6.  
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Still, even if this historical point is answerable in terms of what medieval philosophers 

are doing performatively (if not self-consciously), Aertsen raises an objection specifically with 

respect to Aquinas that is more systematic in character:  

It cannot be denied that Thomas’s work [for example] is thoroughly theological in nature. 

Yet his theological synthesis contains certain undeniably philosophical accounts. . . . My 

main objection to Gilson’s presentation of Thomas’s thought is that it fails to offer insight 

into the order proper to philosophy. The interpreter’s task is precisely to understand 

Thomas’s thought from this order, that is, as philosophy.11 

If the aforementioned condition of Christian philosophy is its being “integrally Christian and 

integrally philosophical,” Aertsen is suggesting that is difficult to see what Aquinas’ 

contributions might be to the history of philosophy qua history of philosophy. If such a history is 

to maintain its integrity as philosophical per se, it seems far-fetched to suggest that one of its 

essential features is Christian theology, which is ostensibly 

 not philosophical per se.  

 At least one merit of Aertsen’s proposal of the “transcendental way of thought” as a 

characterization of medieval philosophy as such (and Aquinas himself, qua philosopher) is that it 

is not vulnerable to such objections in the same way. First, it does not face the obvious difficulty 

of being at odds with the conscious self-descriptions of medieval philosophers with respect to 

their own work; second, it seems to do better justice to the positive contributions of medieval 

philosophers to a story for whom the major characters are oftentimes pre-Christian, non-

Christian or even anti-Christian.  

  

                                                                 
11 Ibid., 9.  
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Multitudo transcendens 
 

The aim of the present study is first and foremost to demonstrate the significance of 

Thomas Aquinas’ original concept of multitudo for his systematic thought (including relevant 

“philosophical” and “theological” aspects of this thought), especially insofar as it is a member of 

the transcendentia. I will argue that, according to Aquinas, the notion of multitudo transcendens 

is implicit in every act of understanding, the term multitudo is universal in terms of its 

predicative extension, and that the res significata of multitudo is indeed a perfection of being 

exemplified preeminently in God himself. In short, that beings are distinct from and ordered to 

other beings follows upon Aquinas’ notion of being (ens) as such.  

This unique and fundamental aspect of Aquinas’ thought has been almost entirely 

overlooked in major secondary works on Aquinas’ metaphysics in the English language.12 Yet, 

as I argue over the course of this study, nowhere is the convergence of Gilson’s “Christian 

philosophy” and Aertsen’s “transcendental way of thought” better exemplified than in Aquinas’ 

development of multitudo transcendens as a transcendental feature of ens. In other words, the 

development of multitudo transcendens in Aquinas’ systematic thought justifies a 

complementary rather than an oppositional reading of the respective theses of Aertsen and 

Gilson—at least insofar as Aquinas is taken to be exemplary for each.  

The development of multitudo is obviously a feature of the transcendental way of thought 

insofar as it is directly and explicitly a conceptual development pertaining to Aquinas’ original 

account of “the proper foundation of philosophy” in its epistemic, semantic and metaphysical 

                                                                 
12 There is no mention of multitudo in prominent secondary sources on Aquinas’ metaphysical thought, such as (for 

example) John Wippel, The Metaphysical Thought of Thomas Aquinas: From Finite Being to Uncreated Being 

(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2000); Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of 

St. Thomas Aquinas (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1994). William Norris Clarke, The One and the 

Many: A contemporary Thomistic Metaphysics (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 2001); or Rudi A. 

Te Velde, Participation and Substantiality in Thomas Aquinas (Leiden: Brill, 1995). 
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aspects. As even Aertsen himself has noted in passing, Aquinas’ notion of multitudo is crucial 

for his doctrine of the transcendentia and, by extension, his doctrine of ens.13  

Yet the development of multitudo transcendens also seems to exemplify some of the 

most fundamental features of Christian philosophy, in the abovementioned sense. Indeed, as I 

shall attempt to demonstrate in the letter of Aquinas’ texts, there is a sense in which this 

conceptual development seems to suggest in its performance (though perhaps not always in 

conscious self-reflection) a more intimate relationship between dogmatic theology and 

philosophy than even Gilson himself admits. Like the aforementioned “metaphysics of Exodus,” 

which Gilson unearths from the arable soil of Aquinas’ innovative metaphysical thought, we 

might say that the “ultimate source” of multitudo transcendens is not Plato, Aristotle—and not 

even Avicenna14—but again Moses, the “author” of the book of Genesis, in which God speaks in 

the first-person plural on three separate occasions.15  

As we will see, these passages in Genesis play a crucial role in the trinitarian theology of 

Hilary of Poitiers’ De Trinitate, which eventually guides Aquinas’ place in the commentary 

tradition on Peter Lombard’s Sentences. Hilary’s polemics against Arianism and Sabellianism 

constitute what is perhaps the most fundamental theological horizon for Aquinas’ original work 

on the relationship between the absolute unity of the divine essence and the plurality of Persons 

in the triune Godhead. Indeed, the rejection of Sabellianism is especially important for Aquinas’ 

concept of multitudo transcendens, since Sabellianism involves (among other things) the 

                                                                 
13 Speaking of multitudo transcendens, Aertsen remarks, “It is a good example of the stimulating influence of 

Christian revelation on philosophical reflection in the Middle Ages.” Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the 

Transcendentals, 224. 
14 In fact, as we will see especially in Chapters 3 and 4, Avicenna plays the role of foil for Aquinas’ development of 

multitudo transcendens.  
15 See Genesis 1:26; 3:22; and 11:7. Again, the attribution of Genesis’ authorship to Moses is obviously not meant as 

a statement of historical fact. The point is that various fathers of the church (including Hilary of Poitiers, most 

importantly) establish these verses as loci classici for the real plurality of Persons professed by the Christian 

doctrine of God as Trinity.  
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heretical position that there is no real distinction—and therefore no real multiplicity—of Persons 

in the Trinity.16  

If this formulation of the issue is correct, I argue that it already indicates an important 

convergence of Christian philosophy and the transcendental way of thought. In fact, I as I hope 

to show, the development of multitudo transcendens is ultimately best understood as the 

conceptual rigor for Aquinas’ position in precisely this tradition of trinitarian orthodoxy. For 

Aquinas, while unum is notionally prior to and therefore more “basic” than multitudo, the two 

principles are nevertheless really equiprimordial features of ens. Therefore, when unum is 

predicated of the essence—and multitudo of the Persons—there is no real priority of one with 

respect to the other (i.e., the essence with respect to the Persons, and vice versa). The fact that 

each notion is transcendental is a necessary condition for Aquinas’ innovative approach to the 

proper predication of unity and multiplicity with respect to God.  

  

                                                                 
16 For a thorough account of this theological horizon for Aquinas, thought, see Gilles Emery, The Trinitarian 

Theology of St Thomas Aquinas (tr.) Francesca Aran Murphy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 55-57.  
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Status quaestionis 
 

 Despite its relative prominence vis-à-vis other transcendentals in the corpus,17 little has 

been written on the subject of multitudo in Aquinas.18 With few exceptions, when multitudo is 

mentioned in the vast literature on Aquinas’ metaphysics, it tends to be in passing. Although of 

course it is difficult to speculate as to why this is the case, there are at least two possible 

explanations for this lacuna: 

(1) Given the fact that Thomist philosophers (as opposed to theologians) tend to be the 

primary interpreters of Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendentia, it may be the case that multitudo 

transcendens’ uniquely intimate connection to trinitarian theology is responsible for its neglect. 

After all, three of the most crucial texts on the subject all deal with problems surrounding the 

problem of predicating “numerical terms” of the Persons of the Trinity.19 Since Aquinas 

explicitly states that the real distinction of Persons can only be known by faith (as opposed to 

natural reason),20 it seems reasonable enough to conclude that such a clear position could serve 

as a deterrent for Thomist philosophers, whose loyalties qua philosophers are to natural reason.21 

In fact, as we will see later on in this study, there is good reason to think that Aquinas’ 

development of multitudo transcendens presents unique challenges to his own stated 

commitments regarding the distinction between “natural” and “dogmatic” theology. 

                                                                 
17 Aertsen remarks that the technical term transcendens and its various declensions has fourteen occurrences in 

Aquinas’ oeuvre, that that “half of these loci are concerned with ‘multitude’.” Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy as 

Transcendental Thought From Philip the Chancellor (ca. 1225) to Francisco Suárez (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 219.  
18 See Hugh J. Tallon, “Does Thomism Neglect Multitude?” The New Scholasticism 37.3 (1963): 267-92.  
19 Thomas Aquinas, Sancti Thomae de Aquino Opera omnia (Rome: Leonine, 1882- ), Summa theologiae, Vols. 13-

15, 1.30.3 [hereafter: Summa theologiae]; Quaestiones disputatae, Vol. 2, incl. De potentia (ed.) M. Pession, De 

spiritualibus creaturis [hereafter: De spiritualibus creaturis], De unione verbi incarnati (eds.) M. Calcaterra and T. 

S. Centi, De virtutibus . . . etc. (ed.) A. Odetto (Rome: Marietti, 1953), 9.7 [hereafter: De potentia]; Scriptum super 

libros Sententiarum magistri Petri Lombardi episcopi Parisiensis, t. 1. (ed.) P. Mandonnet (Paris: P. Lethielleux, 

1929), 24.1.3 [hereafter: I Sent.]. 
20 See, for example, Aquinas, I Sent., 2.1.4 corp.  
21 It is no accident that this study grows out of conversations with theologians such as Eric Mabry, Matthew 

Thollander, Fr. Michael Eades and Jeremy Wilkins, as well as Robert Sweetman—a philosopher whose interests 

sometimes stray beyond the rather ethereal bounds of “natural reason.”  
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(2) It may also be the case that multitudo suffers on account of its (apparent) exclusion 

from a famous text on transcendentals, De veritate 1.1, which is admittedly the most detailed 

derivation of transcendentals in Aquinas’ corpus.22 Because so much of the scholarship on 

Aquinas’ transcendentia focuses on De veritate 1.1, perhaps multitudo would be more prominent 

if it were included in that derivation schema. Indeed, the rather obsessive attention to the notion 

of aliquid in this text seems to bear this out.23 Now it is part of the contention of this study to say 

that aliquid as conceived in De veritate 1.1 is synonymous with multitudo transcendens,24 but of 

course such a judgment is only possible by the light of a large-scale study of multitudo that is 

precisely lacking in secondary scholarship.  

Yet it seems to me that neither of these reasons for neglecting multitudo in the 

scholarship on the transcendentals is ultimately justified. With respect to (1), if indeed multitudo 

is a source of tension for other commitments in Aquinas, this ought to be a matter of scholarly 

interest, not neglect. With respect to (2), although it is beyond the scope of this study to 

demonstrate the matter, it is my contention that there is an over-emphasis on De veritate 1.1 

when it comes to understanding Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendentia as a meaningful whole. 

                                                                 
22 Although there is reason to think that De potentia 9.7 is equal in terms of conceptual rigor, it remains the case that 

De veritate 1.1 is in some sense preferable insofar as it is more uncontroversially a “philosophical” rather than a 

“theological” text. See Aquinas, De potentia, 9.7.  
23 The literature on aliquid in De veritate 1.1 is (relative to multitudo) vast. See, for example, Kenneth F. Dougherty, 

Metaphysics: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Being (Peekskill, NY: Graymoor Press, 1965), 50-52 ; Joseph 

Owens, An Elementary Christian Metaphysics (Houston, TX: Center for Thomistic Studies, 1985), 125-126. 

Mieczysław Albert Krąpiec, Metaphysics: An Outline of the History of Being (New York: Peter Lang, 1991), 133-

137; Phillip W. Rosemann, Omne ens est aliquid. Introduction à la lecture du ‘système’ philosophique de saint 

Thomas d’Aquin (Louvain and Paris: Éditions Peeters, 1996); Giovanni Ventimiglia, Differenza e contraddizione. Il 

problema dell’essere in Tommaso d’Aquino: esse, diversum, contradictio (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1997); Phillip W. 

Rosemann, “Aliquid: Ein vergessenes Transzendentale,” in Was ist Philosophie im Mittelalter? Miscellanea 

Mediaevalia, 26 (eds.) Jan A. Aertsen and Andreas Speer (Berlin and New York, 1998), 529-537; Bernard 

Tiefensee, “‘Ens et aliquid convertuntur’ – oder: Sein ist immer anders. Ein möglicher Brückenschlag zwischen der 

mittelalterlichen Seinsphilosophie und der spätmodernen ‘Philosophie der Differenz’,” in Prudentia und 

Contemplatio. Ethik und Metaphysik im Mittelalter: Festschrift für Georg Wieland zum 65. Geburtstag (ed.) 

Johannes Brachtendorf (Paderborn and Munich, 2002), 170-195 ; Jason A. Mitchell, “Aquinas on the Ontological 

and Theological Foundation of the Transcendentals,” Alpha Omega 16.1 (2013): 39-78. 
24 I am not alone in this judgment. See R.E. Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity: Scholastic and 

Aristotelian Predecessors (Doctoral dissertation, University of Toronto, 1981), 9.  
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After all, it is a simple fact that Aquinas’ various derivations of transcendental notions are 

always invoked for the sake of some other problem—and therefore never as the exhaustive 

treatment of the transcendentia in themselves—so the level of detail of a given derivation should 

be understood in the context of the problem for which it is invoked as part of a solution. Put 

simply, there is no exhaustive treatment of the doctrine of transcendentia in Aquinas’ corpus. To 

consider even De veritate 1.1 as such leaves one vulnerable to over-readings.25 

Speculations about multitudo’s “unpopularity” aside, I conclude the present introduction 

with a brief status quaestionis regarding the transcendentality of multitudo. 

The first and most important secondary sources on the subject of multitudo in Aquinas 

are, respectively, R.E. Houser’s Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity and Wouter Goris’ 

Transzendentale Einheit.26 Although both texts deal primarily with the subject of unity as a 

metaphysical principle, they also contain analyses of multitudo to the extent that it is related to 

unum in Aquinas. Both agree that multitudo is indeed a “member” of Aquinas’ transcendentia,27 

and to this extent they concur with the conclusion of the following study, which is heavily 

indebted to both books, albeit in different ways.  

Although Houser’s treatment of Aquinas’ doctrine of unum and multitudo proper is rather 

brief, his study is extremely valuable for my thesis insofar as it is the first attempt to 

systematically uncover one of the two abovementioned motivations for Aquinas’ development of 

multitudo transcendens: namely, the so-called “circularity objection” levelled by Avicenna 

against Aristotle’s doctrine of the opposition of unity and plurality in Metaphysics I.3-6.28 As 

                                                                 
25 Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendentia is similar to his controversial doctrine of analogia in this regard, i.e. in terms 

of its relative importance, as well as its lack of an exhaustive treatment as an object of analysis in its own right.  
26 R.E. Houser, Transcendental Unity in Thomas Aquinas; Wouter Goris, Transzendentale Einheit: Genese und 

Formation eines Schulbegriffs (Leiden: Brill, 2015). 
27 See Houser, Transcendental Unity in Thomas Aquinas, 246.  
28 See Ibid., 155-63. 
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Houser recognizes—and as we will see in Chapter 3 of this study—Avicenna rejects Aristotle’s 

treatment of the relationship between unity and plurality due to some intractable difficulties that 

arise from the Stagirite’s position that the two notions stand to one another as contrary opposites.  

Insofar as Aquinas criticizes Avicenna’s rejection of Aristotle’s position, Houser shows 

that the Latin Doctor is following Averroes, who himself acts as a defensor Aristotelis with 

respect to the opposition of unity and plurality.29 Ultimately Houser affirms that multitudo is 

indeed included as a member of the transcendentia in Aquinas’ work. So, although the present 

study concurs, it does so for a more fundamental reason—one which Houser never explicitly 

addresses: namely, the crucial role of trinitarian doctrine in Aquinas’ rendering of the proper 

relationship between unum and multitudo as transcendental notions. If we take Houser’s analysis 

on its own, it is difficult to account for why Aquinas seems to follow Averroes and Aristotle (and 

part ways with Avicenna) in affirming a basic opposition of unity and plurality. If I am correct, 

at least one crucial reason is Aquinas’ constant awareness of the threat of Sabellianism in his 

trinitarian doctrine. In short, the unum and multitudo which are predicable of the undivided 

essence and distinction of Persons, respectively, must be equiprimordial as metaphysical 

principles. To assume anything else, however tacitly, is to slide into heresy. It is in this way that 

the present study deepens Houser’s conclusions in important ways.  

Wouter Goris’ chapter on Aquinas in Transzendentale Einheit features a highly original 

thesis about two competing “derivation models” of transcendental notions that arise in Aquinas’ 

corpus: the “abstraction” and “actuality” models, respectively.30 These two derivation schemas, 

he argues (persuasively, I think), are ultimately inspired by two very different ways of 

                                                                 
29 See Ibid., 224-36. 
30 Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 228.  
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conceiving of the so-called “real distinction” between esse and essentia31—two principles which 

together play a prominent role in Aquinas’ metaphysics. As we will have the occasion to mention 

in detail in Chapter 6 of this study, the meaning of transcendental unum intimately depends on 

the way in which Aquinas derives transcendentals in general. On the abstraction model, 

transcendental unum seems to be a purely “negative” concept, one that does not signify a positive 

perfection.32 To the extent that all transcendentals in Aquinas are divine names and therefore also 

positive perfections, this seems to be problematic. On the actuality model, by contrast, unum is 

not merely negative but also a positive perfection in the sense that includes in its ratio the notion 

of ens in actu.33  

Indeed, perhaps more importantly, Goris identifies these derivation models of 

transcendental notions in Aquinas one particular manifestation of a more perennial “dialectical 

tension” at work in any metaphysical enterprise that purports to affirm the convertibility of being 

and unity. In fact, this dialectical tension concerns the proper signification of all notions that are 

convertible with being, and it can be articulated in the form of a question: How can these notions 

retain their conceptual integrity (i.e. as meaningfully distinct from being) without contracting 

being into a particular mode, genus or species?34 In other words, how can two terms be really 

distinct in meaning if they are identical in extension? As we will see, Aristotle’s ambiguity on 

this question as it arises in Metaphysics Γ.2 occassions Avicenna’s unique account of unity as a 

per se passio of being.35 This Avicennian strategy for dealing with the convertibility question 

                                                                 
31 Ibid., 229.  
32 Ibid., 242.  
33 Ibid., 229.  
34 In his discussion of Duns Scotus’ Metaphysics Commentary, Goris puts this fundamental question slightly 

differently: “Wie kann man behaupten, dass das Seiende und das Eine vertauschbar sind und also die Gattungen 

durchkreuzen, und zugleich das Eine einer bestimmten Gattung zuordnen?” Ibid., 13.  
35 Goris has shown that Houser’s rendering of Aristotle’s own position on convertibility in Metaphysics Γ.2 fails to 

appreciate this ambiguity. Houser simply follows Aquinas’ own reading of the Aristotelian text, i.e. as an 

straightforward affirmation of τὸ ἓν as a per se passio of τὸ ὂν: “[Aristotle] first establishes the subject matter of 
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becomes the primary influence upon Aquinas’ own doctrine of transcendentia.36 As Goris has 

shown, Avicenna’s interpretation—namely, that τὸ ἓν is a per se passio of τὸ ὂν—may not 

amount to a faithful representation of the Stagirite’s own thought. Nevertheless, this position 

forms the interpretive horizon of Metaphysics Γ.2 for the purposes of this study. This is because 

this study considers Aquinas’ own doctrine of unum and multitude—one that is downstream from 

Avicenna in precisely this way.  

Still, this historical context is important for multitudo transcendens in Aquinas, especially 

because for the Latin Doctor multitudo includes unum in its ratio. If unum is indeed a “purely 

negative” concept whose distinctiveness is per ratione tantum (especially as predicated of God), 

then it seems that multitudo is purely negative as well. After all, according to Aquinas, “every 

multiplicity is composed of unities.” At least one merit of Goris’ study is its unique recognition 

of the role of the Sabellian heresy in Aquinas’ account. This clearly functions as a non-

negotiable control on his account of transcencental unum and multitudo.37 To the extent that 

unum (and multitudo, by extension) are “purely negative,” there is reason to think that the threat 

of Sabellianism looms large; hence, the importance of Goris distinguishing abstraction and 

actuality models of deriving transcendental notions.  

Overall, the present study is largely in agreement with Goris on the implications for the 

meanings of and relationship between unum and multitudo in Aquinas. For the Latin Doctor, 

                                                                 
metaphysics – being qua being. Then he turns to the first of the attributes of that subject—unity—to show that this 

attribute is contained within the scope of the science of metaphysics” (Houser, Transcendental Unity in Thomas 

Aquinas, 30). By contrast, Goris argues, “Bei Aristoteles ist das Eine kein Attribut, sondern Ersatzbestimmung des 

Seienden als Subjekt der Metaphysik.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 22.  
36 “Es ist dieses Argument für die Differenz des Seienden und des Einen, das in der Kritik der Auffassung 

Avicennas traditionell eine große Rolle spielt.” Ibid., 13.   
37 Ibid., 221.  
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each notion must be a transcendental in its own right,38 and therefore as metaphysical principles 

the two are indeed “equiprimordial.” Of course, because this study is devoted entirely to the 

subject of multitudo, it does go beyond Goris’ thesis in many ways. Most notably, it goes beyond 

“derivation” texts which analyze multitudo as a notion, and considers its appropriation in more 

properly metaphysical and theological contexts as a principle. One example of such a context is 

Aquinas’ doctrine of creation, especially insofar as it speaks to the “origin” of multiplicity in the 

created order.  

Another important source of the present study is David Svoboda’s Aquinas on One and 

Many, which is another systematic treatment of Aquinas’ doctrine of unum and, by extension, 

multitudo. Svoboda’s book is very helpful in many ways, especially on the abovementioned 

problem of conceiving of unum as a perfection. Although Svoboda does of course recognize 

Aquinas’ explicit inclusion of multitudo in several derivation schemas of transcendental notions, 

he rejects the conclusion of this study insofar as he rejects the position that multitudo is indeed a 

per se passio entis in Aquinas.39 That is to say, according to Svoboda, for Aquinas multitudo is a 

transcendental notion, but not a metaphysical principle which is convertible with ens as such.40  

Svoboda’s reason for denying that multitudo is convertible with ens as a principle is 

simple enough: it seems obvious that God could have created just one creature; but if this were 

possible, then there would be at least one order of being in which there would be no multitudo. 

Therefore, reasons Svoboda, multitudo cannot be a per se passio entis in Aquinas’ thought. I will 

deal with this objection later on in this study,41 but for present purposes perhaps it is enough to 

                                                                 
38 Giovanni Ventimiglia affirms precisely this point: “Die Vielheit stammt nicht aus dem Einen, das Einssein ist, 

sondern aus einem Prinzip, das dem Einen äußerlich ist.” See Giovanni Ventimiglia, “Die Transzendentale Vielheit 

des Thomas von Aquin in ihrem theologischen Kontext,” Revista Theologica di Lugano 17.1 (2012): 104.  
39 See David Svoboda, Aquinas on One and Many (Frankfurt am Main: Editiones Scholasticae, 2015), 10.  
40 On this point, see note 37 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
41 See note 39 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
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say three things: (1) Svoboda’s position cannot survive as a thesis about what Aquinas actually 

holds, since the Latin Doctor explicitly says the opposite; (2) this exact systematic problem is 

addressed and resolved explicitly by Aquinas; and (3) the objection ignores the relevant 

historical context (most importantly the polemical position assumed by Aquinas against 

Avicenna), which further clarifies the Latin Doctor’s position. For these reasons, then, this study 

takes issue with Svoboda on the question of whether or not multitudo is a per se passio entis.  

Gilles Emery’s book, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, also offers a 

brief analysis of the concept of multitudo transcendens in a chapter called “Trinitarian 

Monotheism.”42 Emery’s study is helpful for situating the development of multitudo in light of 

the intricacies of Aquinas’ trinitarian theology. It also contains a brief, but instructive survey of 

Aquinas’ Scholastic sources on the subject of predicating numerical terms of the divine Persons. 

Indeed, Emery enthusiastically endorses this study’s conclusion about multitudo’s legitimacy as 

a transcendental perfection,43 albeit without getting into details regarding the properly 

philosophical problems associated with it. The book is about trinitarian theology, after all, not 

Aquinas’ doctrine of unum and multitudo proper. Therefore the following study goes far beyond 

Emery’s analysis, since we are interested in the conceptual sources and development of 

multitudo as a concept—one that happens to be simultaneously “philosophical” and 

“theological” in import.  

Aertsen himself is another important source for the following study. In both Medieval 

Philosophy and the Transcendentals and Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought, he 

notes that for Aquinas multitudo seems to be a positive perfection—a position which indicates a 

crucial divergence of his thought from what is more or less a Neoplatonic consensus regarding 

                                                                 
42 Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of St Thomas Aquinas, 128-50.  
43 Ibid., 141.  
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the relationship between unum and multitudo.44 In affirming this point, Aertsen confirms our 

thesis, though again without addressing the fundamental systematic issues facing this position. 

Therefore one important task of the present study is to provide premises for a conclusion that 

Aertsen seems to affirm, but not demonstrate. Indeed, in Chapter 7 of this study, I solve a 

systematic problem regarding the supposed “opposition” of unum and multitudo—one that 

Aertsen raises but does not attempt to resolve himself.45  

Finally, regarding those who directly treat the concept of multitudo in Aquinas at length, 

there is Hugh B. Tallon’s article entitled “Does Thomism Neglect Multitude?” which offers 

some suggestive (if underdeveloped) insights regarding the future of Thomist philosophy.46 I 

find Tallon’s thesis persuasive: Thomism as a tradition does seem to neglect multiplicity insofar 

as it fails to recognize the implications of conceiving of multitudo not as a disintegration of some 

prior unity but rather as a perfection in its own right.47 The present study is not interested in 

Thomism per se; rather, it is interested in the thought of Thomas Aquinas himself. Therefore the 

exhortation of Thomists to take heed is applauded here, but not tremendously pertinent to the 

task at hand.  

With some exceptions, then, the picture of existing scholarship on the subject of 

multitudo transcendens is complementary to our thesis, but in ways that have not yet been 

developed at length. Therefore the following argument’s contribution to this literature might be 

considered as a developed exploration of Aquinas’ position on the relationship of unum to 

multitudo, and vice versa. Concomitantly, as mentioned above, the twofold motivation of 

                                                                 
44 See Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought, 682.  
45 See Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 229-31.   
46 See Tallon, “Does Thomism Neglect Multitude?” 292.  
47 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange seems to affirm something like this position in his commentary on Summa 

theologiae 1.30.3: “[T]here is in God a simple unity and a qualified plurality.” Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, The 

Trinity and God the Creator: A Commentary on St. Thomas' Theological Summa, Ia, q. 27-119 (tr.) F.C. Eckhoff 

(St. Louis, MO: 1952).  
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multitudo transcendens—i.e. the Avicennian “circularity” and Hilarian “Sabellian” problems, 

respectively—seem to suggest a telling convergence of “the transcendental way of thought” and 

“Christian philosophy.” Indeed, as I hope to show, Aquinas’ development of multitudo as a 

transcendental notion offers some uniquely powerful insights into the fundamental trajectory of 

his systematic program considered as a meaningful whole. 
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The Structure of the Argument 
 

 Finally, some words about the structure of the argument, which is divided into seven 

chapters and a conclusion.  

 Chapter 1 is an account of the meaning of the term transcendens in the work of Aquinas. 

This analysis is heavily indebted to Aertsen, and it identifies three fundamental heuristic 

“criteria” for a notion to be considered “transcendental,” in Aquinas’ sense. Three texts bear out 

these criteria in an especially clear manner: (1) I Sent. 8.1.3; (2) De veritate 1.1; and (3) Summa 

theologiae 1.5.1. By identifying these three criteria for transcendentality, I am offering a 

heuristic for the meaning of transcendentality as it pertains to Aquinas’ concept of multitudo. I 

argue that multitudo transcendens functions in Aquinas’ solutions to the aforementioned 

problems only to the extent that it satisfies these three criteria.48 

 Without pretending to address the many controversies surrounding the terms as they arise 

in Aristotle himself, Chapter 2 features an interpretation of the modes of opposition proper to 

unity and plurality in Metaphysics Γ.2, Δ.6 and I.3-6. In addition to establishing the locus 

classicus of Aquinas’ “convertibility formula” for the semantics of transcendental terms, these 

texts are important for this study insofar as they occasion the abovementioned Avicennian 

circularity problem, and therefore also one of two motivating problems for the development of 

multitudo transcendens in Aquinas.   

                                                                 
48 I should also be clear about what I am not saying here. I am not saying that Aquinas’ use of the term transcendens 

and its various inflections always implies these three criteria. As I have already mentioned, I think it is a mistake to 

think of Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendentia as anything but a helpful tool for solving philosophical and theological 

problems. Nevertheless, as I show over the course of several close readings of relevant texts, I do think that these 

three criteria are necessary conditions for Aquinas’ solutions to the problems by which multitudo transcendens is 

occasioned. In short, if multitudo transcendens does not satisfy these criteria, then it is superfluous for the sake of 

Aquinas’ arguments.  
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 Chapter 3 continues with a detailed exposition of Book III of Avicenna’s Ilāhiyyāt, in 

which the theme of the opposition of unity and plurality is taken up again. Again, without 

pretending to address the controversies surrounding his own position, what is important here for 

my purposes is Avicenna’s rejection of Aristotle’s position that unity and plurality are opposed 

as “contraries,” on account of such a position’s inadmissible “circularity” in definition. Avicenna 

ultimately safeguards the metaphysical primacy of unity at the price of rejecting plurality as a 

primary notion. Indeed, for him, there simply is no opposition of unity and plurality at the level 

of basic metaphysical principles. What is most telling, however, is Avicenna’s casual rejection of 

what he takes to be an obviously false conclusion: namely, that unum and multitudo are 

coaequeva in esse, i.e. equiprimordial metaphysical principles. As I will argue, this conclusion is 

precisely what Aquinas affirms: namely, that unity and multiplicity are indeed coaequeva in esse 

insofar as the God who is esse is preeminently both.  

This chapter concludes with a brief exposition of Averroes’ subsequent criticism of 

Avicenna—one that ultimately fails to meet the latter’s genuine position. Further, given Aquinas’ 

clear reliance upon Averroes’ rendering of Avicenna, I follow Houser by showing that Averroes’ 

lack of engagement with Avicenna’s true position clouds Aquinas’ own interpretation of 

Avicenna. This complicates the Latin Doctor’s place in this discussion considerably, as is 

especially evident in Summa theologiae 1.11.2, among other texts.  

 Chapter 4 is an analysis of texts from Aquinas’ Metaphysics Commentary, specifically 

texts which represent Aquinas’ most explicit “synchronic” (as opposed to chronological) 

engagement with the competing doctrines of Aristotle, Avicenna and Averroes. Several 

ambiguities seem to arise in these texts, most notably with respect to what appears to be 

Aquinas’ conflicting desire (1) to establish the letter of the Stagirite’s text as the truth of the 



Harris 20 

matter on the problem of relating unity and plurality as principles; and (2) to offer a completely 

original account of the relationship of unum and multitudo in light of Avicenna’s capable 

criticisms of Aristotle’s position. I will argue that these two goals are not compatible, and it 

seems that Aquinas’ desire to accomplish them both leads to systematic ambiguities on the 

subject in his oeuvre as a whole.  

 Chapter 5 is the first of a three-part study of Aquinas’ chronological development on the 

subject of multitudo throughout his career. It explores the development of Aquinas’ position as it 

originates in some early texts, thereby setting the stage for his “mature” views on the matter. 

After some brief notes about Aquinas’ more immediate Scholastic context, I consider I Sent. 

24.1.1–3, which is one of many key examples of the centrality of trinitarian doctrine for the 

conceptual development of multitudo transcendens. Important difficulties arise in this text 

regarding Aquinas’ commitment to what Emery calls Aquinas’ “Trinitarian Monotheism”—that 

is to say, the simultaneous commitments of affirming the absolute undividedness of the essence 

and the real distinction of Persons in God. This chapter also considers the most complete account 

of transcendental notions in Aquinas’ entire corpus, De veritate 1.1, in order to get a better sense 

of what is meant by transcendental aliquid, especially insofar as it is intimately related to 

multitudo. In fact, I argue that the two notions are synonymous.  

 Chapter 6 examines some “middle” texts on the question of negation and multitudo in the 

very different context of creation. These are the Commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate 4.1 and 

Summa contra Gentiles II.44-45, respectively. The texts seem to present some especially difficult 

problems for multitudo’s satisfaction of the three abovementioned criteria, since they seem to 

adopt a more traditional Neoplatonic position affirming the metaphysical priority of unum. After 

having explored these questions of natural theology, I return to yet another “conceptual analysis” 
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in Quodlibet 10.1.1. Once again, the result is a situation in which theological questions serve as a 

context within which Aquinas deals with philosophical questions pertaining to the meaning of 

the concepts of unum, multitudo and their supposed “opposition.” Indeed, these texts seem to 

problematize the governing thesis regarding the transcendentality of multitudo insofar as they 

suggest that imperfection is included in the ratio multitudinis. Goris’ abovementioned thesis 

regarding the two derivation models of transcendental notions is especially important for this 

chapter.  

 Chapter 7 begins with two Neoplatonic commentaries—on the Liber de causis and De 

divinis nominibus, respectively. These two texts are valuable for the discussion insofar as they 

offer clues as to Aquinas’ approach to conceiving of unum as a positive perfection. I then 

proceed with two texts from the De potentia, in which the transcendental character of multitudo 

is sketched with unprecedented clarity. These texts, I argue, serve as the all-important 

hermeneutical key for the aforementioned problem of reconciling the Aristotelian opposition of 

unum and multitudo with Aquinas’ own original approach.  

 Finally, I examine three texts which do well to illustrate the “mature” expression of 

multitudo in different metaphysical contexts. First, in De spiritualibus creaturis 8 and Summa 

theologiae 1.50.3, I examine the implications of multitudo transcendens in the context of the 

angelic host. These texts are important for further illustrating the potential of multitudo as a 

perfection, as Aquinas seems to say that the multitudo enjoyed by angels is of a different order 

than that of material creatures. This chapter concludes with Summa theologiae 1.11.2 and 1.30.3, 

which for my purposes serve as the “last word” on the subject of multitudo transcendens in 

Aquinas. The tension between the Aristotelian doctrine of the opposition of unum and multitudo 

survives until the end of Aquinas’ career—even if there are potential solutions “in between the 
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lines,” as it were. After having explored these later texts, I will be in a position to evaluate the 

originality of multitudo transcendens both in Aquinas’ systematic thought as a whole, and also in 

the larger context of his Aristotelian and Scholastic interlocutors.   

 Finally, after the completion of these seven textual studies, I engage some textual and 

systematic problems arising therefrom. I hope to show that the inclusion of multitudo in 

Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendentia is a necessary condition for its functioning in the solutions 

to the aforementioned problems (metaphysical and theological). Such a confluence of the 

Aerstenian transcendental way of thought and Gilsonian Christian philosophy offers new insight 

into Aquinas’ systematic thought considered as a whole—or so I claim.  
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CHAPTER 1: What is a Transcendental in the Thought of Thomas Aquinas? 
 

At least since the publication of Aertsen’s two large-scale studies on doctrines of 

transcendentals in medieval philosophy—Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals (1996) 

and Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought (2012)—there has been an explosion of 

interest in Thomas Aquinas’ systematic account of such notions as res, unum, verum and bonum, 

i.e. those predicable terms, notions and res significata implied in Aquinas’ doctrine of ens.1 

Since the present study focuses upon the notion of transcendental multiplicity in Aquinas, it 

behooves us to consider what is meant by the adjective “transcendental” (transcendens). What is 

it that makes a notion “transcendental” in the thought of Aquinas?  

This chapter considers three of the most important texts pertaining to this question: 

namely, I Sent, 8.1.3; De Veritate 1.1; and finally Summa theologiae 1.5.1.2 Although many texts 

deal with the derivation of the transcendentals, we examine these from Aquinas’ oeuvre because, 

at the very least, considered together they form an effective heuristic for the meaning of 

transcendens. In these texts, two “early” and one “late,” I suggest that there are three basic 

                                                                 
1 For just a few examples of this renewed interest in Aquinas’ doctrine of the transcendentals, see Jan Aertsen, 

Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals; Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought; “Metaphysics as a 

Transcendental Science,” Quaestio 5.1 (2005), 376-389; “Thomas Aquinas on the Good: The Relation Between 

Metaphysics and Ethics,” in Aquinas's Moral Theory: Essays in Honor of Norman Kretzmann, (eds.) Norman 

Kretzmann, Scott MacDonald & Eleonore Stump (Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1998), 235-53; “The 

Philosophical Importance of the Doctrine of the Transcendentals in Thomas Aquinas,” Revue Internationale de 

Philosophie 52.204 (1998), 249-268; “Is There a Medieval Philosophy?” International Philosophical Quarterly 39.4 

(1999); Gyula Klima, “Aquinas on One and Many,” Documenti E Studi Sulla Tradizione Filosofica Medievale 11 

(2000), 195-215; Leo J. Elders, “The Transcendental Properties of Being. Introduction: A Concise History Up to 

Thomas Aquinas,” Sapientia 57.212 (2002), 459-482; Martin Pickave (ed.), Die Logik des Transzendentalen. 

Festschrift für Jan A. Aertsen zum 65. Geburtstag (Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2005); Lawrence Dewan, 

“Is Truth a Transcendental for St. Thomas Aquinas?” Nova et Vetera 2 (2004), 1–20; Mitchell, “Aquinas on the 

Ontological and Theological Foundation of the Transcendentals,” 39-78; Wouter Goris, “Mittelalterliche 

Philosophie Als Transzendentales Denken,” Philosophische Rundschau 60.1 (2013), 61-72; Alain Contat, “A 

Hypothesis about the Science of the Transcendentals as Passiones Entis according to Saint Thomas Aquinas,” Alpha 

Omega 17 (2014), 213-266.  
2 These three texts are “standard” reference points for Aquinas’ doctrine of the transcendentia. See Aertsen, 

Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 72; Wouter Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 234-35.  



Harris 24 

criteria for a notion, term or property to be considered “transcendental,” in Aquinas’ sense. I 

label these three criteria as follows:3 

(1) The “epistemic” criterion [EC]: This criterion has to do with the priority of 

transcendental notions with respect to their immanent and foundational presence in any 

act of understanding (intelligere). The idea is pithily expressed in Aquinas’ Commentary 

on Boethius’ De Trinitate as what is “manifest in the light of agent intellect itself.”4 As 

we will see, this criterion seems to enjoy special prominence in Aquinas’ early works.  

(2) The “semantic” criterion [SC]: This criterion has to do with the universal predicative 

scope of transcendental terms, especially with respect to their “transcendence” of the ten 

Aristotelian “genera” or “categories” of ens.5 This criterion is probably the most “basic,” 

since it remains the clearest and least negotiable condition for transcendentality 

throughout Aquinas’ oeuvre. In short, because all transcendentals are proper to ens as 

such, they are predicable of all entia.   

(3) The “metaphysical” criterion [MC]: This criterion has to do with the res significata of 

transcendental terms inasmuch as they are “perfections,” indexed to the universal 

extension of act and potency.6 It also has to do with the “theological” character of the 

transcendentals, since the referents of transcendental notions denote what exists 

preeminently and properly in the actus purus that is the divine simplicity.7 This criterion 

                                                                 
3 Aertsen has developed a similar threefold schema for understanding the adjective transcendens. My own schema 

differs slightly, i.e. just to the extent that it is fitted specifically to the thought of Aquinas, as opposed to the 

medieval philosophy as a whole. For Aertsen’s schema, see Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental 

Thought, 1-12.  
4 “[M]anifestantur ex ipso lumine intellectus agentis.” Thomas Aquinas, Sancti Thomae de Aquino Expositio super 

librum Boethii De Trinitate (ed.) B. Decker 2nd ed. (Rome and Paris: Commissio Leonina-Éditions Du Cerf, 1955 

[repro 1959]), 6.4 corp [hereafter: Super Boethium]. 
5 See, for example, Aquinas, De veritate, 1.1, corp. 
6 See Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 244-45.  
7 See, for example, Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.3.2, corp.  
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seems to enjoy special precedence in Aquinas’ later works, and, as we will see, it presents 

considerable difficulties for conceiving of unum and multitudo as transcendentals.  

Together, these three criteria help to form a heuristic for what is generally Aquinas’ favored 

description of the distinctive feature of the transcendentia: namely, that they are “convertible” 

(convertuntur) with ens. All this to say, if a term is truly convertible with ens, then it is (1) 

implicit in any act of understanding, (2) universal in predicative scope, and (3) a divine name.  

 The present chapter is humble in scope, since we are not yet in a position to evaluate 

“one” (unum) or “multiplicity” (multitudo) as “specific” transcendentals. For now, we are merely 

attempting to clarify the abovementioned implications of Aquinas’ formula, “convertible with 

being.” Therefore, we now proceed to clarify the meaning of transcendens in the order of the 

above texts according to these three criteria. 
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“He Who Is”: I Sent, 8.1.3 
 

 The question at issue in I Sent, 8.1.3 immediately betrays an emphasis upon what I have 

called the metaphysical criterion [MC]. It pertains to a dispute arising from Pseudo-Dionysius’ 

De divinis nominibus—that is, the question of “whether the name ‘He who is’ [qui est] is first 

among the divine names.”8 Speaking as an inheritor of the Platonic legacy, Pseudo-Dionysius 

suggests that bonum (as opposed to ens) ought to be considered “first” as the most proper 

philosophical name for God.9 Of course, if this were the case, then qui est would not be first 

among the divine names. Indeed, more importantly for our purposes, Aquinas’ formula of 

convertibility with ens (as opposed to convertiblity with bonum) would not be the most proper 

formula for expressing the extensional unity of the transcendentals. It should come as no 

surprise, then, that Aquinas rejects this Dionysian position by answering the question in the 

affirmative: for Aquinas, qui est is indeed first among the divine names.10  

 Aquinas’ rejection of this Dionysian position is instructive for our purposes because it 

draws upon other transcendental criteria in its response. After establishing on Pseudo-Dionysius’ 

own authority that the divine perfections are knowable only as created participations of God’s 

own being, Aquinas cites the Liber de causis: “First among created things is esse.”11 By 

combining these two authorities, Aquinas seems to have good reason to suggest that esse (and, 

by implication, qui est) is the “first” and most proper philosophical perfection characterizing the 

divine essence. If participation in esse is “first among created things,” then, Aquinas reasons, the 

                                                                 
8 “Utrum hoc nomen ‘qui est’ sit primum inter nomina divina.” Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3.  
9 Pseudo-Dionysius, De divinis nominibus, 13.3.452, cited in Aquinas, In librum beati Dionysii De divinis nominibus 

expositio (ed.) C. Pera (Turin-Rome: Marietti, 1950) [hereafter: In divinis nominibus]. For its locus classicus in the 

Platonic tradition, see Plato, Republic, in Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vol. 9 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1925), 509b.  
10 “[I]n Deo esse sit ante alia attributa, et ‘qui est’ inter alia nomina.” Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 corp.  
11 “[I]nter omnes alias participationes, esse prius est.” Ibid.  
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preeminent “to-be” or ipsum esse would also be first among divine things, as it were.12 Yet this 

occasions a question: what is Aquinas’ motivation for asserting that esse is indeed first amongst 

created participations? The answer to this question is tied up with what we have called the 

epistemic and semantic dimensions of transcendental notions, respectively. 

 First, the epistemic criterion [EC]. In the conclusion to his contra, Aquinas gives a short 

argument: “[T]hat which is final in resolution is first in esse. But ens is final in intellectual 

resolution, because to the exclusion of all others, ens finally remains. Therefore it is first 

naturally.”13 This compact argument is worth unpacking because it signals a strategy for 

deducing the transcendental notions that Aquinas employs in different ways throughout his 

career. To understand what it means to be “final in resolution,” of course, it behooves us to 

consider what is meant by resolutio in the first place.  

 Perhaps the best way to begin understanding resolutio is by contrasting it with its 

“opposite,” compositio. This distinction between compositio and resolutio is a distinction 

between two different sorts of scientific methodologies that has roots in ancient Greek 

mathematics.14 As Aquinas remarks in the Summa theologiae, it is possible to reason 

scientifically from (1) cause to effects (compositio); and (2) from effects to cause (resolutio): 

In every inquiry one must begin from some principle. And if this principle is prior both in 

knowledge and in being, the process is not one of resolutio, but one of compositio, 

because to proceed from causes to effects is to proceed by compositio, since causes are 

                                                                 
12 As we will see in the final chapter of this study, this inference is odd in the sense that this is not the position of the 

Liber de causis at all. Indeed, for Proclus, bonum is prior to esse precisely because esse is the first among creatures. 

See Aertsen, “Ontology and Henology in Medieval Philosophy (Thomas Aquinas, Master Eckhart and Berthold of 

Moosburg),” in On Proclus and His Influence in Medieval Philosophy, eds. Egbert Peter Bos and Pieter A. Meijer 

(Leiden: Brill, 1992), 120-40.  
13 “[I]IIud quod est ultimum in resolutione, est primum in esse. Sed ens, ultimum est in resolutione inteIIectus: quia 

remotis omnibus aliis, ultimo remanet ens. Ergo est primum naturaliter.” Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 contra.  
14 On this point, see Michael Chase, “Quod est primum in compositione, est ultimum in resolutione. 

Notes on analysis and synthesis in Late Antiquity,” Anuario Filosofico 48.1 (2015), 103-39.   
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more simple than effects. But if that which is prior in knowledge is posterior in the order 

of being, the process is one of resolutio, as when our judgment deals with effects, by 

resolving them to their simple causes.15  

A classic example from the Aristotelian tradition illustrates the principle operative in this 

distinction between compositio and resolutio in the relationship between letters and words. 

Beginning from the multiplicity of words on a page, by “resolution” or “analysis,” we can divide 

these words on a page into more fundamental constituents, arriving ultimately upon their 

individual letters, which represent the most fundamental constituents (sicut ultima)16 of the 

words on the page. By contrast, beginning from the results of the act of resolutio—in this case, 

the letters—it is possible to arrive upon many different possible meaningful combinations. With 

letters from the Latin alphabet, ‘a’, ‘t’ and ‘n’, for example, it is possible to compose English 

words such as ‘tan’ and ‘ant’. This illustrates Aquinas’ oft-quoted principle that “what is last in 

the process of resolutio must be first in the process of compositio.”17 Each method reveals an 

order of “natural” priority and posteriority between letters and words, respectively.  

 Returning to Aquinas’ Commentary on the Sentences, then, perhaps we are in a better 

position to grasp what Aquinas means when he says that ens is last in the order of “intellectual 

resolution” (resolutio intellectus). Similar to the case of analyzing words into their constituent 

letters, the process of intellectual resolution proceeds from the many effects of what is known to 

the most fundamental cause of what is known. With respect to the effects of what is known, 

                                                                 
15 “[I]n omni inquisitione oportet incipere ab aliquo principio. Quod quidem si, sicut est prius in cognitione, ita 

etiam sit prius in esse, non est processus resolutorius, sed magis compositivus, procedere enim a causis in effectus, 

est processus compositivus, nam causae sunt simpliciores effectibus. Si autem id quod est prius in cognitione, sit 

posterius in esse, est processus resolutorius, utpote cum de effectibus manifestis iudicamus, resolvendo in causas 

simplices.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1-2.14.5, corp . 
16 “Quod ex hoc patet, quia omnes voces in literas resolvuntur, sicut in ultima.” Aquinas, In duodecim libros 

Metaphysicorum Aristotelis expositio (eds.) M.R. Cathala, R.M. Spiazzi 2nd ed. (Rome: Marietti, 1971), 5.4.799 

[hereafter: In Met.]. 
17 “Quod est enim ultimum in resolutione, oportet esse primum in compositione.” Ibid. 
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perhaps the most obvious examples are the various combinations of substances and their many 

Aristotelian accidents (quantity, quality, place, etc.). As in the case of words, there exists a 

potentially infinite array of such “accidental unities,” e.g. the “dog-being-black,” the “man-

being-six-feet-tall,” etc. When Aquinas declares something to be last in the order of intellectual 

resolutio or analysis, however, he means to say that these potential combinations are, in fact, 

combinations of fundamental constituents that resist further analysis. Because literally everything 

of which it is possible to conceive is conceived as an ens of some sort or another, Aquinas infers 

that only ens can claim to be truly “final” in the order of intellectual resolutio; hence, “to the 

exclusion of all others, ens finally remains.” We might clarify this point with a four-term 

analogy: (a) as letters are to (b) words, so is (c) ens to (d) all other concepts.  

Again, insofar as ens resists any further analysis in the way of resolutio, it is final in 

intellectual resolutio. Conversely, it immediately follows from Aquinas’ resolutio principle that 

ens is “first” in the order of compositio: “For [ens] is what falls first in the intellect’s 

imagination,18 without which nothing can be apprehended by the intellect.”19 This unique feature 

of ens is precisely what I mean by the epistemic criterion [EC], which is the first of our three 

heuristic criteria for determining whether a notion is properly a member of the transcendentia, in 

the relevant sense. Put simply, if a notion is among the prima cognita in this sense, then it 

satisfies the [EC].  

 The semantic criterion [SC] is also present in this text from Aquinas’ Sentences 

Commentary. The [SC] is on display most clearly in Aquinas’ reply to the second objection, 

                                                                 
18 This formulation, in imaginatione intellectus, is an odd one, by Aquinas’ standards; for Aquinas’ epistemology 

relies heavily on an understanding of imagination and intellect as distinct powers of the rational soul. Goris has 

noted that this formulation is indebted to Avicenna. See Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 215.  
19 “Primum enim quod cadit in imaginatione intellectus, est ens, sine quod nihil potest apprehendi ab intellectu.” 

Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 corp.  
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which pertains to the predicative scope of ens and bonum, respectively. Again, Dionysius is 

Aquinas’ main interlocutor; for again it is clear on Aquinas’ reading of De divinis nominibus that 

the question at hand is whether ens or bonum is “first” among the divine names. In this objection, 

the question of priority is a question about the relative extension of each term: 

[T]hat which is more common seems to be prior. But bonum is more common than ens, 

because the divine esse extends itself only to beings which participate in esse; but bonum 

extends itself to non-beings, which even calls [them] into existence: for bonum is said to 

come from a “bellowing” [boare], which is “to call,” . . . [t]herefore, bonum is prior to 

ens.20 

At issue here is Dionysius’ doctrine of the Good as the “to call” that is the most original creative 

act of God, i.e. the “to call” that brings non-beings into being.21 Now, regardless of whether or 

not Aquinas thinks that Dionysius’ propensity for poetic flair brings with it some genuine 

metaphysical insight, what is interesting for our purposes is the way in which this objection 

appropriates this doctrine as support for the position that bonum is prior to ens with respect to the 

divine names. 

 The objector’s case is straightforward. The term ens seems only to be predicable of entia. 

If ens were predicable of both beings and non-beings, then we would arrive upon a logically 

repugnant result: namely, the affirmation of the absurd proposition, “non-beings are.”22 If 

                                                                 
20 “[I]Ilud quod est communius videtur, esse prius. Sed bonum est communius quam ens, quia divinum esse extendit 

se tantum ad entia quae esse participant; bonum autem extendit se ad non entia, quae etiam in esse vocat: dicitur 

enim bonum a boare, quod est vocare. . . . Ergo bonum est prius quam ens.” Ibid., arg. 2.  
21 For a discussion of this point, see Fran O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas (Leiden: 

Brill, 1992), 226-28.  
22 It is worth noting that Aquinas stands in an anti-Parmenidean tradition (with roots in both Plato and Aristotle) of 

affirming the (relative) being of non ens. This position is motivated by a desire to account for the intellect’s ability 

to meaningfully consider certain “non-beings” such as privations in affirmative propositions. “[D]e quo affirmativa 

propositio formari potest, etiam si illud in re nihil ponat. Per quem modum privationes et negationes entia dicuntur; 

dicimus enim quod affirmatio est opposita negationi et quod caecitas est in oculo.” Aquinas, Opera omnia iussu 

Leonis XIII P. M. edita, t. 43: De ente et essentia (Rome: Editori di San Tommaso, 1976), 1. Still, it would be 

absurd to say that ens is predicated per se of non ens, i.e. on account of nihil itself.  
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nothing else, the objector argues, at least this must limit the predicative scope of ens. Yet if this 

objector’s rendering of Dionysius is correct, then a Dionysian conception of the Good boasts a 

predicative scope that includes both beings and non-beings. This is because even non-beings can 

be subject to the Good’s creative act of the “to call,” which supposedly brings them from non-

being into being. In this sense, bonum is predicable even of non-beings. Again, the crucial point 

for our purposes is that, because it admits of this greater extension, bonum can be said to be prior 

to ens—and therefore to qui est—as a divine name.  

 Aquinas’ reply sheds light upon the [SC] even more profoundly in his reply. He remarks 

that the objection conflates two notional aspects of the issue that must be kept distinct. These 

aspects are (1) “according to the predicative scope” [secundum ambitum praedicationis]; and (2) 

“according to the notion of causality” [secundum rationem causalitatis].23 Only from the latter 

“perspective” is bonum prior to ens, since the order of Aristotle’s four causes gives priority to 

final cause (relative to efficient, material and formal cause),24 and bonum is especially related to 

final cause as it implies “desirability.”25 What we emphasize here, however, is not the aspect of 

causality as such but rather the notion of the predicative scope or extension of these 

transcendental terms; for it is in this aspect comparing the relative priority of bonum with respect 

to ens that Aquinas arrives upon what will be the most recognizable “definition” of 

transcendentality: namely, “convertibility” with ens. 

 Indeed, at this point, the second objector here in I Sent. 8.1.3 might be forgiven for 

accusing Aquinas of begging the question. If the issue under dispute is precisely the relative 

priority of bonum and ens, then merely asserting that the two terms are “convertible” does not 

                                                                 
23 Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 ad 2.  
24 On this point, see, e.g. Summa theologiae 1-2.1.2: “Prima autem inter omnes causas est causa finalis.” Aquinas, 

Summa theologiae 1-2.1.2 corp.  
25 On this point, see Jan Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 314.  
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help to settle the matter. If anything, it seems that the upshot of Aquinas’ reply seems to be not 

so much a genuine disagreement with Dionysius as a clarification of their respective 

philosophical vocabularies. On Aquinas’ rendering, the “priority” of ens does not imply that the 

res significata of the term ens is distinct from that of other transcendentals. Instead, this priority 

is notional; for the respective notions of bonum and ens do differ insofar as they are 

representations of two separate aspects of the same res. In terms of the classic Aristotelian 

“semantic triangle,” Aquinas holds that transcendentals are distinct both at the level of nomen 

and ratio, but identical in terms of their res significata.26 Thus, Aquinas understands Dionysius’ 

affirmation of the priority of bonum relative to ens as correct—at least in the sense that it 

approaches the matter under the aspect of causality.  

The mistake of the objection, according to Aquinas, is its failure to recognize that there is 

more than one aspect (ratio) under which a single res significata can be considered. Once these 

rationes are recognized as meaningfully distinct, ens turns out to be prior, since it extends 

seamlessly across all of them in ways that bonum does not. We might think of Aquinas’ notion of 

ens as a “point of convergence” for the true meanings of all transcendental terms, given its 

unique indifference to determination.27 This will become clearer as we move into the two texts 

from Aquinas’ De veritate, which brings “convertibility” into view more effectively.  

  

                                                                 
26 It is a principle of Aristotelian semantics that “nomina non significant res nisi mediante intellectu [i.e. per 

rationibus].” Aquinas, Aquinas, Thomas. Sancti Thomae de Aquino Opera omnia (Leonine edition. Rome, 1882- ). 

Vol. 1*.1, Expositio Libri Peryermenias, I.10 [hereafter: Expositio libri Peryermeneias]. For a developed account of 

Aquinas’ Aristotelian semantics, see Gyula Klima, “The Semantic Principles Underlying Saint Thomas Aquinas's 

Metaphysics of Being,” Medieval Philosophy and Theology 5 (1996): 87-141.  
27 Although precisely how ens serves as a point of convergence for transcendentals is a matter of considerable 

difficulty, as we will see especially in Chapter 6 of this study.  
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Contracting ens: De veritate 1.1 
 

 This opening question from the De veritate is nicely situated for the purposes of the 

present discussion, since there is a sense in which it picks up close to where the Sentences 

Commentary leaves off: namely, with the position that ens is the “first” among other primary 

notions. This time, instead of arguing at length against the Dionysian thesis that bonum is prior to 

ens, Aquinas simply invokes the authority of Avicenna to arrive upon a similar conclusion:  

When investigating the nature of anything, one should make the same kind of analysis as 

he makes when he reduces a proposition to certain self-evident principles. . . . Now, as 

Avicenna says, that which the intellect first conceives as, in a way, the most evident, and 

to which it reduces all its concepts, is being.28 

Although “analysis” is reductio rather than resolutio in the above quote, it seems fair to say that 

the position here is like the one in I Sent 8.1.3. All of what can be known is ultimately resolvable 

to the notion of ens, which serves as the most fundamental horizon upon which anything at all is 

understood. Once again, this is an expression of ens satisfying the [EC]; for ens is last in the 

order of all intellectual resolutio and first in the order of any and all intellectual compositio.  

 Yet in De veritate 1.1, the [EC] serves as more of an assumption than as a matter of 

argument. The real issue at hand in this text is what I have called the semantic criterion [SC], as 

the two questions make clear: “What is truth?” and “whether the true [verum] is exactly the same 

as ens.”29 Aquinas’ answer to the latter question will ultimately be in the negative, since although 

verum is “convertible” with ens, it is not identical to ens according to its ratio. To clarify this 

                                                                 
28 “[Q]uod sicut in demonstrabilibus oportet fieri reductionem in aliqua principia per se intellectui nota, . . . Illud 

autem quod primo intellectus concipit quasi notissimum, et in quod conceptiones omnes resolvit, est ens, ut 

Avicenna dicit.” Aquinas, Aquinas, Thomas. Sancti Thomae de Aquino Opera omnia (Rome: Leonine, 1882- ), 

Quaestiones disputatae De veritate, 1.1 corp [hereafter: De veritate].  

29 Ibid.  
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point, Aquinas proceeds to give an account of the unique manner in which the meanings of 

transcendental terms are both similar and distinct.   

 He does so with the help of the root metaphor of “contracting” (contrahens), which is a 

way of imagining the semantic extension of any given term as it relates to ens. To take a 

pedestrian case of this root metaphor at work, we might consider the example of the term 

“canine,” which is a species of the genus “animal.” In Aquinas’ terms, “canine” is a 

“contraction” of “animal”; for although it is certainly true that “animal” is always predicable of 

the species of “canine” (e.g. “All canines are animals” is clearly true) the reverse is not the case, 

i.e. that “canine” is always predicable of “animal” (that is, “All animals are canines” is clearly 

false). This is due to the fact that “canine” has a more limited extension than “animal.”   

 Although it is important to note that ens is not a genus like “animal”—indeed, not even a 

“highest genus” under which all entia fall as species30—for Aquinas it is still quite correct to say 

that ens has the largest and most universal predicative scope of any single term. If this is the 

case, then it follows that any term that “contracts” ens—i.e. any term (e.g. “canine” or “animal”) 

that places a limit upon the universal predicative extension of ens, however slight—cannot be 

transcendental in the relevant sense. Indeed, in keeping with the [SC], all transcendental terms 

“qualify” only insofar as they share the universal predicative scope of ens. As we will see in 

greater detail in subsequent chapters, this judgment occasions a question that is perennial for the 

Aristotelian commentary tradition: if indeed all transcendentals such as unum and verum are 

extensionally identical with ens, then in what sense do they differ in meaning from ens? 

                                                                 
30 See Aquinas, Liber de veritate catholicae Fidei contra errores infidelium seu Summa contra Gentiles, t. 2-3 (eds.) 

P. Marc, C. Pera and P. Caramello (Rome: Marietti, 1961), I.25 [hereafter: Summa contra Gentiles]; and In Met., 

3.8.433.  
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 This question nicely captures the challenge that Aquinas sets before himself in the body 

of the response of the first article. After noting that ens is not properly speaking a genus that 

divides into species, Aquinas notes “two ways” in which terms “express [exprimunt] a mode of 

being not expressed by the term ens.”31  

 The first way in which a term can “add” meaning to ens without dividing it into species is 

by denoting a special “mode” (modus) of ens: “for there are different grades of ens according to 

which we speak when we speak of different modes of existence (modi essendi), and according to 

these modes different things are classified.”32 The example that Aquinas offers here is the 

Aristotelian category of substance, whose “mode of existence” (modus essendi) is “ens through 

itself” (ens per se). Opposed to the substantial mode of existence, then, is the mode of existence 

particular to the category of accident, which Aquinas defines elsewhere as “inherence in 

something else.”33 Since substances and accidents are generically distinct, they cannot be 

compared except insofar as they are two “modes” of ens. That is, the term ens denotes a 

similarity common to both substances and accidents without denying their modal difference. 

Indeed, this simultaneous sameness and distinctness that obtains between the meanings of the 

terms substance and accident testifies to the classical Aristotelian doctrine of the irreducibly 

analogical character of being. Because it is literally true to say (dicitur proprie) both that “a 

substance is an ens” and “a quality is an ens,” there is no pure equivocity. Yet neither is there a 

pure, univocal meaning that can be arrived upon via formal abstraction, since these two instances 

of ens are modally, not formally, distinct. Importantly, although the respective res significata of 

                                                                 
31 “[Aliqua] exprimunt modum ipsius entis qui nomine entis non exprimitur. Quod dupliciter contingit.” Ibid. 
32 “Sunt enim diversi gradus entitatis, secundum quos accipiuntur diversi modi essendi, et iuxta hos modos 

accipiuntur diversa rerum genera.” Ibid.  
33 “[N]omina abstracta accidentium significant entia quae quidem inhaerent.” Aquinas, In Met. Z.1.1254. 
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generically distinct terms are not formally distinct, they are still extensionally distinct as what is 

prior is distinct from what is posterior.  

Yet, according to Aquinas, there is a second way that a given term can add meaning to 

ens—“[a general mode] that is common, and consequent upon every being.”34 This is more 

immediately relevant for our current purposes of explaining what is meant by transcendens in 

Aquinas’ technical sense. This second way is immediately different from the first because 

precisely because it does not involve any contraction of ens at all. Whereas the categories of 

substance and accident serve as genera that each admit of certain species and not others, this 

second “common” addition to being is predicable of any ens. Unlike formally or modally distinct 

terms, these communia share the universal extension of ens, while signifying according to a 

different notional aspect. This second manner of addition to ens is what Aquinas means by terms 

that are “convertible” with ens.  

 Yet, echoing our earlier question, if there are terms that are “convertible” with ens, then 

why are such terms not simply synonyms for ens? Aquinas answers this question by employing a 

strategy to which he returns several times throughout his oeuvre: namely, the strategy of deriving 

various transcendental terms with respect to their notional proximity to ens.35 For reasons that we 

will explore later, Aquinas makes another distinction between such terms that are “consequent 

upon every being”—that is, the distinction between ens in se and ens in ordine ad aliud.  

For our current purposes, however, the fourth objection of the article deserves special 

attention. Speaking of the meaning of verum, the objector suggests that it “is not a disposition 

(dispositio) which contracts or specifies being, for it is convertible with ens. It follows, therefore, 

                                                                 
34 “Alio modo ita quod modus expressus sit modus generalis consequens omne ens.” Aquinas, De veritate, 1.1 corp.  
35 On this point, see the discussion of the different “derivation models” of transcendental notions in Chapter 6 of this 

study.  
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that verum and ens are entirely the same [omnino sunt idem].”36 Aquinas’ brief but pointed reply 

offers us an insight into what is meant by convertibility—one that avoids the Scylla and 

Charybdis of verum as a contraction of ens, on the one hand, and verum as a synonym for ens on 

the other: “[verum] does not add any nature to ens or express any special mode of ens; it is rather 

something that is generally found in every ens, although it is not expressed by the term ens.”37 

Again, the point here is to invoke a distinction between what transcendental terms denote (i.e. in 

terms of the res significata itself) and what they mean (i.e. in terms of the ratio mediating this 

denotation).   

The res significata is what is denoted, i.e. the extensional limitation (or lack thereof) 

proper to the term at issue. In the case of transcendentals, what is denoted is the concretely 

existing ens considered insofar as it is an ens. If mere denotation exhausted the meaning of 

transcendental terms, then they would indeed be synomous with ens. According to Aquinas, 

however, what the objector fails to realize is that a transcendental term’s meaning is not 

exhausted by what it denotes; for, as we have seen, Aquinas holds that it is quite possible to 

consider a concretely existing ens according to various notional aspects (rationes)—none of 

which are identical to the ratio entis.38 Indeed, one of the ways in which transcendental terms are 

unique is that they express some meaning that the term ens does not itself express, while yet 

denoting the same concretely existing res significata.  

                                                                 
36 “Similiter [verum] non est dispositio contrahens, vel specificans: quia sic non converteretur cum ente. Ergo verum 

et ens omnino sunt idem.” Ibid.  
37 “[Verum] non quasi addens aliquam naturam, nec quasi exprimens aliquem specialem modum entis, sed aliquid 

quod generaliter invenitur in omni ente, quod tamen nomine entis non exprimitur.” Ibid.  
38 The locus classicus of this theory of meaning is Metaphysics Γ.2, in which Aristotle famously says that τὸ ὂν and 

τὸ ἓν are identical “in nature” (ταὐτὸν καὶ μία φύσις) but not as implying the same definition (οὐχ ὡς ἑνὶ λόγῳ). As 

we will see, this rendering of Metaphysics Γ.2 is routed through the interpretive horizon of Avicenna, who is 

uniquely committed to an understanding of prima cognita as per se passiones entis.  
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Aquinas provides an illustrative example in the body of the same article with verum as a 

transcendental term. Every ens bears a relation to some intellect (even if only the divine 

intellect). This fact has clear consequences for the science of metaphysics,39 since one of the 

notional aspects under which it is possible to consider a concretely existing ens is precisely that 

ens’s relation to “understanding” (intellectum): “for all knowing is produced by an assimilation 

of the knower to the thing known, so that assimilation is said to be the cause of knowledge.”40 In 

other words, part of what it means to be at all is to be qua assimilated to a knowing intellect. This 

is an explication of the “convertibility” of verum with ens: the non-identical rationes of 

transcendental verum and ens do not alter their identical denotations in any manner whatsoever. 

The place of such a disparity between “real” denotation and “notional” expression is especially 

important for Aquinas’ development of transcendental unum, since the term supposedly adds 

only a mere negation to ens.41 For our current purposes of explaining the notion of convertibility 

amongst the various transcendentals with respect to ens, it is enough to recognize that there is a 

disparity between objective denotation and notional expression in transcendental terms (as 

opposed to what such a disparity consists in). Whereas the former is always the same—i.e. the 

concrete ens in actu—the latter is distinct, at least with respect to the meaning proper to each 

term.  

