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 Aristotle values the great-souled man’s judgments on virtues, 
actions, and character. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle writes, “the 
great-souled man is justified in despising other people—his estimates 
are correct.”13 This ability to make right judgments of character, which 
depends upon being virtuous, is Aristotle’s justification for why the 
great-souled man has the ability to think himself superior to his fellow 
men. The great-souled man’s sense of superiority clearly appears in his 
outlook on the giving and receiving of benefits; the great-souled man 
“is fond of conferring benefits, but ashamed to receive them, because 
the former is a mark of superiority and the latter of inferiority.”14 The 
aversion the great-souled man has to appearing inferior prevents him 
from asking others for help; Aristotle writes that he only does so “with 
reluctance,” as he prefers to act superiorly and thus “render[s] aid 
willingly.”15 Since the great-souled man focuses his attention and 
actions on only what is virtuous, he “does not bear a grudge,” and “is 
no gossip for he will not talk either about himself or about another, as 
he neither wants to receive compliments nor to hear other people run 
down.”16 These characteristics allow the great-souled man to serve as 
a strong leader and guide for his community. 
 In his essay “Aristotle’s Ethics,” Richard Kraut argues that the 
great-souled man expresses his virtuous disposition and utilizes his 
abundant resources best in a politically powerful role within his 
community. Kraut writes, “The person who chooses to lead a political 
life, and who aims at the fullest expression of practical wisdom, has a 
standard for deciding what level of resources he needs: he should have 
friends, property, and honors in sufficient quantities to allow his 
practical wisdom to express itself without impediment.”17 As a 
political leader, the great-souled man actualizes his virtues while 
directing his community towards the common good. The conception 
of the common good and the virtues in general requires practical 
wisdom and proper judgment. With relationships with people of equal 
moral and intellectual stature, one is better able to shape one’s own 
rational intellect and understand and lead others to an understanding 
of proper action. 

                                                      
13 Ibid., 1124b5–6. 
14 Ibid., 1124b10. 
15 Ibid., 1124b24. 
16 Ibid., 1125a5–9. 
17 Richard Kraut, “Aristotle’s Ethics,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2012), ed. Edward 
Zalta, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/aristotle-ethics. 
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 This relationship between equals is the “good” friendship 
Aristotle describes in book VIII of the Nicomachean Ethics. He writes, 
“the perfect form of friendship is that between the good, and those 
who resemble each other in virtue. For these friends wish each alike 
the other’s good in respect of their goodness, and they are good in 
themselves; but it is those who wish the good of their friends for their 
friends’ sake who are friends in the fullest sense, since they love each 
other for themselves and not accidentally.”18 The equal wish of 
goodwill both parties have for the other person illustrates the 
selflessness and care involved in the virtuous friendship. This type of 
friendship is “rare, because such men are few.”19 To care for another 
person for that person’s own sake takes a virtuous character of one’s 
own and recognition of others’ equality in the virtues. This form of 
friendship takes time and commitment, since “you cannot admit [a 
person] to friendship or really be friends, before each has shown the 
other that he is worthy of friendship and has won his confidence.”20 
Both parties therefore must give and take from the other in small 
degrees until each feels safe and confident that the other person can 
be trusted as a friend. 
 The good friendship consists in sharing information and goodwill 
between the friends for the sake of the other person and not oneself. 
Friends in this perfect type of friendship will desire to be in the 
pleasant state of “each other’s society,” as this virtuous relationship 
requires active communication and sharing.21 Aristotle writes that 
while “poor men desire their friends’ assistance . . . even the most 
prosperous wish for their [friends’] companionship.”22 In sharing time 
and joys with another person, one successfully shares in the good end 
of friendship. Friendship is an external good with value in and of itself, 
something that all human beings should participate in to better 
themselves and live comfortably in human society. A mark of the good 
friendship, according to Aristotle, is that each party willingly accepts 
benefits from the other person: “friends when in each other’s 
company derive pleasure from and confer benefits on each other.”23 
In acknowledging gifts received, the friend actively finds pleasure and 
goodness in the relationship. The equality and goodwill found in 