  

                                                                 
39 In a posthumous work entitled Constantes philosophiques de l’Etre, Etienne Gilson suggests that the 

convertibility of the transcendentals makes them “superficial” for the task of an original metaphysics. Yet even if 

this is true in the limited sense that transcendentals do not add anything to being as accidents to a subject, it is 

important to recognize that the doctrine of the transcendentia does present unique problems for the metaphysician—

problems that cannot simply be neglected in favor of a “metaphysics of esse.” See Etienne Gilson, Constantes 

philosophiques de l’Être (Paris: Vrin, 1983), 117.    
40 “Omnis autem cognitio perficitur per assimilationem cognoscentis ad rem cognitam, ita quod assimilatio dicta est 

causa cognitionis.” Aquinas, De veritate 1.1 corp.  
41 Although Aquinas consistently holds that unum only adds a negation to ens (i.e. a negation of divisio), Aquinas 

seems to develop on the question of precisely what is negated. On this point, see Chapter 6 of this study.  
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Perfection and transcendentality: Summa theologiae 1.5.1 
 

 The question at issue in Summa theologiae 1.5.1 is only slightly different from De 

veritate 1.1, but this slight difference marks an important shift in emphasis between the two 

texts—and not just because the transcendental term being discussed is bonum rather than verum. 

Whereas the De veritate question is whether verum is “the same in every way” (omnino idem) as 

ens, Summa theologiae 1.5.1 asks whether or not “bonum differs from ens really” (secundum 

rem).42 This shift in emphasis places the properly metaphysical status of transcendental bonum 

under scrutiny. Therefore I argue that the heuristic criterion at issue here is what I have called the 

“metaphysical criterion” [MC] for transcendental terms.  

 In stark contrast to the elaborate derivation of transcendentals with respect to their order 

of priority in the abstractive process of understanding, here Aquinas is clearly most interested in 

explaining bonum as a perfection consequent upon all beings insofar as it they are in act. Unlike 

verum, bonum is more properly in “things” rather than in the “mind,” which makes it the perfect 

candidate for this shift in emphasis with respect to the meaning of transcendentality.43 However, 

bonum, like verum, still denotes the same res significata as ens while yet “differing notionally” 

(secundum rationem). This notional difference is that of “desirability” (ratio appetibilis).44 This 

means, among other things, that for Aquinas bonum is what Aertsen calls a “relational 

transcendental”—that is, it designates a concretely existing ens insofar as it is “perfective of 

another” and thus desirable.45  

 In fact, for Aquinas, the crux of bonum’s transcendentality is its status as a perfection: 

“Now it is clear that a thing is desirable only in so far as it is perfect; for all desire their own 

                                                                 
42 Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.5.1.  
43 “[B]onum et malum sunt in rebus, verum autem et falsum sunt in mente.” Aquinas, De veritate, 1.2, corp.  
44 Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.5.1, corp.  
45 On this point, see Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 303.  
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perfection. But everything is perfect so far as it is actual. Therefore it is clear that a thing is 

perfect so far as it exists; for it is existence that makes all things actual.”46 This begs the question 

of what is meant by “perfection,” which is the subject of the preceding quaestio.   

 The context of Summa theologiae 1.4.1 is perfection with respect to God, and in the reply 

to the first objection already we have a clear statement of what is meant by perfection. The first 

objector suggests that the most proper meaning is “[being] completely made” (totaliter factum). 

Now obviously perfection in this sense cannot be predicated of God, since God is himself 

unmade. Yet if perfection is to serve adequately as a criterion [i.e. the (MC)] for 

transcendentality, it must be in accord with the aforementioned epistemic and semantic criteria—

that is to say, the concept of perfection must be (1) essential to the act of understanding [EC]; 

and (2) it must be predicable of every ens insofar as it has being [SC], even and especially God 

himself.47  

 Thus, in both the body of the response and the reply to the first objector, Aquinas offers 

an alternative meaning for perfectio: “this name perfection is taken up to signify that which does 

not lack existence in act [esse in actu].”48 In other words, the extent to which an ens is in actu is 

precisely the extent to which it is perfect. Since God himself is the actus purus from which all 

other created entia receive their existence, it follows that God is “perfect” in the highest and 

most proper sense.  

                                                                 
46 “Manifestum est autem quod unumquodque est appetibile secundum quod est perfectum, nam omnia appetunt 

suam perfectionem. Intantum est autem perfectum unumquodque, inquantum est actu, unde manifestum est quod 

intantum est aliquid bonum, inquantum est ens, esse enim est actualitas omnis rei.” Summa theologiae 1.5.1, corp.  
47 This is not to suggest, of course, that God is some particular ens determined by a genus; all I mean is that 

transcendentals must be predicable of God to the extent that God has being. Indeed, this is true a fortiori for God as 

ipsum esse.   
48 “[T]ransumitur hoc nomen perfectum ad significandum omne illud cui non deest esse in actu.” Aquinas, Summa 

theologiae, 1.4.1 ad 1.  
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 For our purposes of clarifying the method of derivation of transcendental terms, perhaps 

the most significant point here is Aquinas’ emphasis upon the distinction between act and 

potency as the “first” division of being.49 Rather than appealing primarily to the epistemic or 

intellectual derivation of transcendental terms in accordance with their primacy in understanding, 

Summa theologiae 1.4.1 sets the stage for Summa theologiae 1.5.1 by identifying bonum as a 

transcendental in accordance with its primacy with respect to the more properly natural or “real” 

order of act and potency. Put simply, following the logic of these two successive questions in the 

Prima Pars, because bonum is act, it is perfection; because it is perfection, it is transcendental.  

 Yet, at this point, a different sort of objection arises: namely, if the notion of perfection as 

esse in actu is a criterion for transcendentality—and bonum is also intimately related to the final 

cause or telos of a given ens—does this not narrow the difference in meaning between perfectum 

and bonum to an almost trivial extent? Indeed, it is precisely this sort of objection that is raised 

by an objector in Summa theologiae 1.5.1 ad 1, on the authority of Boethius’ De hebdomadibus: 

“It seems that goodness differs really from being. For Boethius says: ‘I perceive that in nature 

the fact that things are good is one thing: that they are is another.’ Therefore goodness and being 

really differ.”50 If Aquinas’ intimate coupling of esse in actu and bonum cannot account for this 

seemingly obvious difference in meaning in Boethius, then the plausibility of Aquinas’ account 

seems to suffer.  

 Since he has already clarified that bonum adds the ratio appetibilis to ens without failing 

to identify the same res significata, we might expect Aquinas simply to direct his objector’s 

attention to this fact. Yet, perhaps unexpectedly, his response takes another route. He concedes 

                                                                 
49 “Et primo secundum quod ens dividitur per actum et potentiam. Secundo, prout dividitur ens in decem 

praedicamenta.” Aquinas, In Met., 5.14.954.  
50 “Videtur quod bonum differat secundum rem ab ente. Dicit enim Boetius, in libro de Hebdom., intueor in rebus 

aliud esse quod sunt bona, et aliud esse quod sunt. Ergo bonum et ens differunt secundum rem.” Ibid.  
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that Boethius’ statement recognizes something about the unique meaning of ens with respect to 

other transcendental terms, namely, that ens can be considered simply as something to be 

affirmed or denied as either actual or potential. “[A]n ens is, in consequence, said simply to have 

esse, accordingly as it is primarily distinguished from that which is only in potency.”51 Unlike 

the meaning of perfection as esse in actu, which always comes in a “more or less,” this “either-

or” aspect of ens makes it unique among other transcendentia. Thus, even though it remains true 

to say that bonum and ens have the same referent (that is, the ens in actu), it is possible to 

accommodate Boethius’ statement if it is understood under this unique “either-or” aspect of ens. 

Therefore, “viewed in its first (i.e. substantial) being [primum esse] a thing is said to be simply, 

and to be good relatively.”52 This is because an ens can “simply be” in an either-or sense, while 

being ordered towards its proper perfections (i.e. goods) that it possesses only potentially.  

Even in this deeply metaphysical context, then, it seems clear that the epistemic ordering 

of transcendental concepts remains operative in the background; for the “first” divisio of 

affirmation and negation is precisely the transcendental condition of possibility for this either-or 

character of primum esse. Still, this fact should not detract from the clear shift in emphasis from 

the [EC] to the [MC] for analyzing the meaning of transcendental terms in Summa theologiae 

1.5.1.53 Again, bonum is act, perfection, and therefore also transcendental.  

  

                                                                 
51 “[S]ecundum quod primo discernitur ab eo quod est in potentia tantum.” Ibid.  
52 “[S]ecundum primum actum est aliquid ens simpliciter; et secundum ultimum, bonum simpliciter. Et tamen 

secundum primum actum est quodammodo bonum, et secundum ultimum actum est quodammodo ens.” Ibid.  
53 This shift in emphasis may betray a more substantive development in Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendental unum, 

especially. On this point, see the discussion of Goris’ thesis regarding derivation models of transcendental notions in 

Chapter 6 of this study.  
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Conclusions 
 

 This brief survey of heuristic criteria for transcendentality paves the way for the real goal 

of this study: namely, to understand and exposit the systematic development and implications of 

Aquinas’ position on the transcendentality of multitudo. I have attempted to show that all three 

are operative in Aquinas’ various derivations of transcendental terms—even if different texts 

emphasize one or more of them. To recap, then: 

 In I Sent, 8.1.3, Aquinas’ strategy for deriving transcendental terms centers on his 

strategy of resolutio intellectus—that is, a sustained analysis of concepts which are most 

fundamental for the intelligibility of any given subject matter. Like individual letters which make 

the assembling of words possible, concepts such as ens, divisio, unum, etc. allow for the 

possibility of real, intelligible meaning. Indeed, because ens is what falls first in imaginatione 

intellectus, it is “first” among other transcendental concepts. This is true even if all 

transcendental terms refer to the same res significata, since the relative priority that ens enjoys in 

relation to other transcendental concepts is a priority with respect to the intellect’s capacity to 

analyze its own operations. Indeed, that this priority is considered a condition for 

transcendentality expresses precisely what is meant by the “epistemic criterion” [EC] for 

transcendentality. Simply put, there cannot be a genuine intellectual apprehension of anything 

without the (explicit or implicit) bedrock of meaning provided by concepts which satisfy the 

[EC]. Indeed, if there were any such genuine apprehension without the performative employment 

of a given concept, then the concept at issue would not satisfy the [EC].  

 Further, even though the [EC] seems to be the most important criterion for transcendental 

terms in this article, we should not overlook the fact that the actual question at issue is about 

divine naming. What this means, among other things, is that even if it is the [EC] that is 
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operative here, this does not mean that Aquinas is somehow “bracketing” the metaphysical 

implications therein. On the contrary, it is precisely because ens is first in imaginatione 

intellectus that esse is the most fundamental metaphysical or theological perfection that is 

predicable of the essentia divina. If this assumption were not operative for Aquinas, then there 

would be no place for this process of resolutio in a question about divine naming.  

 Neither is the [SC] absent, as Aquinas’ next step is to resolve Dionysian objections about 

the relative breadth of the predicative scopes of ens and bonum. Aquinas argues that bonum’s 

apparently larger predicative scope is explained by Dionysius’ consideration of the issue from 

only one notional aspect (namely, the aspect of final causality). In doing so, he clearly upholds 

the Dionysian position that predicative scope is an indicator of priority. This priority is a 

criterion for transcendentality, in the relevant sense.  

 In De veritate 1.1, although the [EC] is still operative in the background, the real 

emphasis is upon the [SC], since the question at issue pertains to the meanings of verum and ens 

as transcendental terms, respectively. Aquinas notes two ways in which any given term can 

“add” something to ens: (1) by way of contracting it into “modes,” e.g. the generically distinct 

categories of substance and accident. Because contraction involves a narrowing of predicative 

scope, this cannot be the way in which transcendental terms add to ens, since transcendental 

terms are predicated of every concrete ens. Thus, Aquinas notes another way in which a term can 

add to ens—that is, (2) by way of adding notional meaning without failing to refer to the same 

reality. This second way of adding to ens is precisely how transcendental terms operate, since 

their “convertibility” with ens is just a way of adding meaning to ens while yet referring to the 

same res significata. This added meaning is the notional aspect under which one is considering 

the ens in actu.  
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 Aquinas then goes on to derive two quasi-genera of transcendentals, ens in se and ens in 

ordine ad aliud. Yet every transcendental is marked by its convertibility with ens and therefore 

its satisfaction of the [SC] for transcendentality. Perhaps what is most striking about his article, 

however, is the distinction between the objective denotation (i.e. of ens in actu) and the notional 

meaning (i.e. ratio) of transcendental terms. The convertibility of the former and the non-identity 

of the latter amongst various transcendental terms is an essential feature of Aquinas’ doctrine as 

a whole.  

 Finally, Summa theologiae 1.5.1 is a clear and succinct example of Aquinas’ emphasis 

upon the [MC] for transcendentality—an emphasis that is especially characteristic of later works 

of his oeuvre. In a slight deviation from the question of De veritate 1.1, Aquinas is concerned 

with the metaphysical implications of his doctrine of transcendentals. While he seems to be in 

keeping with earlier criteria for trancendentality, his interest in the differences between ens and 

bonum has to do with their uniqueness with respect to the notion of “perfection.” Indeed, this is 

no accident, as the article directly preceding this one on bonum (q. 5) is an analysis of perfectum 

(q. 4). If a term signifies a general perfection proper to any ens as such, then it is transcendental 

in the relevant sense. This is because any perfection of a given ens is a direct reference to the 

extent to which it is in actu. Because the act-potency distinction is the “first division of being,” 

as it were, it follows that the universal predicative scope of ens is in direct proportion to the 

extent to which it is in actu. The [MC] is not really in conflict with other criteria of 

transcendentality.  

 Now it might be objected that these criteria for transcendentality impose an artificial, a 

priori uniformity on the meaning of the term transcendens in Aquinas. Could it not be the case 

that the so-called “doctrine” of transcendentals in Aquinas is not a doctrine at all, but rather a 
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term with shifting meanings implemented to solve particular philosophical and theological 

problems that are themselves indifferent to a consistent meaning for the term transcendens?54 If 

true, this would obviously have important implications for Aquinas’ concept of multitudo 

transcendens.  

 In my view, this objection is resolved with a wisdom saying: sapientis est non curare de 

nominibus.55 I concede that the term transcendens is sometimes used by Aquinas to mean (for 

example) a term with a predicative scope that extends across the Aristotelian categories in the 

created order, but not to God. Of course, such a term would fail both the [SC] and the [MC]. 

Indeed, I even grant that this is the case when it comes to the terms unum and multa.56  

 Yet this concession is about terms, not substantive metaphysical content. The thesis of 

this study concerns the function of multitudo as a “transcendental” in the relevant sense, i.e. 

insofar as it satisfies the three abovementioned criteria. In fact, as I will argue especially in 

Chapter 7 of this study, that multitudo satisfies these three criteria is a necessary condition for the 

role that it plays in addressing two problems for which it is conceived of as a solution: (1) the 

philosophical problem of conceiving of the respective meanings of unum and multitudo, insofar 

as they appear to be “opposites”; and (2) the theological problem of consistently avoiding the 

heresy of Sabellianism. It is precisely because multitudo satisfies these aforementioned heuristic 

criteria of transcendentality that it is able to address these two problems as they arise in Aquinas’ 

work. Indeed, the concept of multitudo transcendens is a distinctive feature of Aquinas’ 

systematic thought precisely because it functions in his distinctive solutions to these two 

problems.  

                                                                 
54 I am grateful to Wouter Goris and Fr. Philip Neri for bringing this objection to my attention.  
55 For this wisdom saying in Aquinas, see II Sent. 3.1.1 corp.  
56 See I Sent. 24.1.3, for example, where Aquinas appears to draw a parallel between the disjuncts of unum/multa 

and actus/potentia, respectively.  
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Having established these three heuristic criteria, then, we now move to three of Aquinas’ 

most important influences on the subject of the “opposition” of unity and multiplicity: Aristotle, 

Avicenna and Averroes.  
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CHAPTER 2: The Opposition of Unity and Multiplicity in Metaphysics Γ.2, Δ.6 and I.3-6 
 

 Surely the most important and recognizable influence on Aquinas’ rendering of 

transcendental unum and multitudo is Aristotle’s development of the notions of τὸ ἓν and τὰ 

πολλὰ in his Metaphysics. Although a fully adequate textual discussion is beyond the scope of 

the present chapter,1 here I investigate the relationship between τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ as it pertains 

specifically to Aquinas’ place in the commentary tradition on the Metaphysics. So, although the 

Aristotelian text is considered directly, the way in which such a consideration proceeds is guided 

by questions that will be relevant to the development of unity and multiplicity in Avicenna, 

Averroes and Aquinas himself.  

 The present discussion is limited to three of the most important passages on the subject of 

τὸ ἓν: Metaphysics Γ.2, Δ.6 and I.3-6. In Γ.2, we examine what Aquinas’ medieval tradition will 

take to be Aristotle’s “convertibility” thesis regarding the relationship between τὸ ἓν and τὸ ὂν, 

as well as the isomorphism that is implied in such a convertibility. This isomorphism goes hand-

in-hand with the ordering principle of πρὸς ἕν equivocation, which determines Aristotle’s 

discussion of οὐσία in the same book. According to an intepretive strategy originating in 

Avicenna, this isomorphism is important for the way in which Aquinas understands the 

relationship of the transcendentals to ens, i.e. as passiones entis.  

In Δ.6, Aristotle gives a detailed explication of the various analogical senses of τὸ ἓν—

including the unity of number, species, genus and unity “by analogy.” This chapter informs 

Aquinas’ crucial distinction between quantitative and transcendental unum (and multitudo). 

Indeed, as we will see in Chapters 3 and 4 of this study, the particular construal of this distinction 

                                                                 
1 For such an account, see Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 109-69.  
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in the work of Avicenna, Averroes and Aquinas is a hinge-issue for their respective approaches 

to the the relationship between unity and multiplicity in general.  

Finally, I.3-6 features an explicit discussion of the so-called “opposition” of unity and 

multiplicity in Aristotle, which is critically important for the development of unum and multitudo 

as transcendentals in Aquinas. Most important of all is Avicenna’s key departure from the 

Stagirite’s position, which sparks subsequent consideration in Averroes, and ultimately the 

innovation of multitudo transcendens in Aquinas. Considered together, these three sections of 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics offer a sort of conceptual “environment” for the development of unity 

and multiplicity in this particular strand of the commentary tradition.  
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Γ.2: Being and Unity are the Same 
 

 Metaphysics Γ follows Aristotle’s discussion of the ἀπορίαι that serve as fundamental 

problems for the science of philosophy.2 The first line of Γ.1 is bracing: “There is a science 

which investigates being qua being [τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν].”3 As Joseph Owens remarks, “No effort is made 

in these opening sentences to prove that there is such a science.”4 It is stated without argument. 

Further, although it is not an explicit engagement, there does seem to be an important difference 

between Aristotle’s subject of metaphysics as τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν and his Plato’s alternative (in the mouth 

of Socrates in the Philebus, that is), “the really real” (τὸ ὂν ὄντως).5 To clarify this difference is 

to better appreciate Aristotle’s pivotal, though admittedly ambiguous claim that “being and unity 

are the same” (τὸ ὂν καὶ τὸ ἓν ταὐτὸν).6 

 Perhaps the most obvious difference is that Aristotle’s formulation of the subject of 

metaphysics features a different sort of implied opposition than that of his teacher. The implied 

opposition in Plato’s formula is a contrast between (1) so-called “true” or “real” beings, i.e. the 

real conditions for right signification, and (2) the sensible things that admit of right 

signification.7 On the other hand, Aristotle’s formula hearkens back to his scientific criterion of 

“commensurate universality,” i.e. that “which belongs to every instance of the subject, and to 

every instance essentially and as such; . . . universals that inhere necessarily in their subjects.”8 

                                                                 
2 For an outline of these ἀπορίαι, see Aristotle, Metaphysics (tr.) W.D. Ross, 682-83.  
3 Unless otherwise indicated, all English citations of Aristotle’s Metaphysics are from Aristotle, Metaphysics (tr.) 

W.D. Ross, in The Basic Works of Aristotle (ed.) Richard Mckeon (New York: Random House, 1954), 1003a. Greek 

citations are from Aristotelis Metaphysica (ed.) Werner Jaeger (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1957).  
4 Joseph Owens, The Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval 

Studies, 1978 [3rd ed.]), 259.  
5 Plato, Philebus (tr.) Harold Fowler, in Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vol. 9 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1925), 59d. 
6 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1003b.  
7 “[O]f the virtues, however many and different they may be, they have all a common nature which makes them 

virtues [δι᾽ ὃ εἰσὶν ἀρεταί,].” Plato, Meno, in Platonis Opera (ed.) John Burnet (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1903), 72c.  
8 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics (tr.) Jonathan Barnes, in The Complete Works of Aristotle Vol. 1 (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1991), 73b.   
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An attribute is “commensurately universal” if and only if it serves as (1) the most universal; and 

(2)  necessary attribute of a given subject. In light of this condition, we might say that Aristotle’s 

τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν is the subject of metaphysics precisely because it is the commensurate universal 

proper to science (ἐπιστήμη) as such.9 Although it is true that Aristotle follows Plato in the sense 

that he hierarchically orders what is more knowable quoad se as prior to what is more knowable 

quoad nos,10 the criterion of commensurate universality sharpens the focus of metaphysics in a 

way that is (arguably) impossible on the Platonic program.11  

 This important difference between the Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysical programs 

informs the Stagirite’s critique of his master; for the end of Γ.1 links the notion of τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν to 

the pursuit of science itself, i.e. the grasping of “principles and causes.”12 As Aristotle puts the 

matter:  

Since we are seeking the first principles and highest causes, clearly there must be some 

thing to which these belong in virtue of its own nature. If then those who sought the 

elements of existing things were seeking these same principles, it is necessary that the 

elements must be elements of being not by accident but just because it is being. Therefore 

it is of being as being that we also must grasp the first causes.13  

So this “grasp of first causes” must be conducted within the ambitum of τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν. But why is 

this the case?  

                                                                 
9 On this point, see Walter D. Ludwig, “Aristotle’s Conception of the Science of Being,” The New Scholasticism 

63.4 (1989): 384.  
10 “However, since difficulty also can be accounted for in two ways, its cause may exist not in the objects of our 

study but in ourselves: just as it is with bats' eyes in respect of daylight, so it is with our mental intelligence [νοῦς] in 

respect of those things which are by nature most obvious [φανερός].” Aristotle, Metaphysics, 993b.  
11 For an exemplary discussion of this point, see Paul Ricoeur, Being, Essence and Substance in Plato and 

Arisototle, (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2013), 1.   
12 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 981a.  
13 Ibid., 1003a.  
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Owens draws an important connection between this passage and Aristotle’s observations 

about his predecessors discussed in Book A (including Plato): “Those who sought the elements 

of Being were seeking the first and highest causes. Since these first causes have just been shown 

to be the causes of Being qua Being, . . . [they] were necessarily seeking the elements of Being 

qua Being.”14 But how have the causes been “shown” to be causes of Being qua Being? I confess 

that it is not as clear to me as it is to Owens. Indeed, as we will see in Aquinas’ development on 

the derivation of transcendental notions with respect to ens,15 this connection between what is 

most universal in predicative scope and what is first and highest in terms of causality remains 

vague without further clarification. Still, Aristotle may have his own implied connection if we 

recall that one of the conditions for a commensurately universal attribute is its necessary 

inherence in its subject(s). If this is the case, then perhaps Aristotle is entitled to conclude that 

any such investigation must be conducted with respect to τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν. This is at least one 

interpretation of Aristotle’s remarks about the respective enterprises of his philosophical 

predecessors.   

With this connection established at the end of Γ.1, Aristotle begins Γ.2 with an analysis 

of τὸ ὂν as it is extended analogically according to the structure of πρὸς ἕν equivocation. 

Aristotle draws upon an illustration that would become standard throughout the ancient and 

medieval world: “Everything which is healthy is related to health, one thing in the sense that it 

preserves health, another in the sense that it produces it, another in the sense that it is a symptom 

of health. . . . So, too,” Aristotle continues, “there are many senses in which a thing is said to be, 

but all refer to one principle [ἀρχή].”16  

                                                                 
14 Owens, The Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics, 261.  
15 On this point, see Chapter 6 of this study.  
16 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1003a. Ross translates ἀρχή as “starting-point,” but I substitute “principle” to bring out the 

properly metaphysical resonance of the kind of priority affirmed.  
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Even a cursory reading of this passage from Γ.2 yields some important claims relevant to 

the structure of Aristotle’s πρὸς ἕν equivocation. It will be fruitful for the present discussion to 

explore three of them in order: 

1. Certain terms have various meanings (e.g. “health” and “being”). 

2. These various meanings share some sort of irreducible sameness in meaning.   

3. This sameness in meaning is constituted by the term’s “reference” to a single ἀρχή.  

(1) is plain enough from the passage cited. Medicine is “healthy” in the sense that it produces 

health in an animal’s body, whereas a blood test can be called “healthy” because it signifies the 

health in an animal’s body. Obviously the respective meanings of “healthy” in these two 

instances are radically different. One describes a set of chemical reactions occuring in an 

animal’s body, while the other is merely a particular set of data about the animal’s body. This is 

an example demonstrating the way in which “healthy” can have more than one meaning.  

 For Aristotle, this leads us to a further question about the example given. Is it merely 

accidental or “by chance”17 that we assign the same word to each? In other words, would not a 

clear demarcation between “healthy1” (denoting only a chemical compound’s active potencies 

with respect to an animal’s body) and “healthy2” (denoting data that represents what a healthy 

animal body yields under normal circumstances) preserve a pure, univocal meaning proper to 

each term? Aristotle’s answer is in the negative;18 for he affirms (2) above by noting that these 

different meanings share an important sameness that would be covered over by the assignment of 

unique, univocal terms. This sameness in meaning indicated by Aristotle’s use of the same word 

                                                                 
17 This is the way in which Aristotle describes the equivocity proper to the ὁμώνυμος. See Aristotle, Categories (tr.) 

J.L. Ackrill, in The Complete Works of Aristotle (ed.) Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1991), 1a.  
18 “When things get their name from something, with a difference of ending, they are called paronymous. Thus, for 

example, the grammarian gets his name from grammar, the brave get theirs from bravery.” Ibid.  
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to denote these different objects is as metaphysically significant as the very existence of the 

objects denoted in the first place. In a manner that is difficult to express clearly in ordinary 

English, the “things” denoted are related as “equivocals,” as are the names which denote them. 

That is, “equivocity” is not just a description of the relationship between two or more instances 

of the same word; rather, it applies just as properly to two or more instances of the same 

“thing.”19 The causal relation between the two instances of “healthy” implies sameness in things 

signified.  

 This leads us to (3), i.e. the unity of the πρὸς ἕν equivocation. So far, we know that there 

are (1) various meanings of “healthy,” and (2) that these various meanings share a sameness in 

meaning. Yet it remains to examine just what this sameness of meaning consists in. Aristotle’s 

answer is that there is a single ἀρχή or “principle” which serves as a reference point for the 

various meanings of a given analogical term. This vague conceptual point is made clearer by 

recourse to the previous example. While it is perfectly reasonable to predicate “healthy” of both 

medicine and blood tests, Aristotle calls upon his reader to recognize that both of these meanings 

of “healthy” (and others) are intelligible only insofar as they are related in some significant way 

to an actual animal body. After all, as we have already suggested, medicine is healthy if it causes 

a set of chemical reactions materially conducive to the health of an actual animal body, and 

blood tests are only healthy insofar as they yield data about an actual animal body. What this 

suggests about the structure of the πρὸς ἕν equivocation is that “healthy” is predicated of the 

actual animal’s body “first and foremost,” as it were; for it is this body that is healthy in the most 

                                                                 
19 Owens goes even further than this, saying that “the equivocity is primarily in the things, but by reference in the 

concepts and terms.” While I certainly do not disagree that such equivocity is shared by the “thing” or “objective” 

side of the term/thing divide, it could be misleading to suggest that there is an order of priority with respect to things 

and their terms, since this formulation could threaten the isomorphism between language rightly used and reality. It 

is difficult to see how one side of an isomorphism could be “primary” if the very structure of the isomorphism is 

what is at issue. I take it that the integrity of this isomorphism seems to be the crucial point here. See Owens, 

Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics, 120.  
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proper and significant sense. Therefore the health of an actual animal’s body serves as the ἀρχή 

for all other analogically unified extensions of meaning—thereby accounting for the similarity 

that all of these disparate meanings share.  

 Having explained the sense in which these various meanings of health can be unified by 

their common reference to an ἀρχή or primary meaning, Aristotle then pivots to the question 

already alluded to above, i.e. the question of how the multiple meaning(s) of τὸ ὂν are related: 

“So, too, there are many senses in which a thing is said to be, but all refer to one starting point; 

some things are said to be because they are substances, others because they are affections of 

substance, others because they are a process towards substance, [etc.].”20 So, just as “healthy” is 

properly predicated of medicine and blood tests by reference to an actual animal body’s health, 

so is “being” properly predicated of these various “affections” or “accidents” by reference to 

“substance.” That is to say, Aristotelian accidents such as quantity, quality, relation and the like 

“are” or “exist” by reference to that in which they are instantiated, namely, substance. Accidents 

such as “being-two-feet-long” and “whiteness,” for example, “exist” only in the sense that they 

inhere in actually existing substances, e.g. a real life cat. “Two-feet-long” and “white” do not 

exist simpliciter, i.e. as substances in themselves.  

 The structure of the πρὸς ἕν equivocation is manifest in these examples (i.e. health and 

being), but the structure itself cannot admit of clarity and distinctness proper to the intellectual 

habit of “definition,” properly speaking.21 For Aristotle such an analogical structure is intelligible 

“only by induction, and we must not seek a definition of everything but be content to grasp the 

                                                                 
20 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1003b.  
21 Aristotle understands “definition” as a species of the genus of “posit,” i.e. “An immediate deductive principle” 

which is not itself demonstrable. In contradistinction to “supposition,” definition properly speaking is marked by its 

lack of assuming “either of the parts of a contradiction.” See Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 72a.  
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analogy.”22 Indeed, such intelligible structures are too fundamental to admit of any (univocal) 

composition of genus and differentia.  

 So Aristotle’s πρὸς ἕν equivocation is an isomorphic structure shared by language (i.e. 

meaning) and being (i.e. thing signified)—one that involves a primary meaning or ἀρχή and 

several secondary or derived meanings. The fact that the same predicate is used to denote these 

various meanings is not accidental, since it captures the irreducible sameness shared by all 

meanings—that is, their common reference to the principle or ἀρχή. This illustration allows us in 

turn to recognize a similar structure with respect to the proper predication of being. Substance 

serves as the ἀρχή, while accidents serve as alternative meanings referring to substance in some 

way.  

 The relevance of the πρὸς ἕν equivocation for τὸ ἓν in Γ.2 should be clear in light of this 

initial discussion. While the aforementioned isomorphism between meaning and being is often 

implicit in the text,23 Aristotle offers the following as a different, more explicit isomorphism—

that is, an isomorphism between τὸ ὂν and τὸ ἓν: “[I]f, further, the substance of each thing is one 

in no merely accidental way, and similarly is from its very nature something that is:—all this 

being so, there must be exactly as many species of being as of unity.”24 In other words, τὸ ἓν can 

be analogically extended in the same way as τὸ ὂν, i.e. according to the structure of the πρὸς ἕν 

equivocation. This means that τὸ ἓν has its own primary meaning or ἀρχή and various secondary 

meanings ordered according to their respective reference to that ἀρχή. Accordingly, Aristotle is 

free to say that “since there are many senses in which a thing is said to be one, these terms also 

will have many senses, yet it belongs to one science to know them all.”25 Despite the equivocity 

                                                                 
22 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1048a.  
23 “[B]eing is signified in just as many ways as predications are made.” Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1017a.  
24 Ibid., 1003b.  
25 Ibid., 1004a.  
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of these different meanings, their relative sameness qua members of an “analogical set” referred 

to a single ἀρχή provides the condition of possibility for a single science to treat them all.  

 The most important question for our current purposes, however, pertains to Aristotle’s 

rationale for this new isomorphism between τὸ ὂν and τὸ ἓν. In a manner that will become 

commonplace in Aquinas’ more detailed treatment of unum transcendens, it behooves us to 

consider the specific way in which these two fundamental concepts share the structure of the 

πρὸς ἕν equivocation without being mere “synonyms.” In fact, owing in no small part to an 

interpretive horizon that will eventually be established by Avicenna, Aristotle’s “solution” to this 

problem anticipates what for Aquinas becomes the aforementioned “convertibility” formula for 

understanding transcendental notions.  

 As others have noted,26 Aristotle’s convertibility formula serves as a solution to what the 

Stagirite considers an irresolvable problem in Plato’s rendering of τὸ ὂν and τὸ ἓν, i.e. as 

“separate substances.” Most importantly, according to Aristotle, Plato’s position unwittingly 

implies the unwelcome consequence of “Parmenideanism”—that is, the absurd thesis that “all 

things are one,” and therefore that multiplicity is ultimately illusory. This polemical context 

motivates Aristotle’s position.27 

 On the Stagirite’s interpretation, Plato conceives of τὸ ὂν and τὸ ἓν as “separate 

substances,” which is to say that they somehow subsist independently of whatever “participates” 

in them. As Aristotle remarks in Book A, this doctrine of participation grows out of Plato’s 

                                                                 
26 I follow Geoffrey Bowe here. For a full discussion, see Geoffrey Bowe, Aristotle and Plotinus on Being and Unity 

(Doctoral dissertation, McMaster University, 1997]), 43-88. 
27 Indeed, as Goris has shown, there is a tragic irony here. Although Aristotle’s alternative to Plato is born of this 

desire to avoid Parmenideanism, the Stagirite’s solution is criticized (by Scotus, above all) for the very same reason: 

namely, that it cannot help but demote multiplicity to the status of non-being. See Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 

12.  
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attempt to apply the Socratic method of seeking definitions “about ethical matters” to “the world 

of nature as a whole.” 

Socrates, . . . was busying himself about ethical matters and neglecting the world of 

nature as a whole but seeking the universal in these ethical matters, and fixed thought for 

the first time on definitions; Plato accepted his teaching, but held that the problem 

applied not to sensible things but to entities of another kind for this reason, that the 

common definition could not be a definition of any sensible thing, as they were always 

changing. These of this other sort, then, he called Ideas and sensible things, he said were 

all named after these, and in virtue of a relation to these; for the many existed by 

participation in the Ideas that have the same name as they.28 

This is one of Aristotle’s most famous renditions of his master’s infamous doctrine of the Forms 

or Ideas. Because definitions seem to be universal and matter particular, Plato seeks to “bridge 

the gap” between universal and particular by employing the language of participation (μέθεξιν). 

Particular matter participates or shares in universal Form, albeit in an imperfect and shadowy 

way.  

 Now although Aristotle never seems to mention Plato’s Parmenides dialogue explicitly, 

there is reason to think that this text’s conclusions regarding the relationship between τὸ ὂν and 

τὸ ἓν could track the Stagirite’s own argument.29 On Aristotle’s reading, at least, Plato holds that 

the Forms themselves seem to participate in something beyond themselves: namely, Unity or the 

One. 

                                                                 
28 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 987b.  
29 For a collection of sources on the so-called “third-man” argument in Aristotle regarding the one-many of Form, 

see Samuel Rickless, "Plato's Parmenides," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2016 Edition), (ed.) 

Edward N. Zalta, forthcoming URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/plato-parmenides/>. 
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So not only does particular matter participate in universal Form, but universal Forms also 

participate in τὸ ἓν. Thus, Plato can be understood as locating τὸ ὂν at the level of the diverse 

Forms, and τὸ ἓν as the subsisting forma formarum, i.e. the independently subsisting Unity in 

which all Forms participate. If this is the case, such an inference can be understood as an attempt 

to address Parmenides’ forceful challenge head-on. If τὸ ὂν and τὸ ἓν are not identical—i.e. if the 

former participates in the latter—then Plato seems to have avoided the inadmissible conclusion 

that “all being is one.” On this participationist schema, the realm of being (read: the Forms), can 

be diverse in opposition amongst themselves, and unified by their participation in Unity. On the 

surface, then, it seems that a Platonic participationist schema successfully avoids the 

Parmenidean dilemma. It is not the case, thankfully, that “all being is one.”  

Yet Aristotle’s most notable criticism of his master involves what he takes to be a 

demonstration of Plato’s ultimate failure on this issue. Contrary to appearances, Plato’s doctrine 

of participation may not be not enough to free the philosopher from the icy grip of Parmenides’ 

dilemma.  

Later in Book A, Aristotle proceeds to develop some preliminary criticisms of Plato’s 

doctrine, including but not limited to his infamously patricidal remark, “[T]o say that [the Forms] 

are patterns and the other things share in them is to use empty words and poetical metaphors.”30 

For the sake of our purposes, however, the argument against the substantiality of unity and being 

is most forcefully put in B.4, in which Aristotle reveals “the true Parmenidean colors” of Plato’s 

doctrine: 

If there is a unity-itself and a being-itself [τι αὐτὸ ἓν καὶ ὄν], unity and being must be 

their substance; for it is not something else that is predicated universally of the things that 

                                                                 
30 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 991a.  
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are and are one, but just unity and being. But if there is to be a being-itself and a unity-

itself, there is much difficulty in seeing how there will be anything besides these—I 

mean, how things will be more than one in number. For what is different from being does 

not exist, so that it necessarily follows, according to the argument of Parmenides, that all 

things that are one and this is being.31  

This important argument can be broken into two main parts.  

The first part involves Aristotle’s inference regarding the meaning of “unity-itself” and 

“being-itself.” While it may be true to suggest that Aristotle unfairly interprets Plato in 

accordance with the latter’s own categories, we must not say that he does so unconsciously or by 

sleight of hand. On the contrary, in this passage Aristotle clearly feels the need to justify his 

rendering of Plato’s position. Such a justification is evident in the Stagirite’s defense of the 

opening conditional: “If there is a unity-itself and a being-itself, unity and being must be their 

substance.”  

Why is this the case? For Aristotle, the answer has to do with one of the criteria of 

substance, namely, its priority with respect to all other “predicates.”32 There are simply no other 

terms or notions that might be deemed “prior” to being and unity in the way that a substance 

ought to be prior to its accidents. Therefore if there is such a thing as “unity-itself” or “being-

itself,” then they cannot be accidents. But if they are not accidents, then they must be substances. 

Once the Aristotelian framework of substance-accident is assumed, there is no avoiding this 

conclusion.    

                                                                 
31 Ibid., 1001a.  
32 Ibid.  
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 Having established some grounds for his interpretation of unity and being as substances, 

Aristotle pivots to his strategy of reductio ad absurdum in the second part of the above passage. 

Formally, we might represent the argument as follows: 

1. For any x, if x is “distinct from” being, then x does not exist.  

2. But being is identical to the (so-called) substance of being. 

3.   Therefore (from 1 and 2), for any x, if x is “distinct from” the substance of being, then 

x does not exist.  

4. But everything besides the substance of being (including the substance of unity) is 

“distinct from” the substance of being.  

5.   Therefore (from 3 and 4), the substance of unity does not exist.  

Now this argument seems valid, but is it sound? The key point of contention comes in premise 

(1)—one that Plato himself seems to reject in the Parmenides dialogue.33 But what accounts for 

this disparity? The answer to this question brings us back full-circle to Γ.2.  

 We have already alluded to Aristotle’s statement in Γ.2 that “being and unity are the 

same, i.e. a single nature [μία φύσις] in the sense that they are associated as a principle and a 

cause are.”34 Having established Plato’s doctrine of being and unity as separate substances, we 

are in a position to understand the shape of Aristotle’s proposed alternative. To share “a single 

nature” is not to share an identical meaning; for Aristotle is clear here in Γ.2 and later on in I.2 

that this single nature “is not denoted by the same definition.”35 What is important for Aristotle’s 

purposes is that, first and foremost, being and unity are universal predicates, not particular 

                                                                 
33 Aristotle takes Plato’s position to be that the realm of Being participates in the One as matter participates in the 

realm of Being.  
34 “τὸ ὂν καὶ τὸ ἓν ταὐτὸν καὶ μία φύσις τῷ ἀκολουθεῖν ἀλλήλοις ὥσπερ ἀρχὴ καὶ αἴτιον.” Aristotle, Metaphysics, 

1003b.  
35 “ἀλλ᾽ οὐχ ὡς ἑνὶ λόγῳ δηλούμενα.” Ibid.  
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substances. On this schema, we might say that the “focus” of Plato’s participationist position 

remains squarely upon what is real (τὸ ὂν ὄντως), as opposed to Aristotle’s focus upon the 

manifold ways in which being (τὸ ὂν) can be properly predicated of a given subject. This is what 

I mean by Aristotle’s “predicative” strategy for understanding the relationship between being and 

unity: namely, that whatever their res significata happen to be, (1) they are universal predicates, 

not particular substances; and (2) that they admit of an array of meanings which differ according 

to the subjects of which they are predicated. This latter point, of course, assumes the shape of 

Aristotle’s doctrine of the πρὸς ἕν equivocation.  

 We will have more to say about the precise nature of this convertibility “in nature” but 

not “in definition” later in an analysis of Book I, but for immediate purposes it will suffice to get 

a sense of the more fundamental point about Aristotle’s position as an alternative to the Platonic 

problem of “Parmenideanism.” Aristotle takes his position on being and unity as universal 

predicates to avoid the unseemly Parmenidean consequences of the Platonic participationist 

account. For Aristotle, “being” is a universal predicate that is predicable of all substances 

inasmuch as those substances exist. Unity is not a separate substance; for, whatever else is the 

case, τὸ ἓν is at least a universal predicate that follows upon τὸ ὂν in virtue of their shared, 

“single nature.”  

By reconceiving of being and unity as universals predicable of substances, Aristotle 

considers himself to have a straightforward path out of Parmenideanism: while the being of a 

substance is certainly not ontologically separable from that substance, the notion of being is 

definitionally separable from its substance. Further, being and unity are analogical terms which 

admit of an array of meanings that are delimited by their respective categorical determinations. 

Just as being and unity are predicable of many substances (contra Parmenideanism), so are they 
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predicable of many accidents. Indeed, any term which can properly serve as a subject in a 

judgment implicitly contains the notions of being and unity—even if the subject is a mere ens 

rationis. By reorienting metaphysics according to the “realist” approach implicit in τὸ ὂν ὄντως 

to the “predicative” approach of τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν,36 Aristotle frames the problem in such a way as to 

nimbly avoid the snare of Parmenideanism.37  

Yet this strategy of convertibility yields at least two pernicious difficulties that are 

immediately relevant for our purposes. First, if it is true that τὸ ὂν is convertible with τὸ ἕν, then 

each concept’s opposite should be convertible as well. Unity’s opposite seems to be multiplicity, 

but of course it is a strange result to say that multiplicity is convertible with non-being—if for no 

other reason than that things which are plural or multiple must be. Indeed, Parmenides looms 

here, despite Aristotle’s best efforts. As we will see, this difficulty structures the larger 

conversation of this study of Aquinas. It is what Goris has called the “small problem which leads 

to the genesis of transcendental unity” itself.38 

The second pernicious difficulty is intimately related to the first. If indeed Aristotle 

rejects the “Platonic” thesis that unity-itself is a substance, the question of the res significata of 

τὸ ἕν remains rather vague. In other words, if “one” does not signify a substance, then what does 

it signify? It cannot signify an accident, since no accident shares “one and the same nature” with 

                                                                 
36 Again, to be clear, this does not mean that Aristotle is committed to some sort of linguistic idealism; on the 

contrary, as we explored with Owens above, the point about what I call the “predicative” strategy is that the 

analogical structure of being qua being is the structure of the isomorphism that is common to language and reality. 
37 Aristotle’s approach to the problem is further clarified in Metaphysics Z.16, where Aristotle again considers 

whether being and unity are substances. On the Stagirite’s reading, the Platonic understanding of Being and Unity is 

that both are independently subsisting substances. In response, Aristotle mentions two criteria for substance. The 

first is “priority” with respect to other beings, and Aristotle admits that in this sense “‘being’ and ‘unity’ are more 

substantial than ‘principle’ or ‘element’ or ‘cause’”; for being and unity do seem to be more fundamental than the 

others. However, in the same sentence, he offers another criterion for substance: namely, that “in general nothing 

that is common is substance; for substance does not belong to anything but to itself and to that which has it, of which 

it is the substance.” See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1040b.  
38 “[D]ieses kleine Problem führt aber zur Genese der transzendentalen Einheit.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 

144.  
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its subject. Yet neither does it seem to signify the subject itself—full stop—since then one of two 

sub-difficulties seems to arise: either (a) “one” would be superfluous, merely synonymous with 

the its subject; or (b) “one” would somehow be neither a synonym nor an accident, but rather a 

fundamental determination of the subject.39 Indeed, as we will see in Chapter 3 of this study, 

Avicenna will exploit this very ambiguity in the Aristotelian text, opting instead for an 

innovative conception of unity as an “accident” added to the essence of a substance.  

  

                                                                 
39 As I understand him, Goris reads Aristotle’s position as amounting to something like (2b): “Bei Aristoteles ist das 

Eine kein Attribut, sondern Ersatzbestimmung des Seienden als Subjekt der Metaphysik, und die epistemischen 

Bedingungen der Metaphysik sollten sich grundsätzlich ändern” (ibid., 22). On this point, he departs from Houser, 

who explicitly affirms that Aristotle’s ἕν is a passio entis (see Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity, 

29-119). Goris follows Alexander of Aphrodisias here, as the latter interprets Aristotle’s the μία φύσις line as “κατὰ 

τὸ ὑποκείμενον,” as opposed to “κατὰ συμβεβηκὸς.” That being said, even Goris admits that this passage is “nicht 

definitiv” (Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 112-27). What is important here for my purposes is not that Aristotle 

explicitly affirms any one of these positions; rather, it is precisely that he is ambiguous enough on the issue to leave 

room for the alternatives suggested by Avicenna and Aquinas, who do affirm that unity is indeed a passio entis, 

albeit in different ways.  
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Δ.6: “One” is said in many ways 
 

 Having appreciated the crucial role of Aristotle’s πρὸς ἕν equivocation as the structure of 

the isomorphism between language and reality in Γ.2, we are in a better position to explore the 

analogical extensions of meaning that are unique to τὸ ἕν as notionally distinct from τὸ ὂν. This 

is the key task in Δ.6, which outlines these disparate meanings in accordance with their 

respective roles in differing modes of predication.  

 The chapter begins with a distinction between what is one “by accident” (κατὰ 

συμβεβηκὸς) and “per se” (καθ᾽ αὑτό).40 The former mode of unity is implied in any accident 

that happens to inhere in a substance. Aristotle’s example is “musical Coriscus”; for it is possible 

to recognize a unity between Coriscus and his musical ability even if the latter is not included in 

Coriscus’ essence qua human. So, although it is important to recognize this weaker sort of 

accidental unity, the decisive structure of τὸ ἕν—for the purposes of understanding medieval 

doctrines of transcendentals, at least—is revealed in what Aristotle calls unity per se.  

 Perhaps the best place to begin, then, is with Aristotle’s concluding “summary” of the 

different kinds of unity per se:  

Some things are [1] one in number, others [2] in species, others [3] in genus, others [4] by 

analogy; in number those whose matter is one, in species those whose definition is one, in 

genus those to which the same figure of predication applies, by analogy those which are 

related as a third thing to a fourth.41 

                                                                 
40 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1015b. Ross translates καθ᾽ αὑτό as “by nature,” but I substitute per se as a more familiar 

translation.  
41 Ibid. It is notable here that, unlike in I.1, the various meanigns of unity καθ᾽ αὑτό do not include the unity of the 

individual. Leo Elders argues that this is a sign of development between Books Δ and I. See Leo Elders, Aristotle’s 

Theory of the One: A Commentary on Book X of the Metaphysics (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1960), 59-60.  
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With respect to (1) numerical unity, already we arrive upon what proves to be a lynchpin issue 

for the broader project of understanding Aquinas’ doctrine of “transcendental” unity, especially 

as it relates to multitudo. In a curious formulation, Aristotle suggests that “the essence of what is 

one is to be some kind of beginning of number [ἀρχῇ ἀριθμοῦ]; for the first measure is the 

beginning, since by that by which we first know each class is the first measure of the class 

[πρῶτον μέτρον γένους]; the one, then is the beginning of the knowable regarding each class.”42  

For the sake of understanding this latter statement regarding numerical unity, it is worth briefly 

visiting Aristotle’s philosophy of number.  

The first thing to consider here is that Aristotle understands number as a per se property 

of quantity, which is one of nine genera of accidental being (as opposed to substantial being).43 

In a manner that is perhaps rather counterintuitive given contemporary assumptions about 

number, Aristotle commits himself to the view that there are immaterial substances which are not 

“numerically one” in a strict, quantitative sense: “[N]ot everything which is one is a number—

e.g., a thing which is indivisible.” 
44 But why is this the case, and how can Aristotle provide a 

principled justification of such a view? The answer, again, pertains to an Aristotelian polemic 

against Platonism.  

  Whatever numbers are for Aristotle, at least one thing is certain: they are not separated 

substances. Because separated substances are thought to be the “highest causes,” any idea of a 

separately subsisting number results in the several confusions outlined in A.9. Aristotle asks 

rhetorically, “[I]f the Forms are numbers, how can they be causes?”45 The Platonic answer—so 

unsatisfying for the Stagirite—is a retreat to the aforementioned “poetic metaphor” of 

                                                                 
42 Ibid., 1016b.  
43 On this point, see Aristotle, Categories, 4b.  
44 “ταύτῃ ἀντίκειται, διὸ οὐ πᾶν ὃ ἂν ᾖ ἓν ἀριθμός ἐστιν, οἷον εἴ τι ἀδιαίρετόν ἐστιν.” Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1057a 
45 Ibid., 991b.  
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“participation.”46 It is inadmissible for Aristotle to admit such a wide, mysterious interval 

between what is sensible and what is intelligible. Numbers must be somehow immanent in the 

things counted.  

 Yet, at the same time, number seems to be a product of “abstraction” (ἀφαίρεσις) from 

motion and change, and so it might appear that—as conceived by the intellect, at least—number 

does maintain an independence apart from any material substratum. Strikingly, though, even this 

result is too Platonic for Aristotle’s liking. To avoid such a result, he posits an obscure but 

important aspect of number: namely, its dependence upon “intelligible matter” (ὕλη νοητή).47  

 Intelligible matter is not sensible matter, since the latter is characterized by its inherent 

unintelligibility, motion and change.48 Yet for Aristotle there does seem to be some sort of 

“projective” capacity proper to the intellect—one that goes beyond the passivity of the possible 

intellect.49 As Stephen Gaukroger remarks, this is the intellect’s ability to consider the various 

species of quantity (numbers, geometrical objects) as inhering in a properly noetic “substratum 

of indeterminate extension characterised solely in terms of its spatial dimensions: length, breadth 

and depth.”50 Since individual numbers are not substantial forms in themselves, as accidents they 

must inhere in some underlying substratum—both in reality and as beheld by the intellect. In 

really existing things, this substratum is provided by sensible matter; however, even numbers as 

abstracted depend absolutely upon a properly “noetic” substratum in which those numbers 

                                                                 
46 Ibid., 991a.  
47 Ibid., 1059b.  
48 Aristotle gives a quasi-definition of matter in this sense in Book Z: “By matter I mean that which in itself is 

neither a particular thing nor of a certain quantity nor assigned to any other of the categories by which being is 

determined.” That is to say, matter is indeterminate and therefore unintelligible in itself. Ibid., 1029a.  
49 Dunstan Robidoux, OSB captures this well in a short article detailing the concept of intelligible matter in 

Aristotle, Aquinas and Lonergan: “This unity [i.e. the noetic substratum] is not sensed through any of our acts of 

sensing nor is it a unity which we could suppose or construct. This unity is not imagined. Instead, we would refer to 

a unity which we experience as an inner datum of our intellectual consciousness.” Dunstan Robidoux, OSB, 

“Intelligible Matter in Aristotle, Aquinas, and Lonergan,” accessible online at < http://lonergan.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/11/intelligiblematter.pdf>.  
50 Stephen Gaukroger, “Aristotle on Intelligible Matter,” Phronesis 25.2 (1980): 188. 
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inhere. This noetic substratum is intelligible matter, and number is (literally) inconceivable 

without it.  

 This doctrine might seem extravagant. Why should Aristotle bother with this obscure 

notion of ὕλη νοητή when he could just say that numbers as conceived by the intellect do indeed 

exist independently of any material substratum? The answer to this question has to do with the 

close association between arithmetic and geometry in Aristotelian mathematics. For Aristotle, 

the quasi-genus of quantity is divided into “multiplicity [πλῆθος, i.e. discrete quantity] if it is 

numerable, a magnitude [μέγεθος, i.e. continuous quantity] if it is measurable.”51 Thus, the 

proper object of arithmetic is πλῆθος or discrete quantity, whereas the proper object of geometry 

is μέγεθος or continuous quantity.  

The key here is the distinction between discrete quantity and continuous quantity. To 

illustrate the latter, we might consider a line as a one-dimensional, measurable “mathematical 

object.” However, in order to measure the length of a line, we need some standard of 

measurement, e.g. a “foot length.” In this case, then, the “measured length” of the line in 

question would be x number of “foot lengths.” As Gaukroger writes, “It is by treating the foot 

length as being indivisible that we can treat it as being a unit length, as being the measure of 

other lengths.”52 This is how measurement of a continuous quantity or μέγεθος works—that is, 

by treating some pre-determined length as the indivisible unit of measurement for the 

mathematical object considered as a whole. Even though we know that any determinate “unit of 

length” is potentially divisible (a foot can always be divided into inches, for example), it is by 

treating the unit of length as indivisible that we are able to measure the line as a continuous 

quantity or magnitude.  

                                                                 
51 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1020a.  
52 Gaukroger, “Aristotle on Intelligible Matter,” 192.  
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What is interesting in the case of number, however, is that this process of determining a 

unit length for the purposes of measuring a continuous mathematical object can be considered an 

“imitation” (μίμησις) of the more fundamental process of arriving upon discrete quantity or 

πλῆθος.53 Indeed, insofar as unit lengths are treated as “discrete” in some sense (e.g. this 

individual foot length is not that individual foot length), they can be said to operate as numbers; 

for numerical unity is nothing more than the negation of (intelligible) material division, and 

number the subsequent measurement of a πλῆθος by way of that particular undividedness.54 In 

short, although the abstractive process of “numbering” or “counting” is not identical to the 

measurement of continuous mathematical objects considered in geometry, it is nevertheless 

always the case that numbers are always already measurements of some measured object. 

Therefore, for Aristotle, it makes no more sense to consider numerical units “in themselves” than 

to consider measures “in themselves,” i.e. without any objects to be measured. To do so, per 

impossibile, would be to affirm only one member of a correlative opposition, to the exclusion of 

the other.  

Thus, arithmetic and geometry are related as two distinct but intimately connected 

abstractive capacities of the intellect. The former is prior with respect to the latter. The 

mathematical objects considered by geometry are (potentially) infinitely divisible, but by way of 

“imitating” the more fundamental abstractive process proper to arithmetic, it is possible to 

measure those geometrical objects in terms of discrete, numerical units. This remarkable 

“phenomenology of mathematics,” as it were, offers some insight into Aristotle’s account of 

quantitative or numerical unity as material undividedness. Without the noetic substratum that is 

                                                                 
53 “[W]e posit the unit as in every way indivisible; and in all other cases we imitate this example [ἐν δὲ τοῖς ἄλλοις 

μιμοῦνται τὸ τοιοῦτον].” Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1053a. See also Gaukroger, “Aristotle on Intelligible Matter,” 193.  
54 For a discussion of this point, see David Svoboda and Prokop Sousedík, “Mathematical One and Many: Aquinas 

on Number,” The Thomist 78 (2014): 405.  
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intelligible matter—the same intelligible matter upon which all geometrical objects are 

extended—there can be no measured object for the measure that is the numerical unit. But this is 

absurd, since a measure correlatively implies a measured. Thus, by way of the apparent necessity 

of intelligible matter, Aristotle seems to have a principled account of the properly material nature 

of number. Immaterial objects or “separated substances” literally cannot be “numbered” because 

they cannot reside anywhere upon the spatial extension that is proper to intelligible matter. 

Whatever unity that these separated substances enjoy, then, it is not numerical unity, properly 

speaking. In order to account for their unity, then, we must have recourse to a different, 

analogically related meaning of unity: namely, (2) the unity of a species.  

Aristotle describes this mode of unity as follows:  

Things are called one in another sense because their substratum does not differ in kind; it 

does not differ in the case of things whose kind is indivisible to sense. . . . For, on the one 

hand, wine is said to be one and water is said to be one, qua indivisible in kind; and, on 

the other hand, all juices, e.g. oil and wine, are said to be one, and so are all things that 

can be melted.55 

The key to interpreting this notion of the unity of species as contrasted with numerical unity 

involves grasping two points: (1) that the unity of species is similar to numerical unity in that it 

involves the notion of “indivision”; and (2) that the unity of species is dissimilar to numerical 

unity in terms of the subjects of which it is predicated. To grasp this simultaneous similarity and 

dissimilarity between the two notions is to grasp them as analogically related.  

 Like the aforementioned case of the line, Aristotle’s example of water or wine involves a 

sort of indivision—but not in the same way. Whereas the line and especially the line lengths are 

                                                                 
55 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1015b.  
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treated as indivisible for the sake of measurement, in the case of the unity predicable of water or 

wine as a species there is no such “indivisible part” of a dimensional plane to speak of. 

Considered qua species, water or wine are undivided in their respective “essences,” i.e. what is 

expressed by their respective definitions. In other words, irrespective of their potential 

quantitative division or indivision, water or wine considered as material substances are “one” 

insofar as their respective essences denote formally integral wholes.  

 The point is further elucidated by Aristotle when he suggests that “[i]n general those 

things the thought of whose essence is indivisible, and cannot separate them either in time or in 

place or in definition, are most of all one, and of these especially those which are substances.”56 

That is, if there are substances which do not even admit of potential division in terms of quantity, 

then Aristotle is within his rights to suggest that such substances are “most of all one,” i.e. “more 

so” than the material substances that do admit of potential quantitative division. This issue is 

further complicated in Aquinas,57 but for our current purposes it is sufficient to say that Aristotle 

already recognizes the role of the potency-act distinction in pinpointing various analogical 

extensions of unity.  

 So much for essential or special unity. The final two meanings of unity yet to be 

discussed—that is, the unity “of genus” and “by analogy”—are mentioned but barely developed 

in Δ.6. This relative lack of development might further suggest that the distinction between 

numerical and essential unity is what is most significant for Aristotle’s analysis, but it is worth 

noting these “weaker” forms of unity for the sake of reaffirming Aristotle’s commitment to 

accounting for ordinary uses of language.  

                                                                 
56 Ibid., 1016b.  
57 See especially the discussion of Aquinas on unum as predicated of God in Chapter 5 of this study.  
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 The Stagirite remarks, “Those things also are called one whose genus is one though 

distinguished by opposite differentiae—these too are all called one because the genus which 

underlies the differentiae is one.”58 He employs an example to illustrate what he means: “the 

isosceles and the equilateral are one and the same figure because both are triangles; but they are 

not the same triangles.”59 Just as the unity of a continuous quantity is potentially divisible into 

discrete quantitative units, the unity of the genus is potentially divisible into individual species. 

Hence, Aristotle says that the unity of the genus is “indeed in a way similar to that in which the 

matter is one.”60  

 Finally, unity by analogy is the weakest of all the meanings of unity mentioned in Δ.6. 

Like the unity of a genus, unity by analogy is a way of accounting for a level of sameness 

enjoyed by beings ordered in terms of priority and posteriority. In this case, however, the entities 

do not even share the unity of a genus. For example, the highest genera (e.g. quantity, quality, 

etc.) themselves share a unity inasmuch as they are delimitations of being in the highest and most 

general sense. Of course, since being in this sense is decidedly not itself a “highest genus,”61 

such a unity cannot be expressed univocally across these various subjects, but it is a unity 

nonetheless. Indeed, despite its relative vagueness, unity by analogy is more fundamental than all 

other meanings of unity. As Aristotle remarks, “The latter kinds of unity are always found when 

the former are; e.g. things that are one in number are also one in species, while things that are 

one in species are not all one in number; but things that are one in species are all one in genus 

                                                                 
58 Ibid., 1016a.  
59 Ibid.  
60 Ibid.  
61 It is a staple of both Aristotle and the Aristotelian tradition that “being cannot be a genus,” i.e. that being is not the 

sort of concept which can act as a sort of “highest” quidditative notion. See, for example, Aristotle, Metaphysics, 

998b. 



Harris 73 

[etc.].”62 At “bottom,” so to speak, unity by analogy accounts for the unity of meanings proper to 

predicates such as τὸ ὂν and τὸ ἓν itself.  

 Aristotle concludes Δ.6 by foreshadowing our next discussion—namely, that of the one’s 

relationship to “the many” (τὰ πολλὰ): “Evidently ‘many’ will have meanings opposite to those 

of ‘one’,”63 and it is to the opposition of τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ that we now turn.  

  

                                                                 
62 Ibid., 1016b.  
63 Ibid., 1017a.  
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I.3-6: τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ: Two Oppositions 
 

 After (1) reestablishing the four meanings of “unit” mentioned already in Δ.6; and (2) 

reaffirming the co-extensionality of τὸ ἓν with τὸ ὂν mentioned in Γ.2, Aristotle takes up the 

question of the relationship between τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ in I.3. Again, it is worth noting that this 

issue will prove to be extremely important for the medieval concept of transcendental unity—

especially with respect to the characteristic originality of Avicenna’s metaphysics and Aquinas’ 

subsequent development of multitudo transcendens.  

 As we have already indicated, deciphering the proper relationship between τὸ ἓν and τὰ 

πολλὰ is immediately beset with a difficult problem: if τὸ ἓν with τὸ ὂν are really convertible 

predicates, then their proper opposites ought to be convertible as well. Yet this does not seem to 

be the case, since the opposite of being is simply non-being; whereas the opposite of unity seems 

to be multiplicity. If τὰ πολλὰ is not convertible with non-being, so how could its proper 

opposite, τὸ ἓν, be convertible with τὸ ὂν? Again, Aristotle does not raise this difficulty in an 

explicit manner, yet his analysis of the relationship between τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ is colored by the 

problem nonetheless.  

 The Stagirite opens I.3 by declaring that “[t]he one and the many are opposed in several 

ways.”64 Two of these modes of opposition concern us most significantly as we track the 

discussion of unum and multitudo in Avicenna, Averroes and Aquinas: namely, opposition (1) as 

contraries; and (2) as measure to measured. It is not obvious which of these two very different 

modes of opposition is “primary,” as it were. On the one hand, Aristotle suggests that unity 

belongs “most strictly to quantity; for it is from this that it has been extended to the other 

categories.”65 On the other hand, it seems that unity as indivision is importantly independent 

                                                                 
64 Ibid., 1054a.  
65 Ibid., 1052b. 
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from the category of quantity.66 Indeed, it is precisely this vagueness which is exploited as arable 

ground for the conceptual originality of the medieval philosophers we will examine in 

subsequent chapters of this study.67  

 The first way “is the opposition of τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ as indivisible and divisible; for that 

which is either divided or divisible is called a multiplicity [πλῆθός], and that which is indivisible 

or not divided is called one [ἕν].”68 If unity implies “being undivided,”69 Aristotle notes that such 

a definition immediately refers to its opposite—that is, division or multiplicity—by way of 

negation. By a process of elimination, Aristotle proceeds to review his “four modes of 

opposition”70 to see which of the four is most fitting for the relationship between unity and 

multiplicity: “Now since opposition is of four kinds, and one of these two terms is privative in 

meaning, they must be contraries and neither contradictory or correlative in meaning.”71 

                                                                 
66 Houser affirms the priority of ἀδιαίρετον in Aristotle’s conception of unity. This is no surprise, since he follows 

Aquinas in reading Aristotle to hold a proto-doctrine of transcendental (as opposed to quantitative) unity in Aristotle 

(see Houser, Transcendental Unity, 68-72). Similarly, Elders suggests that I.1 concerns properly quantitative unity, 

whereas I.2 concerns transcendental unity. See Elders, Aristotle’s Theory of the One, 80.  
67 Goris affirms a priority of μέτρον with respect to ἀδιαίρετον in Aristotle’s definition of unity: “Der λόγος des 

Einen ist nicht schlechthin ἀδιαίρετον. Was es für das Eine im eigentlichsten Sinne ist zu sein, ist, μέτρον τι zu sein, 

und dementsprechend stuft sich die Unverteiltheit als ἀδιαίρετον ἢ ἁπλῶς ἢ ᾗ ἕν ab” (Goris, Transzendentale 

Einheit, 150). Indeed, this ambiguity (regarding the λόγος of ἓν) is correlative with the abovementioned ambiguity 

regarding the res significata of per se unity. If Aristotelian per se unity denotes an “interior” principle of the subject, 

then the priority of μέτρον makes sense, since what is crucial here is the foundational status of τὸ ἓν as a unifying 

principle for the science of metaphysics. By contrast, if Aristotelian per se unity denotes a per se passio (i.e. the 

Thomistic interpretation), then the priority of ἓν as ἀδιαίρετον makes more sense, since what matters is the “real” 

indivision that follows upon beings inasmuch as they are beings. While I certainly concede that the I.1 text lends 

itself to such an interpretation, I do think the more properly Thomistic reading (i.e. unum per se as indivisio) is also 

defensible in light of, e.g. 1016b: “καθόλου γὰρ ὅσα μὴ ἔχει διαίρεσιν, ᾗ μὴ ἔχει, ταύτῃ ἓν λέγεται.” However one 

lands on this question, I do think that it is important to account for the two forms of opposition proper to 

unity/multiplicity (i.e. contrareity and correlativity) as an integral feature of Aristotle’s position.  
68 Ibid., 1054a.  
69 “For in general those things that do not admit of division are one in so far as they do not admit of it.” Ibid., 1016b.  
70 A concise account of these four modes of opposition can be found in Categories 10: “Things are said to be 

opposed to one another in four ways: as relatives or as contraries or as privation and possession or as affirmation and 

negation. Examples of things thus opposed (to give a rough idea) are: as relatives, the double and the half; as 

contraries, the good and the bad; as privation and possession, blindness and sight; as affirmation and negation, he is 

sitting—he is not sitting.” Aristotle, Categories, 11b.  
71 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1054a. 
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 Now, admittedly, there are more than a few missing premises in this “argument.” 

Aristotle’s four modes of opposition are (in no particular order): correlativity, contradiction, 

privation/habit and contrariety. Indivision and division—τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ—are not correlative 

opposites, since correlative opposites do not exclude but rather imply each member of the 

relation (e.g. “double” and “half”). Neither are they related as contradictories, properly speaking, 

since contradictories are rooted in the affirmation and negation of being itself (e.g. “Socrates is 

seated” and “Socrates is not seated”). Now it might seem that τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ (indivision and 

division) are related as privation to possession, especially since Aristotle himself affirms that 

“[the first] of these two is privative in meaning.” And, in fact, this would be true as far as it goes; 

for contrariety does implies a kind of privation: namely, complete privation.72 Nevertheless, it is 

contrariety that best describes the opposition of τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ, since contraries are marked 

by the fact that they cannot be meaningfully affirmed of a subject in the same way and in the 

same respect, even if (unlike contradictories) they can both be meaningfully withheld from a 

subject. This seems to be the case for τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ, since (1) they exclude each other 

insofar as they are predicated of existing things in the same way and in the same respect, even if 

(2) they can be withheld from subjects that do not exist (since “nothing” is neither one nor 

many).  

 So τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ are opposed as privation to possession in a general sense, and 

more specifically as contraries. Further, since “the same” (τὸ ταὐτὸ) is isomorphic with the 

analogical extensions of τὸ ὂν, Aristotle argues that “the same” and “the other” (τὸ ἕτερον) are 

                                                                 
72 Ibid., 839n.    
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also opposed as contraries. Just as unity is extended analogically in its aforementioned 

numerical, special, generic and analogical varieties, so are sameness and otherness.73  

Indeed, for the purposes of the present discussion, it is especially important to follow 

Aristotle’s argument for contrariety as the “greatest difference” (μεγίστη διαφορά): “That 

contrariety is the greatest difference is made clear by induction. For things which differ in genus 

have no way to one another, but are too far distant and are not comparable; and for things that 

differ in species the extremes from which generation takes place are the contraries.”74 Put 

simply, contrariety is the greatest difference because it involves a difference of extremes, as 

opposed to merely differences of varying degrees on a spectrum. From this it is possible to draw 

an inference that will become important for Avicenna’s criticism of Aristotle: namely, that “one 

thing cannot have more than one contrary (for neither can there be anything more extreme than 

the extreme, nor can there be more than two extremes for the one interval) . . . the complete 

difference, must be between two [contraries].”75 As we will see in the subsequent chapter of this 

study, if it can be shown by way of reductio that Aristotle’s position on the opposition of τὸ ἓν 

and τὰ πολλὰ involves an admission of “more than one contrary” for a given attribute, then this 

would be to render the Stagirite unto absurdity on his own terms. In fact, this very criticism is 

levelled against Aristotle by Avicenna.  

Yet there remains one more significant point to mention here in Book I—that is, the 

aforementioned second mode of opposition proper to τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ: “Unity is opposed then 

to multiplicity in numbers [τὰ πολλὰ τὰ ἐν ἀριθμοῖς] as measure to thing measurable [ὡς μέτρον 

                                                                 
73 “‘Other’ or ‘the same’ can for this reason be predicated of everything with regard to everything else—but only if 

the things are one and existent, for the other is not the contradictory of the same; which is why it is not predicated of 

non-existent things (while ‘not the same’ is so predicated).” Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1054b.  
74 Ibid., 1055a.  
75 Ibid.  
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μετρητῷ].”76 This position is striking because it represents one of the clearest points in the 

Metaphysics in which Aristotle seems to be distinguishing between (1) τὸ ἓν that is the same “in 

nature” as τὸ ὂν; and (2) τὸ ἓν as the principle of number (ἀρχῇ ἀριθμοῦ). Unlike the unity and 

multiplicity that are opposed as pure contraries, there is a unity that is “opposed” to a multiplicity 

as the principle of measurement.  

As we have already seen in the above discussion of Aristotle’s position on number and its 

dependence upon ὕλη νοητή,77 this sort of unity is not so much opposed to multiplicity as it is 

correlatively related, i.e. as measure to measured. In a statement that will prove to be especially 

important for subsequent chapters, Aristotle suggests that “Multiplicity [πλῆθος] is as it were the 

genus [γένος] to which number belongs; for number is multiplicity measureable by one, and one 

and number are in a sense opposed, not as contrary, but as we have said some relative terms are 

opposed.”78 That is to say, multiplicity simpliciter is related to numerical plurality as genus to 

species. The two modes of multiplicity are not to be conflated, even if they share an analogical 

unity structured in isomorphic relation to the distinction between substance and accident. As we 

will see, Avicenna’s criticism of this exact position sparks a debate that serves as one of the main 

motivations for multitudo transcendens in Aquinas. 

Insofar as there are substances that are (potentially and actually) indivisible, Aristotle is 

free to infer here that “[t]his is why not everything that is one is a number”79—that is, because 

such substances are not measurable even in principle. Further, even though he does not say so 

explicitly here, this is also why Aristotle is free to admit many immaterial substances. Again, this 

                                                                 
76 Ibid., 1057a.  
77 See notes 49 and 51 above.  
78 Ibid. Ross translates γένος as “class” here. This might be misleading if taken to be something other than the 

technical term, genus. 
79 Ibid., 1057a.  
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is because there is multiplicity that is not measurable by some prior ἀρχῇ; for such a multiplicity 

admits of no higher synthesis in or reduction to any prior unity. Indeed, for reasons that are not 

coincidental, one might say the same about the multiplicity that is proper to the Persons of the 

Christian Trinity—albeit of course for reasons that about which Aristotle does not countenance.  
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Conclusions 
 

This chapter has explored the notion of unity (and its relation to multiplicity) in three 

places in Aristotle’s Metaphysics: Γ.2, Δ.6 and I.3-6. In Γ.2. We have seen that the celebrated 

doctrine of the πρὸς ἕν equivocation depends on Aristotle’s prior commitment to an 

understanding of metaphysics as the “science which investigates τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν.” Such an approach 

to metaphysics lends itself to Aristotle’s “predicative” strategy for understanding the relationship 

between being and unity. Against Plato, Aristotle argues (1) that being and unity are universal 

predicates, not particular substances; and (2) that they admit of an array of meanings that differ 

according to the subjects of which they are predicated. Still, while these meanings are distinct, 

they are united πρὸς ἕν, i.e. with respect to their mutual relation to a prime analogate, which is 

substance. Such a predicative account of being and unity—one that appreciates the simultaneous 

unity and distinction proper to each respective meaning—seems to allow Aristotle’s escape from 

the snare of Parmenideanism. However, as we have seen, this “escape” lands the Stagirite in 

perilous territory: to the extent that τὸ ἓν and τὸ ὂν are supposedly ταὐτὸν καὶ μία φύσις, their 

respective opposites must be the same. But this yields what seems to be at least two considerable 

difficulties: (1) the abovementioned “indifference” problem with respect to the oppositions of 

being/non-being and unity/multiplicity; and (2) the ambiguity associated with the meaning of 

“μία φύσις,” which τὸ ὂν and τὸ ἓν supposedly share.  

In Δ.6, we followed Aristotle’s discussion of four analogically-related meanings of τὸ ἓν; 

for “[s]ome things are [1] one in number, others [2] in species, others [3] in genus, others [4] by 

analogy.” Numerical unity is the “lowest” form of unity, in a sense, because it applies only to 

material substances. Indeed, numerical unity is a material undividedness even as conceived by 

the intellect; hence the doctrine of ὕλη νοητή, a product of intellect that nonetheless serves as a 
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material substratum for mathematical objects and their numerical determination. Essential or 

special unity, on the other hand, can be considered the “strongest” form of unity; for it accounts 

for the unity of the purely immaterial, separated substances, which are the most prior and noble 

of all substances. Thirdly, unity is properly predicated of the genus inasmuch as there is a 

common source of potency that can be actualized by various differentiae into species. Finally, 

unity can also be predicated analogically, i.e. as a name for the unique bond shared by various 

members of a πρὸς ἕν equivocation or “analogical set,” more generally.  

Next, in I.3-6, we saw that Aristotle conceives of the relationship between τὸ ἓν and τὰ 

πολλὰ in two primary ways: (1) as contraries, and (2) as measure to measured. As contraries (1), 

one and many are “opposed” as privation to habit—more specifically, as “complete” privation 

relates to its habit. As such, the difference between the two concepts could not be “greater”; for 

because it represents an opposition of extremes, contrariety is the “greatest difference” 

conceivable between any two attributes. As measure to measured (2), the relationship of one and 

many is not properly conceived as opposition, but rather as correlative relation. This accounts for 

the unique relationship between the unity which serves as the ἀρχῇ ἀριθμοῦ, i.e. as the discrete 

measure of formally homogenous parts constituting a continuous whole. These two conceptions 

of the relationship between τὸ ἓν and τὰ πολλὰ seem to offer arable ground for a properly 

metaphysical distinction between unity καθ᾽ αὑτό and unity as ἀρχῇ ἀριθμοῦ. Indeed, insofar as 

this distinction is legitimate, there seems to be a correlative distinction between a multiplicity as 

the quasi-genus of number. .  

With this Aristotelian ground cleared, we proceed to the next chapter, which considers 

the shape that such problems take in the work of Avicenna and Averroes.
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CHAPTER 3: The Opposition of Unity and Multiplicity in Ilāhiyyāt III 
 

The conflict between Aristotle, Avicenna and Averroes on the opposition of unity and 

multiplicity makes for an important part of the present discussion for reasons that are both 

obvious and subtle. It is obviously important because it names the properly metaphysical 

problem for which Aquinas’ innovation of multitudo transcendens is a solution.1 Yet it is also 

important in a more subtle way; for this particular conversation in the commentary tradition on 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics sets the stage for the convergence of Aquinas’ twofold work as a 

metaphysician and a theologian.2 

This chapter begins with an examination of the question of the opposition (or lack 

thereof)3 of unity and multiplicity in Book III of Avicenna’s Metaphysics of the Healing 

(Ilāhiyyāt of the Kitāb al-Šifā'; Liber de philosophia prima sive scientia divina).4 Three 

important questions arise in this text: (1) The question of Avicenna’s distinction (or non-

distinction) between so-called “trans-categorical” or “metaphysical” unity and numerical unity; 

(2) Avicenna’s controversial doctrine of unity as an accident “added” to essence; and finally (3) 

Avicenna’s explicit departure from Aristotle on the question of the opposition of the unity and 

multiplicity.  

                                                                 
1 As we will see, it is no accident that the first instance of multitudo in the relevant sense in the Summa theologiae 

occurs in an article on the “opposition” of unum and multitudo. On this point, see Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.11.2 

ad 4.  
2 On this point as it pertains to Aquinas, see Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 224.  
3 It is important for Avicenna that the one and the many are not opposed “in themselves.” On this point, see note 72 

below.  
4 All English and transliterated Arabic citations of Ilāhiyyāt are from Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing: A 

Parallel English-Arabic Text (tr.) Michael E. Marmura (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2005). Latin 

citations are from Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima sive scientia divina, in Avicenna Latinus: Édition critique 

de la traduction latine médiévale (ed.) S. Van Riet (Leuven: Peeters, 1997). On the relevance of this text for 

Aquinas, see Thomas O’Shaugnessy, “St. Thomas and Avicenna on the Nature of One,” Gregorianum 41.4 (1960): 

665. 
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These three moves in Ilāhiyyāt III set the context for Averroes’ subsequent criticism of 

Avicenna. Drawing primarily from his Epitome of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,5 I examine the 

Commentator’s more “orthodox Aristotelian” criticisms of Avicenna’s positions. Two of the 

most important areas of discord are (1) Averroes’ rejection of the position that unum is an 

“accident” added to the essence of a substance; and (2) his affirmation of the position that unum 

and multitudo are indeed opposed as per se attributes of being. Both Averroesian positions are 

direct responses to Avicenna.  

Finally, the controversy between Averroes and Avicenna on the definition of unity sets 

the stage nicely for Aquinas’ subsequent position that unum and multitudo are transcendental 

notions. Indeed, perhaps even more directly than the problems addressed in Aristotelian texts 

themselves, the shape of this controversy is an important occasion for Aquinas’ originality.  

  

                                                                 
5 All English and transliterated Arabic citations are from Averroes, On Aristotle’s Metaphysics: An Annotated 

Translation of the so-called ‘Epitome’ (ed.) Rüdiger Arnzen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2010). Latin citations are 

from Averroes, Averrois Cordubensis in Epitome librum Metaphysicae Aristotelis, in Aristotelis Opera cum 

Averrois Commentariis, Vol. 8 (Frankfurt am Main: Minerva, 1962).  
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III.1-2: Avicenna, the Aristotelian 
 

 Avicenna begins Book III of Ilāhiyyāt with a discussion of the nine Aristotelian 

accidents.6 “Doubtlessly,” he asserts, “the relative . . . is something that necessarily occurs [as an 

accident] to a thing. The same [applies to] the relationships that fall within [the categories] of 

‘where’ and ‘when’ in ‘position,’ ‘action,’ and ‘affection’.”7 That is to say, according to 

Avicenna, we are not inclined to doubt the fact that the “beings” that are relations, places, times, 

etc. “exist” only in and through substances. Indeed, this intrinsic dependence is the mode of 

accidental existence itself.  

 Avicenna offers these opening remarks in order to set up the real aim of III.1—that is, to 

address and answer potential doubts about the accidentality of quality and especially quantity: 

“there remain two of the categories—the categories of quantity and quality—where a difficulty 

may occur (namely, [with respect to] whether or not they are accidents).”8 After shelving the 

question of quality, which is “more appropriately discussed in natural science,”9 Avicenna 

thematizes the question of the accidentality of quantity under the aspect of unity (unitas; waḥda). 

If it is the case that the unity of a substance is most fundamentally characterized by quantitative 

relations—and number (‘adadu) most of all, since it is the principle of discrete quantity—then it 

seems that quantity would not be accidental at all. Avicenna’s rejection of this apparent 

                                                                 
6 Avicenna’s use of terms related to “accident” (‘awarid) and “property” (hassa) is extremely complicated. For an 

overview of these and related terms in Ilāhiyyāt, see Amos Bertolacci, The Reception of Aristotle’s Metaphysics in 

Avicenna’s Kitāb al-Šifā' (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 613-16.  
7 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.1.17-21. Unless otherwise noted, the in-text bracketing is included in the Marmura 

translation. “[N]on dubitas quia id quod ex eis est ad aliquid, . . . est res accidens alicui necessario; similiter 

comparationes quae sunt in ubi et quando et in situ et in agere et pati et habere.” Avicenna, Liber de phiosophia 

prima, 104.  
8 Ibid., III.1.3. “De praedicamentis igitur de quibus est quaestio an sint accidentia an non, due remanent, scilicet 

praedicamentum quantitatis et praedicamentum qualitatis.” Ibid., 105.  
9 Ibid., III.1.6. “[C]onvenientius est ponere in scientia naturali.” Ibid. 



Harris 85 

conclusion is in keeping with Aristotle. Yet his particular method of refuting it is strikingly 

original.10 

 Indeed, referencing the Pythagoreans and Platonists as described in Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics, Avicenna in turn puts this position into his own words:  

Regarding those who uphold [the doctrine of the substantiality] of numbers, they have 

made these [numbers] the principles of substances, except that they have made them 

composed of unities, so that unities for them became principles for the principles. . . . 

Number is thus an intermediary cause between unity and everything. Hence, the point is a 

positional unity; the line, a positional duality; the surface, a positional trinity; the body, a 

positional quadruplicity. These [philosophers] then proceeded to gradually render 

everything originating from number.11 

We might recognize this position from our earlier discussion of Aristotle’s polemics against the 

Platonist account of unity and being as separated substances. On such a view, Avicenna 

maintains, number is an “intermediary cause” for all things insofar as number provides the 

explanatory criteria for things insofar as they are discrete entities (hence, the line as duality; 

surface as triunity, etc.). On such a view, it is by participating in Unity that particular beings 

have both their structural integrity in themselves and their distinction from other particular 

beings. So, although Unity is not itself a number, it is (1) the principle of number, which is in 

turn (2) the principle of discrete quantity, which is in turn (3) the principle of unity and diversity 

in particular beings in general.  

                                                                 
10 I follow Houser on this point. See Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity, 149.  
11 Ibid., III.1.9. “Qui vero tenant sententiam de numero posuerunt hunc principium substantiae, ipsum vero 

posuerunt compositum ex unitatibus, ita quod fecerunt unitates principia principiorum. . . . Numerus igitur est causa 

media inter unitatem et omnem rem; punctum vero est unitas situalis et linea dualitas situalis et superficies 

ternarietas situalis et corpus quaternarietas situalis. Illi etiam non sunt contenti tantum hoc, sed processerunt dicentes 

quod nihil fit nisi per numerum.” Ibid., 106. Presumably, Avicenna has in mind Aristotle’s discussion of the 

“Pythagoreans” in Metaphysics A. On this point, see Aristotle, Metaphysics, 987a.  
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Again, it is important to note that this is Avicenna’s description of a position that is not 

his own. This is important because it appears to be precisely what Averroes (and Aquinas, in 

turn) seem to attribute to him and the Platonici.12 In fact, Avicenna’s subsequent discussion of 

unity arises precisely as a rejoinder to such Pythagorean tendencies: “And what is foremost [in 

importance] for us [to do] is to make known the nature of the one [unitas; al-waḥda]. . . . [First] 

the one is very closely related to the existent [ens; al-mawǧūd], which is the subject of this 

[metaphysical] science. The second is that the one is, in some respect, the principle of 

quantity.”13 Here it could not be clearer that Avicenna does recognize a distinction between (1) 

trans-categorical or per se unity and (2) numerical unity. Whereas the former is “very closely 

related to the existent,” the latter provides the conditions necessary to “measure something 

inasmuch as it is measured . . . and inasmuch as it is something quantified, consists in its being 

enumerated; and its being enumerated consists in its being such as to have a count of [numerical 

count of] one.”14  

Moving from III.1 to III.2, we see that Avicenna is fully prepared to admit of an array of 

analogically ordered meanings of unity as indivisibility: “We say: The one is spoken of 

‘equivocally’ in [several] senses that agree in that they partake of no divisibility in actuality 

insofar as each one is what it is.”15 Indeed, perhaps even more clearly than Aristotle himself, 

Avicenna allows for a four-term analogy illustrating the relative priority of these different modes 

                                                                 
12 For a concise survey of the relevant texts of Averroes and Aquinas on this point, see O’Shaugnessy, “St. Thomas 

and Avicenna on the Nature of One,” 671.  
13 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.1.10. “[D]ignius est nobis est hoc ut ostendamus naturam unitatis. . . . una est quod 

unitas multam habet convenientiam cum esse quod est subiectum istius scientiae, alia, quod unitas initium est aliquo 

modo quantitatis.” Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima, 107.  
14 Ibid., III.1.3. “[M]ensura enim non est mensura nisi inquantum mensuratur; sed esse eius secundum quod 

mensuratur non est nisi inquantum numeratur, et esse eius secundum quod numeratur est esse eius inquantum habet 

unitatem.” Ibid. 
15 Ibid., III.2.1. “Dicam igitur quod unum dicitur ambigue de intentionibus quae sic convenient quod in eis non est 

divisio in effectu, inquantum unumquodque eorum est id quod est.” Ibid.  
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of unity. This four-term analogy can be expressed as follows: as (1) trans-categorical unity is to 

(2) numerical unity, so is (3) numerical unity to (4) the unity of continuous quantity—the 

common proportion being a relationship of principans to principatum.  

Working from Metaphysics Δ.6, Avicenna opens III.2 with Aristotle’s distinction 

between “the one by accident” and “the one which is per se.”16 Indeed, the chapter often reads as 

a direct commentary on Δ.6, as it contains more or less the same differentiation of meanings with 

respect to unity: “[the] one in genus, [the] one in [terms of] species (namely, the one in 

differentia), the one in [terms of] correspondence [munāsaba], [the] one [in terms of] subject, 

and [the] one [in terms of] number.”17 It is important to note that this distinction between “the 

one by accident” and “the one which is per se” is not straightforward Aristotelianism; for unlike 

the Stagirite Avicenna makes a key distinction between “predicamental” accidents and 

“predicable” accidents. Whereas the former denote accidents that are both contingent and extra-

essential (e.g. the whiteness of Socrates’ hair), the latter denote accidents that are necessarily 

concomitant but still extra-essential (e.g. Socrates’ existence). Thus, these two “accidents” are 

similar in that both denote phenomena that must be accounted for by some extrinsic cause, they 

are radically different in that the former can be lacking in a concrete essence, whereas the latter 

cannot. We will have more to say shortly about this subdivision of accidental being into 

“predicamental” and “predicable” in a forthcoming discussion of the accidentality of unity.   

At this point, it is enough to say that Avicenna follows Aristotle in using the act-potency 

distinction to explain the relative priority of the different meanings of unity. We have already 

noted that Aristotle recognizes act-potency as the relevant context for precisely this 

                                                                 
16 See note 40 of the previous chapter.  
17 Ibid., III.2.3. “[U]num genere, aliud unum specie et hoc idem est unum differentia, et aliud est unum 

comparatione, et aliud est unum subiecto, et aliud est unum numero.” Ibid., 108.   
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differentiation of unity as an analogically extended notion. Avicenna follows suit: “As for the 

true [one], it is that which has multiplicity only in potency. . . . Coming after [the true one] is that 

which has multiplicity in actuality.”18 It should be noted that Avicenna is referring here to the 

order of composite being (mawǧūd ma‘lul), since the verum unum of which he speaks is not the 

One who is without multiplicity even in potency, i.e. the Necessary Existent (necesse esse; wāǧib 

al-wuǧūd).19 Avicenna’s more general point is evident: whatever is multiple only potentially has 

a greater claim to unity than does whatever is multiple actually. Aquinas employs an identical 

schema in accounting for the unitas Dei, as we will see, since it provides clear explanatory 

criteria for the perfective character of unity despite its apparently “privative” denomination (i.e. 

as “undividedness”).20  

Avicenna closes III.2 with some clear remarks about the relative priority of the various 

meanings of unity derived from Aristotle’s Metaphysics:  

You would thus know that the one in genus has a higher claim to unity than the one in 

comparative similarity, that the one in species has a higher claim than the one in genus, 

that the numerically one has a higher claim than the one in species, that the simple that is 

in no respect divisible has a higher claim than the composite, and that the complete 

among divisible [things] has a higher claim than the incomplete.21  

The logic governing such an order of priority is founded on the aforementioned distinction 

between what is divided actually and what is merely potentially divisible. Whereas the unity of 

                                                                 
18 Ibid., III.2.6. “Sed verum unum est id in quo est multitudo in potentia tantum, . . . [p]ost hoc autem sequitur aliud 

unum in quo est multitudo in effectu.” Ibid., 109. The Marmura translation opts for “plurality” rather than 

“multiplicity.” I opt for “multiplicity” as a synonym here and throughout for continuity’s sake.  
19 For the discussion of the oneness of the Necessary Existent, see Ibid., I.7.  
20 On this point, see Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 238-41.  
21 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.2.19. “[E]t scies quod unum genere dignius est unitate quam unum comparatione, et 

unum specie dignius est eo quod est unum genere, et unum numero dignius est uno specie. Simplex etiam quod nullo 

modo dividitur dignius est composito, perfectum vero quod dividitur dignius est imperfecto.” Avicenna, Liber de 

philosophia prima, 113-14.  
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the genus is potentially divisible into species and number, the unity of the species is only 

potentially divisible by number. Therefore the unity of the species “has a higher claim to unity” 

than the unity of the genus. Thus, a fortiori, because numerical unity is not divisible in the same 

way, it has a higher claim to unity than either the unity of the genus or that of the species.22 

 Finally, Avicenna offers his own statement of the Aristotelian convertibility thesis: 

namely, that “The one may correspond [parificatur; musāwiq] with the existent in that the one, 

like the existent, is said of each one of the categories. But the meaning of the two differs.”23 In 

Aristotelian fashion,24 the one corresponds with the existent, but this does not entail synonymy: 

“The two [concepts] are one in subject—that is, whatever is described by the one is described by 

the other.”25 However, in the concluding sentence of the chapter Avicenna indicates a crucial 

departure from Aristotle (an unforgivable one, from the perspective of the Commentator): 

namely, “[Existence and unity] agree in that neither of them designates the substance [substantia; 

ğahwar] of any one thing.”26 As we recall, the mechanics of this “convertibility thesis” in 

Aristotle is quite ambiguous. For Avicenna, by contrast, unity is clearly a predicable accident 

(‘arid lazim) that is foreign to essence, even if it is not a predicamental accident (‘awarid). To 

grasp this important distinction we have to suspend the current discussion of Book III in favor of 

some other texts in which Avicenna develops the point more clearly.  

                                                                 
22 There is a sense in which such an order is “inverted,” as it were; for if numerical unity “has a higher claim to 

unity” than the unity of genus or the unity of species, then a seemingly inadmissible inference follows: namely, that 

material substances enjoy a greater degree of unity than even immaterial substances. One thinks of Etienne Gilson’s 

complaint laid against Aristotle in Being and Some Philosophers: “However we look at it, there is something wrong 

in a doctrine in which the supremely real is such through that which exhibits an almost complete lack of reality [i.e. 

matter].” Etienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 48.   
23 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.2.20. “Unum autem parificatur ad esse, quia unum dicitur de unoquoque 

praedicamentorum, sicut ens, sed intellectus eorum, sicut nosti, diversus est.” Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima, 

114.  
24 See note 31 of the previous chapter.  
25 Ibid., VII.1.1. “Sunt autem unum subiecto scilicet quia in quocumque est hoc est et illud.” Ibid., 349.  
26 Ibid. “Conueniunt autem in hoc quod nullum eorum significat substantiam alicuius rei et iam nosti hoc,” which 

obviously suggests that ğahwar is translated as substance rather than essence. Marmura agrees with the Latin text 

here, rendering ğahwar as “substance.” Ibid.  
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Existence and Unity as Necessary Concomitants 
 

 In Ilāhiyyāt I.4, Avicenna offers some remarks on the subject matter of metaphysics. Like 

Aristotle, Avicenna understands the project of metaphysics as a science “to know the state of the 

relation of the thing and the existent [i.e. res (šayʾ) and ens (mawǧūd), respectively] to the 

categories.”27 Further, working from Metaphysics Γ.2 in the same chapter, Avicenna remarks 

that “[b]ecause the one is coextensive [parificatur; musāwiq] with existence [esse; wuǧūd], it 

also becomes necessary for us to examine the one.”28 Avicenna’s departure from Aristotle on the 

subject of existence—and therefore also the unity that is coextensive with existence—is crucial 

for understanding Avicenna’s project as a whole. This departure is best identified at its root in 

the distinction between the aforementioned concept of (1) the “necessary concomitant” (lāzim); 

and (2) what is “essential” or “belonging to the quiddity.” For Avicenna, both existence (wuǧūd) 

and the unity (waḥda) with which it is coextensive are necessary concomitants. But what does 

this distinction amount to? Without getting bogged down in the minutest details of this issue in 

Ilāhiyyāt,29 we can say that there are two primary motivations for Avicenna’s distinction between 

necessary concomitant and essential or quidditative attributes.   

 The first motivation for this distinction is one that is already present in the Aristotelian 

commentary tradition long before Avicenna—primarily through the commentary of Alexander of 

Aphrodisias. This is the problem of “universality” and “particularity”—that is, the problem of 

accounting for the manner in which a single essence or quiddity (māhiyya) can be somehow one 

(qua universal [kulliyya]) and many (qua individuated in multiple concrete instances [nawʿiyya]). 

                                                                 
27 Ibid., I.4.1. Brackets contain my annotations. “[S]cire dispositionem comparationis rei et entis ad praedicamenta.” 

Ibid., 28.  
28 Ibid., III.2.19. “[Q]uia unum parificatur ad esse sequitur etiam ut consideremus de uno.” Ibid., 114.  
29 For a more developed account of this distinction between the necessary concomitant and the essential in 

Avicenna, see Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 163.   
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Staying true to the Aristotelian rejection of subsisting universals (i.e. the Forms or Ideas), 

Avicenna follows Alexander in his insistence that any quiddity in itself is “indifferent” to 

universality or particularity.30 For example, the quiddity of “human” involves a composition of 

“rational” and “animal,” but it is logically silent as to whether the quiddity of “rational animal” is 

universal or particular.  

Indeed, as Avicenna famously remarks in Ilāhiyyāt V, “[U]niversality is [not] included in 

the definition of ‘horseness.’ For ‘horseness’ has a definition that is not in need of the definition 

of universality but is [something] to which universality accidentally occurs. For, in itself, it is 

nothing at all except ‘horseness’.”31 According to this line of reasoning, if universality or 

particularity were constitutive of the quiddity of “horseness” or “humanity,” then an absurdity 

results: namely, that the universal would have to be particular, and the particular would have to 

be universal. We would have to affirm two contrary attributes of the same subject, which is 

obviously inadmissible. Therefore, for Avicenna, a given quiddity qua quiddity can be neither 

universal nor particular.  

But this immediately begs an important question: how could there be a quiddity which is 

neither universal nor particular, given the fact that quiddities are always given in experience as 

either abstract universals or concrete particulars? Should we understand Avicenna to be saying 

that quiddities occupy some sort of “third realm” beyond the abstract and the concrete? On the 

one hand, as Joseph Owens points out, Avicenna does seem to admit an esse proprium to the 

quiddity considered in itself.32 On the other hand, Avicenna does not wish to admit that 

                                                                 
30 I follow Goris on this point: “Wenn Avicenna die Universalität vom Formalgehalt, welchem die Universalität 

hinzukommt, unterscheidet, folgt er bekanntlich der Tradition Alexanders.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 163.  
31 Avicenna, Metaphysics, V.1.4. “[N]ec universalitas continetur in definitione equinitatis. Equinitas etenim habet 

definitionem quae non eget universalitate, sed est cui accidit universalitas. Unde ipsa equinitas non est aliquid nisi 

equinitas tantum.” Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima, 228.  
32 On this point, see Joseph Owens, “Common nature: a point of comparison between Thomistic and Scotistic 

metaphysics,” Medieval Studies 19.1 (1957): 1-14.  
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quiddities “exist” in any normal sense apart from their necessary concomitants (‘awarid 

tahussu): “The necessary concomitance of the meaning of existence never separates from [the 

quiddity] at all; rather, the meaning of existence is permanently concomitant with it because the 

thing exists either in the concrete or in the estimative [faculty] and the intellect.”33 There can be 

no quiddity which is not either particular (i.e. concrete) or universal (i.e. abstract); for the 

existence of a quiddity inasmuch as it is particular or universal is still a necessary concomitant of 

that quiddity.34 Quite literally, the quiddity is and even must be either particular (hāṣṣ) or 

universal (āmm). This is a statement of the necessary concomitance of the predicates “one” and 

“many” taken as designating universality and particularity, respectively. Even if it is true that 

existence (in its abstract and concrete modes) does not belong to the quiddity qua quiddity, it is 

still a necessary concomitant of all quiddities. As Amos Bertolacci remarks, Avicenna’s doctrine 

of existence as a necessary concomitant must incorporate a “‘relationship of essence and 

existence’, rather than [merely] the ‘distinction of essence and existence’.”35 

Like the so-called predicamental accidents falling under the nine Aristotelian categories 

other than substance, universality and particularity are added to quiddities “extrinsically.” As 

mentioned above, this simply means that the cause of a predicamental accident’s inherence in a 

substance must lie outside of the essence itself. However, unlike predicamental accidents, there is 

a order of necessity proper to the attributes of universality and particularity when they are 

considered as a disjunct. This is to say that all quiddities must be either universal or particular.36 

                                                                 
33 Avicenna, Metaphysics, I.5.11. “[N]ec separabitur a comitantia intelligendi ens cum illa ullo modo, quoniam 

intellectus de ente semper comitabitur illam, quia illa habet esse vel in singularibus vel in aestimatione vel 

intellectu.” Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima, 36.  
34 We might formalize the point as follows (where Q =def “quiddity”; U =def “universal”; and P =def “particular”): 

(x){[(∃x)(Qx)]  (Ux v Px)}.  
35 Amos Bertolacci, “The Distinction of Essence and Existence in Avicenna’s Metaphysics: The Text and its 

Context,” in Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture, and Religion: Studies in Honor of Dimitri Gutas, eds. Felicitas 

Opwis and David Reisman (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 287. 
36 See Ibid., I.5.13.  



Harris 93 

This unique mode of necessity is proper to predicable or necessarily concomitant accidents, as 

opposed to predicamental accidents.   

Yet Avicenna’s development of the distinction between necessary concomitant and 

predicamental accidents goes even further than Alexander’s discussion of the issue of universals 

and particulars. Indeed, perhaps Avicenna’s most original contribution to the project of 

Aristotelian metaphysics overall is a sort of “second level” of necessary concomitance: namely, 

the necessary concomitance of existence itself with respect to essence.37 Just as the universality-

particularity disjunct is a necessary concomitant added to any quiddity, so is existence itself a 

necessary concomitant with respect to quiddity. In this sense, essences are “indifferent” to 

existence.  

This further step in Avicenna’s development of necessary concomitance is motivated by a 

second, theological intuition: namely, the recognition of the absolute contingency of all created 

being with respect to the Necessary Existent. When Avicenna says that “oneness is an attribute 

[ṣifat] that conjoins with ‘horseness,’” he is saying that the unity (the same unity that is 

coextensive with existence) of any quiddity is extrinsic to that quiddity considered in itself.38 

This is to say, among other things, that a quiddity must “receive” its existence from outside 

itself. Again, as in the case of the universal-particular disjunct, for Avicenna unity, existence and 

other “primary notions” do not belong to any quiddity inasmuch as it is a quiddity. The created 

being (mawǧūd ma‘lul), then, is this precise sense an accidental whole composed of existence 

(and other convertible properties) and quiddity.  

                                                                 
37 I am following Goris on this point in the aforementioned section: “Neu ist hier [with respect to Alexander] nicht 

die Indifferenz des rein eidetischen Gehalts in bezug auf die Universalität, sondern seine Indifferenz dem Sein 

gegenüber.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 163.  
38 See note 30 above.  
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As many commentators have pointed out, this composition of the concomitant unity (and 

existence) and the quiddity amounts to a sort of “creational metaphysics.” That is to say, because 

existence, unity and the like are extrinsic to quiddities, all composites of existence and quiddity 

owe their existence to a “being” in whom there is no composition at all. Perhaps the most 

fundamental distinction between possible (i.e. created) existents and the Necessary Existent is 

summed up in Ilāhiyyāt I.6: “We thus say: That which in itself is a necessary existent has no 

cause, while that which in itself is a possible existent has a cause.”39 “Cause” here simply 

designates the properly extrinsic character of existence, unity and the like with respect to created 

beings. That is to say, possible existents are “caused” insofar as they receive their acts of existing 

ab alio. Of course, because the Necessary Existent just is esse tantum, it cannot even in principle 

be “caused”; for not even existence can be extrinsic to itself.   

For our purposes, suffice it to say that unity is a “predicable accident” or “necessary 

concomitant” of all quiddities. Therefore, in a way that neither Aristotle nor Alexander could 

have anticipated, Avicenna conceives of unity itself as (1) convertible with the act of existing; 

(2) extrinsic to quiddity (i.e. “accidental”); yet also (3) necessarily concomitant with quiddity. 

With this admittedly cursory account of these distinctive features of Avicenna’s originality, we 

are now in a better position to resume our earlier discussion of Book III.   

  

                                                                 
39 Ibid., I.6.2. “Dicemus igitur quod necesse esse per se non habet causam et quod possibile esse per se habet 

causam.” Ibid., 43.  



Harris 95 

III.3-5: Number and Multiplicity 
 

 Avicenna begins Ilāhiyyāt III.3 with what will become the landmark issue for our study’s 

primary task: namely, discerning the proper definitions of and proper relation between unum 

(waḥda) and multitudo (katra). Given the abovementioned definition of unity as indivision, there 

seems to be an immediate problem here, according to Avicenna: “if we say, ‘The one is not 

divisible,’ we will have said, ‘The one is that which necessarily does not become multiple,’ [in 

which case] we will have included multiplicity in the explanation of the one.”40 This result is 

inadmissible in a properly Aristotelian science, Avicenna suggests, because it represents no 

advance in knowledge to provide a definition of a first notion merely by stating that it is a 

privation of another first notion.41 Just as it would be fruitless to provide a definition of truth as 

“that which is not false,” so is it fruitless to define the one as “indivision.” The task of discerning 

the “quiddity of the one,” then, must involve an escape from this sterile circularity. This is 

precisely the task that Avicenna assigns himself in this book of Ilāhiyyāt. 

  He begins by following Aristotle’s discussion of the relative priority of multiplicity with 

respect to unity. Since all privations are posterior to their habits, Avicenna draws upon Aristotle 

in Metaphysics I.3 to explain what appears to be an odd consequence of this position (namely, 

that multiplicity is prior to unity in intelligibility): “what is many and is divisible is better known 

to the senses than what is indivisible. Hence what is many is prior in intelligibility to what is 

indivisible, because of sensory perception.”42 As we have seen, the priority of multiplicity here is 

accidental. It is only because human beings happen to be material creatures that they conceive 

                                                                 
40 Ibid., III.3.1. “Si enim dixerimus quod unum est id quod non dividitur, iam diximus quod unum est id quod non 

multiplicatur necessario; iam igitur accepimus multitudinem in ostensione unius.” Ibid., 114.  
41 Avicenna does admit that that unity and multiplicity are a priori notions: “It seems that unity and multiplicity are 

among the things that we conceive a priori.” Ibid., III.3.4. “[V]idetur quod unitas et multitudo sint de his quae prius 

formamus.” Ibid., 115.  
42 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1054a.  
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unity “after” multiplicity: “Our defining multiplicity in terms of unity would, then, be an 

intellectual definition. Here, unity is taken as conceived in itself and as one of the first principles 

of conception.”43 By “intellectual definition,” Avicenna means a definition that is constituted by 

the mode of abstraction proper to human rationality. The absolute priority of unity with respect 

to multiplicity, then, is preserved by relegating the latter to our “act of imagining.” If Avicenna’s 

use of Aristotle here is enough to preserve the absolute priority of unity with respect to 

multiplicity, he does so at the price of demoting multitudo from the ranks of properly a priori 

notions (i.e. de his quae prius formamus). If multitudo belongs more properly to the act of 

imagining than to intellect, then it is “conceived” as a first notion only with reference to unitas.44

 The difficulties do not stop there. In the next paragraph, Avicenna confesses to being 

“astounded by those who define number and say, ‘number is a multiplicity composed of units or 

of ones, when multiplicity is the same as number—not as a genus of number—and the reality of 

multiplicity consists in that it is composed of units.”45 The aggressiveness here is directed 

towards Aristotle; for we might recall the following position from Metaphysics I.6: namely, 

“Multiplicity is as it were the genus to which number belongs.”46 Avicenna is in explicit 

disagreement with the Stagirite here: multiplicity cannot be the “genus to which number 

belongs” because multiplicity just is number.47  

                                                                 
43 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.3.4. “[E]t deinde facimus cognosci multitudinem per unitatem cognitionis 

intelligibilis, et hic accipimus unitatem imaginatam in seipsa et ex principiis imaginationis.” Ibid., 115. Note here 

the extended use of imaginatio, which in this case denotes not the faculty of imagination proper but the intellect’s 

passive relationship to first notions impressed upon it. This is the likely source of Aquinas’ aforementioned 

formulation in I Sent. 8.1.3, imaginatio intellectus.  
44 Goris notes this point, as well: “Die Vielheit gehört nicht zu den Erstbegriffen des Verstandes, sondern ist zwar 

erstlich erfasst, nur aber im Bereich der Vorstellung.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 194.  
45 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.3.5. “Miror autem de eo qui definit numerum dicens quod numerus est multitudo 

aggregate ex unitatibus vel ex unis vel ex unitis. Ipsa enim multitudo est ipse numerus, non sicut genus numeri. 

Certitudo vero multitudinis est quod composita est ex unitatibus.” Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima, 116.  
46 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1057a. See note 79 of the previous chapter.   
47 Stephen Menn recognizes this point, and contrasts Avicenna’s “realist” position on numbers with Aristotle’s anti-

realist position: “This view of numbers as composed of pure units resembles the Academic theories that Aristotle 

criticizes in Metaphysics M.6-9, but with the crucial difference that for Avicenna these unities are accidents, not 
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 It is less clear just what this “disagreement” amounts to, however. Is it the case that 

Avicenna is simply extending the use of “number” beyond a strictly quantitative sense—thereby 

preserving the aforementioned distinction between trans-categorical and numerical multiplicity? 

Thomas O’Shaugnessy maintains this position in an article on the subject, but seems to claim on 

the contrary that for Avicenna “multiplicity . . . is not rightly defined by number [in a strict 

quantitative sense], because multiplicity is the genus of number.”48 Yet this seems to be exactly 

the opposite of what Avicenna unequivocally says against Aristotle: “Ipsa enim multitudo est 

ipse numerus non sicut genus numeri.”49 Such a reading cannot account for the fact that 

Avicenna has Aristotle in his crosshairs when he rejects the claim about the relation between 

multitudo and numerus as [quasi-]genus to [quasi-]species.50 Even if it is true that Avicenna does 

often extend the use of number beyond quantity—and therefore material beings with quantitative 

dimension51—it does not explain these pointed remarks in Ilāhiyyāt III.3.  

Thus, without disputing Avicenna’s clear distinction between trans-categorical and 

numerical unity, it is at least ambiguous whether he affirms an “isomorphic” distinction for the 

notion of multiplicity. Indeed, if anything, it seems that Avicenna is quite content to determine 

the intentio (maʿnan) of multiplicity along the lines of what Aristotle would recognize as the 

properties pertaining to number. Indeed, in Ilāhiyyāt III.5, Avicenna offers a two-part, quasi-

definition of multitudo after having established that “twoness” is the smallest number: 

                                                                 
substances.” Stephen Menn, “Avicenna’s Metaphysics,” in Interpreting Avicenna: Critical Essays (ed.) Peter 

Adamson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 161. 
48 O’Shaugnessy, “St. Thomas and Avicenna on the Nature of the One,” 668.  
49 See note 45 above.  
50 This is not to say that multiplicity could somehow be a genus “properly speaking,” since such a multiplicity would 

be trans-categorical and therefore trans-generic. Aquinas himself makes this qualification in his commentary on 

Metaphysics I: “Et non dicit quod sit simpliciter genus; quia sicut ens genus non est, proprie loquendo, ita nec unum 

quod convertitur cum ente, nec pluralitas ei opposita. Sed est quasi genus, quia habet aliquid de ratione generis, 

inquantum est communis.” Aquinas, In Met., I.8.2092. Aristotle’s point here seems to be merely that not all 

multiplicity is reducible to quantitative or numerical multiplicity.  
51 See, for example, Avicenna, Metaphysics, I.3.17.  
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“Multiplicity is understood in two senses. One is that, with respect to [the numerical] ones, a 

thing should have that which is more than one, this being not at all in relation to something else. 

The other is that the thing should have that which is in another thing and more. This [latter] is the 

[multiple] in its relation to [another].”52 

 These two properties are easy enough to understand. First, because number is defined as 

“a multiplicity composed of ones,”53 Avicenna must say that it is a property of multiplicity (1) 

that it be “more than one.” If it were not more than one, it would not be a multiplicity. Second, 

Avicenna mentions another property of multiplicity, namely, (2) being “in another thing and 

more.” Because the property of being a series follows upon the genus of number, Avicenna must 

add that number as such is marked by relating to other numbers in terms of “more or less.” This 

second property of multiplicity is necessary because Avicenna recognizes an objection based 

upon a sophism: namely, the odd result that what is “few” (say, the number two), is also “many.” 

But this sophism relies upon an equivocation; for multiplicities are “many” in the relevant sense 

only relatively speaking—as opposed to “many” in the precise sense of being measured in terms 

of a numerical unit.   

 Finally, in the final paragraph of the chapter, Avicenna argues that “multiplicity in the 

absolute sense [multitudo absoluta; kaṯratuhu] stands opposite to unity in the manner in which a 

thing stands opposite to the principle that measures it.”54 If there were any place in which 

Avicenna might identify a distinction between trans-categorical and numerical plurality, surely it 

would be in his rendering of multitudo absoluta. But this is not the case, since Avicenna says 

                                                                 
52 Ibid., III.5.14. “De multitudine vero intelliguntur duae intentiones: una est, ut in re sit ex unitatibus plus quam 

una, et hoc non fit respectu alicuius ulla modo; alia est, ut sit in ea quantum est in aliquot alio et insuper aliud, et hoc 

est in respectu.” Ibid., 139.  
53 Ibid., III.5.9. “[N]umerus est multitudo composita ex unitatibus.” Ibid., 137.  
54 Ibid., III.5.15. “Multitudo igitur absoluta est opposita oppositione qua aliquid est oppositum suis principiis ex 

quibus perficitur.” Ibid., 139.  
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unequivocally that unity acts as the “principle that measures it” and thus (even more strongly) 

“renders plurality subsistent.”55 If Avicenna were prepared to admit the possibility of trans-

categorical plurality, he would not define multitudo absoluta in this manner, i.e. in the manner of 

an opposition of measured-to-measure; for this is the opposition which is proper to the 

Aristotelian account of number as the principle of discrete quantity.56  

 So, without abandoning our earlier conclusion regarding Avicenna’s clear distinction 

between trans-categorical and numerical unity,57 it will be instructive for our purposes to 

consider what is at least an ambiguity and at most an outright denial of a corresponding 

distinction between trans-categorical and numerical multiplicity. To fully appreciate what 

Avicenna means here, we must take into account his full-frontal assault upon Aristotle with 

respect to the aforementioned “circularity” problem of discerning the opposition of unum and 

multitudo in their most proper senses. It is this circularity problem that represents the most 

formidable difficulties for not only Avicenna himself, but also his critics—Aquinas above all.  

  

                                                                 
55 Ibid.  
56 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1020a; and note 53 of the previous chapter.  
57 See note 17 above.  
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III.6: The Circularity Problem 
 

 In the previous chapter we noted that Aristotle conceives of the opposition of unity and 

multiplicity in two ways. Unity per se and multiplicity per se are opposed (1) as contraries; 

whereas numerical unity and numerical multiplicity are opposed (2) correlatively as measure to 

measured.58 If the preceding discussion of Avicenna’s own views on multiplicity do in fact 

amount to a rejection of the Aristotelian position (specifically, a rejection of multiplicity as the 

“genus of number”),59 then one would expect that his differences with the Stagirite would 

intensify on the more fundamental subject of the opposition of unity and multiplicity.  

 Indeed, we can confirm this hypothesis; for Avicenna’s navigation of the issue of the 

opposition of unity and multiplicity proves to be an original metaphysical contribution in 

Ilāhiyyāt. He begins Ilāhiyyāt III.6 with a discussion noting several possible ways in which unity 

and multiplicity could be opposed: “It behooves us [now] to reflect on how the opposition 

between the many and the one takes place. For, with us, opposition was of four kinds.”60 

Obviously these “four kinds” of possible opposition are the Aristotelian modes of opposition 

mentioned in the previous chapter: namely, correlativity, contradiction, privation and 

contrariety.61 In characteristic fashion, Avicenna proceeds via a “process of elimination” to a 

necessary conclusion.62 

 First, he considers the Aristotelian position that unity and multiplicity per se are opposed 

as contraries. Avicenna notes an important implication of contrary opposition: if the attributes F 

                                                                 
58 Ibid., 1057a; also see note 79 of the previous chapter.  
59 See note 45 above.  
60 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.6.1. “Oportet considerare oppositionem quae currit inter multum et unum. Oppositio 

vero fit quattuor modis.” Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima, 139.  
61 See Aristotle, Categories, 11b, and note 66 of Chapter 2 of this study.  
62 For a detailed outline of these passages, see Bertolacci, The Reception of Aristotle’s Metaphysics in Avicenna’s 

Kitāb al-Šifā', 357.  
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and G are contraries, then F must “annul”—that is, imply the negation of—G, since contraries 

cannot be truly predicated of the same subject in the same way in the same respect. If the kettle is 

black, then the kettle is not white; and vice versa. Yet this presents a problem for the case of 

unity and multiplicity, given the immediately preceding discussion of unity’s “rendering 

multiplicity subsistent.”63 As Avicenna says, “It is impossible for the opposition of unity and 

plurality to be of this sort [i.e. contrariety]. This is because unity renders multiplicity subsistent, 

whereas none of the contraries renders its contrary subsistent but, rather, annuls and denies it.”64  

 The point here is simple enough to grasp: if unity and multiplicity were opposed as 

contraries, we would expect them to imply the privation of the other—not, as appears to be the 

case, for one contrary to serve as the principle by which its opposite is formally constituted. This 

principans-principatum relation—one that admittedly obtains in numerical unity and 

multiplicity—cannot obtain in a relation of contrary opposition. 

 Indeed, Avicenna continues, far from multiplicity being annulled by unity, it is actually 

constituted by unity insofar as any multiplicity is composed of units: “Just as multiplicity is only 

realized through unity, similarly, multiplicity is annulled only through the annulment of its 

units.”65 That is to say, multiplicity is only annulled if unity is annulled—even if the unity under 

discussion is predicable of a multiplicity of units. Again, this would be an odd result if unity and 

plurality were opposed as contraries; for in any standard case the annulment of an attribute 

certainly does not entail the annulment of its contrary opposite. Whatever the opposition between 

                                                                 
63 See note 51 above.  
64 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.6.1. “Unitas enim constituit multitudinem; nullum vero contrariorum constituit suum 

contrarium, sed removet et destruit.” Avicenna, Liber de philosophia prima, 140.  
65 Ibid., III.6.3. “[M]ultitudo sicut non acquiritur nisi per unitatem, sic nec destruitur nisi propter destructionem 

suarum unitatum.” Ibid.  
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unity and multiplicity may turn out to be, for Avicenna it is “manifest and clear” that such results 

exclude the possibility of unity and multiplicity as contraries.66  

 The next mode of opposition Avicenna considers as a candidate for the relationship 

between the one and the many is that of privation and habit. As we have already discussed, the 

definition of unity as undivided being seems to imply that unity is best understood as a privation 

of multiplicity. Yet this position is riddled with even more difficulties than conceiving the two 

attributes as contraries. Avicenna challenges his reader “to contrive a way whereby you would 

render unity the privation of multiplicity in that [thing] which, in [the nature of]' its species, 

would become multiple.”67 He takes this to be obviously impossible, as evidenced by his 

dropping the issue entirely. 

 However, Avicenna does consider the opposite view—that is, plurality as privation and 

unity as habit. According to Avicenna, this is the view held among “the Ancients, a group 

rendered this opposition [between the one and the many] as belonging to [that] of privation and 

possession, making [this latter] the primary contrariety.”68 Yet neither is this position convincing 

for Avicenna, as is evident in his rhetorical question: “How, then, can the quiddity of possession 

exist in privation such that privation would be composed of possessions that are combined?”69 

The point here is similar to Avicenna’s objection to the position implying contrary opposition: if 

unity is the habit and multiplicity the privation, then the privation would result from a 

combination of possessions. Once again, this is an absurd result. Therefore, Avicenna concludes, 

the one and the many cannot be opposed as privation and habit.  

                                                                 
66 Ibid., III.6.6.  
67 Ibid., III.6.7. “Tu autem potes sustinere quod unitas, aliquo modo, est privatio multitudinis, cuius natura est 

secundum speciem suam multiplicari.” Ibid., 142.  
68 Ibid., III.6.8. “Quidam ergo ex antiquis posuerunt oppositionem quae est habitus et privationis oppositionem quae 

est inter unum et multum, et quidam oppositionem quae est primae contradictionis.” Ibid.  
69 Ibid., III.6.9. “[Q]uomodo quidditas habitus est in privation, ita ut privatio sit composita ex habitibus qui 

coniungantur?” Ibid., 143.  
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 For the same reason, unity and multiplicity cannot be opposed as contradictories either; 

for, as Avicenna remarks, “[the opposition of privation and habit] is the [very] genus of this 

opposition. For, alongside the affirmative statement stands existence, and alongside the negative 

statement stands privation.”70 That is to say, because contradictory opposition is a species of 

privation-habit opposition, if unity and multiplicity cannot be opposed as privation to habit, then 

neither can they be opposed as contradictories.  

 Finally, Avicenna considers the fourth Aristotelian mode of opposition, correlativity. Is it 

the case that per se unity and multiplicity are opposed as correlative opposites—that is, as 

“opposites which fall under the category of relation . . . explained by reference of the one to the 

other”?71 Avicenna provides two reasons for his negative response.   

First, although he admits that “multiplicity derives from unity, because it is in itself the 

effect of unity,” he wants to be clear that “being an effect is a necessary concomitant of 

multiplicity, not multiplicity itself.”72 As the Marmura translation of Ilāhiyyāt indicates, 

Avicenna is recalling an Aristotelian distinction “between that which exists only through 

something and that whose nature is predicated only with respect to another.”73 For example, a 

roof may be caused by a wall in the sense that it could not exist without it, but the wall does not 

enter into the quiddity of the roof. It is simply a property of the roof—a property which is 

extrinsic to its quiddity—that it is held up by the wall. For Avicenna, a similar relation arises in 

the case of unity and multiplicity: namely, that there is a dependence relation that does not enter 

into the quiddity of either notion. The point here is that correlative opposites are always defined 

                                                                 
70 Ibid., III.6.10. “[E]st genus huius oppositionis, quia affirmativa est stabilitio, et negativa est privatio.” Ibid.  
71 Aristotle, Categories, 3.10.  
72 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.6.11. “[M]ultitudo non eget ad hoc ut intelligatur nisi quia est ex unitate, quoniam 

causatum est unitatis in seipsa; et hoc quod intelligitur esse causata aliud est ab eo quod intelligitur esse multitudo. . 

. . [C]ausalitas vero comitans est multitudinem, non est ipsa multitudo.” Ibid., 144.  
73 Ibid., [pg.] 394n11.   
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with respect to one another. According to Avicenna, this is precisely what is not the case in the 

relation between unity and multiplicity.  

The second reason why unity and multiplicity cannot be opposed correlatively is closely 

related to the first.  

[I]f [multiplicity] belongs to [the category of] relation, then it would be the case that, just 

as its quiddity would have to be predicated with respect to unity, the quiddity of unity [al-

wahdati] inasmuch as it is unity would have to be predicated with respect to multiplicity 

[al-katrati], in accordance with the condition of the reciprocity of the two relations. [As 

such,] the two, inasmuch as this one is unity and the other is multiplicity, would be 

equivalent in existence.74 

The importance of this formulation for Aquinas’ doctrine of multitudo transcendens ought not to 

be overlooked. If Avicenna was uncomfortable with “the Ancients’” (read: Platonist) doctrine of 

multiplicity as an outright privation of unity, here he offers what could be considered a partial 

reconciliation. If, per impossibile, unity and multiplicity were correlative opposites, then they 

would be “equivalent in existence”—a position Avicenna considers to be obviously false. 

Indeed, even if the quiddity of multiplicity does not directly contain a reference to unity, as we 

have seen Avicenna does insist that it is a concomitant property of multitudo to be caused by 

unity: Causalitas uero comitans est multitudinem.75 Therefore, to suggest that unity and 

multiplicity are correlative opposites would be to undermine the causal primacy of the former 

with respect to the latter. Avicenna is just enough of a Platonist to reject this conclusion as prima 

facie untenable.  

                                                                 
74 Ibid., III.6.11. “[S]i multitudo esset de relatione, eveniret quod, sicut quidditas multitudinis dicitur respectu 

unitatis, sic quidditas unitatis, inquantum est unitas, diceretur respectu multitudinis secundum condicionem 

conversionis relativorum, et essent coaequaeva in esse.” Ibid. 
75 See note 72 above.  
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As we will see, this exact point in the Ilāhiyyāt seems to be at the front of the Aquinas’ 

mind in his mature work on the notions of per se unity and multiplicity. Indeed, as we will see, 

Avicenna’s description of what he perceives to be an absurd conclusion—i.e. that unity and 

multiplicity are coaequaeva in esse—turns out to be an elegant formulation of Aquinas’ precise 

position.76 That is, the Angelic Doctor affirms precisely what Avicenna denies as absurd: 

namely, that unity and multiplicity are equiprimordial metaphysical principles.  

 Having refuted all four possible modes of the supposed opposition of unity and 

multiplicity, then, Avicenna’s conclusion is simple: “Since all this has become clear to you, it 

behooves you to affirm conclusively that there is no opposition between the two in themselves 

[secundum seipsa].”77 Again, attention must be paid to the secundum seipsa; for Avicenna has 

already granted the Aristotelian position that numerical unity is opposed correlatively to 

multiplicity as “measure to measured.” The point is that “being a measure” is not a per se 

attribute of unity. If it were, two unseemly implications would follow: (1) that there is no 

distinction between trans-categorical and numerical unity; and (2) that unity per se is in fact 

opposed correlatively to multiplicity. Avicenna clearly rejects both of these implications. “Being 

a measure,” then, is an accidental property of unity; for it belongs to the quiddity of numerical 

unity, not unity itself.   

 Indeed, as we turn to Averroes’ criticisms of Avicenna, the particular subtlety of the 

latter’s position becomes especially important. The Commentator’s criticisms have their roots in 

two related observations—one incorrect, and the other correct. First, (1) Averroes incorrectly 

accuses Avicenna of holding that, “being a measure” is a per se attribute of unity; and second, 

                                                                 
76 See especially the discussion of Summa theologiae 1.30.3 in Chapter 7 of this study.  
77 Ibid., III.6.12. “Postquam igitur est manifestum tibi totum hoc, tunc claret non esse oppositionem inter ea 

secundum seipsa.” Ibid., 144.  
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(2) Averroes correctly accuses of Avicenna of not recognizing a trans-categorical multiplicity. 

To Averroes’ Epitome we now turn.   
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Averroes’ Criticism of Avicenna 
 

 Averroes is clearer than Avicenna in distinguishing a trans-categorical or metaphysical 

unity from numerical unity: “While the masses do not know any further meaning of ‘one’, it is 

employed in this discipline [of metaphysics also] as a synonym of the thing's essence and 

quiddity.”78 In contradistinction to Avicenna’s insistence that unity is a predicable (as opposed to 

predicamental79) accident added to the essence of a thing, Averroes is quite clear that unity is 

simply another name for “being”—that is, if “being” is understood as the essence of the being in 

question. He also admits that unity is predicated most properly “heterogenous wholes”—that is, 

wholes composed of parts that are formally distinct: “we predicate ‘one’ of that which is 

compounded of a multiplicity of things, such as oxymel which is composed of vinegar and 

honey. This meaning of ‘one’ is different from the one we predicate of the continuous, since the 

continuous is by its nature not divisible into a definite number of parts, as is the case with 

oxymel.”80  

This “essential” unity is not numerical unity, for Averroes, since numerical unity denotes 

the “isolation of something extrinsic [i.e. accidental with respect to] its essence . . . when we say 

of this concrete [mass of] water that it is numerically one, since in a case like this the isolation is 

no more than something accidental to the water, which is why the water remains the same no 

matter whether isolated or not isolated.”81 The point here is that numerical unity operates by 

“isolating” a measurable feature of the particular mass of water. This unity is the unity of a part 

                                                                 
78 Averroes, Epitome, 38. 
79 For a discussion of this point in Avicenna on the specific topic of unity, see O’Shaugnessy, “St Thomas and 

Avicenna on the Nature of the One,” 675.  
80 Averroes, Epitome, 38. 
81 Ibid. 
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of a “homogenous whole,” namely, a whole that is composed of formally identical parts.82 The 

kind of unity that is proper to homogenous wholes is quantitative, not essential.  

Here in Ch. 1 of the Epitome, we receive the first taste of what appears to be a misreading 

of Avicenna: “[Avicenna] errs here in so far as in his [doctrine] the accidental which is attached 

to a thing in the intellect is confounded with the accidental which is attached to it in 

[extramental] existence, and [because] he was convinced that ‘one’ is predicated of all ten genera 

univocally, not secundum prius et posterius, and that it is [identical with] the numerical one.”83  

It is difficult to ascertain which Avicennian text Averroes seems to have in mind here. As 

we have seen, even if it is true that Avicenna does conceive of unity as “outside the essence” as a 

necessary concomitant, there is no question that he admits of a distinction between non-

numerical and numerical unity. However, there can be little doubt that the position as described 

does lead to absurdities; for in Averroes’ Aristotelian world a strictly univocal conception of 

unity would collapse the ever-crucial distinction upon which Aristotelian metaphysics so directly 

depends: namely, the distinction between substance and accident. This is because both 

substances and accidents would be “isolated” or individuated as members of a common genus, 

and being does not admit of the sort of external differentiation which is proper to a genus.84   

All this to say, Averroes is very clear that his Aristotelian metaphysics must involve a 

distinction between essential unity and numerical unity—one that accords with two kinds of 

                                                                 
82 For Aquinas’ rendering of the notion of a homogenous whole, see Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.11.2 ad 2.  
83 Averroes, Epitome, 39. 
84 Aristotle mounts multiple arguments against conceiving of being as a genus throughout his oeuvre. Perhaps the 

most sophisticated of these arguments can be found in Aristotle, Metaphysics, 998b. Formally constructed, the 

argument runs as follows:   

1. Being is a genus [assumption for reductio];  

2. Being can be predicated of all differentiae;  

3. If being is a genus, then being cannot be predicated of its differentiae;  

4. Being cannot be predicated of its differentiae [1, 3];  

5. Being both can and cannot be predicated of its differentiae [2, 4];  

6. Being is not a genus [end reductio]. 
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whole: namely, heterogonous wholes (i.e. implying essential unity) and homogenous wholes (i.e. 

implying merely quantitative unity). 
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Averroes on Number and Multiplicity 
 

Averroes returns to his criticism of Avicenna in Ch. 3 of the Epitome, which features a 

short discussion of Avicenna’s “mistake” of conflating trans-categorical unity with numerical 

unity: “Ibn Sina confused the nature of the one which is the principle of number with the one as 

such, which is common to all categories. Since the one which is the principle of number is an 

accident, he thought that the one as such, which is general [and] coextensive with being, is [also] 

an accident.”85 Again, we are confronted by what seems to be an obvious mistake in Averroes’ 

reading of Avicenna; for Avicenna clearly wishes to admit the very distinction that Averroes 

accuses him of eliding. As we recall, for Avicenna, there is “[First] the one is very closely related 

to the existent, which is the subject of this [metaphysical] science . . . [and] second . . . the 

principle of quantity.”86 Indeed, Avicenna is resolutely committed to the position that “being a 

measure” is an accident added to unity. Despite his divergence from Aristotle on the question of 

trans-categorical unity, Avicenna’s position on the relationship between numerical unity and 

multiplicity is the stock Aristotelian position: namely, that they are opposed correlatively as 

measure to measured.87 

Without denying that Averroes’ criticism of Avicenna seems to be mistaken on a 

fundamental level, I want to suggest that there may be some warrant for his criticism if we recall 

Avicenna’s divergence from Aristotle on the relation of multiplicity and number. After all, 

Avicenna does ridicule the Aristotelian position that multiplicity is the “genus of number” rather 

than simply number itself. In Averroes’ eyes, this may implicate Avicenna in the error of eliding 

the Aristotelian distinction between metaphysical multiplicity and numerical plurality, since it is 

                                                                 
85 Averroes, Epitome, 118.  
86 See note 13 above.  
87 See note 86 above.  
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proper to trans-categorical unity that it is opposed to multiplicity as its contrary. Averroes says so 

more or less explicitly: 

[Ibn Sina asks,] How can multiplicity be a genus of number being itself number, since 

any concrete multiplicity qua multiplicity is divisible into this and that multiplicity just as 

number is divisible into these and those countable [units] (I mean sensible things)? But he 

is wrong on this [point] because universal multiplicity is more general than numerical 

multiplicity as the one as such is more general than the one which is the principle of 

number. Even if it were as he says, it is [nevertheless] possible to imagine number as one 

of the species of countable things, such that multiplicity [serves] as genus for it and for 

all that is multiple. This is not excluded from the acts of the soul; and it applies to number 

only inasmuch as the soul acts on the countable things.88 

Unfortunately for our purposes of analyzing the disparity between him and Avicenna, Averroes 

does not go into any further detail on the subject of the distinction between “universal 

multiplicity” and “numerical multiplicity.” It simply appears that the truth of this Aristotelian 

distinction is as obvious to Averroes as its falsehood is to Avicenna. For Averroes, there must be 

a “universal multiplicity” which is not even in principle “enumerable” or “countable,” since the 

kind of distinctness involved is that of formal opposition rather than material division.89 Indeed, 

Averroes appears to be even more disparaging of quantity than Aristotle; for he is clear that 

quantitative unity and multiplicity “is abstracted from matter by the mind and conceived as 

                                                                 
88 Averroes, Epitome, 119.  
89 On this point, see Stephen Menn, “Averroes on Avicenna on Being and Unity,” in The Arabic, Hebrew, and Latin 

Reception of Avicenna’s Metaphysics, eds. Dag Nikolaus Hasse and Amos Bertolacci (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 

2012), 83.  
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something separated, for the numerical one and numerical oneness are something invented by the 

soul in the individual entities.”90 

Thus, if Averroes is wrong to suggest that Avicenna fails to recognize a distinction 

between trans-categorical and numerical unity, he is not wrong to suggest that Avicenna fails to 

recognize an isomorphic distinction between trans-categorical and numerical multiplicity. While 

it is not enough to “redeem” what appears to be Averroes’ obvious interpretive error regarding 

his misreading of Avicenna on unity itself, it is at least a step in the right direction for 

understanding one apparent conflation of trans-categorical and numerical unity. Avicenna does 

indeed seem to be parting ways with Aristotle in this direct way.91  

We have already noted that Aristotle conceives of the opposition of the one and the many 

in two ways. Unity per se and multiplicity per se are opposed (1) as contraries; whereas 

numerical unity and numerical multiplicity are opposed (2) correlatively as measure to measured. 

We have also noted that Avicenna rejects any and all opposition between unity and multiplicity 

per se, though admitting the Aristotelian position on the opposition of numerical unity and 

multiplicity. 

In Ch. 3 of the Epitome, Averroes addresses the Avicennian problem of “circularity” with 

respect to the definitions of the one and the many: “[Ibn Sina] opposed [this] definition of the 

one and of number in another respect, for he says: If the one is employed in the definition of 

multiplicity, which is number, while the one is conceived only through the non-existence of 

multiplicity in it, then either is employed in the conception of the other.”92 Presumably, what 

                                                                 
90 Ibid., 118. My emphasis.  
91 Therefore I agree with Houser when he remarks, “In this respect at least the Commentator is right: For Avicenna, 

the unity which is ‘equated with being’ does have its opposite determined by ‘measure,’ though of course that 

measure is accidental to it (and therein lies the rub). By ignoring the second part of this doctrine, the Commentator 

will be able to destroy the first. By their opposites, which are in a way their fruits, ye shall know them.” R.E. 

Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity, 187. 
92 Averroes, Epitome, 119.  
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Averroes is addressing here in Avicenna is the latter’s criticism of opposing per se unity and 

multiplicity as correlatives.  

Yet, for Avicenna, number or multiplicity (which are apparently synonymous) is to unity 

as a roof is to a wall—that is, while one cannot exist without the other, it does not follow that 

either term enters into the quiddity of either. The relation at issue is another example of a 

necessary concomitant, as opposed to an attribute belonging to quiddity as such. Only numerical 

unity and number can be opposed correlatively, in Avicenna’s view; for “being a measure” is 

essential to the very notion of numerical unity. 

For Averroes, however, Avicenna’s circularity objection is “begging the point at issue,” 

since there are plenty of examples of fundamental metaphysical disjunctions involving two 

notions which can only be defined by reference to the other. Averroes illustrates the point in an 

earlier discussion in the beginning of Ch. 3 on the respective quiddities of potency and act: 

[P]otency and actuality belong to the [class of] relatives, and any relative can be 

conceptualized only by relating it to its correlate. Also, it is unnecessary to seek a 

definition of everything in one and the same manner. For not everything has genus and 

differentia, but rather some things are definable [only] through their opposites, others 

through their effects, and again others through their acts and affections, or, in general, 

through their concomitants. In none [of these] is there a vicious circle which, according to 

Ibn Sina, occurs in determining such things, because the nature of relatives necessarily 

entails that each of two relatives occurs in the conception of the other.93 

For Averroes, just as there is no problem with the (non-vicious) circularity of understanding 

potency and act as containing mutual reference to the other term’s definition, neither is there any 

                                                                 
93 Ibid., 98.  
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problem with doing the same with unity and multiplicity. After all, as any good Aristotelian 

knows, “not everything has genus and differentia.”94  

Avicenna’s supposed refusal to admit that unity and multiplicity are opposed 

correlatively leads Averroes to understand the former’s “mistake” in the following way: “What 

Ibn Sina says would necessarily apply only if one conception occurred in the other in so far as it 

is prior to it with respect to being and better known with respect to conception. But this would 

necessarily entail that the thing is conceptualized on its own, which is not the case. Rather, both 

[relatives] are simultaneous in being and in knowledge.”95 Even if it is the case that the 

“Avicenna” Averroes targets here is a straw man, there is still the following insight to be drawn: 

namely, whereas Avicenna himself desires to maintain the causal primacy of unity with respect 

to multiplicity (insofar as the measure is the principle of the measured), Averroes appears to be 

quite happy to conceive of unity and multiplicity as equiprimordial “in being and in knowledge.” 

This is simply to say that neither (numerical) unity nor multiplicity enjoys any priority—

metaphysical or epistemic—with respect to the other.  

Still, there is no escaping the fact that Averroes’ criticism still seems to be plagued by his 

earlier misreading: namely, his charge that Avicenna conflates the distinction between trans-

categorical and numerical unity altogether. This is just not the case. As we have seen, Avicenna 

is clearly aware of this distinction, and is even happy to allow for the very correlativity that 

Averroes affirms—albeit on the condition that the unity being discussed is of the numerical 

variety. What Avicenna does not appear to allow for is a correlative opposition between trans-

categorical unity and a corresponding trans-categorical multiplicity.  

                                                                 
94 Ibid. Aristotle recognizes this in his discussion of the act-potency distinction: “we need not seek a definition [i.e. 

genus and differentia] for every term, but must comprehend the analogy.” Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1048a.  
95 Averroes, Epitome, 98.  
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Despite this fact, the criticism is instructive. This is not because Averroes understands 

every nuance of Avicenna’s position, but rather because even his interactions with the straw man 

highlight a genuine and important difference between Avicenna and Averroes. Unlike Averroes, 

Avicenna affirms that multiplicity is simply synonymous with numerical multiplicity. This 

affirmation shapes the entirety of Avicenna’s assault on Aristotle in Ilāhiyyāt III.6 in a 

fundamental way; for it explains why trans-categorical unity cannot be opposed to multiplicity at 

all. This point, I want to suggest, is more important than many commentators have realized when 

it comes to Aquinas’ own decision to follow Averroes in criticizing Avicenna.96  

  

                                                                 
96 Although Houser recognizes the importance of the unity-plurality opposition in Averroes’ criticism of Avicenna, I 

want to suggest that it is even more important for Aquinas, as is evidenced most clearly in Summa theologiae 1.11.2, 

which can be read as a direct assault on Avicenna’s discussion in Metaphysics III.6—not unlike Avicenna’s direct 

assault upon Aristotle on the same subject.  
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Conclusions 
 

In conclusion, we have seen that Avicenna conceives of unity itself in a way that 

Aristotle could never have anticipated—that is, as (1) convertible with the act of existing; (2) 

extrinsic to quiddity (i.e. “accidental”); yet also (3) necessarily concomitant with quiddity. In 

addition, Avicenna also advances two explicit lines of criticism against the Stagirite. First, he 

denies out of hand the Aristotelian position that multiplicity can somehow be more general than 

number, arguing instead that plurality is merely a synonym for number. Second, and more 

importantly for Aquinas, he gives a series of arguments which conclude by rejecting the 

Aristotelian position that unity and multiplicity are contrary opposites. Indeed, for Avicenna, 

even if numerical unity is correlatively related to number, properly speaking multiplicity is not 

opposed to transcendental unity at all. These explicit departures from Aristotle prove to be one of 

the most important motivations for Aquinas’ doctrine of multitudo transcendens, especially 

because they appear to be filtered through Averroes’ rendering of Avicenna.  

We have also seen in this chapter that Averroes mistakenly suggests that Avicenna does 

not make a distinction between transcendental and numerical unity. Further, in his Epitome he 

addresses Avicenna’s criticisms of the Aristotelian position on the opposition of unity and 

multiplicity. Yet even these explicit engagements seem to miss substantive aspects of Avicenna’s 

position—most notably, the fact that Avicenna freely admits that numerical unity and 

multiplicity are correlativey related.  

We are now in a better position to turn to Aquinas himself, especially insofar as his 

position on the meanings of and relationship between unum and multitudo fits into the 

Metaphysics commentary tradition.  
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CHAPTER 4: Aquinas among his Aristotelian Interlocutors 
 

 This chapter examines Aquinas’ own positions on several major issues raised in previous 

chapters, albeit in a dialectical mode—that is to say, with attention to Aquinas’ explicit 

engagements with Aristotle, Avicenna and Averroes. This mode of direct engagement allows for 

a clearer and more precise foundation for examining relevant texts from Aquinas before 

assessing them in terms of their chronological development.   

 Indeed, this chapter does not proceed chronologically in terms of Aquinas’ own career. 

Jean-Pierre Torrell places the Metaphysics Commentary as late as 1270-72.1 Even if there is 

good reason to think that Aquinas’ views on unum and multitudo develop in important ways over 

the course of his career, present purposes are served by noting several places in which Aquinas’ 

“synchronic” relationship to the three aforementioned interlocutors is clearest and most relevant 

for understanding and appreciating the meaning of Aquinas’ notion of multitudo transcendens in 

a comprehensive manner.  

 The first and most obvious place to begin this synchronic task, then, is with Aquinas’ 

Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics. After all, this text contains explicit engagement with 

Aristotle and Avicenna on some of the most fundamental issues surrounding the relation between 

unum and multitudo. Along with the Metaphsyics Commentary, we will examine a selection of 

other texts which betray the influence of Averroes on Aquinas’ reading of Avicenna—that is, De 

veritate 21.5 and Summa theologiae 1.6.3.  

  

                                                                 
1 See Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas: The Person and His Work (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 

Press of America, 1996), 231.  
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Metaphysics as φιλοσοφία θεολογική 
 

 We have seen that Aristotle understands the subject of the science of metaphysics as τὸ 

ὂν ᾗ ὂν, and that such a formulation appears to be an intentional departure from a Platonic 

conception of τὸ ὂν ὄντως. Following others, I attributed this difference in formulation (in part, 

at least) to a real difference in methodology. Whereas Plato’s “participationist” schema seems to 

focus on τὸ ὂν inasmuch as what is “real” is opposed to what merely apparent, Aristotle 

explicitly approaches the matter of unity and being inasmuch as they are universal predicates.2  

Now obviously this does not mean that Plato’s dialogues do not display a careful attention to the 

subtleties of “right predication,” but if I am correct then there is a difference between this 

formulation and Aristotle’s τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν insofar as the latter is explicitly interested in the manifold 

ways in which being is properly predicated of different subjects.3 As we have seen, this 

difference is developed systematically in the form of the Stagirite’s critique of his master’s 

“Parmenideanism,” which is apparently rooted in his mistaken commitment to understanding τὸ 

ὂν and τὸ ἓν as substances in their own right.4 

 Nevertheless, Aristotle is clear that metaphysics is also a φιλοσοφία θεολογική—that is, a 

science whose subject matter includes immaterial or “separated” substances.5 In what sense is 

this “predicative strategy” of understanding metaphysics also theological? The question pertains 

to the relationship between τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὂν as or among the “highest principles and causes,” which 

just are those separated substances. Could one not interpret Aristotle as offering a program for 

                                                                 
2 See the discussion in Chapter 2 of this study regarding “participationist” and “predicative” models of metaphysics 

represented by Plato and Aristotle, respectively.  
3 See especially note 37 of Chapter 2 of this study.  
4 See note 31 of Chapter 2 of this study.  
5 “[I]t is obvious that if the divine is present anywhere, it is present in this kind of entity [i.e. separated substance]; 

and also the most honorable science must deal with the most honorable class of subject. The speculative sciences, 

then, are to be preferred to the other sciences, and ‘theology’ to the other speculative sciences.” Aristotle, 

Metaphysics, 1026a.  
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metaphysics which is primarily transcendental as opposed to transcendent6—that is, primarily 

concerned with proper use of our most universal and fundamental concepts rather than an 

investigation into the natures of those substances which are “first” and “more intelligible in 

themselves”?  

 This matter is important for the monotheism of Aquinas. Indeed, this importance is 

evident in the Latin Doctor’s Prologue to his commentary on the Metaphysics. Presumably 

speaking in his own voice, he says:  

We can discover which science this is and the sort of things with which it deals by 

carefully examining the qualities of a good ruler; for just as men of superior intelligence 

are naturally the rulers and masters of others, whereas those of great physical strength 

and little intelligence are naturally slaves, as the Philosopher says [in the Politics] in a 

similar way that science which is intellectual in the highest degree should be naturally the 

ruler of the others. This science is the one which treats of the most intelligible objects.7 

It is notable here that Aquinas makes recourse not to the Metaphysics itself but to the Politics in 

order to “discover which science [metaphysics] is.” Drawing upon the analogy of ruler-ruled to 

demonstrate the relative priority of one science with respect to others, Aquinas integrates two 

(perhaps) disparate “subjects” of metaphysics: namely, ens commune and the “highest causes and 

principles.”  

 Aquinas implies precisely this sort of integration in the conclusion of his Prologue with a 

distinction between causas proprias and subjectum in any science: “the subject of a science is 

                                                                 
6 On this distinction between “transcendent” and “transcendental” with respect to the enterprise of metaphysics, see 

Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy as Transcendental Thought, 21-35.  
7 “Quae autem sit haec scientia, et circa qualia, considerari potest, si diligenter respiciatur quomodo est aliquis 

idoneus ad regendum. Sicut enim, ut in libro praedicto philosophus dicit, homines intellectu vigentes, naturaliter 

aliorum rectores et domini sunt: homines vero qui sunt robusti corpore, intellectu vero deficientes, sunt naturaliter 

servi: ita scientia debet esse naturaliter aliarum regulatrix, quae maxime intellectualis est. Haec autem est, quae circa 

maxime intelligibilia versatur.” Aquinas, In Met., Prol.  
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the genus whose causes and properties we seek, and not the causes themselves of the particular 

genus studied; for a knowledge of the causes of some genus is the goal to which the investigation 

of a science attains.”8 In the case of metaphysics, the causas proprias sought are the separated 

substances, since they are the first and highest causes of the relevant subject matter, which is ens 

commune. It is precisely because ens commune is the “genus” of which the separated substances 

are “first” and “highest” that ens commune is the subjectum of metaphysics. This point is re-

affirmed explicitly in his commentary on Books Γ and E,9 and the unity of metaphysics as a 

science directly depends upon the extent to which the causas proprias are indeed proper to ens 

commune.  

 So, while it is true that Aristotle himself recognizes that metaphysics is, in a sense, 

identical with the aforementioned φιλοσοφία θεολογική, it is Aquinas who affirms the identity in 

a more explicit manner in the Prologue and elsewhere:10 

[Metaphysics] is called ‘divine science’ or ‘theology’ inasmuch as it considers the 

[separated] substances. It is called ‘metaphysics’ inasmuch as it considers being and the 

attributes which naturally accompany being . . . [t]t is called ‘first philosophy’ inasmuch 

as it considers the first causes of things. Therefore it is evident what the subject of this 

science is, and how it is related to the other sciences, and by what names it is 

designated.11 

                                                                 
8 “Hoc enim est subiectum in scientia, cuius causas et passiones quaerimus, non autem ipsae causae alicuius generis 

quaesiti.” Ibid.  
9 See Ibid., Γ.4.593.  
10 See also Aquinas’ discussion in his commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate 5.4: “Sic ergo theologia sive scientia 

divina non tamquam subiectum scientiae, set tamquam principia subiecti, et talis est theologia quam philosophi 

prosequuntur, que alio nomine metaphysica dicitur.” Aquinas, Super Boethium, 5.4.  
11 “Dicitur enim scientia divina sive theologia, inquantum praedictas substantias considerat. Metaphysica, inquantum 

considerat ens et ea quae consequuntur ipsum. . . . Dicitur autem prima philosophia, inquantum primas rerum causas 

considerat. Sic igitur patet quid sit subiectum huius scientiae, et qualiter se habeat ad alias scientias, et quo nomine 

nominetur.” Aquinas, In Met., Prol.  
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In short, for Aquinas, metaphysics is co-extensive with natural theology in terms of its causas 

proprias.12 As we will see, this is important not only for Aquinas’ interpretation of Aristotle, but 

also for the Latin Doctor’s polemical engagement with Avicenna. It is no accident that each 

philosopher’s doctrine of the divine nature bears significantly on his respective understanding of 

the proper ratio of unum, especially as it relates to multitudo.  

  

                                                                 
12 On this point, see Jason Mitchell, L.C., “Aquinas on the Ontological and Theological Foundation of the 

Transcendentals,” Alpha Omega, 16.1 (2013): 39. 
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Aquinas on Metaphysics Γ.2 
 

 We have seen that Avicenna seems both to consider and reject the Aristotelian position 

that unity “designates the essence of any one thing.”13 Although it is true that substances are 

never “without” their unity, this is because their unity (and existence) are necessary 

concomitants, as opposed to essential properties. However, for Aquinas, the letter of the 

Aristotelian text is also the truth:14 “it is the same thing to say ‘human being’ and ‘the thing that 

is man’; and nothing different is expressed when in speaking we repeat the terms, saying, ‘This is 

a human being, a man, and one man’.”15 The key here is Aquinas’ recognition of the 

aforementioned “convertibility formula” for transcendental notions such as unum. Even if ens 

and unum are names expressing different rationes, the res significata of each respective name is 

identical.  

 Yet this assertion of convertibility on its own is not enough to account for any real 

difference between Aquinas and Avicenna; for as we have seen Avicenna is more than happy to 

admit that unum “corresponds” (parificatur) ad esse.16 Yet, whereas Avicenna clearly states that 

unum does not “designate the essence,” Aquinas affirms the opposite: “Now what has an 

essence, and a quiddity by reason of that essence, and what is undivided in itself [quod est in se 

indivisum], are the same.”17 Although it is true that in this text Aquinas is acting primarily as a 

commentator rather than a philosopher, we ought not to underestimate the lasting impact of two 

aspects of this judgment: (1) the critical posture towards Avicenna that is inspired by Averroes; 

                                                                 
13 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.2.20; and note 24 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
14 For parallel texts affirming this position, see Aquinas, In Met. Γ.2.553; De veritate 21.5 ad 7-8; and Summa 

theologiae 1.6.3 ad 1.  
15 “Et similiter est idem dictum, ens homo, vel quod est homo: et non demonstratur aliquid alterum cum secundum 

dictionem replicamus dicendo, est ens homo, et homo, et unus homo.” Aquinas, In Met. Γ.2.550.  
16 See note 23 of the previous chapter.  
17 “Idem autem est quod habet essentiam et quidditatem per illam essentiam, et quod est in se indivisum.” Aquinas, 

Ibid.  
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and (2) the very conceptual refinements that Avicenna introduces as a reader of Aristotle. The 

latter point (2) is immediately and especially evident here. In fact, in the very same passage, 

Aquinas offers a differentiated account of terms such as res, ens and unum—all of which are 

mentioned explicitly as “first notions” in Avicenna’s Ilāhiyyāt.18 Such a highly differentiated 

account of first notions has no correlate in the letter of the Aristotelian text. 

 All this to say, Aquinas’ reading of Aristotle’s convertibility thesis bears the imprint of 

Avicenna, even if the Latin Doctor remains critical of his Muslim interlocutor. This could not be 

clearer in the very next passage (Γ.4.554), in which Aquinas affirms the essentiality (and 

therefore the non-accidentality) of unum: “Any two attributes which are predicated essentially 

and not accidentally of the substance of each thing are the same secundum rem. But unum and 

ens are such that they are predicated essentially and not accidentally of the substance of each 

thing.”19 Indeed, Aquinas’ defense of this claim is a regress-style critique of Avicenna’s position 

which he adopts throughout his career. It also happens to be textbook Averroism:  

If ens and unum were predicated of the substance of each thing by reason of something 

added to it [per aliquod ens ei additum], being would have to be predicated also of the 

thing added, because anything at all is unum and an ens. But then there would be the 

question whether ens is predicated of this thing [i.e. original thing added] either 

essentially or by reason of some other thing that is added to it in turn. And if the latter 

were the case, then the same question would arise once again regarding the last thing 

added, and so on to infinity. But this is impossible.20  

                                                                 
18 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, I.5.  
19 “Quaecumque duo praedicantur de substantia alicuius rei per se et non per accidens, illa sunt idem secundum rem: 

sed ita se habent unum et ens, quod praedicantur per se et non secundum accidens de substantia cuiuslibet rei.” 

Aquinas, In Met., Γ.4.554.  
20 “Si enim praedicarentur de substantia cuiuslibet rei per aliquod ens ei additum, de illo iterum necesse est 

praedicari ens, quia unumquodque est unum et ens. Aut ergo iterum de hoc praedicatur per se, aut per aliquid aliud 
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Aquinas’ point is simple enough. If Avicenna were correct to say that the unity of a substance is 

bestowed upon it by something “outside the essence,” then the unity of this “bestower” also 

seems to demand explanation. Ultimately, if there is nothing of which ens and unum is 

predicated essentially, then we seem to have an infinite regress. This is an intolerable result for 

Aquinas following Averroes, and indeed for any interpreter of Aristotle who wishes to remain 

faithful to the letter of the text.21  

 Indeed, Aquinas goes so far as to mention Avicenna by name in order to diagnose his 

“mistaken” position on unum. Rightly acknowledging that Avicenna follows Aristotle in 

affirming a convertibility in re of unum and ens, Aquinas suggests that “[Avicenna] thought that 

the unum which is convertible with ens and unum which is the principle of number are the 

same.”22 That is to say, Aquinas reads Avicenna’s departure from Aristotle (and the 

Commentator, of course) regarding the accidentality of unum as totally eliding the distinction 

between transcendental and numerical unity altogether. But why does Aquinas make this 

inference, especially in light of our earlier discussion about what seems to be Avicenna’s clear 

affirmation of precisely this distinction? Aquinas’ subsequent rationale gives us a hint: “unum, 

which is the principle of number, must signify a reality added to the substance, otherwise 

number, since it is composed of ones, would not be a species of quantity, which is an accident 

added to substance.”23 The implied line of reasoning is something like the following:  

                                                                 
additum. Si per aliquid aliud, iterum esset quaestio de illo addito, et sic erit procedere usque ad infinitum. Hoc autem 

est impossibile.” Ibid., Γ.4.555.  
21 On this point regarding Aquinas following Averroes’ “infinite regress” style argument against Avicenna’s 

position on the accidentality of unity, see O’Shaugnessy, “St. Thomas and Avicenna on the Nature of the One,” 677. 
22 “[Avicenna] aestimabat quod illud unum quod convertitur cum ente, sit idem quod illud unum quod est 

principium numeri.” Ibid., Γ.4.557.  
23 “Unum autem quod est principium numeri necesse est significare quamdam naturam additam substantiae: alioquin 

cum numerus ex unitatibus constituatur, non esset numerus species quantitatis, quae est accidens substantiae 

superadditum.” Ibid. 
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(1) if unum is an accident, then it must belong to one of the nine Aristotelian categories of 

accident;  

(2) among all of the categories, unum seems best suited to quantity, since numerical unity 

is the principle of discrete quantity;  

(3) therefore this “accidental” unum must be the principle of discrete quantity. 

 We have already seen why this is a misreading,24 and perhaps more importantly we have 

also seen that Averroes’ construal of Avicenna’s position seems to be the obvious source of the 

error. After all, the Commentator does not mince words: “Ibn Sina confused the nature of the one 

which is the principle of number with the one as such, which is common to all categories. Since 

the one which is the principle of number is an accident, he thought that the one as such, which is 

general [and] coextensive with being, is [also] an accident.”25  

 So Aquinas is clearly “choosing sides” here in his commentary on Γ.2. Instead of 

following Avicenna’s “heterodox” position on unum (i.e. as an accident), the spirit of the Latin 

Doctor’s position is that of a faithful commentator who is confident in the truth of the 

Philosopher’s text. In this case, it means making use of Averroes’ criticism of Avicenna—even if 

it is true that Aquinas’ schema of first notions in the same section of his commentary is heavily 

indebted to the latter. It is as Aristotle says: unum and ens have the same res significata, which is 

the existing substance, and this is possible because “the unum which is convertible with ens 

signifies ens itself, adding to it the notion of undividedness, which, since it is a negation or a 

privation, does not posit any reality added to being.”26 In other words, for Aquinas, the 

                                                                 
24 The misreading comes about as a result of Averroes’ (and Aquinas, in turn) overlooking Avicenna’s distinction 

between predicable and predicamental accidents. On this point see, Avicenna, Metaphysics, I.5.13; and note 36 of 

Chapter 3 of this study.  
25 Averroes, Epitome, 118; also see note 85 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
26 “Unum enim quod cum ente convertitur, ipsum ens designat, superaddens indivisionis rationem, quae, cum sit 

negatio vel privatio, non ponit aliquam naturam enti additam.” Aquinas, In Met., Γ.4.560.  
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convertibility of unum and ens relies entirely upon the distinction of transcendental and 

numerical unum. Without the distinction, there can be no such convertibility. This defense of an 

Averroesian Aristotelianism on the subject of unum is important for Aquinas. Yet the next lectio 

goes beyond the letter of the Aristotelian text. 

 One important implication of Aristotle’s convertibility thesis in Γ.2 is that “there are as 

many species of being as there are of unity.”27 Further, “since it is the office of a single science 

to study opposites, and multiplicity is the opposite of unity,” it falls to metaphysics to understand 

the quiddity of multiplicity as well as unity. The question is, How is unity “opposed” to 

multiplicity?  

 We have seen that Aristotle conceives of the opposition of “transcendental” unity and 

multiplicity as a relation of contrariety, and that Avicenna soundly rejects this position.28 As a 

good commentator, here in Γ.2 Aquinas arrives upon Aristotle’s position on the contrariety of 

unum and multum—though not without recognizing Avicenna’s aforementioned critique of the 

Stagirite. Aquinas remarks, “Here [Aristotle] shows that it is the business of the philosopher to 

consider contraries, or opposites; for multitudo is opposed to unum.”29 Crucially, Aquinas is 

departing from the letter of the Aristotelian text due to the influence of Avicenna—this time in 

order to address a criticism arising from Ilāhiyyāt III:  

But it must be noted that, although unum includes an implied privation [privationem 

implicitam], it must not be said to include the privation of multitudo; for, since a privation 

is subsequent in nature to the thing of which it is the privation, it would follow that unum 

would be subsequent in nature to multitudo. And it would also follow that multitudo 

                                                                 
27 “[E]x quo unum et ens idem significant, et eiusdem sunt species eaedem.” Ibid., Γ.4.560. 
28 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.6.12; and note 77 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
29 “[H]ic ostendit quod philosophi est considerare contraria. Uni enim multitudo opponitur.” Aquinas, In Met., 

Γ.4.567.  
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would be given in the definition of unum; for a privation can be defined only by its 

opposite. For example, if someone were to ask what blindness is, we would answer that it 

is the privation of sight. Hence, since unum is given in the definition of multitudo (for 

multitudo is an aggregate of units) [aggregatio unitatum], it would follow that there 

would be circularity in definitions.30 

Two problems arise for this understanding of the relationship between unum and multitudo—

both of which are identified in Ilāhiyyāt III: (1) the problem of conceiving of unum as posterior 

to multitudo (due to its status as privation);31 and (2) the problem of admitting a circularity in the 

respective quiddities of unum and multitudo.32 This is a striking development in Aquinas’ 

commentary, if for no other reason than that Aristotle himself does not address these sorts of 

objections.  

 As we recall, Avicenna’s “solution” to these problems surrounding the opposition of per 

se unity and multiplicity is to deny that there is any opposition at all between the two notions. 

Further, we have seen that Averroes’ subsequent rejection of Avicenna’s position misses the 

mark insofar as it fails to address the real issue.33 Yet here in Aquinas we receive another defense 

of the letter of the Aristotelian text—one that reveals an entirely original conceptual innovation: 

namely, the distinction between divisio and multitudo. According to Aquinas, the privative 

notion of unum as indivisio is a privation of divisio, not multitudo: “unum which is convertible 

                                                                 
30 “Sciendum est autem quod quamvis unum importet privationem implicitam, non tamen est dicendum quod 

importet privationem multitudinis: quia cum privatio sit posterior naturaliter eo cuius est privatio, sequeretur quod 

unum esset posterius naturaliter multitudine. Item quod multitudo poneretur in definitione unius. Nam privatio 

definiri non potest nisi per suum oppositum, ut quid est caecitas? Privatio visus. Unde cum in definitione 

multitudinis ponatur unum (nam multitudo est aggregatio unitatum), sequitur quod sit circulus in definitionibus.” 

Ibid., Γ.4.566.  
31 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.3.4; and note 43 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
32 See Ibid., III.3.1; and note 40 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
33 Averroes’ defense of the Aristotelian “opposition” thesis is clearly a defense of the correlative relation between 

numerical unity and plurality—not transcendental unity and plurality, which is what is at issue in Ilāhiyyāt III. See 

Averroes, Epitome, 98; and note 95 of Chapter 3 of this study.  



Harris 128 

with ens implies the privation of formal division [divisionis formalis], which comes about 

through opposites, and whose primary root [prima radix] is the opposition between affirmation 

and negation.”34 We will explore this crucial and wholly original distinction in greater detail in 

subsequent chapters on the development of Aquinas’ thought on multitudo transcendens, but it is 

worth a brief look for our current purposes of locating the Latin Doctor’s position as it relates to 

his interlocutors.  

 Perhaps the easiest way to understand the distinction between divisio and multitudo is to 

compare the ways in which the two notions contribute to the transcendental horizon of 

understanding, i.e. those notions which “fall first in the intellect.” There is a discernible order 

here already in Aquinas’ commentary on Γ.2:  

Therefore [1] ens itself is understood first, and then [2] non ens, and then [3] divisio, and 

then [4] the unum which is a privation of divisio [unum quod divisionem privat], and then 

[5] multitudo, whose concept includes the notion of divisio just as the concept of unum 

includes the notion of indivisio. However, some of the things that have been 

distinguished in the preceding way can be said to include the notion of multitudo only if 

the notion of unum is first attributed to whatever is divided.35 

In this derivation of first notions, Aquinas goes beyond not only Aristotle, but Avicenna and 

Averroes, as well. Properly speaking, the divisio of which unum is the privation is the divisio 

consequent upon the affirmation and negation of ens—the same affirmation and negation which 

                                                                 
34 “Sed unum quod cum ente convertitur importat privationem divisionis formalis quae fit per opposita, cuius prima 

radix est oppositio affirmationis et negationis.” Aquinas, In Met., Γ.4.566. 
35 “Primo igitur intelligitur ipsum ens, et ex consequenti non ens, et per consequens divisio, et per consequens unum 

quod divisionem privat, et per consequens multitudo, in cuius ratione cadit divisio, sicut in ratione unius indivisio; 

quamvis aliqua divisa modo praedicto rationem multitudinis habere non possint nisi prius cuilibet divisorum ratio 

unius attribuatur.” Ibid. 
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is “simultaneous” in all creaturely entia inasmuch as they fail to be “perfectly” self-identical in 

terms of act and potency, whole and parts.36  

Crucially, unum is not a privation of multitudo; for indeed multitudo is a kind of division 

that involves the attribution of unum to every “member” (not “part”)37 of the multiplicity at 

issue.38 As we recall, Avicenna had attempted to short-circuit the Aristotelian opposition of 

transcendental unity and multiplicity by noting the absurdity of saying that unity somehow both 

“annuls” multiplicity and “renders it subsistent.”39 Here Aquinas escapes this absurd conclusion 

by clearly distinguishing the notions of divisio and multitudo. Unum annuls the former, but 

renders the latter subsistent. In fact, divisio is indifferent to unum inasmuch as it is rooted in the 

affirmation and negation of ens; and unum is indifferent to multitudo inasmuch as it is implies 

the negation of divisio. As we will see, this distinction between divisio and multitudo turns out to 

be crucial for Aquinas’ trinitarian theology throughout his career, as it allows the Latin Doctor to 

safeguard the simultaneous unity of the essence and the real multiplicity of Persons without 

implying a real relation of prior and posterior.40 For now, it is enough to note just how influential 

Avicenna’s criticism of Aristotle’s opposition of unum and multitudo really is for the properly 

                                                                 
36 I take this characterization of creaturely being as an expression of John Wippel’s own account of creaturely 

essence as “relative nonbeing”: “the nonbeing in question is not absolute nothingness or absolute nonbeing, but the 

nonbeing assigned to any essence when it is viewed by God as lacking something else—the fullness of divine 

perfection.” John F. Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas on the Distinction and Derivation of the Many from the One: A 

Dialectic between Being and Nonbeing,” The Review of Metaphysics 38.3 (1985): 589.  
37 On this point regarding transcendental unum and multitudo as prior to the whole-part relation, see Chapter 7 of 

this study.  
38 See I Sent. 24.1.3; De potentia 9.7; and Summa theologiae 1.30.3.  
39 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.5.15; and note 54 of Chapter 3 of this study.   
40 I follow Goris in emphasizing the importance of this theological doctrine for Aquinas and other Scholastics on the 

subject of unum and multitudo: “Dies erschwert wiederum die Gottesattribution, da der Begriff des Göttlichen keine 

kategoriale Einschränkung zulässt. So zeigt sich eine Spannung zwischen der positiven Bestimmung des Einen, das 

als Perfektion dem Göttlichen zukommt, und der Abhebung vom kategorialen Einen. Brennpunkt dieser Spannung 

ist der gemeinsame Versuch der mittelalterlichen Transzendentalienlehren, positiv eine trinitarische Vielheit im 

Göttlichen zu denken, ohne das Absolute mit einer zahlmäßigen Imperfektion zu versehen.” Goris, Transzendentale 

Einheit, 208.  
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metaphysical import of Aquinas’ position. Indeed, the issue is so pressing that Aquinas feels the 

need to go beyond the letter of the Stagirite’s text in order to address these criticisms head-on.  

Regardless of whether he is successful, it is at least notable that Aquinas’ response goes 

further than that of Averroes in the sense that it addresses the core of the Avicennian objection. 

In short, the distinction between divisio and multitudo is absolutely original, and it serves a key 

purpose in the Metaphysics Commentary as a properly philosophical response to Avicenna’s 

critique of Aristotle on the supposed opposition of unum and multitudo. As we will see, this 

exact conceptual innovation also proves to be invaluable for Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendental 

notions as divine names.41 It is precisely this “double role” played by multitudo that is of interest 

for the sake of illuminating Aquinas’ development of multitudo transcendens as an exercise in 

both the “Transcendental way of thought” and “Christian philosophy” championed by Aertsen 

and Gilson, respectively.42   

  

                                                                 
41 Therefore I agree with Houser when he remarks that the distinction between divisio and multitudo is “crucial for 

negatively predicating ‘one’ of God,” but there is an even more radically original implication which follows: 

namely, that multitudo can be predicated of God. See Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity, 246; and 

Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 222.  
42 Aertsen describes the “transcendental way of thought” as follows: “The beginning of the doctrine of the 

transcendentals coincides with the moment at which, for the first time, the Latin world confronted a comprehensive 

philosophical explanation of reality. The reception of Aristotle's works in the thirteenth century forced medieval 

thinkers to reflect on the nature of philosophy vis-à-vis Christian theology. Earlier in the Middle Ages there was no 

such pressing need to account for the proper foundation of philosophy. The transcendental way of thought is the 

answer to this challenge, for transcendentals are the prima in a cognitive respect. In the reduction of the contents of 

our thought to self-evident concepts, they turn out to be the "firsts.” Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the 

Transcendentals, 20. Gilson describes “Christian philosophy” as follows: “[Scripture] does say that the proper name 

of God is He Who Is. Because it says this I believe it. While I thus cling to the object of faith, the intellect, made 

fruitful by this contact, makes deeper progress in the understanding of the primary notion of being. With one and the 

same movement it discovers an unforeseen depth in the philosophical meaning of the first principle and gains a kind 

of imperfect but true knowledge of the object of faith. It is this very movement that is called Christian philosophy.” 

Etienne Gilson, Christian Philosophy (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieaval Studies Press, 1993), 31-32.  
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Aquinas on Metaphysics I 
 

 We have seen that Avicenna offers at least two aggressive criticisms of Aristotle on the 

subject of the relationship of unity and multiplicity. The first of these criticisms is the so-called 

“circularity objection,” which in his commentary on Γ.2 occasions Aquinas’ innovative solution 

of distinguishing divisio and multitudo in the order of “first notions.” The second is Avicenna’s 

rejection of an Aristotelian position articulated in I.6: namely, that multiplicity is “the genus of 

number,”43 which implies of course that there is at least one “species” of plurality that is not 

numerical in the sense that it is measured in terms of numerical units. Again, for Avicenna, 

“multiplicity is the same as number—not as a genus of number—and the reality of multiplicity 

consists in that it is composed of units.”44 Number just is multiplicity.  

 Further, we have also seen that Averroes takes this opportunity once again to defend the 

letter of the Aristotelian text, as he remarks characteristically, “[Avicenna] is wrong on this 

because universal multiplicity is more general than numerical multiplicity as the one as such is 

more general than the one which is the principle of number.”45 Although Averroes is rather 

vague about how there can be a distinction between transcendental and numerical multiplicity, it 

is notable that he makes reference to the transcendental/numerical distinction with respect to 

unity, its “opposite.” This line of reasoning—one that Aquinas follows in his own unique way—

is something like the following:  

(1) there is a transcendental/numerical distinction with respect to unity; and  

(2) multiplicity is the “opposite” of unity; therefore  

(3) there must be an isomorphic distinction with respect to multiplicity. 

                                                                 
43 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1057a. See also note 79 of Chapter 2 of this study.  
44 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.3.5. See also note 45 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
45 Averroes, Epitome, 119. See note 88 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
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 Given his previous commentary on Γ.2 regarding the problems associated with 

understanding unum as a privation of multitudo, we might expect Aquinas to diverge from 

Aristotle when the latter conceives of unity and multiplicity as contrary opposites. Yet Aquinas 

is determined to preserve the Stagirite’s position once again: “although unum and multa are 

opposed in many ways . . . nonetheless one of these ways, and the most important one, concerns 

unum and multitudo insofar as they are opposed as something indivisible is opposed to 

something divisible, because this mode of opposition pertains to the proper notion of each.”46 

Does this not problematize Aquinas’ aforementioned derivation of first notions, in which unum is 

the privation of divisio rather than multitudo?  

 It is not clear that Aquinas remains consistent on his own terms in this particular text.47 If 

his order of first notions depends heavily on the distinction between divisio and multitudo—and 

unum is the privation of the former and not the latter—then it is difficult to see why he admits 

with Aristotle that unum and multitudo are opposed as contraries.48 Indeed, the charge of 

inconsistency builds when Aquinas invokes his order of first notions in a way that appears to 

make the Avicennian move of identifying multitudo with number:  

[W]e first understand ens, and then divisio, and next unum, which is the privation of 

divisio, and lastly multitudo, which is constituted by units [ex unitatibus constituitur]. For 

even though things which are divided are many [multa], they do not have the formal ratio 

of many [multorum] until the unum is attributed to each of the things considered. Yet 

nothing prevents us from also saying that the notion of multitudo depends on that of 

                                                                 
46 “[L]icet unum et multa multis modis opponantur, ut patet infra; eorum tamen unus et principalior est secundum 

quod unum et multitudo opponuntur ut divisibile et indivisibile; quia hic oppositionis modus attenditur secundum 

propriam rationem utriusque.” Aquinas, In Met. I.4.1983.  
47 There is reason to think that this apparent inconsistency is resolved explicitly in De potentia 3.16 and 9.7, 

however. On this point, see the discussion of “extrinsic” and “intrinsic” multitude in Chapter 7 of this study.  
48 “[U]num et multa non opponuntur ut contradictio, neque ad aliquid, quae sunt duo genera oppositionis, sed 

opponuntur ut contraria.” Ibid., I.4.1986.  
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unum insofar as multitudo is measured by unum [mensurata per unum]; and this already 

pertains to the notion of number.49 

Not only has Aquinas seemingly reverted back to understanding unum as the privation of divisio 

and not multitudo, by all appearances he has also incorporated the property of measure into his 

order of first notions. If multitudo is “measured by unum” per se, then indeed Avicenna is correct 

to identify number with multitudo absoluta; for all three Aristotelian interlocutors are in 

agreement that it is proper to the ratio of number to be measured by unity.  

 These two passages threaten Aquinas’ consistency in two important ways, then: (1) he 

appears to waver on his precise position that unum is the privation of divisio rather than 

multitudo; and (2) he also appears to waver on his strict distinction between transcendental and 

numerical multiplicity. Without pretending to have “solved” these apparent inconsistencies, I 

will argue that they may arise because of Aquinas’ steadfast commitment to the letter of the 

Aristotelian text despite the (penetrating) criticisms of Avicenna. For current purposes, it is 

enough to notice that Aquinas appears to be torn. On the one hand, his duty as a commentator 

demands fidelity to the text; on the other, his duty as a systematic philosopher demands revisions 

in light of powerful criticisms levelled by Avicenna. Such a tension may have a role in 

explaining Aquinas’ apparent inconsistency in his commentary on Metaphysics I.3.  

 Metaphysics I.6 is another story, especially as it pertains to the originality of Aquinas. 

Lest we think that Aquinas really is admitting “measure” as a per se attribute of multitudo (and 

thus identifying multitudo with number), Aquinas’ reading of Metaphysics I.6 on “plurality” as 

the “genus of number” unequivocally settles the matter: “Now it must be noted that pluralitas or 

                                                                 
49 “[I]n intellectu nostro cadit ens, et deinde divisio; et post hoc unum quod divisionem privat, et ultimo multitudo 

quae ex unitatibus constituitur. Nam licet ea quae sunt divisa, multa sint, non habent tamen rationem multorum, nisi 

postquam huic et illi attribuitur quod sit unum. Quamvis etiam nihil prohiberet dici rationem multitudinis dependere 

ex uno, secundum quod est mensurata per unum, quod iam ad rationem numeri pertinet.” Ibid., I.4.1998.  
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multitudo taken absolutely, which is opposed to unum which is convertible with ens, is in a sense 

the genus of number; for a number is nothing other than pluralitas or multitudo of things 

measured by one.”50 Even more clearly: “in a similar way insofar as pluralitas or multitudo 

signifies beings which are divided, it is not limited to any particular genus. But insofar as it 

signifies something measured, it is limited to the genus of quantity, of which number is a 

species.”51 Using the same strategy as Averroes, Aquinas holds that multitudo absoluta is “more 

general” than number; for whereas number is limited to the category of quantity, multitudo spans 

across all categories. Whereas both Aquinas and Averroes are both committed to this Aristotelian 

position, it is the Christian theologian who is even more motivated to retain it. Indeed, as we will 

see, nothing less than the coherence of Aquinas’ doctrine of God depends on it. Metaphysics is 

φιλοσοφία θεολογική, after all.52  

  

                                                                 
50 “Sciendum vero est, quod pluralitas sive multitudo absoluta, quae opponitur uni quod convertitur cum ente, est 

quasi genus numeri; quia numerus nihil aliud est quam pluralitas et multitudo mensurabilis uno.” Ibid., I.8.2090.  
51 “Et similiter pluralitas vel multitudo, secundum quod significat entia divisa, non determinatur ad aliquod genus. 

Secundum autem quod significat aliquid mensuratum, determinatur ad genus quantitatis, cuius species est numerus.” 

Ibid., I.8.2091.  
52 This is not to say, of course, that Aquinas believes that the plurality of Persons belongs to metaphysics as a 

science, thereby falling within the ambit of what can be demonstrated by “natural reason.” Instead, it is to say that 

the coherence of his dogmatic commitments to the non-quantitative plurality that is the order of distinction in the 

Trinity does depend upon the coherence of the notion of non-quantitative multitudo. Regarding the point that the 

distinction of persons in the Trinity is beyond what natural reason can demonstrate, see especially I Sent. 2.1.4 

contra.  
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Aquinas’ Averroesianism: De veritate 21.5 and Summa theologiae 1.6.3 
 

 In the first chapter of this study, I claimed that there are three heuristic criteria that any 

notion must satisfy in order to be “transcendental” in Aquinas’ sense. These criteria are, 

respectively, epistemic [EC], semantic [SC] and metaphysical/theological [MC]. That is to say, 

according to Aquinas, transcendental notions are implicitly present as “first” in any act of 

understanding, “co-extensive” with ens in terms of predicative scope, and “perfections” 

exemplified preeminently in the divine nature or essence.53  

 In De veritate 21.5 and Summa theologiae 1.6.3, however, we encounter what appears to 

be Aquinas’ own rejection of of unum’s satisfaction of the [MC]. Although unum is clearly a 

“first notion” [EC],54 convertible with ens [SC],55 and predicable of God [MC],56 these texts 

yield what appears to be a denial of unum’s status as a perfectio entis. This curious fact has been 

noted in well-known secondary literature on the subject,57 and we explore these texts in this 

context in order to bring out what is perhaps the clearest example of Aquinas’ deep dependence 

upon Averroes with respect to his Aristotelian position (against Avicenna) on the subject of 

unum.  

 The question at hand in De veritate 21.5 is “whether a created good is good by its 

essence.” Aquinas’ negative response follows upon two major distinctions—both of which are 

immediately related to the notion of bonum in the body of the response, and less directly (though 

not less importantly) to the notion of unum in the replies to the seventh and eighth objections, 

                                                                 
53 See the discussion of these “criteria” in Chapter 1 of this study.  
54 Without exception, every time Aquinas develops anything approaching an exhaustive list of first notions, unum is 

always mentioned. See, for example: I Sent. 8.1.3 corp.; De veritate 1.1 corp.; Quodlibet 1.10.1 ad 3; De potentia 

9.7 ad 15; In Met. Γ.3.566; Summa theologiae 1.11.2 ad 4; and Summa theologiae 1.30.3, among others.  
55 There are even more texts affirming that unum is convertible with ens. For just a few examples, see: I Sent. 1.24.3 

corp.; Quodlibet 1.10.1 corp.; De potentia 9.7 corp.; Summa theologiae 1.11.1 corp.; 1.30.3 corp. 
56 God’s unity is also unequivocally affirmed throughout Aquinas’ corpus: I Sent. 1.24.1 sed contra; De substantiis 

separatis 2 corp.; Summa contra Gentiles 1.42; Summa theologiae 1.11.3 corp. 
57 See Joseph Owens, “Unity and Essence in St. Thomas Aquinas,” Mediaeval Studies 23.1 (1961): 240-59.  
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respectively. Roughly speaking, these distinctions can be marked as the distinctions between (1) 

simple/composite; and (2) esse/essentia.  

 With respect to (1), Aquinas remarks that it is impossible to for any created being to have 

any perfection (bonum or otherwise) “by its essence” (per suam essentiam), since “[a]ny 

perfection which a creature has by virtue of conjunction [coniunctis] of its essential and 

accidental principles, God has in its entirety by His one simple act of being. His essence is his 

wisdom, his justice, his power, and so forth—all of which in us are distinct from our essence.”58 

The doctrine of divine simplicity is clearly on display here; for it is a mark of a created being 

that its suppositum is distinct both from its contingent accidents and its natura or essentia. No 

created being is bonum per suam essentiam, at least insofar as this implies that the essence in 

question is identical with bonum. Again, bonum is not a unique attribute in this regard; for no 

created being is identical with any one of its attributes—precisely because suppositum and 

natura are non-identical in ens creatum as a whole.  

 Yet the question of bonum’s relationship to created essences is complicated by the second 

distinction of which Aquinas reminds his reader here: namely, (2) the distinction between esse 

and essentia: “Goodness is not taken as essential when a nature is considered absolutely 

[secundum considerationem naturae absolutam] but when it is taken in its own esse. Humanity, 

for instance, does not have the ratio of good or goodness except by its having esse.”59 Strikingly, 

Aquinas assigns bonum to esse as opposed to essentia, since created beings are only good insofar 

as they exist.  

                                                                 
58 “Quidquid autem creatura perfectionis habet ex essentialibus principiis et accidentalibus simul coniunctis, hoc 

totum Deus habet per unum suum esse simplex. Eius enim essentia est eius sapientia et iustitia et fortitudo, et alia 

huiusmodi, quae in nobis sunt essentiae superaddita.” Aquinas, De veritate 21.5 corp.  
59 “Sed adhuc inter Dei bonitatem et nostram alia differentia invenitur. Essentialis enim bonitas non attenditur 

secundum considerationem naturae absolutam, sed secundum esse ipsius; humanitas enim non habet rationem boni 

vel bonitatis nisi in quantum esse habet.” Ibid.  
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He continues, “Even granted, therefore, that absolute goodness [bonitas absoluta] were 

attributed to a creature because of its substantial esse, nevertheless the fact would still remain 

that it has goodness by participation, just as it has a participated esse.”60 Simply put, there is no 

goodness “inherent” in any created essence, since bonum follows upon the esse of any created 

being, and esse is always distinct from the essentia of which it is the actualizing principle. This 

seems to be the case because “bonum, which has the character of an end,” has a uniquely 

intimate relationship to the participatory structure implied in every perfection.61 This is because 

Aquinas’ metaphysics of participation implies the deeply “eschatological” commitment that 

created beings desire goods in accordance with their natures—including most notably God as 

their final cause.62 This being the case, nothing could be clearer than the fact that created beings 

are not good “inherently” or per suam essentiam; for then the very ratio of bonum as “that which 

all desire” would be compromised. In short, even if it is true that esse is the “first” among all 

perfections,63 bonum maintains a privileged status as a perfection insofar as it has a uniquely 

intimate relationship with final causality. After all, a being is “perfect” to the extent that it is in 

actu,64 and the actuality of any essence is owed ultimately to its esse.   

But what does any of this have to do with unum, and with Aquinas’ Averroism in 

particular? We receive a direct answer to this question in the seventh objection, which mentions 

Averroes by name: 

                                                                 
60 “Unde dato, quod bonitas absoluta diceretur de re creata secundum esse suum substantiale, nihilominus adhuc 

remaneret habere bonitatem per participationem, sicut et habet esse participatum.” Ibid.  
61 “[B]onum quod habet rationem finis.” Ibid.  
62 “[C]reaturae omnes ordinantur in Deum mediante rationali creatura, quae est sola capax beatitudinis.”Ibid., 21.6 

sed contra.  
63 Aquinas consistently holds that esse is “first” among all perfections in the sense that all perfections (e.g. wisdom, 

power, etc.) are always also modi essendi: “Omnium autem perfectiones pertinent ad perfectionem essendi, 

secundum hoc enim aliqua perfecta sunt, quod aliquo modo esse habent.” Aquinas Summa theologiae 1.4.2 corp.  
64 “[S]ecundum quod est actu, nam perfectum dicitur.” Ibid., 1.4.1 corp. 
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Just as unum is convertible with being, so too is bonum. But unitas, from which the unum 

which is convertible with being is designated, does not express a form added to the 

essence of a thing, as the Commentator says; but everything is one by its essence 

[unaquaeque res est una per suam essentiam]. So too, then, is everything good by its 

essence [unaquaeque est bona per suam essentiam].65 

The objector’s argument is easy enough to understand. If both unum and bonum are convertible 

with ens in re, then they must be identical in re. Further, on the authority of Averroes,66 we know 

that unum designates the essence—not the esse—of any given res. If Averroes is to be believed, 

then, it seems to follow that bonum too would be properly predicated of the essence rather than 

esse rei.  

 Now we have just seen that it is Aquinas’ position that no being is bonum per suam 

essentiam, which makes the objector’s conclusion inadmissible. To answer the objection, then, 

the Latin Doctor has to make a choice between at least two possible responses: he can either (1) 

reject the authority of Averroes on unum as properly predicable of the essence; or (2) reject the 

thesis that bonum and unum are both convertible with ens in the same way and in the same 

respect. If Aquinas were to conceive of unum as a perfection, then we would expect him to offer 

the first response (1), since (like Avicenna) it would make sense to say that all perfections are 

ultimately founded in esse, not essentia. After all, perfection is act, and esse is the actuality of 

essentia. Perhaps counterintuitively, though, Aquinas appears to opt for (2) instead of (1): “The 

predication of unum which is convertible with ens is based upon the ratio of negation which it 

                                                                 
65 “[S]icut unum convertitur cum ente, ita et bonum. Sed unitas a qua dicitur unum quod convertitur cum ente, non 

dicit aliquam formam superadditam essentiae rei, ut Commentator dicit in IV Metaphys.: sed unaquaeque res est una 

per suam essentiam. Ergo et unaquaeque est bona per suam essentiam.” Aquinas, De veritate 21.5 arg. 7.  
66 See Averroes, Epitome, 38; and note 78 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
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adds to ens. But bonum does not add to ens a negation, but its ratio consists in something posited 

[eius ratio in positione consistit]. And therefore this case is not similar.”67  

The objector’s conclusion is avoided not by rejecting Averroes’ position, but by nuancing 

the notions of unum and bonum. Even if it is true that unum is indeed convertible with ens in the 

sense that it adds no contingent accident to any given substance, it differs from bonum insofar as 

unum adds nothing positive to the being in question. Thus, the question of unum as a 

transcendental notion non est simile, at least not in the relevant sense. That is, the objector’s 

conclusion about the essentiality of bonum does not follow because the two notions differ in this 

important respect. Crucially, Aquinas upholds the authority of Averroes on the point about the 

essentiality of unum.  

Yet is this “purely negative” rendering of unum enough to justify a reading of Aquinas 

which reaches the extreme conclusion that unum is not a perfection at all? We will have more to 

say about this question in subsequent chapters,68 but for now it is important to see that Aquinas 

“doubles down” on the important differences between bonum as positive and unum as purely 

negative; for the eighth objector raises another attempted parallel between the two notions—

again in a noticeably Averroesian register: “If a creature is good by a goodness added to its 

essence, since everything which is, is good, that goodness too, being something real, will be 

good. But it will not be good by some other goodness—for that would involve an infinite 

regress.”69 Averroes levels precisely the same regress-style argument against Avicenna. The 

obvious point here is that Aquinas’ position, i.e. that bonum follows upon esse (as opposed to 

                                                                 
67 “[U]num quod convertitur cum ente, dicitur secundum rationem negationis, quam addit supra ens; bonum autem 

non addit negationem super ens, sed eius ratio in positione consistit: et ideo non est simile.” Ibid., 21.5 ad 7.  
68 See especially Chapter 6 of this study.  
69 “[S]i creatura est bona per aliquam bonitatem superadditam essentiae: cum omne quod est, bonum sit; illa etiam 

bonitas, cum sit res quaedam, bona erit. Non autem alia bonitate, quia sic iretur in infinitum.” Ibid., 21.5 arg. 8.  
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essentia) seems to imply an inadmissible infinite regress; for if being a can only be good ab alio, 

then being b—i.e. that by which being a is good—must also be good ab alio, and so on to 

infinity. Therefore the objection suggests that the essentiality of bonum ought to be affirmed, 

since it halts this regress at the outset.  

Aquinas’ response is again notable for its Averroism. To reject its conclusion, again he 

invokes the relevant distinction between bonum and unum, thereby preserving the authority of 

the Commentator: 

Hence, just as it does not follow that the substance of a thing itself is not called as such 

by some esse which is not itself (for its esse is not called an ens by some esse other than 

itself): neither does the argument follow with respect to goodness. But it does follow with 

respect to unity (which is why the Commentator introduces it): for unum is related 

indifferently with respect to essentia or esse; hence the essence of a thing is one by itself 

[per seipsam], not according to its esse: and neither is it one by some participation, as is 

the case for ens and bonum.70 

With good reason, commentators have noted the strangeness of this reply.71 If unum is “related 

indifferently with respect to essentia or esse,” why say that “the essence of a thing is one per 

seipsam”? It is difficult to see how these two claims are compatible, and it is even more difficult 

to see how the latter could be inferred from the former.  

 However we are to understand the validity of this inference, at least this much is obvious: 

namely, that Aquinas goes out of his way to preserve and answer to the authority of Averroes 

                                                                 
70 “Unde, sicut non sequitur quod ipsa substantia rei non dicatur per esse aliquod quod ipsa non sit, quia esse eius 

non dicitur ens per aliquod esse aliud ab ipso: ita etiam praedicta ratio non sequitur de bonitate. Sequitur autem de 

unitate, de qua introducit eam Commentator in IV Metaphysic.: quia unum indifferenter se habet ad hoc quod 

respiciat essentiam vel esse; unde essentia rei est una per seipsam, non propter esse suum: et ita non est una per 

aliquam participationem, sicut accidit de ente et bono.” Ibid., 21.5 ad 8.  
71 See especially Owens, “Unity and Essence in St. Thomas,” 254; and Svoboda, Aquinas on One and Many.  
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with respect to the essentiality of unum. Unlike bonum, unum is properly predicated of the 

essence as opposed to the esse of any being. In short, as we have just seen, the essence of a thing 

is unum per seipsam—not by virtue of some extrinsic esse. For the same reason, Aquinas seems 

to reject the Neoplatonic thesis that unity is a participated perfection; for nothing is “one by some 

participation.”72 To the extent that this is the case, however, the very transcendentality of unum 

seems to be at stake. As we have seen, all transcendental notions are also perfections exemplified 

preeminently in the divine simplicity. If created beings do not participate in God’s own perfect 

unity, then it is hard to see how unity could be a perfection at all.  

 Indeed, as we move to Summa theologiae 1.6.3, the issue is only intensified. If we were 

tempted to view De veritate 21.5 as an early aberration—i.e. something to be amended in later, 

more mature writings—then we are surprised once again. If anything, this text is even clearer 

than the De veritate: unum per se does not appear to be a perfection at all. 

 The question at issue in Summa theologiae 1.6.3 is very similar to the one in De veritate 

21.5, but there is an important difference in that the former focuses on bonum as it is predicated 

of God: specifically, “whether to be essentially good belongs to God alone.” Aquinas’ positive 

answer to the question of whether only God is essentially good is striking, as the sed contra 

features a clearly Neoplatonic response drawn from Boethius’ De Hebdomadibus: “Boethius 

says that ‘all things but God are good by participation.’ Therefore they are not good 

essentially.”73 The point is straightforward. A thing is good in one of two ways: either (1) 

essentially and preeminently; or (2) via participation. Since God is the only being who is 

                                                                 
72 On Aquinas’ relationship to Neoplatonic accounts of unity as a perfection, see Chapter 7 of this study.  
73 “[D]icit Boetius, in libro de Hebdomad., quod alia omnia a Deo sunt bona per participationem. Non igitur per 

essentiam.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.6.3 sed contra.  
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essentially good, all created beings have goodness only to the extent that they participate in 

God’s goodness.  

 In the first objection, though, we receive another Averroes-inspired argument which 

proceeds on the assumption that bonum and unum are convertible with ens in the same way. 

Although the authority cited is Aristotle, there is little doubt that we are facing what is 

functionally the same issue as in De veritate 21.5 ad 7-8: “It seems that to be essentially good 

does not belong to God alone. For as unum is convertible with ens so is bonum; as we said 

above. But every ens is one essentially, as appears from the Philosopher; therefore every ens is 

good essentially.”74 If ever there were a time for a “mature” Aquinas to repudiate his earlier 

loyalties to Averroes on the essentiality of unum, this would be it. Yet again, however, such a 

repudiation is precisely what we do not receive: “unum does not include the idea of perfection, 

but only of indivision, which belongs to everything according to its own essence. . . . and 

therefore everything must be one essentially, but not good essentially.”75 What was implicit in 

the generally confusing inference drawn in De veritate 21.5 ad 8 is explicit here in Summa 

theologiae 1.6.3 ad 1: unum is simply not a perfection. When it comes to unum, if the choice is 

between (1) a “vertical” Neoplatonic or Avicennian participatory metaphysics and (2) a 

“horizontal” Aristotelian or Averrosian metaphysics, Aquinas positions himself squarely and 

unequivocally in the latter camp.  

 Potential problems with integrating unum into Aquinas’ broader doctrine of perfections 

aside, for these purposes again it is enough to recognize just how far Aquinas is willing to go in 

                                                                 
74 “Videtur quod esse bonum per essentiam non sit proprium Dei. Sicut enim unum convertitur cum ente, ita et 

bonum, ut supra habitum est. Sed omne ens est unum per suam essentiam, ut patet per philosophum in IV Metaphys. 

Ergo omne ens est bonum per suam essentiam.” Ibid., 1.6.3 arg. 1.  
75 “[U]num non importat rationem perfectionis, sed indivisionis tantum, quae unicuique rei competit secundum suam 

essentiam. . . . Et ideo oportet quod quaelibet res sit una per suam essentiam, non autem bona, ut ostensum est.” 

Ibid., 1.6.3 ad 1.   
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order to preserve and sustain Averroes’ criticism of Avicenna on unum. Even if it means giving 

up the idea of unum as a positive perfection, Aquinas “bites the bullet,” as it were, in the interest 

of banishing the Avicennian “mistake” of conceiving of unum as an accident added to an essence 

ab alio. As we have seen, there is good reason to suggest that it is Averroes and Aquinas who are 

mistaken here—at least insofar as they understand Avicenna’s position to involve the outright 

conflation of transcendental and numerical unity. Given the difficulties associated with rejecting 

the perfective character of unum in Aquinas’ broader doctrine of transcendental notions (and 

especially the aforementioned metaphysical criterion [MC] for transcendentals), this mistaken 

reading of Avicenna runs deeply in Aquinas’ own metaphysical project—perhaps even 

compromising it in a fundamental way.76  

 Aquinas’ zeal for maintaining a stark distinction between transcendental and numerical 

unity is understandable. After all, the letter of the Philosopher’s text and the coherence of God’s 

own unity are both at stake in such a distinction. Yet the abovementioned texts suggest that such 

zeal can do more harm than good; for what appears to be Aquinas’ over-reliance upon Averroes’ 

reading of Avicenna clouds what is really at issue (or what ought to be at issue) in the dispute: 

namely, the proper “opposition” of unum and multitudo.  

 The originality of Aquinas’ distinction between divisio and multitudo, then, serves a 

number of different philosophical purposes, specifically with respect to his dialectical position 

with respect to Aristotle, Avicenna and Averroes. First, and most importantly, the inclusion of 

multitudo amongst the transcendentia represents a wholly original response to Avicenna’s 

critique of Metaphysics I—one that allows for a “creative” salvaging of the letter of the 

                                                                 
76 As Goris mentions, however, Aquinas’ criticisms of Avicenna in the Metaphysics Commentary may belie the 

Latin Doctor’s development on the question of the real distinction of esse and essentia. On this point, see Goris, 

Transzendentale Einheit, 214.  
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Aristotelian text. Building on this point, the second important consequence of the divisio-

multitudo distinction is that it allows for an appropriation of Averroes’ critique of Avicenna 

without simply rehashing the former’s position. This is a fitting result; for although the desire to 

salvage the letter of the Aristotelian text is shared by both Aquinas and Averroes, the Latin 

Doctor has deeper and more pressing concerns than the Commentator. He is committed to a 

doctrine in which both unum and multitudo are properly predicated of the divine.  
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Conclusions 
  

 Before moving into the more positive development of Aquinas’ position on multitudo 

throughout his career, this chapter was an attempt to “take stock” of how his position relates 

dialectically to the counter-positions of Aristotle, Avicenna and Averroes. First, in the Prologue 

of the Metaphysics Commentary, Aquinas aligns himself more explicitly with the Aristotelian 

program of understanding metaphysics as a “divine” science or φιλοσοφία θεολογική. This is 

directly relevant for our overall thesis in that it represents Aquinas’ commitment to the problem 

of unum and multitudo as (ultimately) a problem of theological significance.  

 Next, in the commentary on Metaphysics Γ.2, we saw that Aquinas’ position on the 

opposition of unity and multiplicity is marked by the influence—both critically and 

constructively—of Avicenna. Aquinas’ reading of Γ.2 is influenced by his critical posture 

towards Avicenna insofar as the Latin Doctor feels obliged to address the latter’s rejection of the 

Aristotlelian position on the opposition of unity and multiplicity. Still, Aquinas bears the positive 

or constructive influence of Avicenna in the sense that he bothers to give an original response to 

this controversy in the first place. This positive influence is clearly visible in Aquinas’ strategy 

of resorting to a derivation of first notions—one that closely follows Avicenna’s own in the 

Ilāhiyyāt. Care should be taken here, since it is important to recognize that Aquinas’ distinction 

between divisio and multitudo amongst the first notions is absolutely original. Still, it must be 

said that the very strategy of clarifying first notions as a means of solving the problem is one 

inherited from Avicenna. 

 Also, in the commentary on Γ.2, we continue to see the influence of Averroes upon 

Aquinas’ reading of Avicenna when it comes to the distinction between transcendental and 

numerical unity. Keeping in mind certain qualifications regarding Averroes’ correct recognition 
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of Avicenna’s position on the transcendental/numerical distinction with respect to multiplicity, 

there appears to be no avoiding the fact that the former misreads the latter rather blatantly in 

doing so. To the extent that Aquinas’ follows suit, then, we must attribute this misreading to 

Aquinas, as well.  

 Moving on to Metaphysics I, we have seen that Aquinas faces some difficulties 

maintaining his original account of first notions while remaining faithful to his task as a 

commentator. Particular problems arise when Aquinas follows the Stagirite in arguing (1) that 

unum and multitudo are opposed as indivisible to divisible; and (2) that the multitudo which is 

among the first notions is always already numerical multiplicity. Obviously neither of these 

positions is consistent with what appears to be Aquinas’ original contribution to the problem: 

namely, that (1) unum is the negation of divisio as opposed to multitudo; and (2) that multitudo 

transcendens is not numerical multiplicity. Indeed, these latter positions are not only affirmed 

outside of the Metaphysics Commentary, but even later in the same book (In Met. I.8.2090). One 

cannot help but think that the Latin Doctor is torn. On the one hand, he bears the responsibility of 

expositing and affirming the fundamental positions advocated by Aristotle; on the other, he bears 

the responsibility of answering criticisms that the Stagirite himself does not have resources to 

answer.  

` Next, in De veritate 21.5 and Summa theologiae 1.6.3, we saw just how far Aquinas is 

willing to go to avoid the Avicennian position of unity as an accident added to an essence—

including his outright rejection of the position that unum is a perfection at all. Again, even if it is 

understandable that Aquinas does not want to affirm any position that is unable to distinguish 
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transcendental from numerical unum, it is difficult to square the pure essentiality of unum with 

his larger doctrine of transcendentals as perfections and divine names.77  

 Finally, the distinction between divisio and multitudo allows for a creative retrieval of the 

letter of the Aristotelian text, since it avoids the brunt of Avicenna’s criticisms. Second, it allows 

for the upholding of Averroes’ criticism of Avicenna without sacrificing the nuance that is often 

lacking in the Commentator’s polemics. Most importantly, it sets the stage for the original 

manner in which Aquinas approaches the question of the simultaneous unity of the essence and 

the multiplicity of Persons in God.  

 Having established this “synchronic,” dialectical context, we are now in a better position 

to give a more detailed account of Aquinas’ own chronological development on the subject of 

unum and multitudo as transcendental notions.  

 

                                                                 
77 As we will see in Chapter 6 of this study, this problem is critically important for understanding Aquinas’ 

development on the question of unum—and, by extension, multitudo.  
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CHAPTER 5: The ratio multitudinis in the Early Aquinas1 
 

 Having established a “synchronic,” dialectical context for the difficulties Aquinas faces 

on the subject of the relation between unum and multitudo, the present chapter is the first of three 

which together constitute the Latin Doctor’s chronological development. The framing of this 

discussion is dependent in some sense upon Goris, but will differ significantly in terms of the 

conceptual material examined;2 for it is primarily multitudo, not unum, which is at issue for us 

here.  

 After some brief notes about Aquinas’ more immediate Scholastic context, the first text at 

issue is I Sent. 24.1.1-3, which is one of several key examples of the centrality of trinitarian 

doctrine for the Aquinas’ development of multitudo transcendens. Whereas in the Metaphysics 

Commentary we have seen that there are ambiguities in Aquinas’ position on the supposed 

“opposition” of unum and multitudo,3 in the Sentences Commentary we take note of some other 

important difficulties which arise in the broader context of Aquinas’ metaphysical and 

theological commitments. After this, we examine “the most complete account” of transcendental 

notions in Aquinas’ entire corpus, De veritate 1.1, to get a better sense of what is meant by 

transcendental aliquid, especially insofar as it is intimately related to multitudo.  

 These two texts set the stage nicely because (1) they offer detailed accounts of the early 

motivations for transcendental multitudo (or aliquid), but also (2) because they offer clear 

statements of problems which are not necessarily solved in the texts themselves. These problems 

                                                                 
1 Unless otherwise noted, our chronology of texts follows Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas: The Person 

and His Work (tr.) Robert Royal (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1996). 
2 Although Goris does treat the innovation of multitudo transcendens in Aquinas’ work, unum is his primary 

concern. See Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 212-47.  
3 See especially the discussion of unum and multitudo opposed as “contraries” in the previous chapter of this study.  
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serve as material both for Aquinas’ later development and our own interpretive decisions in 

ambiguous texts.  
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Ambiguities in the Sentences Commentary 
 

 In his prologue to his commentary on Book I, Distinctio 24 of the Sentences, Aquinas 

remarks, “The Magister here inquires into the meaning of unity and plurality in God.”4 When it 

comes to discerning the proper rationes of unum and multitudo, the questions treated are 

properly dogmatic or theological. In particular, Aquinas is interested in making sense of the way 

in which the term God implies (1) one absolutely undivided essence, and (2) a multiplicity of 

Persons. In other words, like other Scholastic writers working in the Sentences tradition, 

Aquinas’ goal in these passages is to give theoretical voice to the Christian God who is “neither 

solitary nor diverse”—a pithy formulation of trinitarian doctrine that Lombard traces to the 

authority of Hilary of Poitiers 5 As we will see, it is extremely important for our purposes to 

recognize that multitudo transcendens as a concept in Aquinas is developed within this tradition 

for a specific reason: namely, specifically to negate or exclude any trace of solitudo in God. 

Indeed, as Gilles Emery has said, what Aquinas’ project in this text is to unearth the 

conceptual resources necessary for articulating a “Trinitarian Monotheism.”6 For this reason, 

Aquinas’ unique approach to the perennial philosophical problem of discerning the proper 

rationes of unum and multitudo is unintelligible without this particular theological concern: 

namely, to exlude solitudo from the divine, who is in his essence a communio Personarum. 

 The question at issue in the first article is “Whether God can be called ‘one’,” to which 

Aquinas responds (predictably) in the affirmative: “God is most highly and truly one.”7 As is 

                                                                 
4 “[I]nquirit Magister hic de nominibus significantibus unitatem et pluralitatem, qualiter in Deo accipiantur.” 

Aquinas, I Sent. 24, prol.  
5 “[H]ac professione pluralitatis [of persons], non diversitatem vel multitudinem posuit, sed solitudinem et 

singularitatem negavit. Sic ergo cum dicimus plures personas vel pluralitatem personarum, singularitatis et 

solitudinis intelligentiam excludimus.” Lombard, Sentences, I.24. 
6 On the concept of “trinitarian monotheism,” see Gilles Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of St Thomas Aquinas, 

128-50.  
7 “Deus summe et verissime unus est.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.1 corp.  
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evident from his use of summe et verissime, Aquinas takes this question to be about the unity of 

the divine essence, not the (admittedly related) question of whether there are “one” or “many” 

gods.  

 The line of reasoning supporting Aquinas’ affirmative answer takes the form of a 

“conceptual analysis,” of sorts, in the sense that it uncovers what belongs per se to God’s own 

unity. Clearly working from Metaphysics Δ.6, Aquinas begins with an affirmation of what he 

takes to be Aristotle’s primary definition of unity as “ens in eo quod non dividitur,” and affirms 

Aristotle’s analogical extension of this undividedness in terms of generic, specific and 

proportional unity.8 He also affirms Avicenna’s previously mentioned privileging of unum in 

numero, which apparently is unum simpliciter.9  

Yet a problem arises already; for if indeed unum numero is the same “numerical unity” 

that is related correlatively to numerical multiplicity, then it directly follows that Aquinas is 

committing himself to the position that numerical multiplicity enters into the divine essence. 

Such a position would directly contradict Lombard, who unequivocally denies that number is not 

properly predicated of God because there is no quantity in God.10 Thus, Aquinas is forced to 

qualify his position: “But even in [unum numero] there is gradation to be found.”11 Indeed, this 

“gradation” of unity is indexed to the extent to which the ens in question is in actu. For Aquinas, 

something can be (1) divided both in act and potency, (2) indivisible in act but divisible in 

potency, or (3) indivisible in act and potency. In short, there are various grades of unum numero, 

i.e. in terms of greater and lesser degrees of perfection.   

                                                                 
8 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1015b; and note 40 of this study.  
9 “[Q]uod est simpliciter indivisum, dicitur simpliciter unum, quod est unum numero.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.1 corp.  
10 “Ita etiam cum dicimus tres personas, nomine ternarii non quantitatem numeri in Deo ponimus.” Peter Lombard, 

Sentences (vol. I/2, pp. 187–189), I.24. 
11 “Sed in istis etiam invenitur aliquis gradus.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.1 corp.  
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 After replying to the first objector’s concern by distinguishing between transcendental 

and numerical unum (only the former is in God), Aquinas’ reply to the second objection is odd—

if only due to its apparent inconsistency with what has already been said with respect to Aquinas’ 

criticisms of Avicenna on the subject. Responding to the objector’s point that unum seems to be 

in potency to any and all numbers, Aquinas again resorts to the transcendental/numerical 

distinction: “according to Avicenna, the unity and number that the arithmetician considers is not 

the unitas and multitudo that is found in all beings.”12 This is striking, if only because Aquinas 

seems to be affirming what he denies many times elsewhere: namely, that Avicenna recognizes 

the distinction between transcendental and numerical unity.13 If this distinction really is present 

in Avicenna, then Aquinas’ Averroesian critique of Avicenna that we have noted in previous 

chapters loses its traction. In any case, regardless of his interpretation of Avicenna’s position, 

Aquinas’ response to the objector involves precisely this clarification: namely, that the unity 

predicable of the divine essence is not the unity which is the principle of numerical multiplicity. 

There is no danger here of admitting that the divine essence is many—either potentially or 

actually.  

 More important for our purposes, however, is Aquinas’ rendering of numerus. 

Anticipating the next article, which deals with the issue in greater detail, Aquinas’ reply to the 

fourth objection offers some insight into a rather ambitious conceptual venture. The fourth 

objector suggests that unum is not predicable of God because this would imply the absurd 

conclusion that God is “countable along with some creature” (connumerabilis alicui 

                                                                 
12 “[C]um quantitas non sit in Deo, videtur quod nec unitas.” Ibid., 24.1.1 arg. 1. “[S]ecundum Avicennam unitas et 

numerus quae considerat arithmeticus non sunt illa unitas et multitudo quae inveniuntur in omnibus entibus; sed 

solum secundum quod inveniuntur in rebus materialibus, secundum quod pluralitas causatur ex divisione continui.” 

Ibid., 24.1.1 ad 2.  
13 See, for example, Aquinas, In Met., I.3.1980-81;  Ibid.,Γ.2.556; and Aquinas, Sancti Thomae de Aquino Opera 

omnia (Rome: Leonine, 1882- ) Vol. 25.2, Quaestiones de quolibet, 10.1.1 [hereafter: Quodlibet]. 



Harris 153 

creaturae).14 Of course, whatever is properly “countable” (i.e. capable of being “counted” as a 

discrete member of a formally homogenous set) must be a member of a common species. But 

this is not an admissible result in the case of God; for God cannot fall under a genus, much less a 

species of being.15 To say so would be to fall victim to a rather vulgar idolatry. As a means of 

avoiding this ugly result, then, Aquinas responds with care: 

Although God and creatures are not alike according to some mode of likeness, it is 

possible to consider a community of analogy between God and creatures in which 

creatures themselves imitate. Hence, in some way, it is possible to count other things, as 

it is said that God and an angel are two things, not simpliciter or properly, as creatures are 

countable with each other, i.e. univocally in some unity. And from this it does not follow 

that God is part of anything, or that God and the angel are “more than” just God; but that 

there are multiple things.16 

For Aquinas, when numerical terms as predicated of God and creatures as members of a set, this 

cannot imply that there is a univocal, formal similarity (as is the case for two or more beings of a 

common species). Instead, to “add up” creatures alongside God is possible only because there is 

a properly analogical similarity that is shared—one that cannot be reduced to pure univocity (as 

in the objection), nor pure equivocity (as in the case of purely metaphorical language use).17 In 

                                                                 
14 “[O]mne quod est unum, est connumerabile alteri. Sed Deus non est connumerabilis alicui creaturae; tum quia 

creatura et Deus in nullo conveniunt, quia hoc esset prius utroque; nec inveniuntur aliqua connumerari, nisi quae in 

aliquo conveniunt; sicut dicimus duos homines vel duos equos; tum quia quod alteri connumeratur, est pars 

pluralitatis resultantis et exceditur ab ea; quod Deo non competit. Ergo Deus non potest dici unus.” Aquinas, I Sent. 

24.1.1 arg. 4.  
15 See, for example, Ibid., 2.1.1 sc 2.  
16 “[Q]uamvis Deus et creatura non conveniant in aliquo uno secundum aliquem modum convenientiae, tamen est 

considerare communitatem analogiae inter Deum et creaturam, secundum quod creaturae imitantur ipsum prout 

possunt. Unde aliquo modo potest connumerari aliis rebus, ut dicatur, quod Deus et Angelus sunt duae res, non 

tamen simpliciter et proprie, sicut creaturae ad invicem connumerantur, quae univoce in aliquo uno conveniunt. Et 

ex hoc non sequitur quod Deus sit pars alicujus, vel quod Deus et Angelus sint aliquid majus quam Deus; sed quod 

sint plures res.” Ibid., 24.1.1 ad 4.  
17 Aquinas’ position on divine naming is the source of enormous controversy in secondary literature. With some 

qualification, my own views on the matter are summed up nicely by Joshua Hochschild in a recent article in the 
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other words, God + angel ≠ “more than” God, since God is infinite and does not admit of 

addition or subtraction. Still, God is really connumerabilis alicui creaturae to the extent that this 

analogical similarity obtains. This—and only this—is the sense in which God and creatures can 

be “counted” as two or more beings.  

Having dealt with the possibility of community between God and creatures, then, we turn 

to the next article, which asks, “Whether there is some number in God” himself, i.e. in the Trinity 

of Persons. Aquinas’ affirmative answer is striking when compared to the letter of Lombard’s 

text, and more generally it is a good example of the influence of Alexander of Hales and Albert 

the Great amongst Aquinas’ contemporaries. Therefore, before examining the text, a brief 

exposition is in order regarding the ways in which Lombard, Alexander and Albert frame the 

question.  

For Lombard, the primary significance of the doctrine of unus Deus is its rejection of any 

multiplicity or number in God: “when we call God ‘one’,” says Lombard, “a multiplicity of gods 

is excluded, and numerical quantity is not posited in God . . . since neither number nor quantity is 

there.”18 Not unlike the Avicennian position we described in an earlier chapter,19 Lombard seems 

to identify multitudo with numerus; hence, because (1) there is only one God, and (2) because the 

one God has no internal division or diversity either, multitudo is not properly predicated of him.  

 Yet of course it has not escaped the Magister’s notice that his orthodoxy depends to some 

degree on his affirmation of the real distinction of Persons constituting the Triune life of God. 

                                                                 
Thomist. See Joshua Hochschild, “Proportionality and Divine Naming: Did St. Thomas Change His Mind about 

Analogy?” The Thomist 77 (2013): 531-58.   
18 “Cum enim dicitur unus Deus, multitudo deorum excluditur nec numeri quantitas in divinitate ponitur; . . . quia 

nec numerus nec quantitas ibi est.” Lombard, Sentences, I.24.  
19 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.3.5; and note 45 of Chapter 3 of this study. Indeed, Aquinas explicitly links 

Lombard to Avicenna’s position. See note 44 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
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After all, to deny a real distinction of Persons is to affirm the heresy of Sabellius.20 Lombard’s 

avoidance of this result is instructive: “this profession of plurality [i.e. in God] does not posit 

diversity or multiplicity, but rather negates solitude and singularity. Therefore when we say 

many Persons or a plurality of Persons, we are excluding an understanding of singularity and 

solitude.”21 In other words, Lombard (and the Sentences tradition) avoids the heresy of 

Sabellianism precisely to the extent that solitudo is excluded from God. To arrive upon this 

properly negative result is to successfully avoid Sabellianism. 

Indeed, Lombard’s favored manner of avoiding Sabellianism owes itself to the fourth 

book of Hilary of Poiters’ De Trinitate, which presents the term solitudo as that which is denied 

by the orthodox proclamation of the real distinction (and therefore the consortium)22 of Persons 

constituting the Trinity. While terms predicated of the distinct Persons as distinct do negate 

solitude, they do not imply any real multitudo or numerus in the Trinity. This leads Lombard and 

other Scholastics following him to summarize the position of Hilary in De Trinitate IV 

accordingly: “We confess neither a solitary nor a diverse God.”23 Again, Sabellianism can only 

be avoided if solitudo is excluded from the divine.  

 Yet if Lombard’s claim can boast of a certain level of rhetorical subtlety, it must be said 

that a corresponding conceptual rigor is decidedly and conspicuously absent. In introducing the 

term solitudo into the discussion on the authority of Hilary, Lombard seems to have a means of 

                                                                 
20 “[C]irca fidem Trinitatis, fuerunt duae haereses: scilicet Arii, qui induxit pluralitatem essentiae; et Sabellii, qui 

abstulit pluralitatem personarum.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.2.1 corp.  
21 “[H]ac professione pluralitatis [of persons], non diversitatem vel multitudinem posuit, sed solitudinem et 

singularitatem negavit. Sic ergo cum dicimus plures personas vel pluralitatem personarum, singularitatis et 

solitudinis intelligentiam excludimus.” Lombard, Sentences, I.24. My emphasis.  
22 “[P]rofessio enim consortii sustulit intelligentiam singularitatis, quia consortium aliquod nec potest esse sibi ipsi 

solitario (circa medium), neque rursum solitudo solitarii recipit.” See Ibid.  
23 This is not a direct quotation from Hilary’s De Trinitate, but it is clearly drawn from Book IV, where Hilary 

references God’s use of the first-person plural in the creation story of Genesis 1: “Consortium autem esse aliquod 

solitario ipsi sibi non potest. Neque rursum recipit solitarii solitudo faciamus [Gen. 1:26] neque quisquam alieno a se 

nostrum loquetur.” See Hilary of Poitiers, De Trinitate, in Sancti Hilarii Pictaviensis Episcopi Opera Vol. 62 (ed.) 

P. Smulders (Brepols, 1979), IV.17. 
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signifying the plurality of Persons (i.e. insofar as solitudo is excluded from God). However, the 

conceptual upshot here is ambiguous for at least two reasons: namely, (1) the position is phrased 

negatively rather than positively; and (2) solitudo, which is supposedly excluded, is never 

defined. So Lombard’s conclusion is clear enough: “by this name [i.e. pluralitas] we do not wish 

to imply diversity, but rather to remove singularity.”24 But the premises leading to that 

conclusion are question-begging, at best. It is not obvious, for example, how a negation of 

solitude could somehow fail to imply some sort of real diversity. Worse, even if the point is 

granted, it still means that terms signifying the distinction of Persons are purely negative (i.e. 

negations of solitudo).  

 Alexander of Hales’ analysis of the problem in his own Sentences Commentary is more 

conceptually interesting. For him, the question is about whether “by this name unus we signify 

either the substance, essence or notion.”25 Alexander’s solution involves making a conceptual 

distinction between the masculine unus and the neuter unum—the terms being properly 

predicated of the Person and the essence, respectively: “If by this name unum it is clear that one 

designates the essence, then . . . by unus, it signifies the indivision of the Persons.”26 Yet there is 

another variation of unity at issue here: namely, that which is signified by the feminine una: “by 

this name ‘una’ the notion or property is signified . . . insofar as the property is of the Person to 

whom the property belongs.”27 

                                                                 
24 “[I]llo nomine non diversitatem intelligi voluit, sed singularitatem noluit,” Lombard, Sentences, I.24.  
25 “[D]e hoc nomine ‘unus’ aut significat substantiam vel essentiam vel notionem.” Alexander of Hales, Glossa in 

quatuor libros Sententiarum Petri Lombardi Book I (ed.) Quaracchi (Bibliotheca Fransciscana scholastica, 1957), 

231.  
26 “Si per hoc nomen ‘unum’, constat quod designat essentiam, et tunc idem est unitas quod indivisio essentiae. Si 

per ‘unus’, dicit indivisionem personae.” Hales, I Sent., 233.  
27 “[P]er hoc nomen ‘una’ [dicitur] notio vel proprietas . . . in quantum proprietas est personae cuius est proprietas, 

et persona est essentiae persona.” Ibid.  
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 In sum, then, Alexander distinguishes three variations of unity—all of which are 

important for the purposes of trinitarian theology: (1) the neuter term expressing the 

“abstractness” that is proper to the divine essence; (2) the masculine term expressing the 

“personal” character of each individual Person (e.g. the individual unity of the Father and the 

Son, respectively); and finally (3) the feminine term expressing what is “proper” to each Person 

(the unity proper to, e.g. the eternal generation of the Son). With this framework in place, 

Alexander provides slightly more rigor to his discussion of numerical terms and their 

applicability to God. Unum marks the unity of the essence, and therefore it excludes distinction. 

Unus, however, marks the unity of each respective Person in such a way as to avoid rejecting 

“many personal unities.”28 In other words, the unity of the essence (unum) is conceptually 

distinct from the unity of each respective Person (unus); and both concepts are identical with 

their respective “subjects.” In short, to the extent that we have a conceptual distinction between 

essence and Person, we also have a distinction between unum and unus.29  

 What is most interesting for our purposes is Alexander’s understanding of unus. While it 

is true that he rejects all affirmations of creaturely multiplicity or number in God,30 it is 

important that unus “leaves the door open,” as it were, for a concept of unity that does not 

exclude the distinctiveness of the Persons with respect to one another. Indeed, in the Summa 

Fratris, “Alexander”31 is willing to go further in the sense that he includes “distinction from 

others” in the very ratio of unity.32 Finally, in a way that anticipates Aquinas’ own remarks in I 

                                                                 
28 “Continet in se multas unitates personales.” Ibid.  
29 “Eodem modo aliquid attribuitur significato per hoc nomen ‘unus’, quod non significato per hoc nomen ‘unum’, 

nam ‘unus’ distinguitur, ‘unum’ autem est indistinctum.” Ibid., 234.  
30 “[P]luralitas personarum divinarum medium inter unitatem et simplicitatem divinae essentiae et multitudinem et 

compositionem creaturae.” Ibid., 315.  
31 As is well-known, the authorship of this text is uncertain. See Maurice Wulf, History of Medieval Philosophy 

(New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1909), 277. I use the name “Alexander” throughout for simplicity’s sake.  
32 “[U]nitas enim distinguit ‘unum’ ab alio et ideo dicitur ‘divisum ab aliis’.” Alexander of Hales, Doctoris 

Irrefragabilis Alexandri de Hales Summa Theologica Book 1 (ed.) Collegii S. Bonaventurae, 113.   
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Sent. 24.1.2, Alexander frames the conceptual import of unus as a mean “between names that 

signify the substance simpliciter and those that signify the notion simpliciter.”33 As we will see, 

Aquinas adopts a similar strategy with respect to the numerus that is predicable of God.  

 Following Lombard, Albert too recognizes the authority of Hilary as a means of framing 

the discussion of numerical terms as they are predicated of God: “there is neither diversity nor 

singularity, neither multiplicity nor solitude.”34 However, moving beyond Lombard, Albert 

makes a further observation: “The intention of the master is to remove numerical quantity from 

the divine, and not number [per se], nor any [and every] notion of number but rather only the 

positing of numerical quantity.”35 So Albert agrees with Lombard when it comes to the negative 

claim,36 but also wants to show that the term numerus has an extension that goes beyond mere 

quantitative number. Making use of the distinction between transcendental and numerical unity, 

Albert argues the following: 

The notion of unity is realized by this final act of form, since this indivision in itself is 

implied, as well as division from others. And this is the same definition, for the 

Philosopher intends this when he said that that which is undivided is called one according 

as it is not divided. In this way, we speak well when we say that this thing is one, this 

thing and that thing are two. And, in this way, we speak well when we say that God is 

one.37 

                                                                 
33 “[I]nter nomina quae simpliciter dicunt substantiam et simpliciter dicunt notionem.” Hales, I Sent., 233.  
34 “[N]on sit diversitas vel singularitas, nec multiplicitas vel solitudo.” Saint Albertus Magnus, Comentarii In I 

Sententiarum, in B. Alberti Magni Ratisbonensis episcopi, ordinis Prædicatorum Opera Omnia Vol. 25 (eds.) Êmile 

Borgnet, Jacques Quétif, Jacques Échard (Parisiis: Apud Ludovicum Vivès, 1890-1899), 604.  
35 “[I]ntentio Magistri est removere quantitatem numeri a divinis, et non numerum, nec quamcumque rationem 

numeri, sed tantum positionem quantitatis numeralis.” Ibid., 612. Thanks to Robert Sweetman for help with this 

translation.  
36 “[N]on tamen uno et eodem respectu: et hoc modo considerando unum secundum formalem rationem, utrumque 

excludit alterum: et hoc consideravit Magister quod talia notarent remotionem vel exclusionem.” Ibid., 613.  
37 “[A]b isto ultimo actu formae est ratio unius: quia per hoc efficitur in se indivisa, et ab aliis divisa: et haec est ejus 

diffinitio: et hoc intendit Philosophus, quando dixit, quod id quod non dividitur, dicitur unum secundum quod non 
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Yet even this mode of “number” cannot account for the multiplicity of Persons, since such a 

numerus involves the notion of formal division, which is not proper to the Persons. After all, the 

Persons are not formally distinct, but rather identical with the divine essence. Ultimately, Albert 

chooses to account for the distinction of Persons in terms of “relations of origin,” bypassing any 

misunderstanding that might imply that the Persons “fall under” a common species.38 Still, 

Albert’s approach is significant for Aquinas’ own solution insofar as it features the distinction 

between transcendental and numerical unity appropriated for purposes of theological predication.  

 Returning to Aquinas, then, perhaps we are in a better position both to appreciate the 

influence of Alexander and Albert on the question of predicating numerical terms of God in 

Distinction 24. Strikingly, Aquinas’ affirmative answer to “whether there is some number in 

God” is clear: “wherever there is distinction or discretion, there is some number. But we say that 

the Persons are discrete and distinct. Therefore there is number in the divine Persons.”39 In order 

to account for the particular way in which this distinctio vel discretio yields the number that is 

predicable of God, Aquinas must make some important qualifications.  

 First, and most importantly, Aquinas shows that his apparent disagreement with the 

Magister’s purely negative rendering of numerical terms as applied to God is indeed only 

apparent; for he agrees with Lombard that there is no division “of essence or quantity” in God. If 

there were, this would be a case of what Aquinas calls numerus simplex—that is, the sort of 

number which is responsible for accounting for distinct members of a genus or species.40 After 

all, per impossibile, if there were multiple divine essences, then there would be multiple gods. 

                                                                 
dividitur. Hoc modo bene dicimus, quod haec res est una, haec res et illa sunt duae: et hoc modo bene dicimus, quod 

Deus est unus.” Ibid., 606.  
38 On this point, see Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of St Thomas Aquinas, 140.  
39 “[U]bicumque est distinctio vel discretio, ibi est aliquis numerus. Sed dicimus divinas personas esse discretas vel 

distinctas. Ergo in divinis personis est numerus.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.2 contra.  
40 “[N]umerus simplex, qui est per divisionem essentiae vel quantitatis.” Ibid., 24.1.2 corp.  
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Indeed, if there were quantitative division, then there would be not only multiple gods, but 

multiple gods that are individuated materially somehow. Of course, both of these conclusions are 

repugnant to the monotheism that Aquinas (and the entire Sentences tradition) deems 

unassailable.  

 However, in contradistinction to Lombard, Aquinas is not content to state his position 

negatively, i.e. simply as a rejection of numerus simpliciter in God. Instead, innovatively, he 

situates his position on numerical terms as applied to God as a “virtuous” mean between two 

“vicious” positions. To be sure, numerus simpliciter is one of these vicious positions (the 

“excessive” vice, as it were). Yet there is another “deficiently” vicious position on the matter—

one that importantly belies Aquinas’ dissatisfaction with Lombard’s treatment of the problem. 

This is “the number which is merely notional, as a point is called many according to a notion 

only.”41 As the principle of continuous quantity, Aquinas suggests, there is a sense in which we 

can say a point is multiple; for a point is always potentially multiple in the sense that it serves as 

principans for extended lines and geometrical figures—all of which involve relations between 

multiple points.42 The upshot here is this: if we say that numerical terms as predicated of God are 

secundum rationem tantum, then we relegate the real distinction of Persons to mere entia 

rationis, i.e. potential multiplicity. In other words, the affirmation of numerus secundum 

rationem tantum of God would afford us nothing more than a notional negation of solitudo, 

thereby remaining impotent to imply a real distinction of Persons. This is the heresy of 

Sabellianism.  

 Having framed the problem as the Scylla and Charybdis of numerus simpliciter and 

numerus secundum rationem tantum, then, Aquinas offers his own position as a virtuous mean: 

                                                                 
41 “[N]umerum qui est in ratione tantum, sicut punctus dicitur multiplex secundum rationem tantum.” Ibid.  
42 “[P]unctus . . . diceretur multiplex, secundum quod est principium plurium linearum.” Ibid. 
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“The number that is predicated of the divine Persons is “less” than number simpliciter, and 

“greater” than the number that is purely notional. Yet if we compare the number of Persons to 

the number of absolute properties that are in creatures, they are related as what exceeds to what 

is exceeded.”43 Although Aquinas never adopts this same approach in parallel questions in later 

texts, this admittedly curious formulation is important insofar as it betrays Aquinas’ desire to 

account for the way in which the numerus of Persons in the Godhead might serve as an exemplar 

for creaturely order and distinction. In fact, this seems to be the only way to understand this 

cryptic conceptual move. Here Aquinas appears to say that the distinction arising from real 

relations cannot itself be a sign of imperfection. On the contrary, because everything that is 

“common” to God and creatures must be related “as what exceeds to what is exceeded,” it seems 

that Aquinas is endorsing a concept of numerus that is itself a perfection. Indeed, as we will see, 

this foreshadows Aquinas’ innovative view of multitudo as a perfection.  

 When Aquinas says that the real distinction of Persons “exceeds” creaturely distinction, 

he obviously does not mean that God is somehow “more” distinct than individual creatures are 

when considered together in their manifold diversity—at least not if what is meant is a greater 

panoply of distinct properties. After all, God is simple and thus neither formally or quantitatively 

diverse. Instead, when Aquinas speaks of the ways in which divine and creaturely distinction are 

to be compared, he is speaking about the modes or ways in which God and creatures are distinct: 

“But if the perfection of the distinctions is considered, then the number of the Persons exceeds, 

since in God the relations of the Persons are subsistent. Hence the number of the Persons follows 

the relations, but not to the number of properties in creatures, since the properties in creatures are 

                                                                 
43 “Est enim minus de ratione numeri in numero personarum quam in numero simpliciter, et plus quam in numero 

qui est secundum rationem tantum. Si autem comparemus numerum personarum ad numerum proprietatum 

absolutarum qui est in creaturis, habebunt se sicut excedentia et excessa.” Ibid.  
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not subsistent, but accidental only [tantum inhaerentes].”44 That is to say, the real multiplicity 

signified by the “number” of Persons in the Trinity is compared to the analogous multiplicity 

signified by “number” of creatures as what is subsistent to what is accidental. God is perfect not 

because he lacks any real multiplicity; rather, God is perfect because his numerus is nothing 

other than his subsistent being. In short, his numerus is perfect.45  

 Such an ambitious conceptual move turns on the distinction between divisio and 

multitudo—the same distinction that we explored in Aquinas’ commentary on Metaphysics I.46 

This is especially evident in his replies to objections. In his reply to the second objector, who 

complains that admitting number in God must imply that there is divisio in God, Aquinas says, 

“[A]lthough division is not properly in God, there is however a distinction of Persons.”47 Of 

course, this only makes sense as a reply if indeed divisio and multitudo are distinct in meaning.  

 Similarly, the fourth objector offers an Aristotelian definition of number, i.e. multitudo 

mensurata per unum, as a reason to reject real numericity in God. This is because it seems to 

imply that God is “measured”—even if only by a principle ingredient to the divine essence. It is 

crucial to Aquinas’ argument that “in the number of relations or Persons there is not some order 

of certitude or composition in reality; and thus the number in God is not a measured 

multiplicity.”48 Whatever is meant by this analogical extension of the term numerus, it turns out 

that “measure” cannot be involved. In fact, though it is only implicitly implied in the broader 

                                                                 
44 “Si autem consideretur perfectio distinctorum, sic numerus personarum excedit, quia relationes in divinis sunt 

subsistentes personae. Unde ad numerum relationum sequitur numerus personarum, non autem ad numerum 

proprietatum in creaturis, quia proprietates in creaturis non sunt subsistentes, sed tantum inhaerentes.” Ibid.  
45 Even at this early stage, then, I argue that Aquinas is already concerned with multitudo’s satisfaction of what I 

have called the “metaphysical criterion” [MC] of transcendental notions: namely, that they are perfections and 

divine names.  
46 See especially note 35 of Chapter 4 of this study.  
47 “[Q]uamvis divisio non sit proprie in Deo, tamen ibi est personarum distinctio.” Ibid., 24.1.2 ad 2.  
48 “[I]n numero relationum vel personarum non est aliquis ordo certitudinis vel compositionis in re; et ideo numerus 

in Deo non est multitudo mensurata.” Ibid., 24.1.2 ad 4.  
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context of Aquinas’ line of reasoning, the attribute of “measure” is a sign of “imperfect” number 

insofar as quantitative multiplicity is accidental rather than substantial.49  

 Yet if Article 2 is chiefly concerned with avoiding Sabellianism, then Article 3 is about 

making peace with the Magister.  Asking “whether unity and number posit or remove something 

from God,”50 Aquinas opts for the latter on the authority of Aristotle. Indeed, as we have seen in 

his dialogue with Avicenna and Averroes on Metaphysics I.3-6, Aquinas’ fidelity to the letter of 

the Stagirite’s text proves to lead to some considerable difficulties.  

 The major premise of the contra of Article 3 is clearly a restatement of Metaphysics I.3: 

“according to the Philosopher, unum is opposed to multitudo as privation to its habit. But 

privation does not predicate something positive. Therefore neither does unum. But number is 

constituted by units. Therefore number does not predicate something positive.”51 Although it 

might appear that multitudo would indeed posit something positive in that of which it is 

predicated (since it constitutes the “habit” side of the privation/habit relationship), this is not the 

case. This is because multitudo “is constituted by unities,” which are themselves (considered 

individually) privations. Having visited Avicenna’s criticism of the Aristotelian doctrine of 

conceiving the relationship between unum and multitudo as one of privation to habit, it is not 

                                                                 
49 The consideration of quantitative and “substantial” distinctio with in orders of perfection is made most clearly in I 

Sent. 26.2.2: “[O]rdo distinctionis potest dupliciter considerari: vel quantum ad quantitatem distinctionis, vel 

quantum ad dignitatem et causalitatem. Si quantum ad quantitatem distinctionis, sic distinctio divinarum hypostasum 

est minima distinctio realis quae possit esse, ut supra habitum est, in corp. art. Et ideo tali distinctioni competit ens 

minimum, scilicet relatio. Sed quantum ad ordinem dignitatis et causalitatis, illa distinctio excellit omnes 

distinctiones; et similiter relatio quae est principium distinctionis, dignitate excellit omne distinguens quod est in 

creaturis: non quidem ex hoc quod est relatio, sed ex hoc quod est relatio divina. Excellit etiam causalitate, quia ex 

processione personarum divinarum distinctarum causatur omnis creaturarum processio et multiplicatio” 
50 “Utrum unitas et numerus ponant aliquid in divinis vel removeant.” Ibid., 26.2.2 ad 2.  
51 “[S]ecundum philosophum, unum opponitur multitudini, sicut privatio habitui. Sed privatio non praedicat aliquid 

positive. Ergo nec unum. Sed ex unitatibus constituitur numerus. Ergo nec numerus aliquid positive praedicat.” 

Ibid., 24.1.3 contra.  
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difficult to see that the aforementioned Avicennian problem of circularity looms:52 how can one 

notion be constituted by its privation? 

 Aquinas’ response is telling—not because it represents his most mature dealing with this 

Avicennian objection, but because it offers insight into our hypothesis regarding Aquinas’ 

(Averroesian) misreading of Avicenna. In the respondeo, first we have the standard misreading: 

“for Avicenna says that the one which is convertible with being is the same as the one which is 

the principle of number.” Yet more interesting for our purposes is the other side of this 

propositional conjunct attributed to Avicenna: “and multiplicity which is number, is the same as 

the multiplicity that divides being.”53 Following the intuition of Houser,54 I have suggested 

before that Averroes wrongly accuses Avicenna of conflating numerical and transcendental unity 

because he rightly recognizes that Avicenna explicitly rejects Aristotle’s distinction between 

numerical and transcendental plurality or multitudo.55 Indeed, Aquinas’ respondeo seems to 

confirm precisely this intuition: at the root of his misgivings about Avicenna’s doctrine of unity 

is Aquinas’ concern regarding the properly transcendental status of multitudo. Simply put, as is 

clearly the case given the immediate context of the question, Aquinas needs to preserve the 

conceptual integrity of multitudo transcendens in order to account for the real distinction of 

Persons affirmed in trinitarian doctrine.  

 The rest of the response proceeds in accordance with familiar distinctions. Aquinas (1) 

accuses Avicenna of rendering unum as a predicamental accident; he (2) praises Aristotle and 

Averroes for making the distinction between transcendental and quantitative unity; and (3) 

                                                                 
52 See note 41 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
53 “Avicenna enim dicit, quod unum quod convertitur cum ente, est idem quod unum quod est principium numeri et 

multitudo quae est numerus, est idem quod multitudo quae dividit ens.” Ibid., 24.1.3 corp.  
54 See Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity, 187; and note 96 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
55 See Averroes, Epitome, 119; and note 88 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
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“hence this number and unity does not enter into divine predication; but only unum and 

multitudo according as they follow ens universally.”56  

Here Aquinas defers not only to Aristotle, but also to the Magister. After substantively 

revising the letter of Lombard’s position with respect to the proper predication of numerical 

terms of God in the previous article, Aquinas aligns himself neatly alongside Lombard’s 

“negative” position: “and like terms [i.e. terms such as unum and multitudo] add nothing but a 

negation to God in the notion added to the [subject] of which they are predicated, according as 

the Magister says in the text.”57 The problem that lies in wait here is captured by Goris: “on the 

one hand, the one and the many in God should not posit anything positive in God, . . . but on the 

other hand neither should the concepts be articulated as merely notional, as the divine Trinity is 

really one and many.”58  

 This result in Article 3 is odd, especially given Aquinas’ apparent “disagreement” with 

Lombard on the subject of the numerical terms predicated of God. If Aquinas’ affirmative 

position with respect to numerical terms being literally predicated of God is meant to short-

circuit any Sabellian temptations, then those same Sabellian temptations seem to arise even more 

forcefully in his denial of any positive content in the notions of unum and multitudo. In short, as 

Goris says, it is difficult to see how there can be real multiplicity in the Godhead if multitudo 

adds nothing positive to the concept of God.  

                                                                 
56 “Unde iste numerus et unitas non venit in divinam praedicationem; sed tantum unum et multitudo secundum quod 

sunt de aliis quae consequuntur universaliter ens.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3 corp.  
57 “[E]t ita hujusmodi termini [such as unum and multitudo] nihil addunt in divinis secundum rationem supra id de 

quo dicuntur, nisi rationem negationis tantum, secundum quod Magister dicit in littera.” Ibid.  
58 Goris describes this tension in I Sent. 24.1.3 as follows: “einerseits das Eine und Viele im Göttlichen nicht 

Positives setzen sollen, da sonst eine kategoriale Einschränkung erfolgt, aber andererseits die Begriffe auch keine 

bloß gedanklichen Verhältnisse artikulieren sollten, da die göttliche Trinität real eines und vieles ist.” Goris, 

Transzendentale Einheit, 221.  
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 Now of course Aquinas is aware of the Sabellian danger, as is evident in the first 

objection: “Therefore according to this number and unity are not really in God, but in a mental 

understanding only, and therefore a plurality of Persons could not be affirmed, but only a 

plurality of mental notions, which seems heretical.”59 Even if Aquinas’ conception of multitudo 

as a unique transcendental notion distinct from divisio seems to be enough to answer Avicenna’s 

aforementioned “circularity objection,” it is not clear how the purely negative notions of unum 

and multitudo can account for the real unity of the essence and multiplicity of Persons. Aquinas’ 

response is an important exercise in conceptual analysis—one that seems to evolve over the 

course of his career:  

It is said that negation is in multiplicity according as one thing is distinguished from 

another by negation; hence in multiplicity there is negation or real privation, according as 

one thing is said not to be another. And likewise the negation imported in the notion of 

unity negates the distinction by negation; whence I say that this negation (in which the 

notion of unity is completed) is nothing other than a notional negation. For in every 

respect pertaining to being—toward negation or non-being—it is merely notional. Hence 

the relation which refers being to non-being is notional only [tantum in ratione]. And 

similarly privation, by which non-being is negated from being, is merely notional, as a 

privation of privation, or negation of negation. And therefore it is evident that we do not 

posit distinction in the divine Persons merely notionally, since we say that one Person 

really is not another.60 

                                                                 
59 “Ergo secundum hoc numerus et unitas non essent realiter in Deo, sed in ratione intelligentis tantum, et sic non 

possent dici plures personae sed plures rationes, quod videtur haereticum.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3 arg. 1.  
60 “[D]icendum, quod in multitudine negatio est, secundum quod una res distinguitur ab alia per negationem; unde in 

multitudine est negatio vel privatio realis, secundum quod una res non dicitur esse alia: et hujusmodi distinctionem 

per negationem negat negatio importata in ratione unitatis. Unde dico, quod negatio ista in qua perficitur ratio 

unitatis, non est nisi negatio rationis tantum. Omnis enim respectus qui est entis ad negationem vel ad non ens, non 

est nisi rationis. Unde relatio qua refertur ens ad non ens, non est nisi tantum in ratione: et similiter privatio, qua de 
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The logic of this response is worth tracking in detail. Again, Aquinas’ general challenge is to 

reconcile two positions that seem to be mutually exclusive: namely, (1) that the notions unum 

and multitudo do not add anything positive to the subjects of which they are predicated; and (2) 

that both the unity of the essence and the multiplicity of the Persons are real in God.  

 Crucial to this response is the notion of divisio, which precedes both unum and multitudo 

in that it denotes the interval between ens and non ens, which are related as habit to privation, 

respectively. It is only possible to distinguish one being from another via the properly intellectual 

operations of affirmation and negation, which imply ens and non ens, respectively. Now we have 

already seen that multitudo is not synonymous with divisio, since multitudo implies that there are 

multiple unities, whereas divisio is restricted to the division of affirmation and negation itself—

prior to the notion of unity or unities.61 So when Aquinas says that “a negation or real privation 

is in multitudo,” he is referring to the real privation implied in the notion of divisio. For Aquinas, 

the distinction of one being from another is rooted in the distinction between being and non-

being. That is to say, without the distinct operations of affirmation and negation and their 

correlates—ens and non ens—it is impossible to say that one (real) being is distinct from another 

(real) being.  

 The next part of Aquinas’ response invokes a three-step derivation—the first of which  

involves precisely the abovementioned “real privation” (i.e. the one arising out of divisio). The 

order proceeds as follows: 

                                                                 
ente negatur non ens, est in ratione tantum, ut privatio privationis, vel negatio negationis. Et sic patet quod non 

ponimus distinctionem in divinis personis secundum rationem tantum, quia dicimus quod una persona realiter non 

est alia.” Ibid., 24.1.3 ad 1.  
61 In fact, we will see in De veritate 1.1 that divisio is an “in se” notion, as opposed to “in ordine ad aliud.” See De 

veritate 1.1 corp.  
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(1) There is the privation consequent upon the very affirmation and negation of being, which 

yields divisio (i.e. division “between” ens and non ens); then 

(2) there is a “second” privation that negates the privation in step (1). This is unum, 

understood as ens indivisum.  

(3) Finally, there is a “third” privation; for the negative content of multitudo signifies the 

non-identity of distinct unities constituting a multiplicity.  

What is crucial to understand about this derivation is that all three terms—divisio, unum and 

multitudo—are negative notions, i.e. they all signify privations (even if unum and multitudo are 

privationes privationum). According to Aquinas, Sabellianism is avoided because all real 

distinctions involve such negations. In other words, just because unum and multitudo are notions 

signifying (notional) privations does not mean that the distinctions implied therein are also 

purely notional. Still, as we will see, there is reason to think that the later Aquinas revises his 

position to address this particular matter more adequately.62  

 For current purposes, it is enough to recognize Aquinas’ place in the commentary 

tradition on I Sent. D. 24. With respect to Lombard, Aquinas rejects the Magister’s purely 

negative position on the literal predication of numerical terms with respect to the real multiplicity 

of Persons in Article 2—a move that may betray Aquinas’ worries about Sabellianism.63 

However, as we have just seen, Aquinas follows Lombard by ascribing a purely negative sense 

to unum and multitudo. With respect to Alexander, Aquinas recognizes the importance of 

avoiding any concept of divine unity that would exclude a real multiplicity of Persons. Yet, 

                                                                 
62 See especially Aquinas’ distinction between negatio rationis and negatio rei as it pertains to the notion of unum in 

Chapter 6 of this study.  
63 Aquinas’ abovementioned distinction between numerus simpliciter and numerus secundum rationem tantum 

seems to follow the strategy of Alexander, who suggests that the pluralitas of the divine persons is a medium 

between the simplicitas Dei and the multitudo creaturae. See note 41 above.  
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whereas Alexander and Albert include “distinction from others” as the latter half of a two-part 

definition of unum, Aquinas opts for another, unprecedented solution: namely, the development 

of a wholly original transcendental notion in numerus/multitudo, which implies in its ratio a 

negation of “singularity or solitude.” This is the concept’s main “job,” as it were—at least in this 

passage. Finally, Aquinas inherits from Albert an explicit emphasis on the distinction between 

transcendental and numerical unity. Indeed, as we will see especially in Summa theologiae 

1.30.3, this emphasis is so prominent that a corresponding distinction is also present in the notion 

of multitudo transcendens. Of course, the larger concern shaping the entire discourse is the 

indisputably theological concern of accounting for the multiplicity of Persons in the Trinity 

without compromising the undividedness of the divine essence. The originality of Aquinas’ 

conceptual innovation in multitudo is directly occasioned by this theological problem. God is not 

solitary.  

 Still, at least three important problems arise from Book I, Distinction 24 of the Sentences 

Commentary. First, if transcendental notions are perfections predicable of God and given in 

every act of understanding, then it appears that multitudo transcendens ought to be properly 

predicable of God without the aid of faith. However, given that it is clearly Aquinas’ position 

that the distinction of Persons is knowable by faith alone,64 this is an odd result. Second, 

Aquinas’ odd rendition of a numerus in this text is obscure, at best. Especially because this 

strategy is abandoned in later parallel texts, it begs the question of what is meant by this 

mysterious sort of numerus. Finally, third, it is not altogether clear how a purely negative notion 

of unum—and therefore a purely negative notion of multitudo, as well—can yield a positive or 

“real” multiplicity of Persons.  

                                                                 
64 See Aquinas, I Sent. 2.1.4; and De potentia 9.5; and Summa theologiae, 1.30.1.  
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 Aside from Aquinas’ own stated purposes, we should note that the last of these three 

problems is especially interesting in light of the ambiguity of the res significata of transcendental 

notions more generally. As we saw mostly clearly in our discussion of Metaphysics Γ.2,65 it is a 

perennial problem in the Aristotelian tradition to state just how terms that are supposedly co-

extensive with being are (a) identical in extension or “nature” (i.e. ταὐτὸν καὶ μία φύσις); yet (b) 

distinct in meaning (λόγος).66 Indeed, this perennial problem takes shape in the new guise of 

Aquinas’ trinitarian theology insofar as the Latin Doctor employs the notion of multitudo 

transcendens to account for a real distinction of Persons in God.67 If res significata of multitudo 

is nothing other than the unity of the divine essence, then its difficult to see how there is a real 

multiplicity to be spoken of. However, if the res significata of multitudo is somehow distinct 

from the unity of the essence, then the divine simplicity seems to be injured accordingly. 

Drawing from Goris’ work on unum in Aquinas, we will address this problem head-on in the 

following chapter. 

 For now, it is enough to note that these three problems inherited from the Sentences 

Commentary function in developments in later texts, especially in the De potentia and Summa 

theologiae.  

  

                                                                 
65 See especially note 39 of Chapter 2 of this study.  
66 Indeed, as Goris remarks, “Steht die mittelalterliche Metaphysik als Transzendentalienlehre somit vor der 

Aufgabe, das Verhältnis der passiones entis in einer ihre reale Identität wahrenden begrifflichen Differenz 

auszuarbeiten, so kommt dem Einen dabei stets eine exemplarische Stellung zu.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 

11.  
67 It should also be noted that Houser’s account of the genesis of transcendental unity (i.e. as a passio entis from 

Aristotle forward) is arguably not in a position to appreciate this problem for at least two reasons: (1) he simply does 

not treat the clear theological import of Aquinas’ development of multitudo transcendens; and (2) his account of 

passiones entis in general is not differentiated enough to raise the question precisely in the first place.  
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Transcendental aliquid in De veritate 1.1 
 

 In the first chapter of this study, I offered a brief outline of the “convertibility formula,” 

and therefore also the “semantic criterion” [SC] of transcendental notions in De veritate 1.1 as it 

arises in Aquinas.68 There it became clear that Aquinas’ convertibility formula for transcendental 

terms relies upon the distinction between (a) the res significata and (b) ratio or notional content 

of such terms. That is to say, when Aquinas affirms that transcendentals such as verum and 

bonum are all “convertible” in re, he is affirming the fact that verum and bonum are extensionally 

identical.69 Of course, this does not mean that the terms are synonyms; for the meaning of a 

transcendental term is not exhausted by its extension. There is always a conceptual or notional 

distinction implied in the meanings of such terms. What Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendentals as 

analyzed in De veritate 1.1 suggests, however vaguely, is that it is quite possible to consider a 

concretely existing ens according to various notional aspects—all of which bear an isomorphic 

but non-identical relation to ens.  

 Additionally, I also gave an account of what is meant by this convertibility formula as it 

informs Aquinas’ distinctions with respect to the way in which notions “add” to ens. What I did 

not explore in that chapter (and what we will explore here) is the actual derivation of 

transcendental notions that is present there. More specifically, we will turn our attention to 

Aquinas’ rather mysterious inclusion of aliquid in his derivation. Since this is the only place in 

Aquinas’ oeuvre in which he invokes the notion of transcendental aliquid—a term that is at least 

very close if not identical in meaning to multitudo—it behooves us to offer some account of its 

meaning here in De veritate 1.1.  

                                                                 
68 See note 28 of Chapter 1 of this study.  
69 See note 37 of Chapter 1 of this study.  
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 First, the text itself. As we have already seen, Aquinas approaches the issue of deriving 

transcendentals in De veritate 1.1 with two key distinctions. There is the distinction between (1) 

terms denoting various genera of being (e.g. substance and accident) and (2) transcendental 

terms that span across all genera (e.g. verum, bonum, etc.). This distinction provides the context 

for Aquinas’ convertibility formula for the latter kind of term.  

The second distinction, however, is really a distinction between quasi-species falling 

under the quasi-genus of transcendental terms: “This [transcendental] mode can be taken in two 

ways: first, in so far as it follows upon every being considered absolutely; second, in so far as it 

follows upon every being considered in relation to another.”70 That is to say, being is always 

already “absolute” and “relational.” 

 It is likely that this distinction between “absolute” and “relational” as quasi-species of 

transcendental terms owes itself at least in part to the Summa Fratris.71 In order for this 

distinction to become meaningful, however, we have to read it in the larger context of Aquinas’ 

derivation of the transcendental terms res, unum, aliquid, verum and bonum: 

Res: “We can, however, find nothing that can be predicated of every being affirmatively 

and, at the same time, absolutely, with the exception of its essence by which the being is 

said to be. To express this, the term res is used.” 

                                                                 
70 “[M]odo secundum quod consequitur unum ens in ordine ad aliud.” Aquinas, De veritate 1.1 corp.  
71 “Nam esse rerum tripliciter comparatur ad animam: . . . [1] memoria enim retinet secundum aliquam 

coordinationem relationis ad ‘unum’ et discretionem componit. Item, a causa exemplari est veritas in quolibet ente, 

per quam percipiatur ab intelligentia. Item, a causa finali est bonitas, per quam diligatur vel approbetur voluntate.” 

Hales, Summa, 115. As Aertsen argues, “in contrast to Philip the Chancellor's systematization, the ‘one’ is no longer 

the model for the conceptual determination of the other transcendentals. [For Alexander,] transcendentals add to 

being not only a negation of division, but also a relation.” Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 

47. Although Aquinas does not follow Alexander’s strategy of mapping unum, verum and bonum onto efficient, 

formal and final causality, this passage seems to be a source for Aquinas’ “anthropological transcendentals” in 

verum and bonum in De veritate 1.1. On this point, see note 73 below.  
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Unum: “There is, however, a negation consequent upon every being considered 

absolutely: its undividedness, and this is expressed by unum. For the unum is simply 

undivided being.”72 

These two transcendental terms are those belonging to the species of “ens considered 

absolutely,” since they contain no reference to anything beyond a single ens considered as an 

individual. Res is co-extensive with ens, since every ens is always already certain kind of being. 

That is, every ens has an essence, and res is the term (derived from Avicenna) that names the 

whole ens under the aspect of one of its two constituent parts, namely, the essence (as opposed to 

the actus essendi).73  

Of course, as we have already had the occasion to revisit many times in this study, for 

Aquinas the ratio unius is indivisio. Although Aquinas takes himself to be following Aristotle at 

a general level,74 he does make a further determination here. For Aquinas, the ratio unius is not 

just indivisio, but also indivisio in se. In order to see why this “addition” to the ratio unius is 

necessary, we turn to Aquinas’ distinction between “absolute” and “relational” transcendentals in 

De veritate 1.1.  

Considering the concept of the “relational” transcendental as a quasi-genus, Aquinas 

notes two species, the first of which is aliquid:  

If the mode of being is taken in the second way—according to the order of one to 

another—this can be taken in two ways. One way is the division of one from another, and 

                                                                 
72 “Non autem invenitur aliquid affirmative dictum absolute quod possit accipi in omni ente, nisi essentia eius, 

secundum quam esse dicitur; et sic imponitur hoc nomen res. . . . Negatio autem consequens omne ens absolute, est 

indivisio; et hanc exprimit hoc nomen unum: nihil aliud enim est unum quam ens indivisum.” Aquinas, De veritate 

1.1 corp.  
73 On this point, see Daniel D. De Haan, “A Mereological Construal of the Primary Notions ‘Being’ and ‘Thing’ in 

Avicenna and Aquinas,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 88.2 (2014): 335-360.   
74 As we have seen, however, there is significant ambiguity as to whether this is Aristotle’s position. On this point, 

see note 65 of Chapter 2 of this study.  
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this is what the term aliquid expresses. This implies, as it were, some other [aliud quid]. 

For, just as a being is said to be unum in so far as it is undivided in itself [in se], so it is 

said to be aliquid in so far as it is divided from others [ab aliis divisum].75  

There is a lot to unpack here. First, we immediately see the importance of understanding unum as 

an “absolute” as opposed to a “relational” transcendental. This is because aliquid can only be a 

transcendental term if it is conceptually distinct from divisio in se. If aliquid were merely a 

synonym for divisio in se, then Avicenna’s circularity objection would rear its head yet again; for 

it makes no sense to affirm two separate transcendentals if one simply signifies the privation of 

the other.76 Although aliquid does indeed add a negation to being, it does so only to account for 

the division of unities with respect to one another—not the division of internal parts constituting 

a single ens in se. Hence the importance of the two quasi-species of transcendentals: unum is the 

privation of divisio in se; whereas aliquid is defined as divisio ab aliis.77  

 This point leads us directly to another: namely, the clear resonance of this derivation with 

the aforementioned multitudo texts, especially I Sent. 24.1.3. Although Aquinas does not 

mention the fact that aliquid adds unity to each “term” of the beings in question, it seems rather 

clear that aliquid here in De veritate 1.1 occupies the very same role in his derivation of 

transcendental terms as multitudo does in many other texts. In my view, this clear resonance has 

not been appreciated in the secondary literature—perhaps because the systematic rigor that is 

                                                                 
75 “Si autem modus entis accipiatur secundo modo, scilicet secundum ordinem unius ad alterum, hoc potest esse 

dupliciter. Uno modo secundum divisionem unius ab altero; et hoc exprimit hoc nomen aliquid: dicitur enim aliquid 

quasi aliud quid; unde sicut ens dicitur unum, in quantum est indivisum in se, ita dicitur aliquid, in quantum est ab 

aliis divisum.” Aquinas, De veritate 1.1 corp.  
76 As we have seen, this point is a way of expressing Avicenna’s criticism of the Aristotelian position that unity is 

opposed to multiplicity as privation to habit. See note 69 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
77 Here I part ways with Celestine Bittle, Henri Renard and Henry Koren—all of whom reject the position that 

aliquid is a transcendental in its own right on account of its having no unique conceptual content. For their positions, 

see Celestine Bittle, The Domain of Being: Ontology, (Bruce: Milwaukee, 1941), 131-132; Henri Renard, The 

Philosophy of Being (Bruce, Milwaukee, 1950), 171; Henry Koren, Introduction to the Science of Metaphysics (St. 

Louis: Herder, 1965), 53. 
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uniquely present in De veritate 1.1 tempts readers to read the text in isolation.78 Simply put, I 

claim that the aliquid in De veritate 1.1 is nothing other than a synonym for multitudo 

transcendens.79 

 Finally, although Aquinas’ lone affirmation of aliquid as a transcendental has been 

sourced in Avicenna,80 it is quite clear that the Latin Doctor means something rather different 

than his Arab counterpart by the term. Whereas for Avicenna aliquid is effectively a synonym 

for ens, Aquinas assigns it an entirely unique conceptual purchase—one that is irreducible to any 

other transcendental notion. We can also detect the indirect influence of Albert and Alexander, 

since the formulation of divisum ab aliis is present in both Scholastics’ two-part definition of 

unum (i.e. ens indivisum in se et divisum ab aliis).81 Against the backdrop of these sources, 

Aquinas’ originality comes out clearly; for his emphasis upon the distinctiveness and therefore 

the “relationality” (i.e. secundum ordinem unius ad alterum) of all beings as such receives 

unprecedented emphasis in the form of its very own transcendental denomination.82 It is not only 

God whose being resists “solitude,” for aliquid is a defining feature of all beings insofar as they 

are beings.  

                                                                 
78 Aertsen gestures in this direction in his two large works on transcendentals in medieval philosophy and Aquinas 

in particular. He remarks, “One could see this notion [aliquid] as expressing what is presupposed in the idea of 

relational transcendentals. The condition for the relationality is that there is something else (aliud), that is to say, a 

multitude of beings. This suggests a connection between aliquid and multitudo.” Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and 

the Transcendentals, 110. 
79 Therefore I agree with Houser when he remarks, “[A]liquid is merely another way of saying multum [i.e. 

multitudo].” Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity, 9.  
80 See especially R.E. Houser, “Avicenna and Aquinas: Essence, Existence, and the Esse of Christ,” The Saint 

Anselm Journal 9.1 (2013): 3n.  
81 “This transcendental is described by Thomas with the second of the two phrases Alexander of Hales and Albert 

the Great offer: as expressing the content of the concept ‘one’: ‘being undivided in itself and divided from others,’ 

Thomas splits this description into two parts and reserves the last part for the content of aliquid.” Aertsen, Medieval 

Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 99.  
82 Strangely, Houser seems to reject the very view he holds in Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity (see note 

73 above): “Aquinas  defines aliquid at  De  veritate 1.1  as  the  external  side  of  transcendental  unity—ens  

divisum  ab  aliis.  Combination with its internal side (ens indivisum in se) yields transcendental unity” (R.E. 

Houser, “Avicenna and Aquinas: Essence, Existence, and the Esse of Christ,” 3n). In fact, assigning a transcendental 

status to aliquid in its own right (i.e. alongside unum) is significant for both notions. We should not conclude that 

aliquid is simply one “side” of unum.  
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This brings us to the second species of relational transcendentals: “The second division is 

based on the convenientia one being has with another. This is possible only if there is something 

which is such that it agrees with [convenire] every being. Such a being is the soul, which, as is 

said in the De anima, “in some way is all things.”83 Whereas transcendental aliquid is defined 

negatively, i.e. as distinct from other beings; transcendentals bonum and verum are defined 

positively, i.e. as implying a convenientia or assimilation of the soul and being. The point here is 

that being is always already ordered to the powers of will and intellect; or, as Aquinas puts the 

matter later in De veritate 1.2 “[Any] natural thing, therefore, being placed between two 

intellects [creaturely and divine], is called true in so far as it is adequated to either.”84  There is 

no being which is not both good and true because there is no being which is not related to will 

and intellect—potentially, as is the case with respect to created souls, and actually, as related to 

the divine will and intellect.  

Our current purposes are best served by drawing connections between aliquid/multitudo 

and verum in the following manner: namely, by virtue of its being an in ordine ad aliud 

transcendental. As Aertsen has noted,85 verum is in some sense founded upon the groundwork of 

aliquid, since aliquid expresses the irreducibly relational character of being itself. One could 

reason along the following lines:  

(1) verum is a relational transcendental;  

(2) all relational transcendentals presuppose some sort of inherent relationality 

characterizing all being;  

                                                                 
83 “Alio modo secundum convenientiam unius entis ad aliud; et hoc quidem non potest esse nisi accipiatur aliquid 

quod natum sit convenire cum omni ente: hoc autem est anima, quae quodammodo est omnia.” Aquinas, De veritate 

1.1 corp.  
84 “Res ergo naturalis inter duos intellectus constituta, secundum adaequationem ad utrumque vera dicitur.” Ibid., 

1.2 corp.  
85 See Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 110.  
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(3) this inherent relationality characterizing all being seems to be expressed in the 

transcendental notion of aliquid; and therefore  

(4) aliquid is in this sense a condition of possibility for bonum and verum.   

Although it is beyond the scope of this study to treat bonum and verum as distinct notions, what 

we see once again is the importance of Aquinas’ doctrine of multitudo/aliquid with respect to the 

enterprise of both dogmatic theology (I Sent. 24.1) and metaphysics (De veritate 1.1). Aquinas’ 

originality against the background of his Scholastic sources is on display in both texts, even if 

there are clear problems arising in each.  
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Conclusions 
 

 To recap, we have seen that the (chronologically) first instance of Aquinas’ distinction 

between transcendental and numerical multitudo occurs in a decidedly theological context: 

namely, the context of accounting for the multiplicity implied in the real distinction of the divine 

Persons of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Departing from the letter of Lombard’s Sentences, 

Aquinas’ commentary features a nuanced discussion of the particular manner in which numerus 

can be properly predicated of God, and solitudo negated. Seemingly drawing from Alexander of 

Hales, Aquinas argues that the number that is literally predicated of God is a “mean” between 

two extremes of numerus simpliciter (i.e. numerical quantity) and numerus in ratione tantum (i.e. 

merely notional distinction). Whereas Aquinas accuses Avicenna of mistakenly affirming the 

former extreme position, the Latin Doctor seems concerned with the Magister’s (unwitting) 

flirtation with the latter extreme, which may be construed as the heresy of Sabellianism.  

 We have also considered the palpable influence of Aquinas’ Scholastic predecessors 

upon his treatment of these issues in trinitarian theology. With Albert and Alexander, Aquinas 

recognizes the importance of the distinctiveness of beings as intimately related to transcendental 

unum. However, whereas Albert and Alexander account for this distinctiveness as the latter half 

of a two-part quasi-definition of unity, Aquinas opts to account for it by the introduction of an 

entirely new transcendental notion, multitudo (and in De veritate 1.1, aliquid). So, while Aquinas 

clearly takes his cue from Albert in emphasizing the importance of distinguishing between 

transcendental and numerical unity, he goes beyond Albert in ascribing an isomorphic distinction 

in multitudo.  

 Although we have already visited the conceptual move in the Metaphysics Commentary, 

in I Sent. 24.1 we also see just how important Aquinas’ distinction between divisio and multitudo 
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is for his trinitarian theology. Although he does reference the distinction as a possible solution to 

Avicenna’s circularity objection to the meaningful opposition of unity and multiplicity, the 

stakes are higher for the Latin Doctor. After all, without the distinction between divisio and 

multitudo, there would be no way of preserving the absolute simplicity of the divine essence. 

Only in the latter term is simplicity preserved, since it implies no composition or imperfection in 

God.86 The “Hilarian” tradition is vindicated, at least for the moment: “We confess neither a 

solitary nor a diverse God.”87 

 

                                                                 
86 Although this analysis certainly agrees with the spirit of Giovanni Ventimiglia’s project in hisDifferenza e 

contraddizione, it seems to me that Ventimiglia’s formulation of the co-presence of transcendental unum and 

multitudo as “paradoxical” is misleading. There is no paradox here, since the distinction between unum and 

multitudo erases any apparent “rivalry” over the same conceptual space. For Aquinas, the notions of unum and 

multitudo simply answer different questions, respectively. For this formulation in Ventimiglia, see Giovanni 

Ventimiglia, Differenza e Contradizione: Il Problema dell’essere in Tommaso d’Aquino: esse, diversum, 

contradictio. (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 1997). 245.  
87 See note 23 above.  
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CHAPTER 6: Negatio rationis or negatio rei? 
 

 In previous chapters we have seen how Aquinas’ original development of multitudo 

transcendens plays a key role in resolving at least two problems: namely, (1) the philosophical 

problem of answering Avicenna’s “circularity objection” leveled against Aristotle in 

Metaphysics I; and (2) the dogmatic problem of accounting for the real distinction of Persons in 

God without compromising the absolute simplicity of the divine essence.1 If this is the case, then 

we have reason to think that the trinitarian questions posed in I Sent. 24.1 form the unique 

conditions for this conceptual innovation. Yet we have also seen that the Sentences Commentary 

seems to leave readers with some unsolved difficulties—most notably, the question of how a 

“purely negative” concept of multitudo can account for what is supposed to be a real distinction 

between the Persons of the Trinity.  

 In this chapter, we examine some “middle” texts on this subject in the very different 

context of creation; or, as John Wippel puts it, “the distinction and derivation of the many from 

the one.”2 These texts are Aquinas’ commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate 4.1 and Summa 

contra Gentiles II.44-45. After having explored these questions of “natural theology,” we return 

to yet another “conceptual analysis” in Quodlibet 10.1.1. Once again, we have a situation in 

which theological questions serve as a context within which Aquinas deals with the precise 

meanings appointed to unum and multitudo, as well as their supposed “opposition.” Yet again, 

                                                                 
1 If our analysis is correct, it is important to note that the development of multitudo transcendens as a concept is 

unintelligible without this “double role” (i.e. metaphysical and dogmatic). To the extent that some commentators 

have attempted to account for transcendental multitudo (or aliquid) solely in terms of its properly metaphysical 

import—without reference to the doctrine of the Trinity—I must part ways with them. For renditions of this sort of 

approach to multitudo, see Jason A. Mitchell, “Aquinas on the Ontological and Theological Foundation of the 

Transcendentals,” 66-70; Tomás Alvira, Luis Clavell and Tomás Melendo, Metaphysics (Sinag-Tala: Manila, 1991), 

134-35.  
2 John Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas on the Distinction and Derivation of the Many from the One,” 563-90.   
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Avicenna is Aquinas’ primary foil. However, as we will see, there seem to be important 

differences implied in these texts when compared to those explored in the previous chapter.  
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Alterity and Division: The Commentary on De Trin. 4.1 
 

 In the first article of the fourth question of his commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate, 

Aquinas asks “whether otherness is the cause of plurality.” The context is immediately relevant 

for our purposes, since Boethius’ text affirms that alteritas is the principium pluralitatis in an 

effort to correct potential Arian misunderstandings of the Trinity as compromising the absolute 

simplicity of the divine essence. As Boethius puts the matter, “[T]hose who add to or take [from 

the unity of the divine essence] admit difference [differentia], as the Arians, who separate the 

Trinity into diverse grades of perfection, and divide it into a plurality. For the essence of plurality 

is otherness [alteritas]; apart from otherness plurality is unintelligible.”3  

 According to Boethius, the term differentia cannot be predicated truly of God because the 

divine Persons are “not three gods [but] one God, whose conjoining property [ratio] is 

indifferentia.”4 That is to say, the divine unity is itself the negation of all difference, so any 

affirmation of difference in God must result in an inadmissible compromise of divine unity. For 

Boethius, then, when the “Arians” ascribe metaphysical priority to the Father with respect to the 

Son, the result is an implicit admission of pluralitas in God.5 Put simply, this Arian position is a 

version of polytheism.  

What is interesting for our purposes is that Aquinas’ commentary takes this opportunity 

to interpret and affirm Boethius’ cryptic position that “the principle of plurality is alteritas.” 

Again, not coincidentally, a trinitarian context frames the question of unity, plurality and related 

concepts.  

                                                                 
3 “Eis enim differentia comitatur qui vel augent vel minuunt, ut Arriani qui gradibus meritorum trinitatem variantes 

distrahunt atque in pluralitatem diducunt. Principium enim pluralitatis alteritas est. [P]raeter alteritatem enim nec 

pluralitas quid sit intellegi potest.” Boethius, De Trinitate, in Thomas Aquinas, Super Boethium, 1.2.2.1-2.   
4 “Igitur pater filius spiritus sanctus unus non tres dii. Cuius coniunctionis ratio est indifferentia.” Ibid., 1.2.1 and 

1.2.2.1.   
5 See note 3 above.  
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 In his gloss on the Boethian text, Aquinas offers a rationale for Boethius’ preference for 

alteritas rather than alietas as the principle of plurality: “[Boethius] prefers to say ‘otherness’ 

[alteritas] rather than ‘alienness’ [alietas] because not only substantial differences constitute 

plurality (since they ‘create another thing’ [facere aliud]), but accidental differences also 

constitute plurality, since they create otherness: they make a thing other. Now otherness follows 

upon alienness; but the converse is not true.”6 Metaphysics I.3 is the authority here: “‘other’ or 

‘diverse’ is used in a way opposite to ‘same’. Hence everything in relation to everything else is 

either ‘same’ or ‘diverse’.”7 As Aquinas understands the matter, Boethius prefers alteritas to 

alietas because the former term extends to any and all kinds of plurality (i.e. generic, specific 

and numerical) as opposed to alietas, which is limited to substantial plurality. In short, Aquinas 

reads Boethius as saying that alteritas spans across all Aristotelian categories, yet is nevertheless 

“qualified” in the sense that it is only predicable of beings individuated by generic, specific or 

numerical differences (to the exclusion of God, who is beyond all such categorization). In other 

words, alteritas is limited to the quasi-genus of ens creatum.8  

 For Boethius’ purposes, it is enough to recognize that alteritas cannot be properly 

predicated of God. For Aquinas, however, this Boethian observation is an occasion for 

investigating not only the opposition of unum and multa as concepts, but also the origins of 

                                                                 
6 “[M]aluit dicere alteritatem quam alietatem, quia non solum substantiales differentiae pluralitatem constituunt, 

quarum est facere aliud, sed etiam accidentales, quarum est facere alterum; ad alietatem vero sequitur alteritas, sed 

non e converso.” Thomas Aquinas, Super Boethium, 1.2.3.1.1.  
7 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1054b.  
8 Aquinas may be said to anticipate the position of Duns Scotus, who famously argues that metaphysics as the 

scientia transcendens treats not only those terms that are properly predicated of God (e.g. verum and bonum), but 

also terms that are “transcendental” in the sense that they span across the Aristotelian categories as “disjuncts” in the 

mode of ens creatum. The disjuncts of actus-potentia and unum-multa, respectively, are prime examples of this in 

Scotus: “Dicendum est ad quaestionem, quod non convertuntur . . . , nisi sit unum simpliciter vel secundum quid. 

Hoc disiunctum convertitur—sicut potentia vel actus—cum ente, non alteram per se.” John Duns Scotus, Ioannis 

Duns Scoti, Doctoris Subtilis, Ordinis Minorum, In XII. Libros Metaphysicorum Aristotelis Expositio, in Opera 

Omnia Vol. 4 (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung), IV.2.66.  
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plurality in the created order. In other words, this Boethian position becomes a philosophically 

potent way to account for the doctrine of creation in a way that befits fides Catholica.  

 Aquinas’ own question is “whether alteritas is the cause of plurality.” He cites John 

Damascene, Isidore of Seville and Aristotle in his sed contra—all of whom are read as affirming 

the priority of divisio with respect to plurality.9 Especially important here is Aquinas’ citation of 

Metaphysics I, since Aquinas explicitly makes use of the concept of divisio as the contrary 

opposite of unum: “plurality is not constituted except by recession from unity [per recessum ab 

unitate]; but there is no loss of unity except by division, since a thing is said to be one in that it is 

undivided, . . . therefore division constitutes plurality.”10  

 In his responsio Aquinas takes “the next step,” as it were, in arriving upon what is prior 

to the notion of plurality. Having established via authorities that divisio is prior to plurality as a 

cause is prior to its effect, it now falls to Aquinas to locate the cause of divisio: “something is 

called plural from the fact that it is divisible or has been divided. Whence anything that is the 

cause of divisio ought to be regarded as a cause of plurality.”11 That is, alteritas serves as the 

causa divisionis, and therefore the cause of plurality as well, by extension.  

 Aquinas’ defense of this position is difficult, especially because he seems to shift from 

“metaphysical” and “epistemological” registers rather quickly and without qualification. Unlike 

aforementioned texts such as I Sent. 8.1.3 and De veritate 1.1, for example, Aquinas begins not 

with a process of resolutio, but with some remarks about the ways in which existing beings are 

divided:  

                                                                 
9 “Damascenus dicit quod divisio est causa numeri. . . . Isidorus dicit quod numerus dicitur quasi nutus, id est 

signum, memeris, id est divisionis. . . . aliquid dicatur unum, quod est indivisum, ut patet in X metaphysicae. Ergo 

divisio pluralitatem constituit.” Aquinas, Super Boethium, 4.1 sed contra.  
10 “[P]luralitas non constituitur nisi per recessum ab unitate. Sed ab unitate non recedit aliquid nisi per divisionem, 

cum ex hoc aliquid dicatur unum, quod est indivisum, . . . [e]rgo divisio pluralitatem constituit.” Ibid. 
11 “[P]lurale dicitur aliquid ex hoc quod est divisibile vel divisum. Unde omne illud quod est causa divisionis oportet 

ponere causam pluralitatis.” Ibid., 4.1 corp.  
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Now, the cause of division cannot be considered the same in posterior and composite 

beings as in those that are first and simple. For in posterior and composite things, the 

cause of division which is, as it were, the formal cause of division by reason of which 

division comes about, is the diversity found in more simple and primary beings.12 

So “posterior and composite beings” owe their diversity to the division of their causes and 

principles, which are related to them as what is “prior and [relatively] simple” to what is 

posterior and composite. Aquinas makes use of two different examples to illustrate his point: 

“For one part of a line is divided from another part by the fact that they have each a different 

place, which is, as it were, the formal difference of a thing of continuous quantity having 

position. . . . [And] man is different from an ass because he has diverse constitutive 

differences.”13  

With respect to the line example, we have a case of potentially infinite internal division, 

since any object of continuous quantity has the property of being potentially divisible. What 

Aquinas points out here is that this internal division proper to the line qua continuous quantity is 

only possible on account of a “prior” diversity: namely, the potential diversity of “place” (situs) 

that is proper to the “intelligible matter”14 which serves as the substratum for objects of 

continuous quantity. If there were no potential diversity of “place,” then there would be no 

internal division of a line. The former is a necessary condition for the latter.  

The same is true of the case of “man” and “ass.” As a good Aristotelian, Aquinas 

accounts for the diversity of man and ass as a case of “specific difference”—ultimately 

                                                                 
12 “Causa autem divisionis aliter est accipienda in posterioribus et compositis et in primis et simplicibus. In 

posterioribus namque et compositis causa divisionis quasi formalis, id est ratione cuius fit divisio, est diversitas 

simplicium et priorum.” Ibid. 
13 “Dividitur enim una pars lineae ab alia per hoc quod habet diversum situm, qui est quasi formalis differentia 

quantitatis continuae positionem habentis. . . . Dividitur enim homo ab asino per hoc quod habent diversas 

differentias constitutivas.” Ibid.  
14 On the concept of intelligible matter, see Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1059b; and note 47 of Chapter 2 of this study.   
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attributable to the distinction of “rational” from its contradictory opposite, “irrational.” Like the 

case of the internal division of the line, then, the specific diversity of man and ass owes itself to a 

prior diversity: namely, the mere fact that “rationality and irrationality are not one and the same 

thing, but differ in many ways.”15 Both examples illustrate Aquinas’ principle: posterior diversity 

comes from prior divisio.  

At this point, Aquinas takes the opportunity to anticipate a potential objection: “Nor can 

it be said endlessly that the plurality of one thing is owing to another diversity in another prior 

and simpler cause, because then we would go on to infinity.” Here we have a refinement of the 

earlier question. Not only is divisio the cause of plurality, but there is also an order of priority 

even amongst these various “grades” of divisio according to their relative simplicity. If there is to 

be a meaningful (quasi-) “first cause” of plurality, then, it must act as the limit case of these 

varying degrees of divisio ordered in terms of priority and posteriority. “Therefore,” Aquinas 

reasons, “it is necessary in some other way to assign a cause of plurality and division in prior and 

more simple beings.”16 The question, then, has to do with the particular way in which (relatively) 

simple beings can be divided, since simple beings are prior to composite beings.  

Hearkening back to the aforementioned “Parmenidean dilemma” of accounting for real 

plurality without diminishing the priority of unity,17 Aquinas describes the problem in the 

following way: “it cannot be that being is divided from being, inasmuch as it is being: for 

nothing is divided from being except non-being. Whence this being is not divided from this 

being, unless in this-being there is included a negation of its being.”18 The dilemma, again, is that 

                                                                 
15 “[R]ationale et irrationale non sunt una, sed plures differentiae.” Aquinas, Super Boethium, 4.1 corp.  
16 “Et ideo pluralitatis vel divisionis primorum et simplicium oportet alio modo causam assignare.” Ibid.  
17 See the discussion of Aristotle’s criticisms of the Platonic doctrine of participation in Chapter 2 of this study.  
18 “Non potest autem hoc esse, quod ens dividatur ab ente in quantum est ens; nihil autem dividitur ab ente nisi non 

ens. Unde et ab hoc ente non dividitur hoc ens nisi per hoc quod in hoc ente includitur negatio illius entis.” Ibid.  
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ens is a predicate extending to all things, which renders it indivisible except by its privative 

opposite, non-being. Yet, of course, non-being cannot “cause” anything “in itself.” Whatever the 

“cause” of plurality is, then, it cannot be non ens; for to say that non ens is a “cause” is the same 

as to say that there is no cause at all.  

At this point, Aquinas considers a possible response to this dilemma:  

For the first thing caused constitutes plurality with its cause, because it does not reach to 

the cause [so as to be identical with it]. And according to this, some hold that plurality is 

caused in a certain order from one and the selfsame thing, i.e., so that from one thing 

proceeds, at first, one being which constitutes a plurality with its cause. And, from this 

plurality, now two things can proceed, one according to the thing itself, and the other 

according to its conjunction to a cause.19 

Parallel texts on creation in Aquinas’ corpus seem to suggest that the counterposition here 

described is that of Avicenna, who affirms an account in which the procession of creatures from 

God is mediated by a “first intelligence” (intelligentia prima)—that is, instead of being directly 

caused by God himself.20 As Aquinas understands the matter, this first intelligence is simple in 

every way except that its existence is caused by God or the First Principle. Thus, on account of 

this “emanation” of the first intelligence, we have what is the very first division of being, since 

although there is only “one” first intelligence, it is divided in that its being is a composition of 

                                                                 
19 “Primum etiam creatum in hoc facit pluralitatem cum sua causa, quod non attingit ad eam. Et secundum hoc 

quidam posuerunt quodam ordine pluralitatem ab uno primo causari, ut ab uno primo procedat primo unum, quod 

cum causa pluralitatem constituat, et ex eo iam possunt duo procedere: unum secundum se ipsum, aliud secundum 

coniunctionem ipsius ad causam.” Ibid.  
20 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, II.4; VI.1. Wippel argues that the quidam here is not Avicenna but Al-Ghazali (See 

Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas on the Distinction and Derivation of the Many from the One,” 566n), but this description 

matches Aquinas’ rendering of (explicitly) Avicenna’s position in Summa theologiae 1.47.1, which suggests that he 

has Avicenna in mind. In any case, it is quite clear that an emanationist schema is what Aquinas has in mind.  
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essentia and esse. This composition, which amounts to a creature’s innermost being, is nothing 

other than the creature’s real relation to the First Principle in the order of efficient causality.  

So, on such an emanationist schema, the plurality of the created order is possible only via 

the prior mediation of this first internal division of the first intelligence. After all, it is this first 

intelligence which “produced the second intelligence; and in so far as it understood itself as in 

potentiality, it produced the heavenly body, which causes movement, and inasmuch as it 

understood itself as having actuality, it produced the soul of the heavens.”21 

 Although Aquinas is critical of this Avicennian “mistake” in other texts, his commentary 

on the De Trinitate is more measured. Without saying hoc non potest stare,22 for example, 

Aquinas simply informs his reader that “we are not forced to say this, since one thing might be 

able to imitate the first in some way in which the second would fail to agree with it; and this 

defect could be imitated in another; and so there can be found many effects of the first cause in 

any number of which there is both negation of the cause and negation of the effects in the same 

way.”23 So it is not that Aquinas rejects every last motivation of this emanation schema. In fact, 

this quidam’s essential point is preserved—namely, that the division of (relatively) simple 

thing(s) is in fact the internal division of received esse and essentia. In this, at least, Aquinas is in 

agreement with his interlocutor.  

What “we are not forced to say,” according to Aquinas, is that there can be only one such 

intelligence; for there is a possible infinite panoply of “degrees” to which created intelligences 

                                                                 
21 “[P]roduxit secundam intelligentiam; inquantum autem intelligit se secundum quod est in potentia, produxit 

corpus caeli, quod movet; inquantum vero intelligit se secundum illud quod habet de actu, produxit animam caeli.” 

Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.47.1 corp.  
22 In response to the abovementioned position, Aquinas says, “hoc non potest stare.” Ibid. 
23 “Quod dicere non cogimur, cum unum primum possit aliquid imitari, in quo alterum ab eo deficit, et deficere, in 

quo alterum imitatur. Et sic possunt inveniri plures primi effectus, in quorum quolibet est negatio et causae et 

effectus alterius secundum idem vel secundum remotiorem distantiam etiam in uno et eodem.” Aquinas, Super 

Boethium, 4.1 corp.  
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could “fail to agree” with the First Principle and thus admit of composition. To the extent that 

this is the case, then, there is a corresponding panoply of relatively simple things in the sense that 

they lack matter and yet are composed of potency and act—or, correlatively, essentia and esse.24  

So even if Aquinas is clear that his own view does not require the mediation of a single 

first intelligence, it is important for our purposes to recognize that he does implicitly agree with 

the quidam in admitting degrees of divisio—the most notable being the divisio of essentia and 

received esse that is present in relatively simple beings. Having demonstrated this possibility, 

Aquinas draws an inference whose validity is not immediately obvious: “therefore, it is evident 

that the first reason or principle of plurality or division is from affirmation and negation, as the 

order of origin of such plurality is understood. First there must be understanding of ens and non 

ens, by which first divisions are constituted.”25 At least one difficulty here lies with what appears 

to be a shift in registers—that is, a shift from the “real” to the “noetic.” Whereas the discussion 

regarding the “higher order” of divisio in relatively simple things seems to have been indicated 

primarily by (real) degrees of potency as they approach the actus purus or First Principle, now 

Aquinas informs us that such a divisio is ultimately attributable to the (noetic) distinction of 

“affirmation and negation,” ens and non ens.   

Now we have already seen how important this particular rendering of divisio is for the 

crucial distinction between divisio (more precisely: divisio in se) and multitudo (or: aliquid) in I 

Sent. 24.1 and De veritate 1.1, respectively. What is unique about this passage in the 

commentary on the De Trinitate is that this notion of divisio can only be meaningful if the limits 

                                                                 
24 For this language of “received” esse, see Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas on the Distinction and Derivation of the 

Many from the One,” 573.  
25 “Sic ergo patet quod prima pluralitatis vel divisionis ratio sive principium est ex negatione et affirmatione, ut talis 

ordo originis pluralitatis intelligatur, quod primo sint intelligenda ens et non ens, ex quibus ipsa prima divisa 

constituuntur” Aquinas, Super Boethium, 4.1 corp.  
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of logic, properly speaking, are sublated into a properly metaphysical context.26 What this means 

is that the principle of non-contradiction (i.e. A is ~~A), which several commentators have 

(correctly, in my view) cited as more fundamental than the “law of identity” (i.e. “A is A”) for 

Thomistic thought,27 creates a sort of conceptual horizon within which the notion of ens divisum 

might be made intelligible. Whereas the logician understands the principle of non-contradiction 

as a “law” of thought, i.e. the recognition that the affirmation and negation of a given proposition 

cannot be conjoined so as to yield an affirmative truth value,28 the metaphysician recognizes 

affirmation and negation as intellectual acts that are capable not only of mutual exclusion, but 

also of illuminating the properly metaphysical register of analogical sameness-in-difference.29 

Indeed, there is even a sense in which a given ens divisum is subject both to affirmation and 

negation. Esse is “affirmed” of an ens divisum insofar as such a being is not nothing; however, 

esse is also “negated” from this same ens divisum, i.e. insofar as it is not actus purus or ipsum 

esse. Aquinas’ conception of ens divisum is the result of Wippel calls a “dialectic of being and 

                                                                 
26 One of the most important texts for understanding Aquinas’ position on the respective domains of logic and 

metaphysics is I Sent. 19.5.2 ad 1, in which he remarks that the logician “considerat intentiones tantum,” whereas 

the metaphysician and natural scientist “considerant res secundum suum esse.” Aquinas, I Sent. 19.5.2 ad 1. In other 

words, the sort of “affirmation and negation” that are proper to the logician as such cannot yield what is needed in 

the Boethius commentary, which is properly speaking the modus essendi of created beings.  
27 Erich Przywara offers a highly original defense of this position in his Analogia Entis. For Przywara, it is crucial to 

recognize the properly metaphysical purchase of the principle of non-contradiction as a “negativ reduktiven 

Formalität” that is generous enough to accommodate the opposed phenomena of actus and potentia in the site of 

finite being. This is to be contrasted with a “purely logical” conception of the principle as “eine aus-isolierende 

Objektivation,” i.e. a mere “rule” or “law” in the reified ambits of “propositions” (noetic) and “facts” (ontic). In this 

latter conception, the principle “verschwimmt er folgerichtig mit dem Indentitätsatz.” Erich Przywara, Analogia 

Entis: Metaphysik. Ur-Struktur und All Rhythmus (Einsiedeln: Johannes-Verlag, 1962), 105-07.  
28 David Svoboda’s recent book offers a “universal schema” for understanding the fundamental role that 

transcendental unity plays with respect to the principle of non-contradiction in Aquinas’ work, which is formally 

represented as follows: ⱯxU(x) ⇒ ¬∃x[P(x) ∧ ¬P(x)] (i.e. “if x is one [U], then there cannot be an x such that x is P 

and not-P”). This insightful representation of the matter is helpful for highlighting the logical import of Aquinas’ 

doctrine of transcendental unity, but I agree with Shane Maxwell Wilkins in that it does not help with the properly 

metaphysical issue of accounting for the way in which divided beings are one secundum quid. See David Svoboda, 

Aquinas on One and Many; and Shane Maxwell Wilkins, “Review of David Svoboda, Aquinas on One and Many,” 

Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews: http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/63115-aquinas-on-one-and-many/.  
29 “[E]very analogical term conveys the togetherness of resemblance and difference, affirmation and negation, 

though in a variety of ways.” Yves Simon, “Order in Analogical Sets,” 164.  
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non-being”30—and thus also affirmation and negation—one that yields the “relative” being (and 

non-being) of the composite creature.31  

Therefore, when Aquinas notes that divisio immediately follows upon ens as primum 

cognitum, he is not just interested in epistemology as opposed to metaphysics. On the contrary, 

precisely because the divisio of relatively simple creatures is rooted in “affirmation and 

negation,” it is also rooted in relative being and non-being. In short, creaturely being is somehow 

“simultaneously” ens and non ens.32 

Now, because there is no more fundamental division than that of affirmation and 

negation, Aquinas is able to halt the aforementioned potential infinite regress of causes of 

divisio. That is to say, Aquinas reads Boethius’ alteritas as the “otherness” implied in the 

opposition of affirmation and negation: “According to this, it is true, as Boethius says, that 

otherness is the principle of plurality. Indeed, otherness is to be found among things in which 

there is diversity.”33 If the question before was about how a real distinction can be accounted for 

solely in terms of purely notional res, then perhaps this account of the metaphysical import of 

affirmation and negation already signals an attentiveness to the problem. The divisio yielded by 

the “alterity” of affirmation and negation is not caused by the mind; instead, to the extent that it 

is true, this properly noetic alterity reflects the relative, “simultaneous” being and non-being of 

                                                                 
30 Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas on the Distinction and Derivation of the Many from the One,” 577.  
31 The situation here is akin to the one described by the Ξένος from Plato’s Sophist, who warns Theaetetus that the 

Sophist “will question you only about that which is deduced from your words [ἐκ τῶν λόγων ἐρωτήσει σε μόνον],” 

thereby ignoring the real simultaneity of being and non-being that is present in the participated being of, e.g. mirror 

images. That is, a mirror image both is and is not what it imitates, but at such a suggestion the Sophist “will make 

you think his eyes are shut or he has none at all.” Plato, Sophist, in Theatetus. Sophist. Plato Volume VII (tr.) Harold 

North Fowler (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1921), 239e-240a.  
32 Paul Ricoeur notes something similar in his interpretation of potency in Aristotle’s Metaphysics Δ.12: “The idea 

of potency [or ens divisum] allows opening a middle way that would be a new way: potency stands between the 

possible and the real.” Paul Ricoeur, Being, Essence and Substance in Plato and Aristotle, 212.  
33 “Et secundum hoc verum est quod Boethius dicit quod alteritas est principium pluralitatis. Ex hoc enim alteritas in 

aliquibus invenitur, quod eis diversa insunt.” Aquinas, Super Boethium, 4.1 corp.  
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creatures themselves.34 Of course, to the extent that such a claim is meaningful, Aquinas has 

gone beyond what the logicus qua logicus considers.  

Thus, having explained the sense in which alteritas is rightly called the causa 

pluralitatis, Aquinas makes another key distinction—this time between divisio and diversitas:  

The nature of diversity, moreover, follows upon plurality according as there remains in it 

the virtue of its cause, that is, the opposition of being and non-being. . . . However, 

although division precedes plurality of first causes, diversity does not; because division 

does not require the being of things divided among themselves, since division is by 

affirmation and negation, but diversity does require each to be a distinct being.35 

If divisio is another name for the opposition or alteritas of being and non-being, then for Aquinas 

diversitas follows upon the plurality that is yielded by divisio. Therefore the difference in 

meaning between divisio and diversitas pertains to the ontological status of what is divided. In 

the case of divisio, what is divided are not per se entia in themselves; rather, they are “parts” of a 

single ens. To borrow the precise terminology of De veritate 1.1, this divisio is divisio in se—a 

notion that is logically silent as to whether there are “other beings,” i.e. beyond itself. By 

contrast, in the case of diversitas, what is divided are indeed per se entia; for diverse beings are 

so because they are numerically and/or formally divided from one another.  

 What is striking for our purposes here is the resemblance of this divisio/diversitas 

distinction to the divisio/multitudo distinction in I Sent. 24.1, and the divisio in se/aliquid 

distinction in De veritate 1.1. As we recall, in these earlier texts, Aquinas says that multitudo and 

                                                                 
34 As we will see, this intuition seems to be vindicated by the more properly “analytic” text, Quodlibet 10.1.1 ad 3.  
35 “Hanc autem pluralitatem consequitur ratio diversitatis, secundum quod manet in ea suae causae virtus. . . . 

Quamvis autem divisio praecedat pluralitatem priorum, non tamen diversitas, quia divisio non requirit utrumque 

condivisorum esse ens, cum sit divisio per affirmationem et negationem; sed diversitas requirit utrumque esse ens.” 

Aquinas, Super Boethium, 4.1 corp.  
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aliquid imply that each “member” of a multiplicity enjoys its own integral unity. In the De 

Trinitate commentary, the salient point is that each member of the multiplicity denoted by 

diversitas enjoys its own being.  

 At this point, a difficulty from I Sent. 24.1.3 seems to resurface, especially in the replies 

to objections in this article. As we have seen, in the Sentences commentary Aquinas is vague 

about the predicative scope of multitudo. Although he is clearly committed to the position that 

multitudo quae inveniuntur in omnibus entibus is properly predicated of the Trinity of Persons in 

God, it is less clear how this “divine” multitudo relates to its creaturely analogues—if indeed it 

has any.  

In the same article, Aquinas draws an equally clear parallel between the “disjuncts” of 

act/potency and unum/multa, respectively: “As one and many [unum et multa] are not properly of 

one genus, so neither are the same and the diverse, but they are among the primary differences of 

ens according as ens is divided into one and many, and into act and potency.”36 In other words, 

(a) multa relates to (b) unum as (c) potentia relates to (d) actus. Yet there is a difficult question to 

be asked regarding this apparent four-term analogy: is the common proportion here a relation of 

imperfection to perfection? If this is the case, of course, Aquinas would not be within his rights 

to claim that multitudo is properly predicable of God; for there is no imperfection in God. We 

will revisit this very question in detail in the subsequent chapter.  

 Indeed, in Super Boethium De Trin. 4.1, we see this discrepancy on full display—namely, 

the discrepancy between (1) the affirmation of multitudo in God; and (2) the four-term analogy 

of actus/potentia and unum/multa. Yet Aquinas seems untroubled, opting for what seems to be 

option (2). In response to the third objector, who complains that alterity cannot be the cause of 

                                                                 
36 “[U]num et multa sunt de primis differentiis entis, secundum quod ens dividitur in unum et multa et in actum et in 

potentiam.” Ibid., 4.1 ad 3.  



Harris 194 

plurality in light of the fact that alterity is limited to the genus of relation, Aquinas says, “As 

unum and multa are not properly of one genus, so neither are the same and the diverse, but they 

are properties [passiones] of ens inasmuch as it is ens, and hence there is no difficulty if the 

diversity of certain beings causes the plurality of others.”37  

What is interesting for our purposes here is what Aquinas takes to be the consequences of 

understanding unum et multa as passiones entis inquantum est ens. Rather than being convertible 

with ens simpliciter, it seems that Aquinas’ notions of unum et multa together span only across 

the Aristotelian categories of created being, while yet failing to be predicable of uncreated being 

or God. Perhaps exploiting a distinction made in Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics and his own 

commentary,38 Aquinas seems to understand the concept of a per se passio entis to involve 

qualified senses. That is to say, unum et multa could be “qualified” per se passiones entis in that 

(a) they would span across all Aristotelian categories, albeit with the qualification (b) that at least 

one side of the disjunct would not be properly predicable of ens increatum.  

Now this apparent disparity might seem superficial—that is, the disparity between (a) the 

position that multitudo is properly predicated of God, and (b) the position that multa is limited to 

                                                                 
37 “[S]icut unum et multa, ita idem et diversum non sunt propria unius generis, sed sunt quasi passiones entis, in 

quantum est ens. Et ideo non est inconveniens, si aliquorum diversitas aliorum pluralitatem causet.” Ibid. 4.1 ad 3. 

Given this clear textual evidence I must disagree with David Svoboda, who argues that for Aquinas “Multiplicity 

[multitudo] (unlike unity) is not a property of being, but it is a property pertaining to beings.” Svoboda, Aquinas on 

One and Many, 10. It seems to me that there is confusion here. When Aquinas say that a principle is a “property of 

being,” he is saying it is truly predicable of every instance of being. The fact that multitudo is only predicable of a 

plural subject qua plural (i.e. as opposed to a singular subject) is not an objection to this position, since even 

individual beings can be considered qua plural to the extent that they are parts or members of some plural subject. 

The distinction between the unum that is proper to the singular subject as such and the multitudo that is proper to the 

plural subject as such is what we have called an “aspectual” distinction. Because Aquinas explicitly notes that 

multitudo is a passio entis, we can infer that every ens is (1) internally unified; and (2) ordered to other unities. 

There is no disparity in predicative scope between the two principles.   
38 “Et consequenter ostendit quod huiusmodi scibilia sunt necessaria: quia non contingit quin proprium accidens 

praedicetur de subiecto. Sed hoc est duobus modis. Quandoque quidem simpliciter, sicut cum unum accidens 

convertitur cum subiecto, ut habere tres cum triangulo, et risibile cum homine. Quandoque autem duo opposita sub 

disiunctione accepta ex necessitate subiecto insunt, ut lineae aut rectum aut obliquum, et numero par aut impar.” 

Aquinas, Opera omnia iussu Leonis XIII P. M. edita, t. 1*/2: Expositio libri Posteriorum (2ª ed.: Commissio 

Leonina-J. Vrin, Roma-Paris, 1989), I.10. I owe this observation to Fr. Philip Neri Reese, O.P.  
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ens creatum. Could it not be the case that Aquinas simply means to denote two different 

meanings of multitudo or multa, and that there is no mutual exclusion of the two “positions”?  

There is reason to think that things are not this straightforward. One way of grasping the 

difficulty here is to pose the question of whether the multitudo of position (a) and the multa of 

position (b) are members of a single “analogical set,” i.e. ordered to one another terms of priority 

and posteriority.39 By “analogical set,” I mean a set of terms whose meanings are ordered and 

made intelligible by the constitutive light of a “prime analogate” and its analogically qualified 

subsidiaries. The most famous example of an analogical set, of course, is the set of meanings of 

“being” as divided into substance and accident in Metaphysics Γ.2.40 The question that concerns 

us here, then, is whether the multitudo mentioned in I Sent. 24.1.3 is related to the concept of 

multa here in Super Boethium De Trin. 4.1 as a prime analogate to one if its qualified, secondary 

meanings.  

It is clear enough that these two terms cannot be identical in meaning; for in that case 

Aquinas would be committed to the aforementioned problem of introducing imperfection into 

God. The question of whether or not the meanings of these terms are members of an analogical 

set, then, admits of only one other possible solution: namely, that the two meanings are 

(un)related as equivocals. Yet this would be an awkward result as well, since no other 

transcendental notion implies imperfection per se in the way that potentia does with respect to 

actus. Aquinas is clear that multitudo is proprie dicitur of God.41  

                                                                 
39 “Analogy uses a method of confusion, but by now it is becoming clear that the meanings ‘confused’ in the 

analogue are fused together in orderly fashion, that is, according to relations of priority and posteriority.” Simon, 

“Order in Analogical Sets,” 150.  
40 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1003a; and note 16 in Chapter 2 of this study.  
41 To be clear, if the multa of De Trin. Commentary 4.1 ad 3 is equivocal with respect to multitudo in I Sent. 24.1.3 

(among other texts), then Aquinas has no grounds for his position that the latter is proprie dicitur de Deo. After all, 

Aquinas holds consistently that divine naming is impossible without acquaintance with creaturely analogues. On this 

point, see Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.13.1 corp. 
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Therefore the question of whether the multitudo that is predicable of the divine has any 

creaturely analogue seems to be left open. The matter is not resolvable simply by reference to the 

letter of the texts. Indeed, as we move to Summa contra Gentiles II.44-45, similar difficulties 

mount.   
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“Multiplicity without Diversity Cannot Be”: Summa contra Gentiles II.44-45 
 

 Summa contra Gentiles II.44-45 features a refutation of one of several possible accounts 

of the origin of diversity in the created order, as well as Aquinas’ own position on the matter. 

Chapter 44 is Aquinas’ rendering of the position of Origen,42 who remarks that the distinction of 

things in the created order is the result of a tragic fall from an original formal equality enjoyed by 

all creatures. This position is one of six entertained by Aquinas on the matter of the origin of 

creaturely diversity, the order of which proceeds as (1) chance; (2) matter; (3) a contrariety of 

agents; (4) an order of secondary agents; (5) a single secondary agent who introduces forms into 

matter; and finally (6) Origen’s position.  

 So Summa contra Gentiles II.44-45 is similar to the De Trin. Commentary 4.1 in that it 

inquires about the origin or “cause” of diversity (or plurality). Yet it is dissimilar in that it 

features a more dialectical approach to the question. Whereas the Boethius commentary is 

content to mention rival positions in passing, the contra Gentiles text is dedicated to the detail-

oriented task of “protreptic” argument—that is, the properly philosophical exercise in which the 

finer details of an opposing position’s motivations are accounted for and refuted in a systematic 

fashion in the context of a larger persuasive project.43  

 Chapters 44 and 45 are the most interesting for our purposes here, since they deal most 

directly with the problem encountered in De Trin. 4.1: namely, the problem of accounting for the 

diversity of rational (read: prior and relatively “simple”) creatures by way of some principle. 

First, the Origenian position at issue:  

                                                                 
42 “Nunc superest ostendere quod rerum distinctio non processit ex diversis motibus liberi arbitrii rationalium 

creaturarum: ut posuit Origenes.” Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, II.44.1.  
43 Mark D. Jordan, “The Protreptic Structure of the Summa contra Gentiles,” The Thomist 50.2 (1986): 173-209.  
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Now, there are [as Origen saw] great differences in natural as well as human things which 

seemingly are not preceded by any merits. Some bodies are luminous, some dark, some 

men are born of pagans, others of Christians, etc. And having observed this fact, [Origen] 

was impelled to assert that all diversity found in things resulted from a diversity of 

merits, in accordance with the justice of God. For he says that God, of His goodness 

alone, first made all creatures equal, and all of them spiritual and rational; and these by 

their free choice were moved in various ways, some adhering to God more, and some 

less, some withdrawing from Him more, and some less. And as a result of this, diverse 

grades in spiritual substances were established by the divine justice, so that some were 

angels of diverse orders, some human souls in various conditions, some demons in their 

differing states. And because of the diversity among rational creatures, [Origen] stated 

that God had instituted diversity in the realm of corporeal creatures so that the higher 

spiritual substances were united to the higher bodies, and thus the bodily creature would 

subserve, in whatever other various ways, the diversity of spiritual substances.44 

We should note carefully just how well this Origenian position tracks Aquinas’ own solution in 

the De Trin. Commentary. Both positions assume that the diversity of material substances is 

attributable to the prior diversity of spiritual substances—not as a “first cause,” to be sure, but in 

a mode of secondary causality: “the [secondary] cause of division cannot be considered the same 

                                                                 
44 “[P]ropter multam distantiam inventam tam in rebus naturalibus quam in rebus humanis, quam nulla merita 

praecessisse videntur, scilicet quod quaedam corpora sunt lucida, quaedam obscura, quidam homines ex barbaris, 

quidam ex Christianis nascuntur; coactus est ponere omnem diversitatem in rebus inventam ex diversitate 

meritorum, secundum Dei iustitiam, processisse. Dicit enim quod Deus ex sola sua bonitate primo omnes creaturas 

aequales produxit, et omnes spirituales et rationales; quae per liberum arbitrium diversimode sunt motae, quaedam 

adhaerentes Deo plus vel minus, quaedam ab eo recedentes vel magis vel minus; et secundum hoc diversi gradus in 

substantiis spiritualibus ex divina iustitia sunt subsecuti, ut quidam essent Angeli secundum diversos ordines, 

quidam animae humanae etiam secundum diversos status, quidam etiam Daemones in statibus diversis; et propter 

diversitatem rationalium creaturarum dicebat diversitatem corporalium creaturarum Deum instituisse, ut nobilioribus 

corporibus nobiliores spirituales substantiae adiungerentur, ut diversimode corporalis creatura spiritualium 

substantiarum diversitati quibuslibet modis aliis deserviret.” Ibid, II.44.1.  
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in posterior and composite beings as in those that are first and simple.”45 Here in contra Gentiles 

II.44, then, it might be fruitful to understand the problem as a question arising from the judgment 

that the diversity of material substances is attributable in some way to the diversity of spiritual 

substances. How is this the case? 

 Now Aquinas clearly reads Origen as accounting for this relative priority of the spiritual 

with respect to the material as attributable to the former’s freedom of choice. In other words, 

after an initial “peace” of absolute metaphysical equality in the created order, diversity ex 

meritorum vel demeritorum arises. Only then does the order of unequal material creatures arise, 

so that “the bodily creature would subserve . . . the diversity of spiritual substances.”  

Again, we should note just how apparently compatible this position is with the one 

assumed in the De Trin. Commentary. Not only is it the case that the diversity of composite 

beings is related to the diversity of relatively simple beings as principatum to principans, Origen 

also accounts for this initial diversity of relatively simple beings by recognizing degrees of 

perfection proper to each. Both of these fundamental commitments are present in Aquinas’ stated 

position in the De Trin. Commentary.  

 For Aquinas, what is unacceptable in Origen’s position is its reliance upon the contingent 

freedom of spiritual creatures. In his sed contra, Aquinas remarks:  

[Origen’s] opinion, however, is demonstrably false. For in the order of effects, the better 

a thing is, so much the more is it prior in the intention of the agent. But the greatest good 

in things created is the perfection of the universe, consisting in the order of distinct 

things; for always the perfection of the whole has precedence with respect to the 

                                                                 
45 See note 12 above.  
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perfection of the individual parts. Therefore, the diversity of things results from the 

original intention of the first agent, not from a diversity of merits.46 

In this sed contra, we have a forceful affirmation of creaturely diversity as a condition for the 

“greatest good” in the created order: namely, the ordo universi. Even if Aquinas is clearly 

willing to grant that the diversity of material substances is posterior to the diversity of spiritual 

substances, it is crucial to see that the latter cannot be the first principle of the former. To see 

why this is the case, we have to make recourse to the arguments given in support of this 

conclusion.  

 Aquinas begins with two reductio-style arguments. The first suggests that, if spiritual 

creatures were entirely equal, then their individual actions would not be intelligible by the light 

of any principle prior to themselves. For Aquinas, this would be the same as to say that such 

actions are casuales or “by chance,” i.e. unintelligible. Worse, because on Origen’s view these 

actions are supposed to be the principles of diversity in the created order as a whole, the rather 

awkward result is that the diversity of the created order as a whole is also casuale.47 The second 

of Aquinas’ two reductio-style arguments infers yet another awkward conclusion: namely, that 

all spiritual creatures are of the same species. After all, if there are no qualitative differentiae to 

account for the differing intellectual and desiderative potencies of spiritual creatures, then there 

can be no diversity of species.48   

                                                                 
46 “Haec autem opinio falsa esse manifeste convincitur. Quanto enim aliquid est melius in effectibus, tanto est prius 

in intentione agentis. Optimum autem in rebus creatis est perfectio universi, quae consistit in ordine distinctarum 

rerum: in omnibus enim perfectio totius praeminet perfectioni singularium partium. Igitur diversitas rerum ex 

principali intentione primi agentis provenit, non ex diversitate meritorum.” Ibid., II.44.2.  
47 “Quod autem provenit ex concursu diversarum causarum quarum una ab alia non dependet, est casuale.” Ibid., 

II.44.3.  
48 “Cum enim differentia specifica sit unicuique naturalis, sequetur quod omnes substantiae rationales creatae sint 

unius speciei, scilicet Angeli, Daemones, et animae humanae, et animae caelestium corporum (quae Origenes 

animata ponebat).” Ibid., II.44.4.  
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 Here we approach the heart of Aquinas’ criticisms of this “metaphysical egalitarianism” 

attributed to Origen. Qualitative differentiae always imply degrees of perfection, since they can 

only be individuated via formal division. Without a “hierarchy” of form, there can be no real 

differentiation of species in the created order: “no species results from the accidental union of 

things; for from such a union there does not arise a thing one through itself. Thus, white man is 

not a species, nor is clothed man.” By rejecting a natural hierarchy of form, Origen’s position 

ultimately implies “that man is not a [natural] species, nor is the sun a [natural] species, nor the 

moon, nor anything of the kind.”49 Instead, properly speaking, the qualitative differentiae proper 

to each “species” would be accidental rather than natural to the thing in question. In short, for 

Aquinas, to accept Origen’s mistaken position would be to compromise the natural integrity of 

the created order, i.e. the ordo universi.  

 Importantly for our purposes, Aquinas’ rejection of this position is immediately relevant 

for the question of what belongs to the notion of multitudo as such: 

Also, since multiplicity [multitudo] without diversity cannot exist, then if from the 

beginning any multiplicity at all of rational creatures existed, then there must have been 

some diversity among them. And this means that one of those creatures had something 

which another had not. And if this was not the consequence of a diversity in merit, for the 

same reason neither was it necessary that the diversity of grades should result from a 

diversity of merits.50 

                                                                 
49 “Relinquitur igitur quod homo non sit aliqua species: nec sol, nec luna, nec aliquid huiusmodi.” Ibid., II.44.6.  
50 “Cum multitudo sine diversitate esse non possit, si fuerunt a principio creaturae rationales in quadam multitudine 

constitutae, oportuit eis aliquam diversitatem fuisse. Aliquid ergo habuit una earum quod non habuit altera. Et sic 

hoc ex diversitate meriti non procedat, pari ratione nec fuit necesse ut gradus diversitas ex meritorum diversitate 

proveniret.” Ibid., II.44.8.  
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When we consider this passage in the context of our abovementioned dilemma regarding the 

precise meaning of multitudo as a per se passio entis, we can appreciate the associated 

difficulties more acutely. As we recall, the relevant difficulties stem from Aquinas’ proximity to 

two apparently incompatible positions: (a) the position that multitudo is properly predicated of 

God; and (b) that multiplicity implies the diversity that is proper to ens creatum. Whereas 

Aquinas does indeed affirm something like (a) in I Sent. 24.1.3, among other texts,51 here in 

contra Gentiles II.44 (and De Trin. 4.1 ad 3) we seem to have a clear affirmation of (b). This is 

easily seen from his striking claim that “multiplicity without diversity cannot exist,” as well as its 

supporting argument.   

 We remember from earlier discussions that when Aquinas speaks with precision, 

diversitas has a wider predicative scope than, say, differentia. After all, the latter is limited to 

formal division, whereas the former is predicable of both formal and numerical division. 

Diversitas is also slightly different from divisio, since “diversity does require each [term of the 

division] to be a distinct being,” whereas divisio does not. Our question, then, can be construed 

as follows: What is the precise relation of diversitas with respect to multitudo? 

 On the abovementioned position (a), we might be tempted to say that diversitas is a 

secondary analogate of multitudo—i.e. multitudo secundum quid—insofar as diversitas implies 

in its ratio an order of priority and posteriority. In the case of numerical diversity, this order of 

priority and posteriority would be manifest in the relationship of numerical unity as principle and 

measure of a given “number” of beings. In the case of formal diversity, the order of priority and 

posteriority would be manifest in the respective degree of perfection enjoyed by species falling 

                                                                 
51 “[I]ste numerus et unitas non venit in divinam praedicationem; sed tantum unum et multitudo secundum quod sunt 

de aliis quae consequuntur universaliter ens.” Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3 corp. See note 56 of Chapter 5 of this study.  
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under a common genus. Most importantly, diversitas would denote a multitudo implying 

“recession from unity,” whereas multitudo per se would not.  

 On position (b), the relationship between multitudo and diversitas is not quite so clear. 

We might be tempted to simply identify them as synonyms, thereby interpreting the statement 

that “multiplicity without diversity cannot exist” as a trivial entailment of two synonomous 

meanings. If multitudo just is diversitas, then the statement is trivially true. Given the larger 

context of the same passage, however, it is more likely that Aquinas is simply saying that 

diversitas is a necessary concomitant of multitudo.52 That is, whereas the latter term seems to 

denote an analogically extendable sense of numerus, the former seems to denote the particular 

mode of distinction that is proper to a single “mode” of numerus. In short, multitudo would be 

related as quasi-genus to diversitas as quasi-species.  

 In any case, what is striking about this passage is its apparent affirmation of diversitas as 

a necessary implication of multitudo. If there is multitudo, then there is diversitas. Of course, 

only composite, created beings can admit of diversity, properly speaking, since there is no order 

of priority or posteriority in Uncreated Being itself. In short, diversitas implies finitude. 

Therefore it seems that on Aquinas’ own terms there would be no grounds for the proper 

predication of multitudo of God. 

In this sense, Summa contra Gentiles II.44 seems to suggest a “low” view of multitudo, as 

it were—that is, a view in which multiplicity could be found only in the created order. Yet a 

“high” view of multitudo may still be open, especially when considered in light of Aquinas’ anti-

Origenian polemics. For such a “high” view, we turn to Summa contra Gentiles II.45, in which 

Aquinas discusses the causa prima distinctionis rerum.  

                                                                 
52 For a discussion of the meaning of “necessary concomitant,” see note 33 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
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 As we have seen, Aquinas’ position must involve some positive account of the natural 

integrity of the created order, since it is precisely Origen’s inattentiveness in this regard that 

draws the ire of the Latin Doctor. Since God is the author of the created order as a whole, then, 

the causa distinctionis rerum can be none other than God himself. Hence Aquinas begins 

Chapter 45 as follows: 

Since every agent intends to introduce its likeness into its effect in the measure that its 

effect can receive it, the agent does this the more perfectly as it is the more perfect itself. 

Obviously, the hotter a thing is, the hotter its effect; and the better the craftsman, the 

more perfectly does he put into matter the form of his art. Now God is the most perfect 

agent. It was His prerogative, therefore, to induce His likeness into created things most 

perfectly, i.e. to a degree consonant with the nature of created being.53 

Because he is the “most perfect agent,” God’s creative activity is such that he brings about the 

maximum degree of perfection that is possible in creation. Yet, of course, the difficulty is that 

creation must be imperfect in some degree by its very nature, since what is truly the “maximum” 

degree of all perfection is none other than Uncreated Being.  

 To accomplish this “balancing act”—that is, creating the maximal degree of perfection in 

an order that is imperfect by its very nature—Aquinas claims that “multiplication and variety 

among created things was therefore necessary that a perfect likeness to God be found in them 

according to their manner of being.”54 This multiplicatio et varietas is necessary because 

individual imperfect beings must necessarily “fall short” of their agent cause in different ways. 

                                                                 
53 “Cum enim omne agens intendat suam similitudinem in effectum inducere secundum quod effectus capere potest, 

tanto hoc agit perfectius quanto agens perfectius est: patet enim quod quanto aliquid est calidius, tanto facit magis 

calidum; et quanto est aliquis melior artifex, formam artis perfectius inducit in materiam. Deus autem est 

perfectissimum agens. Suam igitur similitudinem in rebus creatis ad Deum pertinebat inducere perfectissime, 

quantum naturae creatae convenit.” Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, II.45.2.  
54 “Oportuit igitur esse multiplicitatem et varietatem in rebus creatis, ad hoc quod inveniretur in eis Dei similitudo 

perfecta secundum modum suum.” Ibid.  
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Therefore, if God had only created one creature, then the particular manner in which this creature 

would “fall short” of the first agent would be unaccounted for in the relative perfections of other 

possible creatures. “For this reason, then, is there distinction among created things—that, by 

being many, they may receive God’s likeness more perfectly than by being one.”55 God includes 

distinction and multiplicatio in his creation to display his infinite perfection more perfectly in 

finite creatures. Far from attributing diversitas to a “fall” from an original egalitarian order, then, 

Aquinas affirms the distinction and qualitative hierarchy of beings as natural; for their individual 

forms are finite manifestations of a unitary, infinite perfection.  

 Yet perhaps what is most striking about this passage in the Summa contra Gentiles is its 

affirmation of ordo itself as a sign of perfection: 

But the good of order [bonum ordinis] among diverse things is better than any of the 

members of an order, taken by itself. For the good of order is formal in respect to each 

member of it, as the perfection of the whole in relation to the parts. It was not fitting, 

therefore, that God’s work should lack the good of order. And yet, without the diversity 

and inequality of created things, this good could not have been.56 

So it is not only the case that the diversity of the created order provides a means for individual 

creatures to “make up for” the respective imperfections of fellow individual creatures. There is 

also a bonum ordinis—a good that is proper to ordered multiplicity as such—that is served by 

this diversity. In addition, this bonum ordinis is formale respectu singularium in that it represents 

a perfection that surpasses the individual perfection of any one creature considered in itself. This 

                                                                 
55 “Propter hoc igitur est distinctio in rebus creatis, ut perfectius Dei similitudinem consequantur per multa quam per 

unum.” Ibid., II.45.3. 
56 “Sed bonum ordinis diversorum est melius quolibet illorum ordinatorum per se sumpto: est enim formale respectu 

singularium, sicut perfectio totius respectu partium. Non debuit ergo bonum ordinis operi Dei deesse. Hoc autem 

bonum esse non posset, si diversitas et inaequalitas creaturarum non fuisset.” Ibid., II.45.8.  
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point is very important for our thesis regarding the transcendentality of multitudo, since 

multitudo is a per se attribute of ordo as such.57 

 All things considered, the verdict for multitudo transcendens in these “creation” texts—

De Trin. Commentary 4.1 and Summa contra Gentiles II.44-45—is mixed. On the one hand, 

Aquinas seems to foreclose a possibility that he had directly affirmed in I Sent. 24.1: namely, 

that multitudo is properly predicated of God. This is because multitudo is said to imply 

diversitas, which is proper to the created order as such. As such, these texts seem to espouse a 

“low” view of multitudo.  

 On the other hand, the notion of bonum ordinis in Summa contra Gentiles II.45 is 

suggestive. After all, if this bonum ordinis is formale respectu singularium, then there is reason 

to think that the (relative) perfection of the created order directly depends on the diversity of 

creatures. As such, this text seems to espouse a “high” view of multitudo.  

 I will attempt to harmonize these two inteprertations in Chapter 7. For now, though, we 

turn to an especially difficult “middle” text in Aquinas’ corpus, Quodlibet 10.1.1 as it pertains to 

the aforementioned problem of clarifying the res significata of multitudo as a transcendental 

notion.  

  

                                                                 
57 See Aquinas, I Sent. 20.1.3.1 corp.: “[O]rdo in ratione sua includit . . . distinctionem, quia non est ordo aliquorum 

nisi distinctorum.” 
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Negatio rei or negatio rationis? Quodlibet 10.1.1 
 

 In Transzendentale Einheit, Wouter Goris suggests that Quodlibet 10.1.1 can be 

considered as a “transition text” in Aquinas’ oeuvre on the subject of transcendental unity. The 

“pivot point” of this transition is the aforementioned question of the apparent tension arising 

from I Sent. 24.1: namely, how can “purely negative” concepts such as unum and multitudo 

account for a real distinction of beings? As we recall, this problem is crucially important to 

Aquinas’ development of multitudo transcendens insofar as it is devised specifically to account 

for the real distinction of Persons in the Trinity.  

In Quodlibet 10.1.1, the relevant “transition” has to do with the negations implied in the 

respective rationes of unum and multitudo. As Goris remarks, “[In the Sentences Commentary] 

the negation of division that unum adds to ens, is bound up with the opposition of ens and non 

ens. This changes in later texts, and the article with which the tenth Quodlibet opens constitutes a 

transition text.”58 To make sense of this subtle but important move, we turn to Quodlibet 10.1.1.  

 The question at issue is “whether unity predicates something positive in God.” In line 

with the authorities cited in the Sentences Commentary, Aquinas answers in the negative. The 

sed contra is threefold, and the arguments therein revolve around the Aristotelian definition of 

unum as ens indivisum. What unum adds to ens is a negation of divisio, and for this reason it is 

predicated “by remotion only.” The Aristotelian “opposition” of unum with respect to multitudo 

in Metaphysics I.3 is also cited, and Aquinas seems content with the Stagirite’s position that “the 

one and the many are opposed as privation and habit.” Finally, the aforementioned Avicennian 

strategy of accounting for transcendental additions to ens is cited, i.e. by “negation or relation.”59 

                                                                 
58 Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 230.  
59 “Omne quod predicatur de aliquo, predicatur de eo secundum propriam rationem; set ratio unius in negatione 

consistit: . . . unum et multa opponuntur sicut priuatio et habitus. . . . [A]ddit igitur aliquid secundum rationem 

tantum ; set quod est secundum rationem tantum uel est negatio uel relatio ; cum igitur unum supra ens non addat 
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 None of this is new, and neither is the ensuing criticism of Avicenna’s supposed mistake 

of conflating numerical and transcendental unity and the subsequent insistence that only 

transcendental unum and multitudo—as opposed to their quantiative analogues—are properly 

predicated of God.60 What does seem to be new in this response, however, is a tantalizingly (and 

perhaps frustratingly) brief qualification: “And similarly unitas in God is not predicated except 

by remotion, inasmuch as it is added to ens; although it does posit something [ponat aliquid] 

insofar according as it includes ens: for unum is ens indivisum.”61 This last qualification—

namely, that unum does indeed ponat aliquid—at least to the extent that it “includes” ens—is 

nowhere to be found in the Sentences Commentary.  

 What motivates this brief but suggestive qualification of what is otherwise a very 

consistent position? There is reason to believe that the motivation arises out of the 

aforementioned issue drawn from the commentaries on Lombard’s Sentences and Boethius’ De 

Trinitate: namely, Aquinas’ apparent dissatisfaction with the ability of “purely negative” 

predicates such as unum and multitudo to make a “real difference” with respect to the subjects of 

which they are predicated. As we have seen, this general problem is relocated to the “high-

stakes” context of trinitarian orthodoxy (again, the explicit context of Quodlibet 10.1.1). Simply 

put, if unum and multitudo really are dicuntur proprie of God, then there must be real unity and 

real distinction in God.  

                                                                 
aliquam relationem, quia ad aliquid non dicitur, uidetur quod addat negationem. est enim unum quod non diuiditur, 

secundum Philosophum; ergo de Deo predicatur per remotionem tantum.” Aquinas, Quodlibet, 10.1.1 sed contra.  
60 “[Avicenna] vult quod unum quod conuertitur cum ente addat supra ens aliquid quod ad genus mensure pertineat.” 

Ibid., 10.1.1 corp.  
61 “Et ideo unitas in diuinis non dicitur nisi remotiue, quantum ad id quod superaddit enti, quamuis ponat aliquid, 

secundum quod includit ens: est enim unum ens indiuisum.” Ibid.  
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 Aquinas’ strategy here in Quodlibet 10.1.1, which is recounted by Goris,62 ultimately 

amounts to a shift in the way transcendental notions are derived from ens. To understand this 

shift, we turn to the third objection and Thomas’ reply. First, the objection: 

Nothing other than numerus seems to be removed by unitas, [so] if unitas and numerus 

are predicated only remotively in God, then it follows that both of these terms are 

predicated according to a negation of a negation in God; but a negation of a negation is 

merely notional; therefore unitas and numerus would not really be in God, which is 

awkward; and therefore unum and numerus predicate something positively in God.63 

This objection takes the form of a reductio-style argument against the conclusion that unitas and 

numerus (i.e. multitudo) are predicated of God only “by remotion” or negatively. Clearly 

working from Avicenna’s aforementioned “circularity” objection against Aristotle’s position that 

unity and multiplicity are opposed as contraries (or, more generally, as privation to habit), this 

objector suggests that the ratio of unity implies the negation of number, and vice versa.  

This is not yet the full force of the objection, however. Indeed, if unitas implies the 

negation of numerus (and vice versa) the objector then infers that each respective notion must 

not simply be a negatio, but also a negatio negationis. After all, the meanings of both terms are 

founded in the negation of the other, and it just so happens that both terms are “already” 

negative. Therefore each term implies not just a negatio, but a negatio negationis. The real 

problem here, according to the objector, is not the implication that there is no real advance in 

knowledge in defining these terms (as it is for Avicenna); rather, the problem is that a negation 

                                                                 
62 See Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 228-29.  
63 “Si unitas et numerus in diuinis dicuntur solummodo remotiue, per unitatem autem nichil aliud uidetur remoueri 

quam numerus nec per numerum aliud quam unitas, sequitur quod utrumque istorum in diuinis dicatur secundum 

negationem negationis; set negatio negationis non est nisi secundum rationem tantum; ergo unitas et numerus non 

essent realiter in diuinis, quod est inconueniens; et sic unum et numerus aliquid positiue dicunt in diuinis.” Aquinas, 

Quodlibet, 10.1.1 arg. 3.  
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of a negation is merely notional; and therefore on such a view “unity and number would not 

really be in God.” Such a result would obviously be unwelcome.  

 Given other texts that we have already examined, we might expect Aquinas’ reply to 

echo the aforementioned distinction between divisio and multitudo in I Sent. 24.1.364 (among 

other texts),65 since the objector’s conclusion rests on the mistaken assumption that unum is the 

negation of multitudo (numerus). Tellingly, though, this is not the strategy Aquinas adopts: 

The negation of the thing is included in the notion of multiplicity, but the negation of 

both the negation and the thing is included in the notion of unity. And this is shown as 

follows. For unity is that which is undivided, but the division which is negated by the one 

that is convertible with being is such that it must be preserved in all division; but this is 

division by affirmation and negation; and likewise the negation of this division 

constitutes the notion of unity; for it is the one that is not divided by that particular 

division that yields “this and not-this.” And therefore the one is the negation of the thing 

and the thing’s negation simultaneously, inasmuch as it negates the existence of both the 

affirmation and the negation simultaneously. However, the division of affirmation and 

negation is included in the notion of multiplicity, and for that reason there is included in 

it the negation of the thing, since there are many things that are divided in such a way that 

one of them is not another [unum non est alterum].66 

                                                                 
64 See note 47 of Chapter 5 of this study.  
65 See also Aquinas, De potentia 9.7; Summa theologiae 1.30.3. 
66 “[I]n ratione multitudinis includitur negatio rei; sed in ratione unius negatio negationis et rei simul. Quod sic patet. 

Unum enim est quod non dividitur; divisio autem est quae negatur per unum quod convertitur cum ente. Oportet 

autem quod sit talis, quod in omni divisione salvetur. Haec autem est divisio per affirmationem et negationem. Et 

ideo huius divisionis negatio constituit rationem unius. Est enim unum quod non dividitur tali divisione quod sit 

accipere hoc, et non hoc. Et sic unum, inquantum negat affirmationem et negationem, simul est negatio rei, et 

negationis simul. Praedicta vero divisio includitur in ratione multitudinis, et sic includitur ibi negatio rei: quia multa 

sunt quae sic dividuntur, quod eorum unum non est alterum.” Aquinas, Quodlibet, 10.1.1 ad 3.  
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This difficult reply avoids the objector’s charge first by declaring that a negatio rei is included in 

the definition of both unum and multitudo. This is important insofar as it suggests that both 

notions do indeed imply real negations as opposed to merely notional negations. Just as 

Aquinas’ metaphysics of relations counsels both real and notional relations,67 so does he affirm 

both real and notional negations.68 Whereas a “real” negation (negatio realis) is a negation of a 

real being (ens naturae), a merely “notional” negation is a negation of a negation (negatio 

negationis; or privatio privationis). So this much is clear: according to Aquinas, a mere negatio 

negationis would be sterile for the task of divine naming, since such a negation would be merely 

notional. Therefore both unum and multitudo must involve a negatio rei in their respective 

rationes.  

 This negatio rei is clear enough in the case of multitudo, since Aquinas says that 

multitudo implies that “one [thing] is not another [thing].” The negation is real because it is a 

negation of an existing, internally unified thing (namely, the one thing that is not the other one 

thing)—as opposed to a mere negation of another negation. In the case of unum, things are more 

complicated. Unum negates the divisio implied in “affirmation and negation”—that is to say, it 

negates the real division “between” opposites that is denoted by way of the primitive formulation 

“this and not this.” By doing so, unum includes two separate negations simultaneously: namely, 

(1) the negation of what is affirmed in division (this is the negatio rei), and (2) the negation of 

what is negated in divisio (this is the negatio rationis). Speaking colloquially, we might say that 

                                                                 
67 Aquinas’ favored example illuminating the distinction between real and notional relations is that of the “relation” 

from knower to known, and vice versa: “Et propter hoc scientiae est realis relatio ad scibile, non autem e converso, 

sed secundum rationem tantum, ut patet per philosophum.” Aquinas, De potentia, 7.1 ad 9.  
68 “[I]n oppositis secundum affirmationem et negationem vel secundum privationem et habitum; et in talibus negatio 

oppositi, quod ponit naturam aliquam, est realis, quia est alicuius rei; negatio vero alterius oppositi non est realis, 

quia non est alicuius rei. Est enim negatio negationis.” Aquinas, De veritate, 28.6 corp.  
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unum negates the primitive conjunct “this and not this” without adding any information about 

“what is leftover,” as it were.  

The upshot of this admittedly technical discussion is that although both unum and 

multitudo are still fundamentally negative concepts, they are nevertheless both “real negations” 

in the relevant sense: namely, as negationes rerum, as opposed to mere negationes negationum 

or negationes rationum. 

 As Goris recognizes, however, this “realist” account of the negations in the respective 

rationes of unum and multitudo threatens to summon the ghost of Avicenna’s circularity 

problem.69 If unum negates divisio, and this same divisio “is included in the definition of 

multitudo,” is it not the case that Aquinas admits precisely the position that is denied in I Sent. 

24.1.3 ad 3: namely, that “multitudo enters into the definition of unum”? Not quite. 

Although it is not as explicit here as it is in I Sent. 24.1.3, we should notice that the 

divisio negated by unum (i.e. the divisio of affirmation and negation) is refined when it is 

multitudo that is at issue. Specifically, what was formerly “this and not that” now becomes “one 

is not another.” The obvious difference here between these two formulations is that unum is 

predicated of both sides of the opposition denoted by multitudo, but unum is not predicated of the 

opposing terms denoted by divisio. Like I Sent. 24.1.3, then, the distinctive feature of the ratio 

multitudinis is the respective unity of its members. Even if it is true that multitudo “includes” 

divisio in the sense that the former’s definition still involves affirmation and negation, according 

to Aquinas a multiplicity “does not have the ratio multitudinis until one attributes the concept of 

                                                                 
69 “[D]er anscheinlich die Rückkehr der Zirkularität in die Definitionen von Einheit und Vielheit bedeutet.” Goris, 

Transzendentale Einheit, 231.  



Harris 213 

unitas to both.”70 As we will see, Aquinas is consistent when it comes to distinguishing divisio 

from multitudo in this manner.   

 Nevertheless, there is at least one important difference to be found between Quodlibet 

10.1.1 ad 3 and I Sent. 24.1.3. Whereas the response in the Quodlibet text explicitly affirms that 

both multitudo and unum include a negatio rei in their respective definitions, in I Sent. 24.1.3 ad 

1 Aquinas is clear that “this negation with which the notion of unitas is perfected is a merely 

notional negation [negatio rationis tantum].”71  

What could motivate this apparent change of mind? The answer could be intimately 

related to our earlier point in the conclusion of Aquinas’ response of Quodlibet 10.1.1: namely, 

that each notion must involve a negatio rei in its respective ratio.72 Yet, perhaps more 

fundamentally, it also pertains to the way in which transcendental notions are derived from ens. 

Thus, as a conclusion to the present chapter, we briefly present Goris’ thesis regarding two 

“models” for deriving transcendentals that seem to be operative in Aquinas’ oeuvre.  

 Goris distinguishes what he calls the “abstraction model” and the “actuality model” of 

deriving transcendental notions from ens. Although it would be too much to say that the 

discrepancy between these two derivation models represents a straightforward, linear 

development in Aquinas’ thought,73 we will see in the subsequent chapter that each respective 

model does maintain a special prominence in early and later works, respectively, depending on 

the questions involved. The abstraction model is characteristic of aforementioned texts in the 

                                                                 
70 “[N]on habent rationem multitudinis, nisi postquam intellectus utrique attribuit intentionem unitatis.”Aquinas, I 

Sent. 24.1.3 ad 2.  
71 “[N]egatio ista in qua perficitur ratio unitatis, non est nisi negatio rationis tantum.” Ibid., 24.1.3 ad 1.  
72 See note 66 above.  
73 Goris describes the issue as an enduring tension in Aquinas’ thought rather than a straightforward development: 

“Ersichtlichermaßen ergibt sich daraus eine Spannung zwischen der intimen Verbindung des Seins mit der 

Wesensform und der Realdistinktion dem Wesen gegenüber, welche der transzendentale Einheitsbegriff in diesem 

Gefüge der Kontinuitäten und Diskontinuitäten zu begegnen versucht.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 242.  
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Sentences Commentary and the De veritate, for example, whereas the actuality model is 

characteristic of texts we will explore in the next chapter of this study, especially the De potentia 

and Summa theologiae. 

 How should we understand the significance of distinguishing these two derivation models 

of transcendental notions? As Goris remarks, “In the ‘abstraction model’ lies a determination of 

cognitive primacy in accordance with human knowing, for which the process of abstraction is 

characteristic.”74 In other words, on the abstraction model, the distinctive feature of 

transcendental notions is that they are epistemically prior to all other notions in that they form 

the necessary conditions for meaning as prescribed by the activity—as opposed to the passivity—

of the intellect. Aquinas’ De Trin. Commentary 6.4 is a good example. As a polemic directed 

against “illuminationist” accounts of God as “first known,” Aquinas argues that first notions are 

cognita naturaliter: 

[T]he first conceptions of the intellect (for example, being, one, and the like) [are those] 

to which all definitions in the sciences must be reduced. From this it is clear that the only 

things we can know in the speculative sciences, either through demonstration or 

definition, are those that lie within the range of these naturally known principles. Now 

these principles are revealed to man by the light of the agent intellect, which is something 

natural to him; and this light makes things known to us only to the extent that it renders 

images actually intelligible.75 

                                                                 
74 “Im Abstraktionsmodell liegt eine Bestimmung des kognitiven Primats vor, derzufolge der für das menschliche 

Erkennen charakteristische Abstraktionsvorgang.” Ibid., 228.  
75 “[P]rimae conceptiones intellectus, ut entis et unius et huiusmodi, in quae oportet reducere omnes diffinitiones 

scientiarum praedictarum. Ex quo patet quod nihil potest sciri in scientiis speculativis neque per viam 

demonstrationis neque per viam diffinitionis nisi ea tantummodo, ad quae praedicta naturaliter cognita se extendunt. 

Huiusmodi autem naturaliter cognita homini manifestantur ex ipso lumine intellectus agentis, quod est homini 

naturale, quo quidem lumine nihil manifestatur nobis, nisi in quantum per ipsum phantasmata fiunt intelligibilia in 

actu.” Aquinas, Super Boethium, 6.4 corp.  
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Of course, one of the hallmarks of Aquinas’ anti-Platonist position is the active power of agent 

intellect.76 Yet what is important here is his insistence that these primae conceptiones are 

“manifest” in the agent intellect’s acting upon phantasms so as to transform what is merely 

imagined into what is understood.  

 Such an account of transcendental notions fits well with the derivations found in I Sent. 

8.1.3 and De veritate 1.1. In these texts, the task of resolutio is precisely the task of uncovering 

what is “first” or “prior” in intellectu. Thus, concepts such as unum, verum and bonum are 

“transcendental” not only because they span across the Aristotelian categories, but more 

importantly because they form the natural contours of the rational soul’s active capacity for 

concept formation, i.e. as opposed to a passive reception of ens naturale.77  

 The so-called “abstraction model” is important for our purposes insofar as it offers some 

insight into the discrepancy between negatio rationis and the negatio rei as affirmed in I Sent. 

24.1.3 and Quodlibet 10.1.1, respectively. On the “abstraction model,” it makes perfect sense 

that unum would add only a negatio rationis (i.e. of ens and non ens), since the distinctive 

feature of transcendentals is that they are the first and most general notions manifest in the light 

of agent intellect. Indeed, as Goris remarks, “[O]n the foundation of abstraction, ens is not what 

the intellect grasps first, but last.”78 This is because the final results of conceptual resolutio are 

                                                                 
76 For a canonical example illustrating the point, see Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.79.3 corp. : “secundum 

opinionem Platonis, nulla necessitas erat ponere intellectum agentem ad faciendum intelligibilia in actu . . . Sed quia 

Aristoteles non posuit formas rerum naturalium subsistere sine materia; formae autem in materia existentes non sunt 

intelligibiles actu, sequebatur quod naturae seu formae rerum sensibilium, quas intelligimus, non essent intelligibiles 

actu. Nihil autem reducitur de potentia in actum, nisi per aliquod ens actu, sicut sensus fit in actu per sensibile in 

actu. Oportebat igitur ponere aliquam virtutem ex parte intellectus, quae faceret intelligibilia in actu, per 

abstractionem specierum a conditionibus materialibus. Et haec est necessitas ponendi intellectum agentem.”  
77 In fact, as Aquinas remarks characteristically in De veritate 10.11 ad 10, that which is “primum per 

communitatem, cum sit idem per essentiam cuilibet rei, nullius proportionem excedit; et ideo in cognitione 

cuiuslibet rei ipsum cognoscitur.” Aquinas, De veritate, 10.11. ad 10. In other words, what is most general need not 

denote what is most prior in terms of actuality. 
78 “Auf der Grundlage der Abstraktion ist das Seiende nicht das erste, was der Intellekt erfasst, sondern vielmehr das 

letzte.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 228.  
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what is “most” abstract, and ens is the highest and most abstract “concept.” The negation 

included in the concept of unum is importantly indifferent to “actual” being, since the derivation 

of transcendental notions is a progression according to varying degrees of abstraction, and the 

ens in actu is precisely what is not abstract.79 

 As we will see in greater detail in the next chapter, the actuality model differs from the 

abstraction model of deriving transcendental notions in that it relies upon the principle that 

“something is intelligible insofar as it is in act.”80 That is to say, transcendental notions such as 

unum and verum are derived as concepts by way of an “encounter” with the ens in actu—one 

that emphasizes the intellect’s passivity with respect to the ens in actu. On this alternative model, 

ens is indeed the proper object of the intellect; for ens is that which is “primarily intelligible; as 

sound is that which is primarily audible.”81 To the extent that they are “convertible” with ens, 

then, transcendentals derived via the actuality model are “implicit,” we might say, in existing 

things themselves qua existing.  

 As Goris argues, there is good reason to think that Aquinas’ decision to render unum as 

implying a negatio rei rather than a mere negatio rationis is attributable to this alternative 

derivation model. If transcendentals such as unum are derived as a result of an encounter with the 

ens in actu, then it makes perfect sense to suggest that unum “does posit something [ponat 

aliquid] insofar according as it includes [includit] ens”—if for no other reason than that all 

concepts must (implicitly or explicitly) “posit something” in response to the intellect’s “proper 

object,” i.e. ens in actu. No longer is ens “last” in the order of resolutio; on the contrary, ens is 

                                                                 
79 There is even a sense in which the ens in actu is something to be overcome in this conceptual resolutio, as 

opposed to its “proper object.” As Goris remarks, “Im Abstraktionsmodell ist die quiditas rei materialis das 

proprium obiectum des Verstandes” (i.e. not ens). Ibid.  
80 “[E]twas erkennbar ist, insoweit es in Akt ist.” Ibid., 229.  
81 “[E]ns est proprium obiectum intellectus, et sic est primum intelligibile, sicut sonus est primum audibile.” 

Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.5.2 corp.  



Harris 217 

“first” in that it serves as the primordial encounter that serves as the ultimate condition of 

possibility for understanding. That is, only if the intellect encounters beings that are really 

divided can the concept unum arise as a negation. Such a negation is now “real” because it 

testifies precisely to this prior encounter with what is really divided (i.e. hoc et non hoc).  

 This real negation that is proper to unum here in Quodlibet 10.1.1 is important for the 

prospects of unum and multitudo satisfying the metaphysical criterion [MC] for 

transcendentality. If there is only a negatio rationis implied in each, it is not clear how either 

notion could be considered a perfection that is indexed to ens insofar as it is actual. As we have 

seen, the actuality model of deriving transcendentals signals Aquinas’ attentiveness to this 

problem. If indeed transcendental notions are born of an encounter with ens and its “properties,” 

then there appears to be a way forward for thinking of transcendentals as perfections.  

Conclusions 
 

 In conclusion, then, two related questions arise out of these “middle” texts when 

compared to their “early” counterparts: (1) What does it mean for multitudo to be a per se passio 

entis? Is it Aquinas’ position that the unum/multum disjunct is transcendental only in the sense 

that it spans across the entirety of created being, or can the uncreated multitudo implied in the 

Trinity of Persons somehow serve as a prime analogate and principle of created multitudo? (2) 

How should we understand the order of first notions with respect to ens? Does the notion of 

unum negate a real or notional division, and what is this real or notional division’s relationship to 

multitudo? These questions, among others, come to the fore in Aquinas’ later texts, to which we 

now turn.  
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CHAPTER 7: Opposition or Complementarity? Unum and multitudo in “Later” Texts 
 

 At this point in the present study, we are confronted with at least four problems related to 

Aquinas’ notion of multitudo transcendens. The first of these three problems is on display in two 

derivation texts, I Sent. 24.1.3 and Quodlibet 10.1.1. It concerns the way in which transcendental 

unum and multitudo “add” determinate meaning to ens. On the one hand, Aquinas appropriates 

the concept of multitudo transcendens to account for the way in which the Persons of the Trinity 

are really distinct. Therefore it seems that multitudo must “make a difference” with respect to the 

way in which Aquinas conceives of the being of God. On the other hand, it is clear that multitudo 

cannot “add” to ens in any sort of straightforward sense, i.e. as an accident adds to a substance; 

for this would injure the absolute simplicity of the divine essence. As we have said, this 

difficulty is something of a recontextualized version of Aristotle’s problem in Metaphysics Γ.2, 

i.e. the problem of accounting for the way in which transcendental notions are the same “in 

nature” but different in “meaning.”  

As we gathered initially from Chapters 5 and 6, the second problem pertains to the 

predicative scope of multitudo. Does multitudo span across the Aristotelian categories in the 

created order only? Or, since we have seen it is clearly Aquinas’ position that multitudo is 

properly predicated of God, is it the case that the notion of multitudo encompasses an entire 

range of meanings that are analogically united in a primary way in the distinction of Persons in 

the Trinity? In the previous chapter, we have seen that Aquinas does not give us a clear answer 

to this question in texts such as the De Trinitate Commentary 4.1 and Summa contra Gentiles 

II.44-45. 

A third problem, as we gathered from Chapter 6, is intimately related to the first. It 

pertains to the way in which transcendental notions are derived. Is it the case that ens is “first” 
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among all other notions because it is happens to be the most universal concept manifest by the 

“light” of agent intellect? Or, is it the case that ens is “first” due to its causal or perfective 

priority with respect to the res significata of other predicates? 

 Finally, multitudo presents unique difficulties for Aquinas’ doctrine of transcendental 

notions because its relationship to unum appears to be unlike any other relationship of any one 

transcendental to another. On the one hand, Aquinas seems to defend the properly Aristotelian 

account: namely, that unum is related to multitudo as privation to habit.1 On the other hand, it is 

crucial to Aquinas’ unique account of multitudo that unum negates divisio, as opposed to 

multitudo.2 These positions are mutually exclusive, yet Aquinas seems to affirm both in different 

texts.   

 Although I will address these and related problems more directly in the Conclusion of 

this study, this final chapter explores the most mature expressions of Aquinas’ originality with 

respect to his notion of multitudo transcendens. The chapter begins with two “Neoplatonic” 

commentaries—on the Liber de causis and De divinis nominibus, respectively. These two texts 

are valuable for our discussion insofar as they offer clues for Aquinas’ approach to the question 

of transcendentals and their relationship to ens—even if the latter may not truly be a “later” text.3 

Both seem to substantiate Goris’ thesis regarding the important difference between the 

“abstraction” and “actuality” models of deriving transcendental notions from ens, but they are 

also more immediately relevant in their unapologetic affirmation of unum as a perfection.  

                                                                 
1 See Aquinas, Quodlibet, 10.1.1 sed contra; and note 59 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
2 See Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3 ad 1; and note 47 of Chapter 5 of this study.  
3 Jean-Pierre Torrell notes that there is uncertainty regarding the dating of the composition of this text. J.A. 

Weisheipl proposes 1266-68, when Aquinas was Regent-master at Rome. Alternatively, A. Waltz proposes 1261-

1265, during Aquinas’ stay in Orvieto. See Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas: The Person and His Work 

(tr.) Robert Royal (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 127.  



Harris 220 

 We then proceed to two texts from the De potentia, in which the transcendental character 

of multitudo is sketched with unprecedented clarity. These texts will prove to be important for 

the aforementioned problem of reconciling the Aristotelian opposition of unum and multitudo 

with Aquinas’ own original approach. The De potentia also further illustrates the subtle 

qualification of unum made in Quodlibet 10.1.1, which has major implications for the doctrine of 

numerical terms as they are predicated of God. In fact, as I will argue, De potentia 9.7 features 

the clearest and most substantive rendering of the relationship of unum and multitudo in 

Aquinas’ entire corpus.  

 We then examine three texts illustrating the “mature” expression of multitudo in different 

metaphysical contexts. First, in De spiritualibus creaturis and Summa theologiae 1.50.3, we 

examine the implications of multitudo transcendens in the context of the angelic host. These 

texts are important for further illustrating the potential of multitudo as a perfectio entis. 

 Finally, we arrive upon Summa theologiae 1.11.2 and 1.30.3, both of which serve as a 

sort of “last word” on the subject of multitudo transcendens in Aquinas. As we will see, many of 

the abovementioned problems survive until the end of Aquinas’ career—even if there are 

potential solutions “in between the lines,” as it were. Having explored these later texts, we will 

be in a better position to evaluate the implications of multitudo transcendens both in Aquinas’ 

systematic thought as a whole, and also in the larger context of his Aristotelian and Scholastic 

interlocutors.   
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The Platonici: For and Against 
 

 Aquinas’ rejection of Platonist positions on the metaphysical status of form,4 the 

relationship between soul and body,5 and intellectual powers6 (among other issues) is well-

documented both in Aquinas’ own work and in secondary literature. According to Aquinas, the 

errors of the Platonici on these questions can be traced to one simple, yet critical mistake: 

namely, their conflation of the mode of existence proper to the intellect (esse intentionale or 

universale) with the mode of existence proper to the ens naturae (esse naturale).7 When it comes 

to the nature of form, according to Aquinas, Platonists mistakenly understand substantial and 

accidental forms to be “separately existing” universals that are somehow both “one” and “many,” 

i.e. “one” insofar as a form is a single existing universal, and “many” insofar as this one form is 

participated by many concrete beings.8 In the case of the soul-body relation, Aquinas takes the 

Platonist position to imply that both soul and body are substances in their own right. One of the 

many difficulties of such a position is the absurd implication that “it will be in the soul’s power 

to be separated from the body at will, and to be reunited to it at will. And this clearly is false.”9 

Finally, in the case of intellectual powers, Aquinas criticizes the Platonists for having no account 

of the intellect’s agency in forming universal, intelligible notions from particular data given in 

                                                                 
4 See, for example, Aquinas, De veritate 5.9 corp., Summa contra Gentiles, III.69.19; De potentia 5.1 ad 5; Summa 

theologiae 1.22.3 corp.; and 1.65.4 corp. 
5 See especially Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, II.57.  
6 See Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.79.3.  
7 For Aquinas following Avicenna, these modi essendi are “concomitant properties” of the essence—not themselves 

essential properties. “Non tamen potest dici quod ratio universalis conveniat naturae sic acceptae, quia de ratione 

universalis est unitas et communitas. Naturae autem humanae neutrum horum convenit secundum suam absolutam 

considerationem.” Aquinas, De ente et essentia, 2.  
8 On this point, see Joseph Owens, “Thomistic Common Nature and Platonic Idea,” Mediaeval Studies 21 (1959): 

211-23.  
9 “[E]rit in potestate animae separari a corpore cum voluerit, et iterum uniri ei cum voluerit. Quod patet esse 

falsum.” Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, II.57.13.  
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sense and imagination.10 All things considered, Aquinas’ verdict regarding the Platonici is rather 

damning.  

 Indeed, in his Prologue to his De divinis nominibus Commentary, Aquinas repeats these 

consistent criticisms of Platonism: “[M]uch of the style and way of speaking used by the 

Platonists is inconsistent with the moderns. For the Platonists . . . posit separated species of 

things, saying that there is a man beyond matter.” Aquinas even goes so far as to suggest that 

“[this] argument of the Platonists does not accord with the faith or the truth insofar as it contains 

separated species of natural things.”11 Even in this commentary, then, Aquinas maintains his 

distance from the Platonici. 

 However, as is so often the case in the larger context of Aquinas’ systematic project, he 

says that the distinctive stilo et modo loquendi of the Platonists is also profoundly true, albeit for 

other reasons. Even if it is the case that the Platonist penchant for admitting separated forms is 

mistaken, for Aquinas “inasmuch as they spoke of the first principle of things, their opinion 

accords with the Christian faith and is of the highest truth.”12 It is this conviction of the 

Platonists—namely, that the primo rerum principio contains all perfections in its preeminent 

simplicity—that is interesting for the sake of this study. How does Aquinas integrate this account 

of perfections into his doctrine of transcendentia? More specifically, how does this integration 

relate to the issue of considering unum and multitudo as transcendental notions? 

                                                                 
10 “[S]ecundum opinionem Platonis, nulla necessitas erat ponere intellectum agentem ad faciendum intelligibilia in 

actu; sed forte ad praebendum lumen intelligibile intelligenti, ut infra dicetur.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.79.3 

corp.  
11 “Accidit etiam difficultas in praedictis libris, ex multis: primo, quidem, quia plerumque utitur stilo et modo 

loquendi quo utebantur Platonici, qui apud modernos est inconsuetus. Platonici enim . . . posuerunt species rerum 

separatas, dicentes quod est homo extra materiam. Platonicorum ratio fidei non consonat nec veritati, quantum ad 

hoc quod continet de speciebus naturalibus separatis.” Aquinas, In divinis nominibus, Prol.  
12 “[Q]uantum ad id quod dicebant de primo rerum principio, verissima est eorum opinio et fidei Christianae 

consona.” Ibid.  
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 We have seen that the abstraction model for deriving transcendental notions implies that 

there is no direct proportion between the universality in predicative scope of a given notion and 

its degree of perfection. In fact, there may even be an inverse proportion.13 Yet for Neoplatonists 

such as Dionysius and Proclus, a given predicate’s universality and the degree of perfection 

enjoyed by its res significata clearly are directly proportional to one another. In an analysis that 

will prove to be decisive for Aquinas, the Liber de causis outlines this direct proportion as it 

obtains in the case of esse as it relates to other perfections: 

We find an example of this in being [esse], living [vivum], and man [homo]; for it is 

necessary that something be first of all a being, next a living thing, and afterward a man. 

Therefore, living is man’s proximate cause and being is his remote cause. Being then is 

more powerfully the cause of man than is living, because it is the cause of living which is 

the cause of man. . . . It is, therefore, now clear and plain that the first remote cause is 

more comprehensively and more powerfully the cause of a thing than the proximate 

cause.14  

The reasoning here is clear enough. Because esse has the greatest claim to universal extension in 

the created order, it is “first among created things”15—not just in terms of abstract universality, 

but also in terms of its causal priority and degree of perfection. This is an implication of Proclus’ 

                                                                 
13 See Aquinas, De veritate, 10.11. ad 10; and note 72 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
14 Et nos quidem exemplificamus illud per esse et vivum et hominem. Quod est, quia oportet, ut sit res esse in 

primis, deinde vivum, postea homo. Vivum ergo est causa hominis propinqua et esse causa eius longinqua. Esse 

ergo vehementius est causa homini quam vivum, quoniam est causa vivo, quod est causa homini. . . . Iam igitur 

manifestum est et planum, quod causa prima longinqua est plus comprehendens et vehementius causa rei quam 

causa propinqua.” Proclus, Liber de causis (eds.) Alexander Fidora and Andreas Niederberger (Mainz: Burkhard 

Mojsisch, 2009), 1. For the English translation, see Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Book of Causes (trs.) 

Vincent A. Guagliardo, O.P., Charles R. Hess, O.P. and Richard C. Taylor (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 

of America Press, 1996), 6.  
15 “Prima rerum creatarum est esse.” Proclus, Liber de causis, 4.  
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concluding sentence, since in this context the “remote” cause of any given phenomenon is prior 

to its “proximate” cause.  

Now, even though Proclus does not infer what Aquinas will infer—namely, that esse is a 

divine name16—there is important continuity when it comes to the matter of affirming a direct 

proportionality between predicative universality and perfection. In fact, Aquinas’ commentary 

appears to have drawn this “new” conclusion from an “old” method, namely, the method of 

resolutio.17 Whereas earlier texts (arguably) employed the method of resolutio as a properly 

conceptual enterprise,18 things are different here in the Liber de causis Commentary:  

[W]hat arrives first must depart last, for we see that those things that are prior in 

compositio are ultimate in resolutio. The meaning of this proposition, therefore, consists 

in these three points: (1) that the first cause infuses the effect more powerfully then does 

the second cause; (2) that the impression of the first cause recedes later from the effect; 

(3) that it reaches the effect first.19 

In this text, what the process of resolutio yields is not merely an order of priority in imaginatione 

intellectus; instead, what we have is an order of priority that explicitly causal in nature. In fact, 

all three “points” or “entailments” in the above passage concern the order of causes—as opposed 

                                                                 
16 Jan Aertsen has noted that Aquinas’ inference to affirming esse or qui est as the first among divine names is a 

strange one, given the fact that Proclus does not even admit that esse is a divine name at all. On this point see 

Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 167; and Jan A. Aertsen, “Ontology and Henology in 

Medieval Philosophy,” in On Proclus and His Influence in Medieval Philosophy (eds.) Egbert P. Bos & P. A. Meijer 

(Leiden: Brill, 1992), 120-40.  
17 See Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 ad 2; De veritate 1.1 corp.  
18 “Si autem comparemus ea ad invicem, hoc potest esse dupliciter: vel secundum suppositum; et sic convertuntur ad 

invicem, et sunt idem in supposito, nec unquam derelinquunt se; vel secundum intentiones eorum; et sic simpliciter 

et absolute ens est prius aliis.” Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 corp.  
19 “Necesse est enim id quod prius advenit ultimo abscedere; videmus enim ea quae sunt priora in compositione esse 

ultima in resolutione. Sic igitur intentio huius propositionis in his tribus consistit, quorum primum est quod causa 

prima plus influit in effectum quam secunda, secundum est quod impressio causae primae tardius recedit ab effectu, 

tertium est quod prius ei advenit.” Aquinas, Sancti Thomae de Aquino Super Librum de causis expositio (ed.) H. D. 

Saffrey (Fribourg Louvain: Société Philosophique-Nauwelaerts, 1954), 1.1 [hereafter: De causis]; Commentary on 

the Book of Causes, 7. 
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to the order of merely “semantic” or conceptual analysis. Put simply, esse is “first” because it is 

the first among causes.  

 Yet this conclusion makes for an awkward fit with the letter of the Liber de causis itself 

for at least two reasons. First, it is not the conclusion that Proclus draws; second, it seems to be at 

odds with Aquinas’ conclusion in I Sent. 8.1.3 ad 2, in which the Latin Doctor concedes that 

bonum is prior to ens in the order of causality.20 Although Goris does not include Aquinas’ Liber 

de causis Commentary in his chapter on Aquinas, it seems to confirm his thesis regarding the 

important difference between the abstraction model and the actuality model of deriving 

transcendental notions. While both models affirm that ens is, in fact, “first” in intellectu, the 

difference here is that ens is first in intellectu precisely because it is first in actu. In short, 

transcendentals notions denote perfections. However, even if this much is clear, our earlier 

problem of construing unum and multitudo as perfections stubbornly remains: how can these 

apparently opposed notions both denote perfections? Since it is a hallmark of Neoplatonism that 

the One (along with the Good) is the perfectio perfectionum, we conclude our analysis of 

Aquinas’ Neoplatonic commentaries with De divinis nominibus 13.  

 Aquinas divides De divinis nominibus 13 into three lectiones. The first deals with the 

notion of perfection; the second deals with the notion of the One; and the third deals with the 

way in which unum is properly predicated of God. Indeed, in Lectio 1, we find that perfectio and 

unum are intimately related, especially as they arise in God: “all things said of God above are 

comprehendible in the name of perfection and of the one.”21 In the ensuing discussion that seems 

                                                                 
20 “Si autem considerentur secundum rationem causalitatis, sic bonum est prius.” Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 corp.  
21 “[O]mnia quae supra de Deo dicta sunt, in nomine perfecti et unius comprehenduntur.” Aquinas, In divinis 

nominibus, 13.1.  
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to anticipate Aquinas’ famous Question 3 of the Summa theologiae on God’s simplicity,22 he 

distinguishes the ways in which God and creatures are “perfect.” The key distinction is, 

unsurprisingly, that creaturely perfection is always received, whereas God’s perfection is per 

se.23 Unlike creatures, God’s esse is not limited by a given essentia’s particular range of 

potencies; for God’s essentia is simply identical with his esse, in which there is no potency at all. 

Further, because this identity is also the highest and most fundamental form of unity, it is easy to 

see that degrees of perfection and degrees of unity are related according to direct proportionality. 

Even if it is notable that Aquinas divides the text in such a way as to separate the discussions of 

perfection and unity, there can be no denying this direct proportion between degrees of perfectio 

and unitas, respectively. Something is perfect to the extent that it is one; and vice versa.  

 In Lectio 2, however, we seem to return to the same problem posed by the Summa contra 

Gentiles text24: namely, that multitudo always entails diversitas, which in turn suggests a lack of 

unity and therefore also a lack of perfection. After claiming that the divine unity is the principle 

and cause of ens creatum in the way that numerical unity is the principle of number,25 Aquinas 

argues as follows:  

[T]here is no “multiplicity” that does not participate in one, since all that are “many” are 

“one” in some sense, just as “those which are many parts are one whole; and those which 

                                                                 
22 Just as in the third question of the Prima Pars of the Summa theologiae, Aquinas “climbs the order of substances” 

in terms of their degree of simplicity, i.e. matter-form, essentia-esse, etc. See Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.3.2-6.  
23 “Unde, cum Deus sit ipsum esse subsistens, nihil de perfectione essendi potest ei deesse. Omnium autem 

perfectiones pertinent ad perfectionem essendi, secundum hoc enim aliqua perfecta sunt, quod aliquo modo esse 

habent.” Ibid., 1.4.2 corp.  
24 See Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, II.44.8; and note 46 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
25 “Et hoc probat per hoc quod unum, utroque modo, de numero praedicatur: dicimus enim binarium et ternarium vel 

denarium unum; et iterum dicimus dimidium vel tertium vel decimum. Sicut ergo numerus uno participat. . . . Et sic 

sequitur quod per id quod est unum, omnia existentia esse habeant, sicut participantia per participatum.” Aquinas, In 

divinis nominibus, 13.2. We should not fail to recognize that these proportions—i.e. numerus : uno :: participantia : 

participatum—are analogous, not identical. To affirm the identity of the two proportions would be to imply that 

God is “first in a genus” rather than beyond all genera. For this important distinction as it pertains to divine naming, 

see Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.4.3 corp.  
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are many accidentally,” as white and musical “are one in subject;” and those “which are 

many according to number, are one species,” . . . and those “which are many species, are 

one genus,” just as man and dog differ specially indeed, but fit in one genus of animal; 

and finally those “which are many in processions,” are ordered according to one principle 

[conveniunt in uno principio], just as existence, life, knowing and the like are diverse 

processions proceeding from the one principle that is God, as is shown by the preceding 

points. And therefore it is evident that in whatever way they are many, they are ordered to 

some one.26 

This argument is striking due to its apparent exhaustiveness. Even more rigorously than in the 

contra Gentiles text, Aquinas seems to be following Dionysius when he says that a relationship 

of priority and posteriority is an immediate implication of the ratio multitudinis itself, as it were. 

That is to say, the very ratio of multitudo suggests that it is posterior to unity. This relationship 

of priority and posteriority is evident in every conceivable case: namely, the cases of (1) parts to 

the whole; (2) accidents to the subject; (3) numerically distinct beings to their species; and 

perhaps most strikingly, (4) processions to their principle.  

 The problem here should be clear: if this account of the various ways in which unum and 

multitudo are opposed is indeed exhaustive in the fullest sense, it is a death knell for multitudo 

transcendens, at least insofar as it is conceived in, e.g. I Sent. 24.1.3. As we have seen, the most 

                                                                 
26 “[N]ulla enim multitudo est quae non participet uno, quia omnia multa sunt unum secundum aliquid: sicut ea quae 

sunt multa partibus sunt unum toto; et ea quae sunt multa accidentibus, ut album et musicum sunt unum subiecto; et 

ea quae sunt multa numero, sunt unum specie, sicut multa individua, ut Socrates et Plato, sunt unum in specie 

hominis; addit autem virtutibus quia et in uno individuo eiusdem speciei sunt multae virtutes, unam et eamdem 

speciem consequentes sive quia in diversis individuis sunt diversae virtutes secundum quod diversimode 

disponuntur ad actus speciei: non enim est eadem potestas aut virtus omnium hominum ad intelligendum; et illa 

quae sunt multa speciebus, sunt unum genere, sicut homo et canis differunt quidem specie, conveniunt autem in uno 

genere animalis; et ulterius ea quae sunt multa processibus, conveniunt in uno principio, sicut esse et vivere et 

intelligere et huiusmodi, sunt diversae processiones procedentes ab uno principio quod est Deus, ut ex praemissis 

patet. Et sic manifestum fit quod, cum omnia quocumque modo sint multa, conveniunt tamen in aliquo uno” 

(italicized phrases are direct quotes from Dionysius). Ibid.  
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important motivation behind the development of multitudo transcendens as an original concept is 

precisely the need to erase any real priority of unum with respect to multitudo in the being of 

God. If the unity of the essence is metaphysically prior to the distinction of Persons, the 

inevitable result is Sabellianism. Simply put, Aquinas’ originality on the subject of multitudo 

appears to be wholly inconsistent with a strong reading of the above passage from the Dionysius 

Commentary. In each of the four cases drawn (all from created being, admittedly), Aquinas 

concludes that the multitudo in question is always “measured” by a prior unity.  

 The priority of unum with respect to multitudo is bolstered in yet another strong 

affirmation: “But unum is likewise, since without it no multitudo is found, but some unum is 

found without multitudo. Therefore unum is prior to every multitudo and its principle.”27 Again, 

if Aquinas is to be taken at his word here, the difficulties are obvious. After all, if multitudo 

follows upon ens universaliter, as Aquinas clearly says in I Sent. 24.1.3, then it is not clear how 

one could arrive upon a unity that is not also ordered to other unities in some multiplicity—even 

if it is true that the concept of unum is logically silent on the matter. In short, all things point to 

Dionysius’ position as repugnant to multitudo transcendens. 

 Yet, given the fact that Dionysius is a Christian theologian, we might expect a 

qualification of this strong Neoplatonist position. How can it be that “every multiplicity” is a 

“recession” from a more original unity if the community of Persons in the triune God is precisely 

not a recession from an original unity? In the conclusion of Chapter 13 (and Aquinas’ Lectio 3) 

Dionysius does indeed demonstrate an awareness of the problem.  

                                                                 
27 “Sed unum est huiusmodi quia sine uno non invenitur aliqua multitudo, sed invenitur aliquod unum absque omni 

multitudine. Unum igitur est prius omni multitudine et principium eius.” Ibid. 
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 Guarding against a potential misunderstanding of God as merely the cause of number (i.e. 

multiplicity), as opposed to the cause of number and unity, Aquinas (with Dionysius) 

admonishes his reader:  

But “the supersubstantial unum,” which is God, is not connumerable with others nor does 

he participate in an essence, but gives termination to the proper meaning and the created 

or numerical one. And he himself is “principle and cause and number and order” of 

created unity and numerical and all being universally. But he is said to be the principle of 

all being, because he is before all. And he is the cause according as everything proceeds 

from itself; but number according as it is the measure of all, each establishing its own 

way; as he is the order of all, according as his wisdom orders all.28 

If God’s causative power were extended only to number—and not to the principle of number 

itself—God would not be the cause of universal being, but per impossibile he would be 

something like “the first in the genus” of distinct, ordered beings, i.e. ens creatum.”29 This is not 

an admissible conclusion. Therefore, for Aquinas following Dionysius, it is crucial that God is 

the cause of both unum and multitudo in the created order.  

 This sets up Dionysius’ telling conclusions regarding the names unitas and Trinitas: “and 

[Dionysius] says that because unum, which is God, is beyond every created unum and all 

number, since that which is praised above all else in the Deity, unitas and Trinitas, is not taken to 

mean such unitas or Trinitas that is from existing things known to us according to natural 

                                                                 
28 “Sed unum supersubstantiale, quod Deus est, non connumeratur alteri nec participat essentia, sed dat 

terminationem propriae rationis et uni creato et numero, atque ipsum est principium et causa et numerus et ordo 

unius creati et numeri et universaliter omnis entis: dicitur autem esse principium omnis entis, prout est ante omnia; 

causa autem, secundum quod ab ipso omnia procedunt; numerus autem, secundum quod est mensura omnium, 

unicuique proprium modum statuens; ordo autem est omnium, secundum quod omnia sua sapientia ordinat.” Ibid. 

13.3.  
29 “Si igitur sit aliquod agens, quod non in genere contineatur, effectus eius adhuc magis accedent remote ad 

similitudinem formae agentis, non tamen ita quod participent similitudinem formae agentis secundum eandem 

rationem speciei aut generis, sed secundum aliqualem analogiam.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.4.3 corp.  
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cognition.”30 Whatever unity or number we might attribute to God cannot be any unity or 

number with which we are acquainted by virtue of cognitio naturalis. Indeed, because the 

Persons of the Trinity are distinguished solely by “relations of origin,” their “fecundity” 

(deigenum)—in which their multiplicity is founded—exceeds all conceptualization. Thus, 

Aquinas concludes in Lectio 3, “[A]t present our intellect is not joined with God such that we see 

his essence; but rather to know by what God is not. Hence this joining of ourselves to God, 

which is possible for us in this life, is perfected when we arrive upon him in that we know him to 

be beyond all of the highest and most excellent creatures.”31 In other words, quite literally, the 

unity and number of Persons in the Trinity is inconceivable.  

 Still, even if Dionysius’ pious via negationis is granted, the problem of the conceptual 

import of unum and multitudo seems to linger. Indeed, an objector could happily grant with 

Dionysius that the unitas and numerus that are predicable of God exceed the comprehensive 

capacities of rational creatures; for this is true for all divine names. The real problem is that 

Dionysius has not adequately explained how the two notions can be properly predicated of God 

without contradiction. That is, pious appeals to the transcendence of God do not solve the 

problem of the apparent opposition of unum and multitudo as concepts, even if human concepts 

they are.  

There is a lesson to be drawn here. In his explanatory moments, Dionysius seems to 

recognize only one opposition between unum and multitudo: namely, the opposition of numerical 

unity with respect to number. This is true even if he recognizes that such an opposition will not 

                                                                 
30 “[E]t dicit quod quia unum, quod est Deus, est supra omne unum creatum et supra omnem numerum, ideo, cum in 

deitate quae est supra omnia laudatur unitas ac Trinitas, non est accipiendum quod sit talis unitas aut Trinitas quae 

sit a nobis cognita aut a quocumque existentium, secundum naturalem cognitionem.” Aquinas, In divinis nominibus, 

13.3.  
31 “[N]on enim coniungitur in praesenti intellectus noster Deo ut eius essentiam videat; sed ut cognoscat de Deo quid 

non est. Unde haec coniunctio nostri ad Deum, quae nobis est in hac vita possibilis, perficitur quando devenimus ad 

hoc quod cognoscamus eum esse supra excellentissimas creaturas.” Ibid.  
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suffice to explain God’s own causative agency with respect to ens creatum. Therefore, while 

these Neoplatonic commentaries are suggestive in that they are open to unum’s status as a 

perfection, they are not adequate to Aquinas’ original account of the opposition of unum and 

multitudo. It is this originality that is most evident in the De potentia, to which we now turn.  
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Intrinisic and Extrinsic Multiplicity in De potentia 
 

 De potentia 3.16 can be considered as a “parallel text” to Summa contra Gentiles II.45 in 

that it deals with the origin of the diversity of the created order. Indeed, for our purposes, the two 

texts are intimately related insofar as they both state that “it is the property of unitas that it is the 

principle of multitudo.”32 This seems to be damaging for Aquinas’ originality regarding the real 

convertibility of unum and multitudo, since yet again we seem to have a Neoplatonic affirmation 

of the priority of the former with respect to the latter. However, unlike other parallel texts on 

creation, De potentia 3.16 ad 3 addresses this question of the apparent posteriority (and thus the 

apparent imperfection) of multitudo in a direct way. Indeed, the third objector raises what for our 

purposes is the perfect question: “As good and evil taken in general are mutually opposed by 

way of privation, although they are contraries considered as differentiating habits; so one and 

many are opposed to each other by way of privation . . . [b]ut by no means do we say that 

wickedness proceeds from God, but from a defect in second causes. Neither therefore should we 

say that God is the cause of multitudo.”33  

 The line of argument here could be reconstrued as follows:  

(1) privations of transcendental notions (e.g. malum) always imply imperfection;  

(2) multitudo seems to be the privation of unum;  

(3) but imperfection qua imperfection is not caused directly by God;  

(4) therefore multitudo is not caused directly by God.  

                                                                 
32 “[P]roprium est unitatis quod sit multitudinis principium.” Aquinas, De potentia, 3.16 sed contra.  
33 “[S]icut bonum et malum opponuntur privative, si communiter accipiantur, licet sint contraria, prout sunt 

habituum differentiae; ita unum et multa opponuntur privative . . . [s]ed malitiam nullo modo dicimus a Deo 

procedere, sed ex defectu causarum secundarum eam incidere. Ergo nec debet poni quod multitudinis Deus sit 

causa.” Ibid., 3.16 arg. 3.  
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 Before moving to Aquinas’ response, we should note two peculiarities about this 

objection. First, although the objector seems to be citing Aristotle’s position in Metaphysics I on 

the privative opposition of unum and multitudo, he mistakenly reverses the order of terms. For 

Aristotle, unum is the privation of multitudo34—not the other way around, as the objector seems 

to suggest. Second, although the objector’s reading of Aristotle is mistaken, it is nevertheless 

affirmed in Aquinas’ own sed contra, i.e. that unum is the principle of multitudo. Tellingly, then, 

it is not a part of Aquinas’ strategy to correct this objector’s mistaken intepretation of Aristotle.  

 Instead, Aquinas’ response proceeds as an initial refutation of the objector’s parallel 

opposition (i.e. between bonum/malum and unum/multitudo), and proceeds to deepen this initial 

refutation: 

Wickedness consists entirely in privation of being, whereas multitudo is caused by being. 

Even the difference between one being and another is a being. Whence God is not the 

author [auctor] of a thing’s tending towards non-being [tendendi ad non esse], but is the 

author of all being. He is not the principle of evil, but he is the principle of multitudo.35 

Aquinas’ reasoning runs as follows: because multitudo is caused ex ente, there is no parallel to 

the case of malum; for malum is precisely the creature’s real tendency towards non esse. Thus, to 

the extent that God is the cause of the creature’s tending toward esse in its fullness—and not the 

creaturely tendency toward non esse—God can be said to be the (direct) cause of multitudo, but 

not malum.36  

                                                                 
34 See Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1016a; and note 58 of Chapter 2 of this study.  
35 “[M]alitia totaliter in non esse consistit; multitudo autem causatur ex ente. Ipsa enim differentia, per quam entia 

dividuntur ad invicem, quoddam ens est. Unde Deus non est auctor tendendi ad non esse, sed est omnis esse auctor; 

non est principium malitiae sed est principium multitudinis.” Aquinas, De potentia, 3.16 ad 3.  
36 It should be noted that, while Aquinas is prepared to say that God is the cause of evil per accidens, it is clear that 

God cannot be the cause of evil in the relevant sense, i.e. directly. “Et sic Deus, in rebus causando bonum ordinis 

universi, ex consequenti, et quasi per accidens, causat corruptiones rerum; . . . [e]t secundum hoc, Deus est auctor 

mali quod est poena, non autem mali quod est culpa.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.49.2 corp.  
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 We should note that this position is question-begging without further explanation. After 

all, it is precisely the objector’s premise that multitudo is parallel to malum, i.e. insofar as both 

are privations of transcendental notions. In order to avoid this question-begging result, Aquinas 

must explain himself further: 

It must be observed, however, that unity is twofold. There is a unity that is convertible 

with being: it adds nothing to being save that it excludes division, and it excludes 

multiplicity—in so far as multiplicity results from division. [It does not exclude] extrinsic 

multiplicity, which is composed of unities as parts, but rather intrinsic multiplicity that is 

opposed to unity. For when we say that a thing is one, we do not deny the existence of 

others extrinsic to it, with which it constitutes a multiplicity, but we deny its division into 

many. The other kind of unity is the principle of number, and to the idea of being it adds 

that of measure: it is this kind of unity that multiplicity excludes, since number results 

from the continuous division. Yet multiplicity does not entirely exclude unity, since when 

a whole is divided the parts still remain undivided: but it does exclude unity of the whole. 

But evil considered in itself excludes the good, since in no way does it constitute a good 

nor is it constituted thereby.37 

This distinction between “intrinisic” and “extrinsic” multiplicity is an unprecedented way of 

distinguishing between divisio and multitudo in a properly metaphysical setting. That is to say, 

while we have already seen Aquinas’ distinction between divisio in se and divisio ab aliis in 

                                                                 
37 “Sciendum autem, quod duplex est unum; quoddam scilicet quod convertitur cum ente, quod nihil addit supra ens 

nisi indivisionem; et hoc unum privat multitudinem, in quantum multitudo ex divisione causatur; non quidem 

multitudinem extrinsecam quam unum constituit sicut pars; sed multitudinem intrinsecam quae unitati opponitur. 

Non enim ex hoc quod aliquid dicitur esse unum, negatur quin aliquid sit extra ipsum quod cum eo constituat 

multitudinem; sed negatur divisio ipsius in multa. Aliud vero unum est quod est principium numeri, quod supra 

rationem entis addit mensurationem; et huius unius multitudo est privatio, quia numerus fit per divisionem continui. 

Nec tamen multitudo privat unitatem totaliter, cum diviso toto adhuc remaneat pars indivisa; sed removet unitatem 

totius. Sed malitia, quantum est in se, removet bonitatem, nullo modo eam constituens, nec ab ea constituta.” 

Aquinas, De potentia, 3.16 ad 3. 
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“conceptual analysis” texts such as I Sent. 24.1.3 and De veritate 1.1, De potentia 3.16 ad 3 is 

the first explicit appropriation of the distinction in the context of God’s causal agency with 

respect to creation. God is not the direct cause of intrinsic multiplicity (i.e. divisio in se) because 

he cannot be the direct cause of imperfection insofar as it is imperfection. However, precisely 

because extrinisic multiplicity (i.e. divisio ab aliis) is not negated by unum, there is nothing to 

prevent God from being its direct cause. Indeed, insofar as extrinsic multiplicity is caused ex 

ente—i.e. directly by God—there is reason to think that it is, in fact, a perfection.   

 According to Aquinas, the objector’s fundamental mistake is to confuse transcendental 

and numerical unity and multiplicity. Multitudo intrinsecus excludes the transcendental unity of 

a whole (indivisio in se), but it is logically silent about whether there are “other” extrinsically 

ordered wholes. By contrast, multitudo extrinsecus excludes numerical unity (i.e. “only one”; or 

solitudo38). Far from excluding transcendental unum, multitudo extrinsecus actually presupposes 

it insofar as each “member” or “part” of the multiplicity is internally undivided.39 This 

distinction between multitudo intrinsecus and multitudo extrinsecus is conceptually identical to 

the aforementioned divisio/multitudo distinction. In fact, as we will see in the Summa theologiae, 

the key to understanding this distinction is that these notions are prior to the whole-part relation 

altogether—at least as such a relation is normally conceived.  

 For current purposes, we should notice that the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic 

multiplicity sheds light upon Aquinas’ desire to retain the letter of the Aristotelian position that 

unity is a privation of multiplicity. Although there is little doubt that Aquinas’ position is 

                                                                 
38 As we have seen repeatedly, Aquinas follows Hilary of Poitiers in excluding solitudo from God on account of the 

community of Persons (see Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.31.3 corp). If multitudo transcendens as predicated of 

God is a sort of multitudo extrinsecus, then it is easy to see why this is the case; for huius unius [i.e. that which is 

numerically one] multitudo est privatio.  
39 As we will see, Aquinas affirms this point most eloquently in Summa theologiae 1.30.3: “[D]icuntur res multae, 

multitudo sic accepta significat res illas cum indivisione circa unamquamque earum.” Ibid., 1.30.3 corp.  
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different from Aristotle’s—there is no evidence of a distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic 

multiplicity in the Metaphysics, for example—it does allow the Latin Doctor to maintain the 

letter of the Stagirite’s text in light of Avicenna’s potent criticisms. In short, unum transcendens 

is “opposed” to multitudo intrinecus, not multitudo extrinsecus. Even if this distinction is clearer 

with Aquinas’ preferred terms in transcendental texts (i.e. divisio and multitudo, respectively), 

De potentia 3.16 ad 3 sheds light upon the terminological accommodations necessary to resolve 

the Avicennian objections to Aristotle’s position in Metaphysics I.3. We will have occasion to 

return to this point in the Conclusion.  

 At this point, we proceed to De potentia 9.7, which is the clearest and most detailed 

account of Aquinas’ original solution to the relationship between unum and multitudo as 

transcendental notions. Like I Sent. 24.1.3, the question at issue concerns the meaning of 

numerical terms as they are predicated of God. If we recall Quodlibet 10.1.1 ad 3, we can note 

two crucial points—the first a point of continuity, and the second a point of discontinuity.  

 The question at hand in De potentia 9.7 is very similar to I Sent. 24.1.3: “in what way 

[quomodo] are numerical terms predicated of the divine Persons, namely, whether positively or 

merely remotively.”40 The quomodo here already indicates a level of care that is not present in 

the Sentences Commentary, though Aquinas’ affirmative response does remain in continuity with 

these earlier texts: numerical terms are indeed predicated of God “by remotion only.”  

Making use of the space afforded by the disputed questions genre, Aquinas clarifies his 

affirmative judgment by offering a relatively detailed status quaestionis. First, he considers the 

philosophers: “about unum and multum there are diverse views, which have given rise to various 

                                                                 
40 “[Q]uomodo termini numerales praedicentur de divinis personis, utrum scilicet positive vel remotive tantum.” 

Aquinas, De potentia, 9.7, Prol.  
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opinions among philosophers.”41 Among these philosophers are two named groups—both of 

which mistakenly conflate the distinction between transcendental and numerical unity, albeit in 

different ways.  

 First, there is “Pythagoras and Plato,” who rightly see that unity adds nothing to 

substance (i.e. in the way that an accident adds to a substance), but wrongly assume that this 

unity is itself the principle of number: “From this it followed that the number which is composed 

of unities is the substance of all things.”42 Second, there is Avicenna, who (again) also conflates 

the distinction between transcendental and numerical unity, albeit with a different conclusion. In 

fact, Avicenna’s position is understood as a mere reversal of this mistaken Pythagorean 

position—that is, Avicenna rightly affirms that numerical unity does add something to being by 

way of an accident, but wrongly affirms that “unity [simpliciter] adds a certain accidental being 

to substance.” According to Aquinas, the nefarious consequence of these mistaken positions is 

that “every multitudo would be something accidental, pertaining to the genus of quantity.”43 This 

is an important point: to the extent that these philosophers fail to recognize the distinction 

between transcendental and numerical unity, so do they fail to recognize the distinction between 

transcendental and numerical multiplicity. Aquinas presents this as an inadmissible result.  

As we recall from Avicenna’s Metaphysics, Aquinas’ reading is compromised by his 

reliance upon Averroes. Avicenna does, in fact, distinguish between per se unity and the unity 

which is the principle of number. Still, even if he is wrong in letter to say that Avicenna fails to 

distinguish a transcendental and numerical sense of unum, Aquinas is correct in noting at least 

                                                                 
41 “Dicendum quod de uno et multo diversa inveniuntur, quae etiam apud philosophos fuerunt occasio diversa 

sentiendi.” Ibid., 9.7 corp.  
42 “Ex quo sequebatur quod numerus, qui ex unis componitur, sit substantia omnium rerum secundum opinionem 

Pythagorae et Platonis.” Ibid.  
43 “[O]mnis multitudo oportet quod sit aliquod accidens pertinens ad genus quantitatis.” Aquinas, De potentia, 9.7 

corp. This implication of Avicenna’s position may be the root cause of Aquinas’ hostility towards the “Arab.”  
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this conceptual implication of Avicenna’s position: namely, that multitudo absoluta is identical 

with number.44 After all, as we have seen, Avicenna denies that per se unity is opposed to any 

multiplicity at all, thereby rejecting the very concept of a “transcendental” multiplicity.45  

 Having dealt with these two philosophical positions, Aquinas considers the position of 

the Magister, who is now said to have accepted this Avicennian philosophical position: 

“Apparently this was the view of the Magister, who granted the principle upon which his opinion 

is based: namely, that all multiplicity signifies discrete quantity, and all unity is the principle of 

such quantity.”46 Here we have Aquinas’ view on why Lombard rejects all literal predication of 

numerical terms of God; it is the Avicennian mistake. Indeed, even more vehemently than in his 

Sentences Commentary, Aquinas clearly affirms that numerus is properly predicable of God (i.e. 

in a non-metaphorical manner), even if only remotively.   

 After offering this account of Lombard’s position, which is correct as far as it goes (i.e. in 

rejecting that quantitative terms are properly predicated of God), Aquinas turns to some 

authorities to clarify his position on divine naming in general. Citing Dionysius, John 

Damascene and Maimonides, Aquinas explains that predicating terms of God is always 

“negative” in the sense that we recognize that “all such terms are employed to denote certain 

forms and perfections of creatures which are distant from God.”47 Yet, distinguishing himself 

from Maimonides, Aquinas returns to explain that divine naming is also “positive” in the sense 

that “wisdom and life and the like are not removed from God as though they were not in him; but 

because he has them in a higher degree than the human mind can conceive or words express. 

                                                                 
44 See Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.3.5; and notes 45 of Chapter 3 of this study. 
45 See Ibid., III.6.12; and note 77 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
46 “Et haec videtur fuisse opinio Magistri, quae ponitur in 24 dist. I sententiarum. Quae quidem, supposita suae 

opinionis radice, scilicet quod omnis multitudo significaret quantitatem discretam, et omne unum esset eiusdem 

quantitatis principium.” Aquinas, De potentia, 9.7 corp.  
47 “[O]mnia huiusmodi nomina sint imposita ad significadum quasdam formas et perfectiones creaturarum quae 

longe absunt a Deo.” Ibid.  
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Created perfections descend from the divine perfection as an imperfect likeness.”48 That is to 

say, divine naming always implies the impossibility of comprehending the divine essence—not 

because the divine essence is unintelligible in se, but rather because it is “too” intelligible, as it 

were. In other words, we cannot comprehend the divine light precisely because there is no 

darkness in it.  

 To the extent that numerical terms indicate properly material division, then, the Magister 

is correct: such terms can only be metaphorical. However, if there were a multiplicity that is 

properly immaterial, then there is nothing to prevent its literal application to God. Yet, according 

to Aquinas, there is this sort of multitudo: “we must judge of one and many according to the 

various kinds of division. Now there is a kind of division which altogether transcends the genus 

of quantity, and this is division according to formal opposition which has nothing to do with 

quantity.”49 In an attempt to clarify this distinction, Aquinas returns to a now-familiar formula: 

The unum which is convertible with ens posits ens, but adds nothing except the negation 

of division. And the numerus corresponding to it adds this to the things described as 

multa, i.e. that each of them is one, and that each is not the other, in which the meaning of 

distinction. Accordingly, then, unum adds to ens one negation inasmuch as a thing is 

undivided in itself. Multitudo adds two negations inasmuch as a certain thing is undivided 

in itself, and distinct from another; i.e. one of them is not the other [unum eorum non esse 

alterum].50 

                                                                 
48 “[S]apientia et vita et alia huiusmodi non removentur a Deo quasi ei desint, sed quia excellentius habet ea quam 

intellectus humanus capere, vel sermo significare possit; et ex illa perfectione divina descendunt perfectiones 

creatae, secundum quamdam similitudinem imperfectam.” Ibid. 
49 “[O]portet secundum rationem divisionis de uno et multo iudicium sumi. Est autem quaedam divisio quae omnino 

genus quantitatis excedit, quae scilicet est per aliquam oppositionem formalem, quae nullam quantitatem concernit.” 

Ibid.  
50 “[U]num quod convertitur cum ente, ponit quidem ipsum ens, sed nihil superaddit nisi negationem divisionis. 

Multitudo autem ei correspondens addit supra res, quae dicuntur multae, quod unaquaeque earum sit una, et quod 

una earum non sit altera, in quo consistit ratio distinctionis. Et sic, cum unum addat supra ens unam negationem; 
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The distinction between divisio and multitudo is now on full display. Pace “Avicenna,” unum 

does not add anything to ens by way of an accident, since it is merely the negation of divisio in 

se. And again, multitudo affirms the unity of its members, while adding an extrinsic negation. 

This results in the quasi-definition of multitudo as “this one is not the other [one].”  

 At this point, we can discern the abovementioned continuity and discontinuity with 

Quodlibet 10.1.1 ad 3. The continuity lies in Aquinas’ affirmation (against I Sent. 24.1.3) that 

unum . . . ponit quidam ipsum ens in its definition as ens indivisum. That is, in this qualified 

sense, unum is “positive.” In accordance with the actuality model of deriving transcendentals, all 

such notions indicate the intellect’s passive disposition with respect to the ens in actu. After all, 

“something is intelligible insofar as it is in act.”51  

However, we can also discern a strange departure from the letter of the Quodlibet text. 

Here, it is multitudo (not unum) that adds “two negations,” namely, the negation of division in its 

members, and the extrinsic negation in the formula “this one is not the other [one].” In this 

slightly abbreviated (and clearer) derivation, there is no need to posit a second negation in unum; 

for it is enough to say that unum negates divisio in se, and nothing else.  

 After this derivation, Aquinas positions himself to affirm that multitudo is indeed 

properly predicated of God. Because extrinsic multiplicity does not imply imperfection, there is 

nothing to prevent it: “Hence we grant that as regards what they add to the things of which they 

are predicated, they are attributed to God by way of removal; but in so far as in their signification 

they include the things of which they are said they are predicated of God positively.”52 The 

                                                                 
secundum quod aliquid est indivisum in se; multitudo addit duas negationes, prout scilicet aliquid est in se 

indivisum, et prout est ab alio divisum. Quod quidem dividi est unum eorum non esse alterum.” Ibid.  
51 “[E]twas erkennbar ist, insoweit es in Akt ist.” Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 229.  
52 “Unde concedimus, quod quantum ad id quod superaddunt eis de quibus praedicantur, remotive in Deo 

accipiuntur; in quantum autem includunt in sua significatione ea de quibus dicuntur, positive accipiuntur.” Ibid.  
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Persons lack any and all intrinsic multiplicity (i.e. divisio in se), but they are extrinsically divided 

from one another. With the former affirmation, we have the distinctive conviction of 

monotheism; with the latter, we have the Christian revelation of the distinction of Persons. 

Crucially, there are no accidents added to God in either case; hence Aquinas’ judgment that 

numerical terms are predicated of God by way of remotion.  

 Two replies to objections are important for our purposes here, the tenth and fifteenth. In 

the tenth objection, a question is raised that is closely related to the concern voiced in our 

analysis of I Sent. 24.1.3: namely, the question of whether a merely notional negation could 

denote a real distinction in the Persons of the Trinity. The objector formulates the concern as 

follows: “Privation constitutes nothing, whereas unum constitutes numerus. Therefore the latter 

is not predicated privatively.”53 Again, the threat of Sabellianism looms.  

Aquinas’ response to this tenth objector is brief but instructive, since it further underlines 

the importance of deriving transcendental notions from an initial encounter with ens in actu: 

“Unum is not a constituent of numerus, on account of privation, but rather inasmuch as it posits 

ens.”54 That is, insofar as it is convertible with ens, every transcendental notion is “positive,” i.e. 

a recognition of something real. Here in De potentia 9.7, we have a very clear distinction 

between what a transcendental notion “posits” (ponit) and what a transcendental notion “adds” 

(addit). All transcendentals posit being, but no transcendental adds anything to being, i.e. as an 

accident is added to a subject. Therefore, insofar as unum adds no accident to ens, the objector is 

correct: privatio nihil constituit, not even number. However, insofar as unum posits ens, we can 

rightly say that the multiplicity is constituted by real, extrinsically divided unities. This is one of 

the clearest expressions of Goris’ actuality model in Aquinas’ entire corpus, and one that is 

                                                                 
53 “[P]rivatio nihil constituit. Unum autem constituit multitudinem. Non ergo dicitur privative.” Ibid., 9.7 arg. 10.  
54 “[U]num non constituit multitudinem ex parte privationis, sed ex parte illa qua ponit ens.” Ibid., 9.7 ad 10.  



Harris 242 

echoed in the reply to the fourteenth objection.55 The crucial point, again, is that a transcendental 

notion ponit ens in its ratio.  

 Yet perhaps the most important passage in De potentia 9.7 is the reply to the fifteenth 

objection. Here we have Avicenna’s circularity objection once again, but with a unique focus. 

The problem with the Aristotelian account of unum as a privation of multitudo is that it leads to a 

rather undesirable result—one that seems repugnant to the Neoplatonic texts that Aquinas is 

interested in preserving for his own doctrine of perfections and divine names. If unum is the 

privation—and multitudo the habit—then “number will precede unity both naturally and 

notionally, which seems awkward.”56 This is because a privation is only intelligible insofar as it 

retains a trace of its habit, and thus there is at least a “natural” priority afforded to the habit with 

respect to its privation. To say that multitudo is naturally prior to unum is unacceptable for any 

metaphysical program that purports to integrate insights from Dionysius and Proclus.  

 Aquinas’ response is interesting for our purposes because it marks an unprecedented 

willingness to criticize Aristotle’s own treatment of the problem. As we recall, Aristotle’s 

strategy is to render the priority of multitudo as merely notional (i.e. in the way that sense and 

imagination are prior to intellect). However, Aquinas is not satisfied: “this does not seem to 

suffice for unum to be opposed to multitudo privatively. For privation logically is an 

afterthought, since in order to understand a privation we must first understand its opposite, by 

which it is defined.”57 Aquinas’ point against Aristotle is that a privation is always posterior 

secundum rationem, which implies that the habit to which it is opposed also has a ratio in its 

                                                                 
55 “[U]num potest considerari dupliciter: uno modo quantum ad illud quod ponit, et sic constituit multitudinem; alio 

modo quantum ad negationem quam superaddit, et sic opponitur unum multitudini privative.” Ibid., 9.7 ad 14.  
56 “[M]ultitudo erit prior uno secundum naturam et secundum rationem; quod videtur inconveniens.” Ibid., 9.7 arg. 

15.  
57 “Hoc autem non videtur sufficere ad hoc quod unum opponatur multitudini privative. Nam privatio est posterior 

secundum rationem, cum in intellectu privationis sit eius oppositum, per quod definitur.” Ibid., 9.7 ad 15.  
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own right. It is simply not clear how the ratio multitudinis could be intelligible if it really were 

relegated entirely to sense and imagination.  

In contradistinction to the Aristotelian position, Aquinas addresses this problem with his 

unique derivation of transcendental notions, which features the all-important distinction between 

divisio and multitudo: “It would be better then to say . . . that unum is predicated privatively, 

since it is ens indivisum, i.e. with respect to division, but not with respect to multitudo. Hence 

division logically precedes unum, but multitudo is posterior.”58 If there were any doubt about the 

distinction of intrinsic and extrinsic multiplicity mapping onto the divisio/multitudo distinction, it 

should be dissolved here. Divisio, which arises out of the opposition of ens and non ens, is 

notionally prior to unum, and therefore “it is better to say” that unum is the privation of divisio, 

not of multitudo. The result is Aquinas’ familiar derivation schema of transcendental notions:  

That which falls in the intellect is ens; the second is the negation of ens; third, from these 

two there follows the concept of distinction; . . . fourth, it follows that the intellect 

apprehends the idea of unum, in that it understands that this thing is not divided in itself 

[in se divisum]; fifth, the intellect understands multitudo, i.e. in that it understands ‘this’ 

as distinct from ‘that’ and each as in se unum. For however things are conceived as 

distinct from one another, multitudo is not understood unless each be conceived as 

unum.59 

This schema is nearly identical to the one in the Sentences Commentary, with the subtle but 

important qualification that this divisio is not merely notional. Indeed, here as in the Quodlibet 

                                                                 
58 “Et ideo potest melius dici, . . . unum autem dicitur privative respectu divisionis, cum sit ens indivisum, non 

autem respectu multitudinis. Unde divisio est prior, secundum rationem, quam unum; sed multitudo posterius.” Ibid. 
59 “[P]rimum enim quod in intellectum cadit, est ens; secundum vero est negatio entis; ex his autem duobus sequitur 

tertio intellectus divisionis . . . quarto autem sequitur in intellectu ratio unius, prout scilicet intelligitur hoc ens non 

esse in se divisum; quinto autem sequitur intellectus multitudinis, prout scilicet hoc ens intelligitur divisum ab alio, 

et utrumque ipsorum esse in se unum. Quantumcumque enim aliqua intelligantur divisa, non intelligetur multitudo, 

nisi quodlibet divisorum intelligatur esse unum.” Ibid. 
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text, unum implies a negatio realis.60 Another important detail is the reference to the subtlety of 

De veritate 1.1: namely, that unum negates divisio in se, not any and all kinds of divisio. There is 

no ambiguity regarding the distinction between divisio and multitudo, since the latter denotes 

extrinsic rather than intrinsic division. Finally, the fundamental feature of multitudo is retained in 

that it assumes the internal unity of its members.  

 At this point, an objector inspired by Avicenna’s criticisms of Aristotle might raise two 

concerns. First, if what is notionally prior is also metaphysically prior, then Aquinas seems to 

push the privation problem back. That is, it seems no more tenable to say that unum is the 

privation of divisio than to say that unum is the privation of multitudo. Second, it seems 

repugnant to the “equiprimordiality” thesis to offer unum a notional priority to multitudo—if 

indeed notional priority implies metaphysical priority. After all, Aquinas’ motivation for 

including multitudo in his doctrine of transcendentia is nothing other than his avoidance of the 

Sabellian implication that there is a real order of priority between the unity of the essence and the 

multiplicity of Persons.  

 Although these objections do go beyond the text, our anticipation of Aquinas’ replies 

helps to illustrate the elegance of the “transcendental way of thought” in addressing fundamental 

issues in metaphysics and (in this case) dogmatic theology. Regarding the problem of priority, 

there is a solution already built into Aquinas’ account of transcendentality in general. The 

notional priority that is afforded to transcendental terms with respect to others does not imply 

metaphysical priority. Provided that there is no contradiction in affirming two or more 

transcendental terms of the same subject, nothing prevents Aquinas from affirming their real 

convertibility. To say that both unum and multitudo are convertible with ens, then, is to say that 

                                                                 
60 On this point, see Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3 ad 1 (in which unum implies a negatio rationis tantum); and Quodlibet 

10.1.1 ad 3 (in which unum implies a negatio rei).  
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an ens is always ordered to other entia—that is, implied in the notion of ens itself is that beings 

are “always-already” undivided in themselves and divided from others. If there is a notional 

priority of unum with respect to multitudo, as Aquinas admits explicitly, it is due to our mode of 

understanding, not to beings insofar as they have being.  

 Yet even this proviso with respect to the meaning of transcendental notions is not enough 

in itself to address the question of divisio’s notional priority with respect to unum. Even if we 

recognize that the notional priority of transcendentals does not imply a corresponding 

metaphysical priority, the status of divisio in this derivation difficult to discern. Clearly it cannot 

be another transcendental in itself, since divisio is not convertible with ens per se (it is not 

predicable of ens increatum). If anything, the notion’s fundamental role in the derivation of 

transcendental notions seems to underwrite natural fittedness of the finite knower to finite 

objects of knowledge. In other words, the principle of contradiction (i.e. the opposition of ens 

and non ens) is the “first principle” of finite intellects, since it sets the horizon for what is 

proportionately intelligible for human knowers.61 For our purposes, what is clear is that De 

potentia 9.7 offers a compelling case for the equiprimordiality of unum and multitudo. That is, 

Aquinas seems to have a coherent account of how each notion can be properly predicable of ens 

universaliter, i.e. without contradiction.  

Still, even if Aquinas successfully avoids conceptual incoherence, it is still not entirely 

clear how multitudo fits into his doctrine of transcendentals as a perfection, properly speaking. 

Before turning to the crowning texts in the Summa theologiae, then, we turn to the (perhaps 

unlikely) context of the angelic host in order to discern the way in which multitudo might be 

considered as a perfection.  

                                                                 
61 On the foundational role of the principle of non-contradiction in Aquinas, see Aquinas, De veritate 14.1 corp.; 

Ibid., 8.15 corp.; Ibid., 9.1 ad 2; Summa theologiae, 1.79.8 corp.; and Ibid., 2-2.1.7 corp.  



Harris 246 

The heavenly host: De spiritualibus creaturis 8 and Summa theologiae 1.50.3 
 

 The angelic host serves as an illuminating backdrop against which the metaphysical 

import of multitudo transcendens can be clarified. This is true for a variety of reasons—the most 

important of which is Aquinas’ well-known position that angels are pure forms, without matter 

of any kind.62 Because it is beyond the scope of this study to treat Aquinas’ many different lines 

of reasoning in support of this position, here we proceed dialectically, i.e. upon the hypothesis 

that angels are, in fact, (purely) immaterial substances. Two texts on angels, De spiritualibus 

creaturis 8 and Summa theologiae 1.50.3, are especially interesting for our purposes—not only 

because they appropriate the concept of multitudo transcendens, but also because they seem to 

illustrate its role in Aquinas’ notion of the perfectio ordinis.  

 The question in De spiritualibus creaturies 8 is “whether all angels differ from one 

another according to species,” and Aquinas’ affirmative response relies directly upon the notion 

of multitudo transcendens. This is because “the multiplication of individuals in one species takes 

place through a division of matter. But the angels are immaterial, because, as Augustine says, 

matter is ‘next to nothing’, whereas the angels are ‘next to God.’”63 The point here is simple 

enough to grasp: if there are many angels (and indeed there are, for Aquinas), then they must be 

distinct from one another in some way. But this distinction cannot be accounted for in terms of 

material division, since angels are wholly immaterial. Therefore, Aquinas reasons, the 

multiplication of individual angels must be accounted for in some other way: namely, by virtue 

of the “multitudo which derives from the transcendentals, inasmuch as unum and multa are 

                                                                 
62 For a detailed, conveniens-style argument that is characteristic for Aquinas’ position on the pure immateriality of 

angels, see Aquinas, De spiritualibus creaturis, 5 corp.  
63 [M]ultiplicatio individuorum in una specie est per divisionem materiae. Sed Angeli sunt immateriales: quia, ut 

Augustinus dicit XII Confess. VII, materia est prope nihil, Angeli autem prope Deum.” Ibid., 8 sed contra.  
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divisions of being; and this multitudo is the result of a formal distinction.”64 Angels are distinct 

from one another according to species because, in a sense, each individual angel “is its own 

species,” as it were. Without formal distinction, not only would all angels belong to the same 

species,65 per impossibile they would also be numerically one on account of their lack of signate 

matter. 

 If this is the case for angels, then, we are in a position to ask about the import of this 

properly specific diversity characterizing the angelic host. Aquinas’ replies to objections are 

again instructive in this regard. The second objector, for example, raises the issue of the angels’ 

proximity to God, and therefore also their natural perfection: “the closer some things are to God, 

in whom there is no diversity, the less different they are. Now according to the order of nature 

angels are closer to God than men are.”66 This objection seems reasonable. If diversity is a sign 

of imperfection—and angels are more perfect than human beings—then how can angels be 

propinquiora Deo if they are not only numerically but also formally distinct from one another?  

Aquinas’ strategy in response is to qualify the objector’s proposal: “whenever one 

inquires into specific difference or similarity, things are being studied from the standpoint of 

their natures. And on this basis, one must not speak of all angels as belonging to one nature that 

is closest to God. Rather, only the first angel was, from this point of view, the nature closest to 

God. And in this nature there is the least possible diversity, because there is neither specific nor 

numerical diversity.”67 Like De potentia 3.16 ad 3, the key distinction here is between intrinsic 

                                                                 
64 “[M]ultitudo quae est de transcendentibus, secundum quod unum et multa dividunt ens; et haec multitudo 

consequitur distinctionem formalem.” Ibid., 8 ad 15.  
65 This result is cited as an absurd implication of the positio Originis on the origin of creaturely diversity. On this 

point, see note 48 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
66 “[Q]uanto sunt aliqua propinquiora Deo, in quo nulla est diversitas, tanto minus sunt diversa. Angeli autem 

secundum ordinem naturae propinquiores sunt Deo quam homines.” Ibid., 8 arg. 2.  
67 “[C]um inquiritur de differentia vel convenientia speciei, est consideratio de rebus secundum naturas ipsarum. Et 

secundum hoc non est loquendum de omnibus Angelis, sicut de natura una Deo propinquissima; sed solus primus 
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and extrinsic multiplicity or division. If the highest and “first” angel is considered qua 

individual, then it is true that diversity at issue is minimal indeed. After all, angels are 

(relatively) simple beings, undivided in matter and form. However, what Aquinas points out is 

that this (minimal) intrinsic multiplicity is indirectly proportionate to the degree of extrinsic 

multiplicity enjoyed by their “fellow angels,” as it were. That is to say, precisely because angels 

lack any and all intrinsic material division, their distinction ab aliis is “greater” and (presumably) 

more perfect, since formal opposition makes for a higher form of distinction than extrinisic 

material division. Tellingly, this extrinsic multiplicity complements the angels’ perfection insofar 

as they are spiritual creatures.  

 Even more striking, however, is Aquinas’ reply to the fifth objection, which deals with 

the question of angelic love. Responding to the fifth objector’s claim that “all living beings of 

one species naturally love one another,” Aquinas makes the following observation:  

[B]ecause the angels, in proportion as they are higher, possess a more universal 

knowledge, . . . so does their love, as a consequence, look especially to the common 

good. Consequently they love one another more if they differ in species, which pertains 

rather to the perfection of the universe, as has been shown, than if they were to agree in 

species, which would pertain to the private good of a single species.68  

Thus, according to Aquinas, if angels were distinct from one another only numerically, their 

natural capacity to “love one another” would be limited by their common membership in a 

particular species. What makes angelic love so much more perfect than the love of material 

                                                                 
Angelus erat secundum hoc natura Deo propinquissima: in qua quidem natura est minima diversitas, quia nec 

secundum speciem nec secundum numerum.” Ibid., 8 ad 2.  
68 “Quia igitur Angeli quanto sunt altiores, tanto habent scientiam magis universalem, . . . ideo eorum dilectio 

maxime respicit commune bonum. Magis igitur diligunt se invicem, si specie differunt, quod magis pertinet ad 

perfectionem universi, ut ostensum est, quam si in specie convenirent, quod pertineret ad bonum privatum unius 

specie.” Ibid., 8 ad 5.  
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creatures is its relative universality. Far from inhibiting the love of the angels, then, their 

diversity in species serves as a condition for their far more universal “likeness,” which is nothing 

other than the bonum commune that is the perfectio universi as a whole. The point ought not to 

escape our attention: a being’s degree of extrinsic multiplicity is directly proportionate to its 

natural perfection.  

 Indeed, nowhere is this clearer in the context of the angelic host than in Summa 

theologiae 1.50.3, in which Aquinas considers a similar question: namely, “Whether the angels 

exist in any great number.” Again, the subject is the nature of the diversity proper to individual 

angels. This time, however, he approaches the matter under the aspect of numerus, as opposed to 

their specific mode of distinction. Like the question of numerical terms as they are predicated of 

God, Aquinas tasks himself with explaining the positive sense in which angels can be called 

“numerous.”  

 Citing Daniel 7 in his sed contra,69 Aquinas offers a brief historical survey on the topic of 

“separated substances” in his response. Plato is said to account for separated substances in his 

doctrine of separated Ideas (species rerum sensibilium), whereas Aristotle is said to account for 

them in his doctrine of prime movers in Metaphysics Λ.70  

 For Aquinas, both positions of the philosophers “seem to be contrary to the teachings of 

Sacred Scripture,” so he turns to Maimonides for a more “biblically sound” doctrine of separated 

substances. Yet even Maimonides remains captive to the philosophers: “wishing to bring both 

into harmony, [Maimonides] held that the angels, in so far as they are styled immaterial 

                                                                 
69 “[D]icitur Dan. VII, millia millium ministrabant ei, et decies millies centena millia assistebant ei.” Aquinas, 

Summa theologiae, 1.50.3 sed contra.  
70 “Plato enim posuit substantias separatas esse species rerum sensibilium . . . Posuit tamen Aristoteles quod illae 

naturae perfectiores habent ordinem ad sensibilia ista, secundum rationem moventis et finis. Et ideo secundum 

numerum primorum motuum, conatus est adinvenire numerum substantiarum separatarum.” Ibid., 1.50.3 corp.  
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substances, are multiplied according to the number of heavenly movements or bodies, as 

Aristotle held.” This is unacceptable, for Aquinas, since “it is quite foreign to the custom of the 

Scriptures for the powers of irrational things to be designated as angels.”71 

 Not coincidentally, then, Aquinas breaks from these all of these doctrines. In fact, for 

Aquinas, separated substances are angels, and they occupy a uniquely privileged place in the 

ordo universi: 

Hence it must be said that the angels, even inasmuch as they are immaterial substances, 

exist in exceeding great number, far beyond all material multiplicity. . . . The reason is 

this: since it is the perfection of the universe that God chiefly intends in the creation of 

things, the more perfect some things are, in so much greater an excess are they created by 

God. Now, as in bodies such excess is observed in regard to their magnitude, so in things 

incorporeal is it observed in regard to their multiplicity. We see, in fact, that incorruptible 

bodies exceed corruptible bodies almost incomparably in magnitude; for the entire sphere 

of things active and passive is something very small in comparison with the heavenly 

bodies. Hence it is reasonable to conclude that the immaterial substances as it were 

incomparably exceed material substances as to multiplicity.72 

Here, the link between multitudo and perfection is unmistakable. The multiplicity of the angelic 

host is “incomparably greater” than that of the material order on account of the “intention of the 

                                                                 
71 “[H]oc videtur repugnare documentis sacrae Scripturae . . . [Maimonides] volens utrumque concordare, posuit 

quod Angeli, secundum quod dicuntur substantiae immateriales, multiplicantur secundum numerum motuum vel 

corporum caelestium, secundum Aristotelem. . . . est alienum a consuetudine Scripturae, quod virtutes rerum 

irrationabilium Angeli nominentur.” Ibid.  
72 “Unde dicendum est quod etiam Angeli secundum quod sunt immateriales substantiae, in quadam multitudine 

maxima sunt, omnem materialem multitudinem excedentes. . . . Et huius ratio est quia, cum perfectio universi sit 

illud quod praecipue Deus intendit in creatione rerum, quanto aliqua sunt magis perfecta tanto in maiori excessu sunt 

creata a Deo. Sicut autem in corporibus attenditur excessus secundum magnitudinem, ita in rebus incorporeis potest 

attendi excessus secundum multitudinem. Videmus autem quod corpora incorruptibilia, quae sunt perfectiora inter 

corpora, excedunt quasi incomparabiliter secundum magnitudinem corpora corruptibilia, nam tota sphaera activorum 

et passivorum est aliquid modicum respectu corporum caelestium. Unde rationabile est quod substantiae 

immateriales excedant secundum multitudinem substantias materiales, quasi incomparabiliter.” Ibid.  
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first agent.” Citing the apparently limitless multiplicity of the heavenly bodies—which are 

separated substances of a still lower order than that of the angels73—Aquinas infers from the 

biblical text that the angels constitute an incomparably greater multiplicity.  

 It is important to note the import of this qualifier, incomparabiliter. While it may seem to 

be mere rhetorical flourish, the metaphysical implications are greater if taken literally. That is, 

the multiplicity of the angelic host is literally incomparable with that of the material substances; 

for the multitudo at issue is of an entirely different order. Indeed, as we have seen in De 

spiritualibus creaturis 8, the degree of internal simplicity of each individual angel is directly 

proportionate to their (metaphysical) mode of multitudo. Even if it were the case that there were 

only “two” angels, their multitudo would be of a higher order than that of the material order 

considered as an aggregate. The reason, once again, is that the multitudo at issue “is not the 

number which is of discrete quantity, brought about by division of what is continuous, but that 

which is caused by distinction of forms; according as multitudo is among the transcendentals.”74 

So, while it is true that Aquinas also clearly implies that there are “more” angels than material 

beings, the subtler metaphysical point ought not to be overlooked. As Aertsen remarks, 

“multitudo is a sign of perfection.”75 We do not understand this unless we understand the 

significance of the distinction between transcendental and numerical multitudo.76   

 Indeed, the point is even clearer in Aquinas’ reply to the second objector, who argues that 

“among other created natures the angelic nature approaches nearest to God. Therefore since God 

                                                                 
73 Aquinas contrasts “intellectual substances” (i.e. angels) and “heavenly bodies” by excluding all matter in the case 

of angels, and attributing a matter that is wholly commensurate with its form in the case of heavenly bodies. See 

Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, II.33.  
74 “[N]on est numerus qui est quantitas discreta, causatus ex divisione continui, sed causatus ex distinctione 

formarum, prout multitudo est de transcendentibus.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.50.3 ad 1.  
75 Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 225.  
76 Here I must disagree with Martin Lenz, who argues that Aquinas is following “a standard Neoplatonic tradition” 

in this text. Our emphasis on multitudo transcendens shows just how original this appropriation of Dionysius is in 

Summa theologiae 1.50.3. Martin Lunz, Angels in Medieval Philosophical Inquiry, 50.  
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is supremely one, it seems that there is the least possible multiplicity [minimum de multitudine] 

in the angelic nature.” Aquinas’ reply is predictable, given De potentia 3.16 ad 3 and De 

spiritualibus creaturis 8 ad 2: “From the angelic nature being the nighest unto God, it must 

needs have least of multiplicity in its composition, but not so as to be found in few subjects.”77 

Not only is the extrinsic multiplicity of angels not injurious to their perfection—it is constitutive 

of their perfection. The point is clear: multitudo, i.e. extrinsic multiplicity, is indeed a sign of 

perfection.  

 In the beginning of this study, we surmised that Aquinas posits a “metaphysical criterion” 

[MC] for any notion to be considered a transcendental.78 This is because transcendentals are 

“convertible with ens,” and ens is the “first perfection,” as it were. In these two texts on the 

angelic host, then, we seem to have our strongest textual evidence yet that Aquinas considers 

multitudo to be a perfectio, thereby satisfying this criterion. With some caveats in mind, 

especially the apparent conflation of intrinsic and extrinsic multiplicity in texts considered in the 

previous chapter,79 we are in a better position to understand the proper transcendentality of 

multitudo in Aquinas’ systematic thought.  

 At this point, then, we are in a better position to conclude our study with the “crowning 

texts” of the proper relationship between unum and multitudo, Summa theologiae 1.11.2 and 

1.30.3.  

  

                                                                 
77 “Natura autem angelica inter alias naturas creatas est Deo propinquior. Cum ergo Deus sit maxime unus, videtur 

quod in natura angelica inveniatur minimum de multitudine. . . . [E]x hoc quod natura angelica est Deo propinqua, 

oportet quod habeat minimum de multitudine in sui compositione, non autem ita quod in paucis salvetur.” Aquinas, 

Summa theologiae, 1.50.3 ad 2.  
78 See notes 6 and 7 of Chapter 1 of this study.  
79 See especially note 46 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
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Complementarity, not opposition: Summa theologiae 1.11.2 and 1.30.3 
 

 Although Avicenna is not named explicitly as an interlocutor anywhere in Summa 

theologiae 1.11.2, the context of our study shows definitively that the text is a direct 

confrontation with his “circularity objection” leveled against Aristotle. Predictably, it is Aquinas’ 

self-appointed task to save the letter of the Aristotelian text here—even if it means resorting to 

what is really his own original solution to the problem. The question at issue is “whether ‘one’ 

and ‘many’ are opposed.” As we have seen, this is precisely the question that Avicenna answers 

negatively in his Ilāhiyyāt: “it behooves you to affirm conclusively that there is no opposition 

between the two [i.e. unum and multitudo] in themselves [secundum seipsa].”80 To understand 

Aquinas’ affirmative answer is to understand it by the light of this dialectical context.  

 Both Aquinas’ sed contra and his response feature the authority of Aristotle. First, we 

learn that “the idea of unum consists in indivisibility; and the idea of multitudo contains 

division.”81 The “opposition” of unum and multitudo, then, is immediately evident in the 

definition of both notions, respectively. The response is also brief—merely a rehashing of 

Aristotle’s distinction of two kinds of opposition proper to unum and multitudo, i.e. in their 

transcendental and numerical varieties: “unum which is the principle of number is opposed to the 

multitudo which is numerical, i.e. as a measure is to the thing measured. . . . But unum which is 

convertible with ens is opposed to multitudo by way of privation; as the undivided is to the thing 

divided..”82 This position is clear enough from Aquinas’ reading of Metaphysics I. Tellingly, all 

                                                                 
80 Avicenna, Metaphysics, III.6.12; and note 71 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
81 “[R]atio unius consistit in indivisibilitate, ratio vero multitudinis divisionem continet. Ergo unum et multa sunt 

opposita.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.30.3 sed contra.  
82 “[U]num quod est principium numeri, opponitur multitudini quae est numerus, ut mensura mensurato, . . . Unum 

vero quod convertitur cum ente, opponitur multitudini per modum privationis, ut indivisum diviso.” Ibid., 1.30.3 

corp.  



Harris 254 

four objections are drawn in one way or another from Avicenna’s critique of this Aristotelian 

position.  

 The first objector contends that “unum and multa are not mutually opposed. For no 

opposite thing is predicated of its opposite. But every multitudo is in a certain way unum.”83 This 

objection is an interesting spin on Avicenna’s circularity problem, since the point is focused 

upon the odd result that unum is predicable of multitudo insofar as every multiplicity is reducible 

to some unity. In other words, as Aquinas himself confirms in his Divine Names commentary,84 

every multiplicity participates in the unity of some whole. Therefore it seems that there is no 

opposition to speak of here, but rather a relation of participans to participantum.  

Again, as in De potentia 3.16 ad 3, Aquinas’ reply is instructive because of what it 

concedes. Here we learn that the objector is indeed correct to recognize that every multiplicity is 

quoddam unum insofar as it participates in some unity: “the privation of ens has its foundation in 

ens; which is not the case in privations of special forms, as of sight, or of whiteness and the like. 

And what applies to ens applies also to unum and to bonum, which are convertible with ens, for 

the privation of bonum is founded in some bonum; likewise the removal of unitas is founded in 

some one thing.”85 The point here is that every privation of a transcendental notion is also really 

a privation of ens itself, given the convertibility of all transcendental notions with ens. Therefore, 

because ens is always predicable even of non ens insofar as non ens is intelligible (“pure” 

nothing is not an intelligible notion, for Aquinas86), so also is unum predicable of multitudo. So, 

                                                                 
83 “Nullum enim oppositum praedicatur de suo opposito. Sed omnis multitudo est quodammodo unum.” Ibid., 1.30.3 

arg. 1.  
84 On this point, see note 29 above.  
85 “[P]rivatio entis fundatur in ente, quod non accidit in privationibus formarum specialium, ut visus vel albedinis, 

vel alicuius huiusmodi. Et sicut est de ente, ita est de uno et bono, quae convertuntur cum ente, nam privatio boni 

fundatur in aliquo bono, et similiter remotio unitatis fundatur in aliquo uno.”  
86 Even non ens is, in some sense, an ens rationis, for Aquinas: “potest dici ens omne illud, de quo affirmativa 

propositio formari potest, etiam si illud in re nihil ponat. Per quem modum privationes et negationes entia dicuntur.” 

Aquinas, De ente et essentia, 1.  
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because multitudo simpliciter cannot denote a “pure” nothing, it is only intelligible insofar as it is 

quoddam unum. There are at least three notable implications of this reply.  

 First, (1) Aquinas is not explicit about which kind of multiplicity—i.e. intrinsic or 

extrinsic—is at issue here. However, it does seem clear that it must be intrinsic if it is to be 

consistent with the De potentia texts (especially 9.7 ad 15),87 in which Aquinas explicitly says 

that unum is not opposed to extrinsic multitudo.88 But this yields an awkward conclusion, which 

is the second notable implication of this reply (2). As in De potentia 3.16 ad 3, Aquinas seems to 

tacitly affirm the “reverse” of the Aristotelian position,89 since it is clear in this schema that 

(intrinsic) multitudo serves as the privation—not the habit—of unum. Of course, if this is the 

case, it makes for an awkward result, since then the Aristotelian ratio unitatis would be the 

privation of its own privation. This leads us to our third notable implication, namely, (3) that this 

text (with De potentia 3.16 ad 3) represents a desire on the part of Aquinas to affirm unum as 

perfectio. This is clear from Aquinas’ emphasis on the real convertibility of unum and ens—one 

that yields an isomorphic structure in terms of the privation-habit relation. Given that ens is the 

first and highest perfection, then whatever is really convertible with ens must also be a 

perfection.  

 Indeed, the second objector is even more explicitly concerned with the properly 

metaphysical import of this purported opposition of unum and multitudo: “no opposite is 

constituted by its opposite. But unum constitutes multitudo. Therefore unum is not opposed to 

multitudo.” Aquinas’ reply is an exercise in mereology: 

                                                                 
87 In my view, Aertsen overlooks this distinction in his account of Summa theologiae 1.11.2 ad 1. The “shift in 

perspective” that Aertsen perceives between this text and De potentia 3.16 ad 3 is not really a shift—even if it does 

cause problems for the larger derivation schemas in more classic “transcendentals texts.” See Aertsen, Medieval 

Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 230-31.   
88 “[D]ivisio est causa multitudinis, et est prior secundum intellectum quam multitudo; unum autem dicitur privative 

respectu divisionis, cum sit ens indivisum, non autem respectu multitudinis.” Aquinas, De potentia, 9.7 ad 15.  
89 See notes 32 and 33 above.  
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There are two kinds of ‘whole’. One kind is homogeneous, composed of similar parts; 

another is heterogeneous, composed of dissimilar parts. Now in every homogeneous 

whole, the whole is made up of parts having the form of the whole; as, for instance, every 

part of water is water; and such is the constitution of a continuous thing made up of its 

parts. In every heterogeneous whole, however, every part is wanting in the form 

belonging to the whole; as, for instance, no part of a house is a house, nor is any part of a 

man a man. Now a multiplicity is such a kind of a whole. Therefore inasmuch as its part 

has not the form of the multiplicity, the latter is composed of unities, as a house is 

composed of ‘non-houses’; not, indeed, as if unities constituted multiplicity insofar as 

they are undivided, i.e. the way in which they are opposed to multiplicity; but rather 

insofar as they have being, as also the parts of a house make up the house by the fact that 

they are bodies, not by the fact that they are ‘non-houses’.90 

Aquinas illustrates the opposition of unum and intrinsic multitudo using the Aristotelian 

distinction between homogenous and heterogenous wholes.91 If every whole were of a 

homogenous order, then absurdities would clearly follow; for then the multiplicity (i.e. the 

aggregate of unities) would indeed be directly constituted by its privation. Not coincidentally, 

this assumption that all wholes must be homogenous is a direct consequence of failing to 

recognize the distinction of transcendental and numerical unity. Simply put, the parts of every 

                                                                 
90 “[D]uplex est totum, quoddam homogeneum, quod componitur ex similibus partibus; quoddam vero 

heterogeneum, quod componitur ex dissimilibus partibus. In quolibet autem toto homogeneo, totum constituitur ex 

partibus habentibus formam totius, sicut quaelibet pars aquae est aqua, et talis est constitutio continui ex suis 

partibus. In quolibet autem toto heterogeneo, quaelibet pars caret forma totius, nulla enim pars domus est domus, 

nec aliqua pars hominis est homo. Et tale totum est multitudo. Inquantum ergo pars eius non habet formam 

multitudinis, componitur multitudo ex unitatibus, sicut domus ex non domibus, non quod unitates constituant 

multitudinem secundum id quod habent de ratione indivisionis, prout opponuntur multitudini; sed secundum hoc 

quod habent de entitate, sicut et partes domus constituunt domum per hoc quod sunt quaedam corpora, non per hoc 

quod sunt non domus.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.11.2 ad 2.  
91 See Averroes, Epitome, 38; and note 80 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
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homogenous whole are united in continuous quantity, and thus the unity of “parts” of a 

homogenous whole is nothing other than the unity of the principle of measurement of the whole.  

 But this is not the case for heterogenous wholes, which are constituted by parts that do 

not share the form of the whole. The crucial point seems to be that the parts of a heterogenous 

whole are not parts simply on account of their indivision. That is to say, it is not due to their 

relative indivision alone that, e.g. walls and roofs enter into the essential structure of a house. 

Walls and roofs are “parts” of a house insofar as they have a formal role in the ratio of “house” 

as such. This formal suitableness is intelligible quite apart from the relative unity of walls and 

roofs as such. Nothing prevents a multiplicity from being comprised of unities in this sense, then; 

for the respective unity of parts and wholes are importantly orthogonal to one another.  

 As we turn to the fourth objection, we can see just how important it is for unum and 

multitudo to “transcend” the whole-part relationship as such. Not coincidentally, the fourth 

objector’s complaint is drawn almost verbatim from Avicenna’s Metaphysics: “if unum is 

opposed to multitudo, it is opposed as the undivided is to the divided; and is thus opposed to it as 

privation is to habit. But this seems awkward because it would follow that unum comes after 

multitudo, and is defined by it; whereas, on the contrary, multitudo is defined by unum. Hence 

there would be a vicious circle in the definition, which is inadmissible. Therefore unum and 

multitudo are not opposed.”92 Again, the problem with this Aristotelian account is not only that 

multitudo ends up being prior to unum, but also that each notion is defined with respect to the 

other. The result is an inadmissible circularity of definition, which is not a real advance in 

understanding of either notion.  

                                                                 
92 “[S]i unum opponitur multitudini, opponitur ei sicut indivisum diviso, et sic opponetur ei ut privatio habitui cum 

tamen multitudo definiatur per unum. Unde erit circulus in definitione, quod est inconveniens. Non ergo unum et 

multa sunt opposita.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.11.2 arg. 4.  
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 Aquinas’ reply is predictable. First, making use of the Aristotelian point about what is 

prior quoad nos, Aquinas is able to account for the odd result that multitudo is prior to unum. 

Again, Aquinas’ originality is on display in his distinction of divisio and multitudo: “But 

multitudo also follows upon unum notionally because we do not understand divided things to 

convey the idea of multitudo except by the fact that we attribute unity to both divided things. 

Hence unum is placed in the definition of multitudo; but multitudo is not placed in the definition 

of unum.”93 By employing a strategy that is familiar to us by now, Aquinas avoids the circularity 

by placing multitudo after unum in his derivation schema. So there is a definitional priority 

enjoyed by unum with respect to multitudo, but not vice versa. Obviously there is no circularity if 

this priority remains asymmetrical.  

 As is the case in the Metaphysics Commentary, this response evidences the properly 

philosophical import of multitudo transcendens: namely, its usefulness as a convincing reply to 

Avicenna’s circularity objection against the Aristotelian position. Still, there is no question that 

Aquinas’ originality builds on the Aristotelian insight that transcendental unum must have a 

corresponding opposite. Ultimately, this amounts to an entirely original account of the proper 

rationes of each.  

 We are now in a position to move to the concluding text of our study, Summa theologiae 

1.30.3. In one sense, the text reads as an abbreviated version of De potentia 9.7 in that it involves 

a survey of opinions on the question of predicating numerical terms of God. Indeed, Aquinas’ 

stated answer is consistent with De potentia 9.7 and I Sent. 24.1.3—numerical terms are indeed 

predicated of God remotively. The sed contra again features the authority of Hilary’s De 

                                                                 
93 “Sed multitudo, etiam secundum rationem, consequenter se habet ad unum, quia divisa non intelligimus habere 

rationem multitudinis, nisi per hoc quod utrique divisorum attribuimus unitatem. Unde unum ponitur in definitione 

multitudinis, non autem multitudo in definitione unius.” Ibid., 1.11.2 ad 4.  
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Trinitate IV and Ambrose’s De Fide I, two of Aquinas’ favorite reference points for countering 

the threats of Sabellianism and polytheism, respectively: “Hilary says, ‘The profession of 

fellowship—which is a profession of plurality—then sublates the idea of singularity and 

solitude’; and Ambrose says, ‘When we say one God, unity excludes plurality of gods, and does 

not posit quantity in God.’”94 The interplay of these two authorities in the sed contra sets the 

tone for the response, which is uniquely focused on unum and multitudo as “complementary” 

notions, i.e. notions that are both properly predicable of God. The response begins with a now-

familiar distinction: “Now division is twofold; one is material, and is division of the continuous; 

from this results number, which is a species of quantity. Number in this sense is found only in 

material things which have quantity. The other kind of division is called formal, and it arises out 

of opposite or diverse forms.”95 The latter sort of divisio is transcendental, whereas the former is 

limited to the genus of quantity.  

Because quantitative dimension is an accident added to substance, the God who is 

without accidents cannot admit of this sort of numerical determination. Therefore, if multitudo is 

predicable of God, such a multitudo cannot addit aliquid to ens. However, because multitudo 

transcendens does not add anything real to being, nothing prevents it from being predicated of 

God: “we say that numeral terms predicated of God . . . that they are taken from multitudo which 

is transcendental.”96 More clearly than in I Sent. 24.1.3, then, we seem to have a clear rejection 

of any interpretation of multitudo transcendens that would limit it to ens creatum. Precisely 

                                                                 
94 “Hilarius dicit, sustulit singularitatis ac solitudinis intelligentiam professio consortii, quod est professio 

pluralitatis. Et Ambrosius dicit, cum unum Deum dicimus, unitas pluralitatem excludit deorum, non quantitatem in 

Deo ponimus.” Ibid., 1.30.3 sed contra.  
95 “Est autem duplex divisio. Una materialis, quae fit secundum divisionem continui, et hanc consequitur numerus 

qui est species quantitatis. Alia est divisio formalis, quae fit per oppositas vel diversas formas.” Ibid., 1.30.3 corp.  
96 “[D]icimus quod termini numerales, secundum quod veniunt in praedicationem divinam. . . . sumuntur a 

multitudine secundum quod est transcendens.” Ibid.  
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because ens dividitur per unum et multa, we can rightly say that unum and multitudo are 

predicable of ens inquantum ens. This is true a fortiori for God, who is ipsum esse.  

Now multitudo so understood has relation to the many [multa] of which it is predicated, 

as the unum, which convertible with ens, is related to ens; . . . it does not add anything to 

ens, except a negation of division, as we saw when treating of the divine unity; for unum 

signifies undivided being. So, whatever we say of unum, we imply its undivided reality, 

as it is said that unum applied to a man signifies the undivided nature or substance of a 

man. And, for the same reason, when we speak of many things, multitudo in this latter 

sense points to those things as being each undivided in itself [indivisione circa 

unamquamque earum].97 

Here multitudo is explicitly granted the same status as unum with regards to its convertibility of 

with ens (et eadem ratione). Further, as in previous texts, we have a clear distinction between 

divisio in se and divisio ab aliis (i.e. intrinsic and extrinsic division). Only the former adds 

something positively to ens.  

 Yet what is most distinctive to this text is the “payoff,” as it were, of Aquinas’ separation 

of unum and multitudo from the whole-part relation as such in Summa theologiae 1.11.2 ad 2.98 

Here Aquinas says that multitudo assumes the indivision of “what is divided”—as opposed to the 

indivision of “parts” that are related to a “whole.” This is a crucial point for the purposes of 

trinitarian theology. If multiplicity were always construed as a multiplicity of parts participating 

in the unity of a whole, then there would be no escape from the Scylla and Charybdis of 

                                                                 
97 “Multitudo autem sic accepta hoc modo se habet ad multa de quibus praedicatur, sicut unum quod convertitur cum 

ente ad ens. . . . [N]on addit aliquid supra ens nisi negationem divisionis tantum, unum enim significat ens 

indivisum. Et ideo de quocumque dicatur unum, significatur illa res indivisa, sicut unum dictum de homine, 

significat naturam vel substantiam hominis non divisam. Et eadem ratione, cum dicuntur res multae, multitudo sic 

accepta significat res illas cum indivisione circa unamquamque earum.” Ibid.  
98 See note 90 above.  
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Sabellianism and polytheism, respectively.99 That is to say, if all forms of multiplicity were 

quoddam unum as parts, the theologian would be left with two possible options—neither of 

which is tenable:100 

(1) The multiplicity of Persons are parts of a homogenous whole, the form of which is the 

divine essence.  

(2) The multiplicity of Persons are parts of a heterogenous whole, the form of which is the 

divine essence.  

For Aquinas, neither of these positions is correct precisely because the multiplicity of Persons is 

not a multiplicity of parts at all. The Persons are not parts of a homogenous whole (1); for this 

would be to affirm a numerical multiplicity of gods, i.e. polytheism. Yet neither are the Persons 

parts of a heterogenous whole; for this would be to affirm that the Persons are not really distinct, 

i.e. Sabellianism.  

For Aquinas, the properly philosophical import of the doctrine of the absolute simplicity 

of the essence and the real distinction of Persons requires is reflected at the level of 

transcendental notions. There must be an “equality of perfection” enjoyed by unum with respect 

to multitudo, i.e. an utter absence of metaphysical priority—one that precedes the whole-part 

relation as such.101 In short, although unum enjoys a notional priority with respect to multitudo, 

their respective res significata are equiprimordial as metaphysical principles.  

                                                                 
99 It is crucial to Aquinas’ doctrine of God that there is no whole-part relation in the divine essence/persons. See 

Summa theologiae 1.30.1 ad 4.  
100 Of course, a third option would be to deny that the Persons constitute a real multiplicity, but this is merely 

another version of Sabellianism.  
101 On the notion of an equality of perfection, see Summa theologiae 1.42.1 corp: “[N]ecesse est ponere aequalitatem 

in divinis personis. Quia secundum philosophum, in X Metaphys., aequale dicitur quasi per negationem minoris et 

maioris. Non autem possumus in divinis personis ponere aliquid maius et minus, quia, ut Boetius dicit, in libro de 

Trin., eos differentia, scilicet deitatis, comitatur, qui vel augent vel minuunt, ut Ariani, qui gradibus meritorum 

Trinitatem variantes distrahunt, atque in pluralitatem deducunt. Cuius ratio est, quia inaequalium non potest esse una 

quantitas numero. Quantitas autem in divinis non est aliud quam eius essentia.” Ibid., 1.42.1 corp.  
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 Aquinas’ replies to objections are also geared towards demonstrating the simultaneous 

coherence of positing unum and multitudo of the same subject—all of which are reproductions of 

previous points drawn in greater detail in I Sent. 24.1.3 and De potentia 9.7, respectively. Yet, 

importantly, Aquinas concludes the article with a reminder: “Although the idea of solitude is 

excluded by plurality, and the plurality of gods by unity, it does not follow that these terms 

express this signification alone. For blackness is excluded by whiteness; nevertheless, the term 

whiteness does not signify the mere exclusion of blackness.”102 In other words, even if this 

conceptual analysis is dedicated to the task of demonstrating the coherence of these concepts as 

such, it does not mean that this is all that is being said. Multitudo transcendens is not repugnant 

to divine simplicity, true, but it is also the case that it posits a real distinction in the Persons. As 

we learned from Goris’ thesis regarding the actuality model, then, even if multitudo does not 

“add” anything to ens, it does “posit” something in the sense that it denotes a real feature of ens 

per se. That is to say, the Persons are both really undivided in themselves and really divided 

extrinsically from one another. This concluding “qualification” in Summa theologiae 1.30.3 is a 

reminder: the negation implied in unum (and multitudo, by extension) is not a mere negatio 

rationis, as is the case in I Sent. 24.1.3. Each instance of ens really implies an internal indivisio 

and an external divisio—not accidentally, but essentially.  

  

                                                                 
102 “Licet enim pluralitate excludatur solitudo, et unitate deorum pluralitas, non tamen sequitur quod his nominibus 

hoc solum significetur. Albedine enim excluditur nigredo, non tamen nomine albedinis significatur sola nigredinis 

exclusio.” Ibid., 1.30.3 corp.  
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Conclusions 
 

 The texts covered in this chapter offer evidence suggesting that Aquinas recognizes the 

Neoplatonic position that predicative scope is directly proportionate to perfection. As his 

Commentary on the Liber de causis has it, what is final in resolutio is first in compositio—not 

only in imaginatione intellectus, but also in terms of metaphysical priority. Indeed, the Divine 

Names Commentary substantiates this position, as Aquinas notes Dionysius’ clear link between 

unity and perfection.  

 Next, we have seen in the De potentia texts that there is “more than meets the eye” with 

respect to Aquinas’ apparent acceptance of the Aristotelian position that unum and multitudo are 

opposed as contraries. The key distinction here is the distinction between “extrinsic” and 

“intrinsic” multitudo. Properly speaking, unum is only opposed to the latter as privation—not the 

former. Indeed, the detailed derivation of unum and multitudo as transcendental notions contains 

another important distinction that is immediately relevant for the orthodox affirmation of a real 

distinction of Persons. Although it is true that transcendental notions do not add anything to ens 

as an accident adds to a substance, transcendental notions are positive in the sense that they ponit 

ens in their very definitions. In affirming multitudo as a transcendental, then, Aquinas affirms 

that each instance of ens is always already extrinsically divided.  

 We have also seen in the texts on angels that Aquinas seems to affirm multitudo as a 

perfection. Indeed, as pure forms distinct only in species, angels exemplify an incomparably 

greater order of multitudo than do material creatures. This is not to say that there are simply 

“more” angels than material creatures; rather, it is to say that they exemplify a greater or more 

“intense” degree of multitudo as a perfectio entis.  
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 Finally, in the texts from the Summa theologiae, we have seen that the mature Aquinas 

has some very powerful ways to account for unum and multitudo as complementary attributes 

subsisting preeminently in the God who is both absolutely simple in his essence and yet a real 

multiplicity of Persons. Especially important here is both notions’ transcendence of the whole-

part relation, which cannot be predicated of God.  

When considered together, then, these later texts make for a compelling—if not 

unproblematic—case for a wholly original thesis regarding the perennial problem of meaning 

and relationship of unity and multiplicity, i.e. the so-called problem of “the one and the many.” It 

is a philosophical innovation occasioned by a properly theological question, i.e. an exercise in 

“Christian philosophy.”  

Therefore we conclude the textual study with the rather remarkable implications of this 

position in Aquinas—one that takes on a new meaning given the conceptual innovation of 

multitudo transcendens. In a precise sense, the multiplicity of Persons is “real” to the extent that 

it excludes any trace of solitudo in God. Indeed, if there is one moral to be drawn from the 

“story” of multitudo transcendens, it is summed up by Aquinas in Summa theologiae 1.31.2: 

nobis neque solitarius, neque diversus Deus est confitendus.103 

  

                                                                 
103 Ibid., 1.31.2 corp. See also Summa theologiae 1.33.3, in which Aquinas responds to the question of whether the 

term “alone” (solus) is predicable of the divine essence, Aquinas writes, “This term "alone" [solus] can be taken as 

categorematic or syncategorematic. A word is categorematic if it posits a thing signified in some supposit 

absolutely, e.g. as "white" to “man,” when we say “the man is white.” Therefore if this term "alone" is taken in this 

way, then it cannot be joined to any term in God in any way; since it would posit solitude in the term to which it is 

joined; and it would follow that God is solitary. . . .However a word is syncategorematic if it imports an order of the 

predicate to the subject, e.g. these words “every” and “none”; and similarly this word "alone" excludes every other 

supposit from the fellowship of the predicate. Thus, when we say, "Socrates writes alone," we do not mean that 

Socrates is solitary, but that no one joins—even if many are with him. And In this way nothing prevents this term 

"alone" from being joined to any essential term in God, i.e. insofar as all others are excluded from the fellowship of 

the predicate, as when we say, “God alone is eternal,” as excluding the predicate from all things but God; as if we 

said "God alone is eternal," because nothing besides God is eternal.” Ibid., 1.31.3 corp.  
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CONCLUSION 

 In this study I have pinpointed and exposited the key sources and points of development 

pertaining to Aquinas’ original concept of multitudo transcendens. As we have seen, Aquinas’ 

inclusion of multitudo as a member of the transcendentia functions as a solution to two different 

problems—one metaphysical, and the other theological in nature. Beginning with selected texts 

from Aristotle’s Metaphysics and its commentary tradition as represented by Avicenna and 

Averroes, we have seen that the problem of understanding the meanings of and opposition 

between unity and multiplicity occasions the properly metaphysical import of multitudo 

transcendens. Whereas Aristotle claims in Metaphysics I that per se unity is opposed to per se 

multiplicity as privation to habit, Avicenna levels some devastating criticisms against this thesis, 

including most notably his so-called “circularity” objection. Because unity and multiplicity are 

not correlative opposites, for one notion to include reference to the other in its proper ratio is to 

travel in a definitional circle of embarrassingly small diameter. But this is exactly what the 

Aristotelian position seems to imply.  

The other problem for which multitudo trancendens is conceived as a solution arises out 

of the commentary tradition on Lombard’s Sentences. This problem concerns how we might 

account for the real multiplicity of the Persons constituting the Christian doctrine of God as 

Trinity without injury to his absolute simplicity. Whereas Lombard and others argue that 

numerical terms are merely metaphorical when predicated of the distinct Persons of the Trinity, 

this position runs the risk of sliding into Sabellianism, i.e. the heretical position that the Persons 

of the Trinity are not really distinct from one another.  

 In this concluding chapter, I briefly address the function and significance of Aquinas’ 

concept of multitudo transcendens in light of these two problems. From the texts examined 
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closely in previous chapters, I argue that Aquinas is successful in resolving these two problems 

only to the extent that multitudo satisfies the heuristic “criteria” of transcendentality mentioned 

in Chapter 1 of this study. These criteria are, respectively, the epistemic, semantic, and 

metaphysical criteria. In short, if multitudo is not a member of the transcendentia in all three of 

these respects, then the notion is of no use for the specific problems Aquinas is addressing. 

Although Aquinas himself never explicitly addresses some of the particular aspects of these 

problems, I submit that there is a systematic coherence to be found in the originality of his 

position. Yet this originality is won at the price of compromising other commitments—most 

notably, Aquinas’ distinction between the respective domains of natural and revealed theology. 

Whatever else is the case, Aquinas’ development of multitudo transcendens marks the 

convergence of Aertsen’s “transcendental way of thought” and Gilson’s “Christian philosophy” 

in a way that has not been appreciated in Anglophone Aquinas scholarship.   
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The Metaphysical Problem 
 

 In Chapter 4, we saw that Aquinas’ mistaken reading of Avicenna (following Averroes) 

on the opposition of per se unity and multiplicity leads to some problematic inferences. As 

evidenced by texts such as In Met. Γ.4.567, In Met. I.4.1983, I Sent. 24.1.3, Quodlibet 10.1.1, 

and Summa theologiae 1.11.2, at least one of these inferences is Aquinas’ apparent desire to save 

the letter of an Aristotelian position—that per se unity and multiplicity are opposed as 

contraries—from Avicenna’s criticisms in Ilāhiyyāt III.1 As we recall from Chapter 3 of this 

study, Avicenna rejects any and all “opposition” between the two notions. This bold anti-

Aristotelian position leads Averroes (and Aquinas following) to address and (attempt to) refute 

Avicenna in the interest of saving the Stagirite.2  

 Yet, from the perspective of Aquinas, there is a problem with salvaging the letter of the 

Aristotelian text: namely, that such a task requires the conflation of divisio in se and multitudo—

a distinction that is essential to Aquinas’ original derivation of transcendentals, and indeed a 

condition of possibility for multitudo transcendens.3 Because Aristotle does not make Aquinas’ 

distinction between divisio in se and multitudo, the Stagirite only has one term to express each 

notion. But it is crucial for Aquinas’ purposes that Aristotle’s πλῆθος in Metaphysics I 

corresponds to divisio in se, not multitudo proper; for unum is the privation of divisio in se, not 

multitudo.4 Thus, to the extent that the Latin Doctor aims to save the letter of the Philosophus’ 

text, he is constrained by the latter’s vocabulary. This may be the reason why Aquinas often uses 

the same term, multa (or even multitudo) to express the properly distinct meanings of divisio in 

se and multitudo, respectively.  

                                                                 
1 See especially note 35 of Chapter 4 of this study.  
2 See note 85 of Chapter 3 of this study.  
3 See especially note 77 of Chapter 5 of this study.  
4 See note 58 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
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If this reading is correct, then Aquinas’ lack of precision is highly misleading; for the 

predicative scope of divisio in se is limited in that it is not predicable of God, whereas multitudo 

transcendens is predicable of God. Therefore only the latter notion satisfies what we have called 

the semantic criterion of transcendentality—that is, only multitudo transcendens can have the 

same predicative scope as ens universaliter.5 As we saw especially in Chapter 6, this occasions a 

question: what is the predicative scope of multitudo? 

To the extent that Aquinas is consistent with his original position, I argue that the texts 

from the De potentia examined in Chapter 7 serve as an interpretive key. As we saw in Chapter 

7, Aquinas makes a crucial distinction between “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” multiplicity—a 

distinction that exactly parallels the distinction between divisio in se and multitudo transcendens. 

In De potentia 3.16 ad 3, we learn that God is the direct cause of the latter, without being the 

(per se) cause of the former.6 If Aquinas were trying to save the letter of Aristotle’s position 

without falling victim to Avicenna’s circularity objection, this would be a way to do so. By 

making a distinction between these two notions—and keeping multitudo as a single nomen for 

both—Aquinas can make sense of the fact that Aristotle only uses one term to express these two 

radically different notions. While it is true that divisio in se is not convertible with ens 

universaliter, multitudo transcendens is.  

To be clear: even if this loyalty to Aristotle not really a motivating factor in Aquinas’ 

apparent propensity for equivocation, what matters for our purposes is the integrity of Aquinas’ 

position, irrespective of Aristotle. For these purposes, at least, De potentia 9.7 is exceedingly 

clear. Instead of saying that unum is opposed to multitudo, Aquinas remarks, “It would be better 

to say . . . that unum is predicated privatively, since it is ens indivisum, i.e. in relation to divisio, 

                                                                 
5 See note 5 of Chapter 1 of this study.  
6 See note 35 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
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but not in relation to multitudo. Hence division logically precedes unum but multitudo is 

posterior.”7 Ironically, for Aquinas, there is a sense in which Avicenna is correct: there is no 

opposition at all between unum and multitudo transcendens; rather, unum is opposed to divisio in 

se (and vice versa).  

Of course, this does not mean that Aquinas’ position is merely Avicennian. In fact, the 

development of multitudo as a transcendental in its own right is absolutely original to Aquinas. 

The upshot of Aquinas’ most precise position vis-à-vis Avicenna is nicely captured in one of the 

three heuristic criteria of transcendentality mentioned in Chapter 1:8 namely, the “epistemic” 

criterion [EC]. As we recall, the [EC] pertains to the transcendental horizon of intelligere—that 

is to say, a notion satisfies the epistemic criterion just in case it is a necessary condition for any 

given act of understanding. As we remarked in Chapter 1, this criterion is captured most notably 

in Aquinas’ Commentary on Boethius’ De Trinitate as what is “manifest in the light of agent 

intellect itself.”9 Crucially, because no transcendental notion bears any purely logical 

relationship to any other, there can be no “opposition” between unum and multitudo 

transcendens if indeed both satisfy the [EC].10 This is because transcendentals are given a 

posteriori—that is, their derivation is a matter of metaphysical insight into ens, as opposed to 

logical inference or even abstraction, properly speaking.11 

                                                                 
7 Aquinas, De potentia 9.7 ad 15. 
8 See note 4 of Chapter 1 of this study.  
9 “[M]anifestantur ex ipso lumine intellectus agentis.” Thomas Aquinas, Super Boethium De Trinitate, 6.4 corp.   
10 As Mark Jordan has noted, transcendental notions in Aquinas are like Kantian synthetic a priori notions in at least 

one respect: neither transcendentia nor synthetic a priori notions can be logically inferred from one another. On this 

point, see Mark D. Jordan, “The Grammar of Esse: Re-Reading Thomas on the Transcendentals,” The Thomist: A 

Speculative Quarterly Review 44.1 (1980): 1-26.  
11 This point is an inference from what Goris has called the “actuality model” of deriving transcendental notions, i.e. 

the principle that unumquodque cognoscibile est, inquantum est actu. See Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.5.2 corp.  
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Aquinas is quite explicit in many texts (“early” and “late”) that the notion of multitudo is 

among the prima cognita, i.e. those notions which “fall first in the intellect.”12 Not 

coincidentally, the repeated inclusion of multitudo in and amongst these first notions is clearest 

when Aquinas is answering objections inspired by Avicenna’s circularity objection. As we have 

seen, on many occasions Aquinas distinguishes divisio in se from multitudo in his order of first 

notions precisely to avoid the Avicennian circularity objection.13 Unum and multitudo are not 

opposed at all because they are both transcendental notions in their own right. In other words, to 

truly understand an ens is not only to understand the principle(s) of its internal unity; it is also to 

understand the principle(s) by which it is ordered to other unities.14 There is no ordo without 

distinct unities, which is to say that ordo directly implies multitudo.15 Aquinas’ approach to 

Avicenna’s circularity objection makes little sense if multitudo does not satisfy the [EC].  

 Again, despite his polemics, Aquinas’ position ends up being rather similar to that of 

Avicenna. Most importantly, both hold that properly speaking there is no opposition between the 

proper rationes of unum and multitudo simpliciter. Instead, both are prima cognita in their own 

right. In fact, although Aquinas is content to say that unum and divisio are opposed as privation 

to habit, he faces a problem that is similar to the one faced by Avicenna. Just as Avicenna is 

silent on the matter of the proper opposite of unitas, so Aquinas is relatively silent on the proper 

opposite of multitudo.16 Given that the distinctive integrity of a concept is only as good as the 

                                                                 
12 See, for example, Aquinas, I Sent. 8.1.3 corp.; In Met., Γ.4.566; and De potentia 9.7 ad 15.  
13 See Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3 ad 2, Quodlibet 10.1.1 ad 3, De potentia 9.7 ad 15, In Met., Γ.4.566, and Summa 

theologiae 1.11.2 ad 4. If it is conceded that aliquid as analyzed in De veritate 1.1 is synonymous with multitudo (as 

I have argued), then this text is yet another clear case in which “multitudo” can be shown to satisfy the [EC]. 
14 “In his autem quae in apprehensione omnium cadunt, quidam ordo invenitur.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1-

2.94.2 corp.  
15 “[O]rdo in ratione sua includit . . . distinctionem, quia non est ordo aliquorum nisi distinctorum.” Aquinas, I Sent. 

20.1.3.1 corp. For an extended discussion of this point, see Robert W. Schmidt, The Domain of Logic According to 

Saint Thomas Aquinas (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1966), 169.  
16 This is not to say that Aquinas is entirely silent on the matter of multitudo’s opposite. See note 40 below, as well 

as notes 37 and 39 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
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correlative integrity of its proper opposite, this is a important ambiguity in both philosophers’ 

work.17  

Indeed, although Aquinas does not address the issue of the proper opposite of multitudo 

transcendens at length, I contend that the answer is implied in his response to the theological 

problem of Sabellianism. At this point, then, we turn to Aquinas’ trinitarian theology.  

  

                                                                 
17 On this point, see Houser, Thomas Aquinas on Transcendental Unity, 187; and note 169 of Chapter 3 of this 

study.  
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The Theological Problem 
 

 We have seen that Aquinas consistently presents his account of the real multiplicity of 

Persons in the Trinity as a via media between a Scylla and Charybdis. The Scylla is any position 

implying that the Persons form a sort of quantitative multiplicity. Quantitative multiplicity 

cannot be predicated of God because quantitative multiplicity is accidental, and there can be no 

composition of substance and accidents in the divine simplicity.18 Indeed, this point is 

unanimous among the figures in the Sentences tradition discussed in Chapter 5; for the accident 

of quantity is only properly predicable of beings subject to dimensive extension, i.e. material 

substances.19 Therefore, a fortiori given his absolute immateriality, there can be no properly 

quantitative multiplicity in God.  

 Aquinas avoids this problem by distinguishing quantitative multitudo and multitudo 

transcendens.20 Whereas the former is an accident, the latter follows upon all beings insofar as 

they are beings. As we have seen time and time again,21 multitudo transcendens does not imply 

that God is somehow internally divisible (i.e. subject to divisio in se), since multitudo “adds” to 

ens only the notion of distinct unities. To the extent that numerical terms predicated of God are 

literal (proprie dicitur), they denote transcendental rather than quantitative multiplicity. Again, 

the key to Aquinas’ originality in this regard lies with his distinction between divisio in se and 

multitudo in his derivation of transcendentals. Divisio in se is the opposite of unum, not 

multitudo. Therefore the multiplicity of Persons in God does no injury to the divine simplicity.  

 This brings us to the second and more difficult Charybdis: namely, Sabellianism, the 

position implying that the multiplicity of Persons in God is (a) merely notional, or (b) non-literal. 

                                                                 
18 See, for example, Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.3.6.  
19 On this point, see note 10 of Chapter 5 of this study.  
20 See Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3; De potentia 9.7 corp.; and Summa theologiae 1.30.3 corp., among others.  
21 See note 92 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
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Care should be taken here. While these intimately related positions are indeed versions of 

Sabellianism, nevertheless they are importantly different. Whereas it is entirely possible to 

literally predicate purely negative terms of God (e.g. “God is immaterial”), it is also possible to 

metaphorically predicate terms (positive or negative) of God (e.g. “God is a lion”). In fact, once 

we identify this latter form of Sabellianism in its particularity, it becomes easier to see why the 

“semantic” [SC] and “metaphysical” [MC] criteria for transcendentality are necessary conditions 

for the function of multitudo transcendens in Aquinas’ corresponding solution.  

 In Chapter 6, we have seen that the first species of Sabellianism seems to follow if unum 

(and multitudo, by extension) is a “purely negative” notion, i.e. a negatio rationum, as opposed 

to a negatio rei. Whereas in the Sentences Commentary Aquinas is content to say that unum and 

multitudo are negationes negationum,22 we followed Goris’ schema in viewing Quodlibet 10.1.1 

as a “transition text”—that is, a text after which Aquinas is clear about the negatio rei implied in 

both. So, although both unum and multitudo are always predicated “remotively” of God, the 

Quodlibet passage is important because it betrays Aquinas’ unique sensitivity to the problematic 

suggestion that the multiplicity of Persons in God as merely notional. According to Aquinas’ 

alternative logic, the Persons are really distinct because multitudo implies a real negation: this 

unity is (really) not that unity.  

 In Chapter 7, we also saw that although unum and multitudo do not “add” anything to ens 

(i.e. as an accident adds to a substance), but that both notions nevertheless retain a “positive” 

significance to the extent that they ponit ens in their respective rationes.23 In fact, as we have 

seen, according to the “actuality model” of deriving transcendentals, ens is included in every 

                                                                 
22 See note 66 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
23 See note 53 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
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primum cognitum as such.24 Again, this is significant for the Sabellianism discussion; for it 

represents another way in which Aquinas allows the problem of accounting for the real 

multiplicity of Persons to shape his doctrine of ens. When he affirms the Persons in God 

constitute a transcendental multiplicity, Aquinas is saying something about the fundamental 

structure of entia in actu—not merely our intellectual experience. Indeed, as De potentia 9.7 

especially indicates, the Sabellianism discussion seems to be at least one motivation for adopting 

the actuality model of deriving transcendentals. Multitudo does not “add” to ens some sort of 

accidental modification, but it does refer to the fundamental structure of ens in actu.  

 This brings us to the second and (for our purposes) more important species of 

Sabellianism: namely, the issue of whether it is coherent for Aquinas to maintain that multitudo 

can be literally predicated of God. In one sense, the answer is obvious; for it is Aquinas’ 

explicitly held position.25 After all, a merely metaphorical distinction of Persons cannot assure a 

real distinction of Persons. What is not obvious is that the coherence of Aquinas’ solution 

directly depends upon multitudo’s satisfaction of the [SC] and [MC] of transcendentality. This 

requires some explanation.  

 First, as we recall, the [SC] concerns the predicative scope of transcendental terms. If a 

term is predicable of all beings, then it satisfies this criterion. More precisely, a term satisfies the 

[SC] if and only if it is literally or properly predicated of all beings. In other words, if P is a 

predicate satisfying the [SC], then every proposition of the form “x has being, and x is P” will be 

true, however trivially. Because God not only has being, but is ipsum esse, it obviously follows 

that terms convertible with ens must be predicable of God.  

                                                                 
24 On this point, see note 79 of Chapter 6 of this study.  
25 See Aquinas, I Sent. 24.1.3 ad 3.  
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 Yet, for the purposes of Aquinas’ anti-Sabellian position, it is important to remember that 

everything that is truly or literally predicable of God is “known by us from creatures” 

(cognoscitur a nobis ex creaturis).26 From this it follows that the meanings of terms predicated of 

God must be similar to the meanings of those same terms as they are predicated of creatures, 

even if this similarity is irreducibly analogical.27 Without this similarity in meaning—one that 

corresponds to the real or actual similarity of creatures with respect to God28—Aquinas’ 

doctrine of divine names is unintelligible. Because creatures are unum, bonum, etc., we can 

literally and truly say that God is unum, bonum, etc. The implication for Aquinas’ concept of 

multitudo transcendens should be clear. If multitudo is literally predicated of God, then its 

meaning as applied to God must be analogically similar to its various meanings as applied to 

creatures. In short, multitudo can be properly predicable of God only if multitudo is properly 

predicated of creatures.  

 Crucially, such an analogical similitude of meanings is only possible if multitudo satisfies 

the [SC]. If the meaning of multitudo transcendens as applied to ens creatum were merely a 

synonym for divisio, for example, then it would directly follow that multitudo as applied to God 

would be a metaphorical use of the term. This is because the term multitudo would include 

imperfection in its ratio or modus significandi (as opposed to its res significata), a telltale sign of 

metaphorical speech about God, in whom there is no imperfection.29 Terms that are literally 

predicated of God must be convertible with ens simpliciter—not just ens creatum—because their 

                                                                 
26 Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.13.1 corp.  
27 Ibid,. 1.13.5 corp.  
28 Ibid., 1.4.2 corp.  
29 “In nominibus igitur quae Deo attribuimus, est duo considerare, scilicet, perfectiones ipsas significatas, ut 

bonitatem, vitam, et huiusmodi; et modum significandi. Quantum igitur ad id quod significant huiusmodi nomina, 

proprie competunt Deo, et magis proprie quam ipsis creaturis, et per prius dicuntur de eo. Quantum vero ad modum 

significandi, non proprie dicuntur de Deo, habent enim modum significandi qui creaturis competit.” Ibid., 1.13.3 

corp. 
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literality directly implies this analogical similarity of meaning as applied to God and creatures. 

Without this universal predicative scope, multitudo could not be literally predicable of God. 

Therefore, if multitudo transcendens did not satisfy the [SC], then Aquinas’ alternative to 

Sabellianism would be no alternative at all. It would be a metaphysically impotent metaphor.  

Finally, though not as critically, it is a direct implication of Aquinas’ doctrine of divine 

names that multitudo transcendens is a perfection [MC]. On the one hand, the abovementioned 

“problem texts” for multitudo’s satisfaction of the [SC] also appear to problematize its 

satisfaction of the [MC], since if multiplicity always implies a “fall” or “recession” from unity, 

then not only is it not a perfection in itself—it is actually the opposite of perfection. This 

apparent problem is not serious, however, since it can be resolved by appropriating the 

aforementioned distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic multiplicity (i.e. divisio in se and 

multitudo transcendens, respectively). As the opposite of unum, it is intrinsic multiplicity (or 

divisio) that is the “fall” or “recession” from unity, not extrinsic multiplicity (i.e. multitudo 

transcendens).  

If this interpretation is accurate, then perhaps it offers some clues into what are otherwise 

rather cryptic texts such as I Sent. 26.2.2 ad 2: 

The order of distinction can be considered in two ways—either in terms of quantitative 

distinction or in terms of dignity and causality. If in terms of quantitative distinction, then 

the distinction of the divine hypostases [i.e. Persons] is the most minimal that can be, and 

thus such [order of] distinction coincides with ens minimally, namely, as relation. But in 

terms of dignity and causality, that distinction surpasses [excellit] all distinctions.30  

                                                                 
30 “[O]rdo distinctionis potest dupliciter considerari: vel quantum ad quantitatem distinctionis, vel quantum ad 

dignitatem et causalitatem. Si quantum ad quantitatem distinctionis, sic distinctio divinarum hypostasum est minima 

distinctio realis quae possit esse . . . [e]t ideo tali distinctioni competit ens minimum, scilicet relatio. Sed quantum ad 

ordinem dignitatis et causalitatis, illa distinctio excellit omnes distinctiones.” Aquinas, I Sent. 26.2.2 ad 2.   
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Aquinas seems to be reasoning as follows: since everything predicable of God is the summit and 

eminence of perfection, this must also be the case for the ordo distinctionis that is the community 

of Persons in God. If, per impossibile, the Persons were merely materially distinct, then their 

multiplicity would be “minimal,” indeed. But this is decidedly not the case. Not only is the 

“dignity” of the multiplicity of divine Persons not limited by any sameness in species, as would 

be the case for materially-distinct plural-subjects, it also escapes the limitations of any sameness 

in genus; for God is beyond all genera.31 Indeed, perhaps counterintuitively, precisely because 

each individual Person is a perfect unity, the consideration of the Persons together qua 

extrinsically distinct is also perfect. Hence, the divine Persons make a perfect multitudo insofar 

as they form a community of formal or “virtual” equality.32 

 If this rendering of divisio in se and multitudo transcendens helps to demystify the 

meaning of a “perfect” multiplicity in God, then it also does so with respect to Aquinas’ 

statements regarding the multiplicity of the angelic host. After all, in Summa theologiae 1.50.3, 

Aquinas is rather explicit: “immaterial substances as it were incomparably surpass [excedant] 

material substances according to multitudo.”33 As we have seen,34 Aquinas holds that the 

multitudo of the angelic host is “incomparably greater” than that of the material order—not 

because there are quantitatively “more” angels than material creatures, but because the multitudo 

at issue is of an entirely different order. Therefore, I argue that the situation with respect to 

multitudo’s satisfaction of the [MC] is not as dire as it may seem. Indeed, there is a sense in 

                                                                 
31 See Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.3.5.  
32 “[I]n divinis personis nihil est considerare nisi essentiam, in qua communicant, et relationes, in quibus 

distinguuntur. Aequalitas autem utrumque importat, scilicet distinctionem personarum, quia nihil sibi ipsi dicitur 

aequale; et unitatem essentiae, quia ex hoc personae sunt sibi invicem aequales, quod sunt unius magnitudinis et 

essentiae.” Ibid., 1.42.1 ad 1. Also see note 101 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
33 “[S]ubstantiae immateriales excedant secundum multitudinem substantias materiales, quasi incomparabiliter.” 

Ibid., 1.50.3 corp.  
34 See note 72 of Chapter 7 of this study.  
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which the multitudo that is predicable of God must be a perfection, since everything that is 

“common” to the divine nature and created order is a perfection, by definition.35  

 Yet there is still one more challenge to multitudo’s satisfaction of the [MC]. It is what 

Goris calls the relationship of “indifference” characterizing the oppositions of ens/non ens and 

unum/multitudo, respectively.36 This problem is a perennial one for any metaphysical system that 

attempts to make use of the concept of transcendental unity. The problem is simple: unity seems 

to be convertible with being, yet multiplicity does not seem to be convertible with non-being. A 

fortiori for multitudo, then: if multitudo is convertible with being, then its opposite ought to be 

convertible with non-being.  

This problem is difficult because Aquinas says very little about what the opposite of 

multitudo transcendens is—not even in his most detailed derivation texts. In fact, Aquinas’ 

concept of multitudo seems to suffer from the same ambiguity as Avicenna’s concept of unitas: 

namely, that neither seems to have a distinct, proper opposite. Whereas non ens is clearly the 

opposite of ens, malum the opposite of bonum, etc., we are at a loss when it comes to the 

opposite of multitudo. What are we to make of this? Does multitudo transcendens have no proper 

opposite? Such a result would rob multitudo of its conceptual traction, thereby rendering it 

impotent as a real solution to Avicenna’s circularity objection, to say nothing of the specter of 

Sabellianism. 

 While I concede that Aquinas never ventures to say in a straightforward and explicit 

manner just what the proper opposite of multitudo transcendens is, the aforementioned Hilarian 

                                                                 
35 See Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.4.2 corp. It should be noted that so-called “personal” attributes (as opposed to 

“essential” attributes) are not necessarily perfections in the relevant sense. But multitudo cannot be a personal 

attribute, since it is common to every person of the Trinity that they are distinct from ordered to another. See Ibid., 

1.42.3.  
36 See Goris, Transzendentale Einheit, 144 
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dictum picked up in the commentary tradition on Sentences I.24 does contain the rudiments of a 

solution. As we recall, the dictum runs as follows: “We confess neither a solitary nor a diverse 

God.”37  

Aquinas’ development of multitudo transcendens is occasioned by questions pertaining to 

the manner in which the Persons of the Trinity are distinct from one another. Further, like 

Alexander and Albert, it is clear in both early and later texts that Aquinas holds himself 

accountable to the letter of the Hilarian dictum when giving his account of the way in which 

unity and multiplicity are properly predicated of God. That is to say, the main task that Aquinas 

is faced with in texts such as I Sent. 24.1, De potentia 9.7 and Summa theologiae 1.30.3 is to give 

a properly theoretical purchase to the Hilarian dictum. This much should be uncontroversial.  

Aquinas’ chosen strategy for excluding diversitas and solitudo from God is to clarify the 

respective meanings of these terms in light of his derivation of transcendental notions. With 

respect to Hilary’s term diversus, Aquinas interprets it in light of his own concept of divisio in 

se, i.e. the division that follows upon the affirmation and negation of a single being insofar as it 

is internally divided according to act and potency. Therefore, as unum transcendens is the proper 

opposite of divisio in se, for Aquinas to say that God is maxime unus is his way of affirming the 

latter half of the Hilarian dictum: Deus non est diversus.  

 This leaves the former half of the Hilarian dictum: namely, Deus non est solitarius. The 

importance of this claim for the present thesis cannot be overstated. Indeed, as we recall, the 

entire problem of predicating numerical terms of God (as presented in the Sentences tradition) 

boils down to the task of providing a theoretically adequate interpretation of this claim. As it 

happens, this is precisely the task for which multitudo transcendens is appointed: namely, to 

                                                                 
37 “[N]obis neque solitarius, neque diversus Deus est confitendus.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1.31.2 corp.  



Harris 280 

exclude solitudo from the being of God. After all, Aquinas reasons, “[I]f a plurality of Persons 

did not exist in God [per impossibile], he would be alone or solitary.”38 We should note the 

direct implication here: when Aquinas claims that the Persons consituting the Trinity are a 

transcendental multiplicity, he is giving theoretical shape to the Hilarian dictum: Deus non est 

solitarius. Multitudo transcendens excludes solitudo.  

At this point, it may be helpful to anticipate an objection. Even if it is agreed that 

Aquinas employs the concept of multitudo as a means of excluding solitudo from God, could it 

be an invalid inference to then conclude that solitudo (or singularitas, numerical oneness, or 

some other synonym39) is the proper opposite of multitudo? That is to say, how does one get 

from (a) “multitudo transcendens excludes solitudo” to (b) “solitudo is the proper opposite of 

multitudo transcendens”? The answer to this question has to do with the universal predicative 

scope of the transcendentia.  

Because transcendental notions do not contract ens into any determinate species or 

mode,40 an interesting implication directly follows: namely, that when a transcendental term is 

predicated of a subject, this predication only implies the negation of its proper opposite—nothing 

else. After all, for Aquinas, to say that “x is one” excludes nothing from x except for divisio in 

se.41 This is because divisio in se is the proper opposite of unum.  

                                                                 
38 “[S]i non esset pluralitas personarum in divinis, sequeretur, quod Deus esset solus vel solitarius.” Aquinas, 

Summa theologiae, 1.31.3 ad 1.  
39 I am interpreting solitudo here as a synonym for the sort of unity of which multitudo est privatio: “Aliud vero 

unum est quod est principium numeri, . . . et huius unius multitudo est privatio” (see Aquinas, De potentia 3.16 ad 

3). See notes 37 and 39 of Chapter 7 of this study. 
40 See especially De veritate 1.1; and note 33 of Chapter 1 of this study.  
41 Admittedly, given the convertibility of transcendental notions, it also indirectly negates non ens from x, but direct 

negation is what is at issue here.  
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But once this principle is applied in the case of multitudo, it is not difficult to see that 

Aquinas’ position directly implies that the proper opposite of multitudo is solitudo. To recap this 

line of reasoning: 

(1) For any transcendental notion P, if P negates Q, then Q is P’s proper opposite (i.e. if 

P, then ~Q).42  

(2) But multitudo trascendens negates solitudo.43  

(3) Therefore, the proper opposite of multitudo transcendens is solitudo.   

Again, premise (1) follows directly from Aquinas’ account of transcendental notions insofar as 

they have a universal predicative scope. Because transcendentals do not contract being, they can 

only exclude their proper opposites from the subjects of which they are predicated. Premise (2) is 

clearly Aquinas’ position, as evidenced in many texts on the question of numerical terms as they 

are predicated of God. Therefore, because the argument is clearly valid, the conclusion follows 

with logical necessity: solitudo (or any synonymous term) is the proper opposite of multitudo 

transcendens.   

Yet, if this is the case, then the so-called “indifference” problem arises for us again in a 

way that is exactly isomorphic to the opposition of unum and divisio. Just as it seems odd to 

admit that divisio is convertible with non ens, the same holds for solitudo. Presumably, even if 

something is not ordered to other unities, it can still be. Given this isomorphism between 

unum/divisio and multitudo/solitudo, it seems that any consistent critic of unum transcendens 

would also have to be a critic of multitudo transcendens, as well.  

Aquinas never addresses this apparent problem. However, strangely enough, it seems that 

what was initially considered a “problem text” for multitudo transcendens—namely, Summa 

                                                                 
42 On this point, see Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.11.2 ad 1.  
43 See note 39 above.  
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theologiae 1.11.2 ad 1—may contain the seeds of a solution. As we recall, this text is a response 

to a rendition of Avicenna’s circularity problem. In it Aquinas addresses the question of the 

purported convertibility of divisio and non ens: “No privation entirely takes away the esse of a 

thing, . . . [n]evertheless every privation takes away some esse; and so in ens, by reason of its 

universality, the privation of ens has its foundation in ens.”44 The counterintuitiveness of 

divisio’s convertibility with non ens is addressed accordingly. Properly speaking, not even non 

ens is “purely nothing”; for even non ens “is” to the extent that it has its very “foundation” in 

being.45 Therefore, Aquinas reasons, to complain that divisio is “not [purely] nothing” is no 

objection to its convertibility with non ens.  

 To the extent that this reply addresses the indifference problem as it arises for divisio, 

then, it also addresses it as it arises for solitudo. That is to say, the objection that solitudo is not 

“purely nothing”—and therefore not convertible with non ens—is a non sequitur; for not even 

non ens is purely nothing in the relevant sense. Just as non ens has its foundation in ens, so does 

solitudo have its foundation in multitudo transcendens. However counterintuitive this result may 

be, there is no inconsistency here. In fact, for our purposes of understanding the implications of 

multitudo transcendens, the result is a remarkable one: to be absolutely “alone” in the purest 

ontological sense—i.e. to fail to be intelligibly ordered to other unities—is to fail to be 

altogether. 

 For Aquinas, the eyes of faith give testimony to a remarkable truth: namely, “it is 

necessary that there be more distinct [Persons] in the unity of the divine essence. . . . [Since] 

supreme joy cannot be had without a consortium. . . . [And] perfect charity is gratuitous love that 

                                                                 
44 “[N]ulla privatio tollit totaliter esse, . . . Sed tamen omnis privatio tollit aliquod esse. Et ideo in ente, ratione suae 

communitatis, accidit quod privatio entis fundatur in ente.” Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1.11.2 ad 1.  
45 In this sense, Aquinas’ position is reminiscient of the Ξένος in Plato’s Sophist: “The complete separation of each 

thing from all [e.g. being from non-being] is the utterly final obliteration of all discourse.” Plato, Sophist, 259e.  
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tends to another.”46 In other words, the multitudo that is predicable of God is a necessary 

condition for the divine life itself, and therefore also the fullness of esse, which by the light of 

faith is known to be ultimately characterized by perfect self-diffusion, community and charity.  

  

                                                                 
46 Aquinas, I Sent. 2.1.4 corp. 
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Multitudo transcendens and Christian Philosophy 
 

 To the extent that this study has successfully accounted for Aquinas’ doctrine of 

multitudo transcendens, it seems also to have been a study in something like Christian 

philosophy in the Gilsonian sense. Indeed, the objects of this study do in fact coincide with “the 

body of rational truths discovered, explored, or simply safeguarded, thanks to the help that 

reason receives from revelation.”47 Further, the condition of these objects are certainly 

“impregnated, nourished by Christianity.”48 This is obvious enough, since the primary 

motivation for the concept of multitudo transcendens is to account for the real plurality of 

Persons in the triune God. 

 A problem arises, however, when we consider the range of Christian philosophy—at 

least insofar as it is defined by Gilson as “the limits of natural theology.”49 Although we have 

seen that multitudo transcendens serves an important metaphysical purpose in addressing 

Avicenna’s circularity problem, its “native territory,” as it were, is the Christian doctrine of the 

Trinity of Persons. 

However, as we have seen, Aquinas is very clear that the doctrine of multitudo in God is 

a truth that is only available by the light of faith.50 This places it beyond the limits of natural 

theology proper. Given the fact that multitudo also plays a key role in Aquinas’ metaphysics (in 

his Metaphysics Commentary, no less), this presents a dilemma that can be expressed in the 

following aporetic tetrad: 

(1) All truths of metaphysics are knowable by the light of natural reason.  

                                                                 
47 Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy, 35. 
48 Gilson, “La notion de philosophie chrétienne,” 46.  
49 Gilson, Christianity and Philosophy, 131.  
50 On this point, see note 64 of Chapter 5 of this study.  
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(2) All truths proper to trinitarian doctrine as such are not knowable by the light of 

natural reason. 

(3) That multitudo is convertible with ens is a truth of metaphysics.51 

(4) That multitudo is convertible with ens is a truth proper to trinitarian doctrine as 

such.52 

While all four of these propositions seem to be justified independently in Aquinas’ texts, they 

cannot be coherently affirmed together. What are we to make of this discrepancy? Aquinas never 

addresses the question, but there are some possible solutions to the dilemma.  

 The first and easiest solution is to reject (4). This solution would imply that the concept 

of multitudo transcendens as distinct from divisio in se is a truth of metaphysics per se—one that 

is merely appropriated in trinitarian doctrine. In fact, because Aquinas holds that revealed 

doctrine is never repugnant to the truths of the sciences, this is exactly what one might expect 

him to hold. After all, what belongs per se to the respective rationes of unum and bonum, for 

example, also belongs to God. Could Aquinas’ doctrine of multitudo simply be yet another case 

in which properly metaphysical truths are appropriated in revealed doctrine?  

 Despite the attractiveness of this solution, I submit that this cannot be the case for 

precisely the abovementioned reason. That is, if Aquinas were to reject (4), then his own doctrine 

of transcendentals as divine names would immediately imply that multitudo is predicable of God. 

More importantly, it would imply that this truth is inferrable by the light of natural reason. Yet 

this is precisely what Aquinas will not allow. Rejecting (4) is simply impossible given Aquinas’ 

explicit commitments regarding the respective domains of reason and faith.  

                                                                 
51 See especially note 35 of Chapter 4 of this study.  
52 Again, see note 56 of Chapter 5 of this study.  
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 Another potential solution would be to reject (3), but this is even more obviously 

problematic. If the doctrine of multitudo transcendens were proper to trinitarian doctrine as such, 

then it would be illegitimate for Aquinas to make inferences from it in his Metaphysics 

Commentary when responding to Avicenna’s circularity objection. Metaphysical arguments 

ought not to have theologically dogmatic premises.  

 Another potential solution is to interpret multitudo’s “convertibility” differently 

according to the respective domains of metaphysics and revealed theology. That is to say, on 

such an account, multitudo would only be convertible with ens creatum in the domain of 

metaphysics; whereas it would be convertible with ens increatum in the domain of revealed 

religion. But of course this is precisely the sort of hopeless “double-truth” doctrine that Aquinas 

worked diligently to reject throughout his entire career. Multitudo is either predicable of God or 

not. If the integrity of Aquinas’ synthetic project is to survive at all, it cannot affirmed and 

denied just because there are two domains of discourse at work.   

 In my view, this tension in Aquinas cannot be overcome given his other commitments to 

the respective domains of natural and revealed theology. Multitudo transcendens appears to be a 

sort of “amphibious” doctrine—one that dwells intimately both with Aquinas qua metaphysician 

and qua theologian. Indeed, there is a sense in which multitudo is an awkward guest in both 

houses. But perhaps that is the doctrine’s strange glory.  
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