                                                      
18 Ethics, 1156b11–13. 
19 Ibid., 1156b29. 
20 Ibid., 1156b31. 
21 Ibid., 1157b21. 
22 Ibid., 1157b22. 
23 Ibid., 1157b10. 
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perfect friendships are vastly superior to what is found in those of 
pleasure and utility. In the “deficient modes of friendship,” in 
friendships of pleasure and utility, each party focuses on his own ends 
rather than the other person’s.24 These types of friendships end 
quickly, since the true virtue of friendship requires full recognition, 
acceptance, and selfless assistance in service of the other party’s needs. 
In caring for another’s needs and giving “benefits,” there is a degree 
of dependency necessarily involved in the perfect friendship.  
 In his book, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues, Alasdair MacIntyre argues that all human beings must 
acknowledge the degree of dependency they have as individuals in a 
larger community. He writes that “the virtues of independent rational 
agency need for their adequate exercise to be accompanied by . . . the 
virtues of acknowledged dependence,” going on to argue that “a 
failure to understand this is apt to obscure some features of rational 
agency.”25 By “acknowledged dependence” MacIntyre means 
utilization of the virtuous acts of honesty, gratitude, and sympathy 
towards others. He argues that to the “virtues of giving must be added 
virtues of receiving.”26 Human beings are incapable of advancing 
intellectually and physically all alone. Community helps the individual 
with food, shelter, clothing, language, and the sharing of ideas. When 
someone receives a benefit from another person, the virtues require 
that person to show gratitude to the giver. MacIntyre claims that in 
acknowledging one’s dependence one should know how to “exhibit 
gratitude, without allowing that gratitude to be a burden, courtesy 
towards the graceless giver, and forbearance towards the inadequate 
giver.”27 In showing gratitude to another person who bestowed a 
favor, one humbles oneself to the right degree and shares in the 
common and unavoidable dependence all rational human beings face.  
 In his book, MacIntyre argues that Aristotle’s perfectly virtuous 
or great-souled man lacks the virtue of acknowledging his dependence. 
He claims that the problem with Aristotle’s conception is that the 
great-souled man refuses to remember times in which he receives 
benefits from others due to his pride and sense of superiority. 
MacIntyre writes: 

                                                      
24 Bennett Helm, "Friendship," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2012), ed. Edward Zalta, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2013/entries/friendship. 
25 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues (Chicago: 
Open Court Publishing Company, 1999), 8. 
26 Ibid., 126. 
27 Ibid., 127. 
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One outstanding example, even perhaps the outstanding 
example of this type of bad character and also of a failure to 
recognize its badness is Aristotle’s megalopsychos [great-souled 
man], about whom Aristotle remarks approvingly, that he “is 
ashamed to receive benefits, because it is a mark of a superior 
to confer benefits, of an inferior to receive them” (NE 1124b 
9–10). So the megalopsychos is forgetful of what he has received, 
but remembers what he has given, and is not pleased to be 
reminded of the former, but hears the latter recalled with 
pleasure (12–18). We recognize here an illusion of self-
sufficiency, an illusion apparently shared by Aristotle, that is 
all too characteristic of the rich and powerful in many times 
and places, an illusion that plays its part in excluding them 
from certain types of communal relationship.28 

The “illusion” MacIntyre suggests here explains the proud and 
superior attitude a great-souled man would have while in a situation 
together with less virtuous human beings. For example, while 
participating in a public event such as a gift exchange, the great-souled 
man would attempt to give many great gifts to those around him. 
However, he would not accept their presents with equal gratitude, as 
he would focus more on what he has given than on what he has 
received. He will think the gift received is unnecessary or degrading, 
intentionally forgetting benefits received. In scorning the dependency 
necessary in a gift exchange, the great-souled man prevents himself 
from sharing in the same level of gratitude and wishes of goodwill with 
those around him. His “self-sufficiency” and proud view of himself 
mark him as superior to and independent from the constraining and 
dependent norms of society. By not acknowledging his own 
dependence, the great-souled man fails to act as a good friend to those 
giving him benefits. 
 The great-souled man cannot be a good friend due to his scorn 
for the dependency of asking and receiving aid from another person. 
As communal rational animals, human beings naturally depend on one 
another to an extent for physical and intellectual growth. MacIntyre 
writes, “It is by having our reasoning put to the question by others, by 
being called to account for ourselves and our actions by others, that 
we learn how to scrutinize ourselves as they scrutinize us and how to 
understand ourselves as they understand us.”29 Without proper 

                                                      
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 148. 
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scrutiny, as established between agents who are equally moral and 
intellectual, the great-souled man can act too superiorly and thus be 
unapproachable or unkind to other people in his society. The great-
souled man epitomizes the perfection of the virtues of independent 
rational agency, but he avoids memories of dependence as marks of 
inferiority. The description of the great-souled man from Aristotle that 
MacIntyre refers to in the quotation above clearly illustrates the vices 
of pride and ungratefulness. By intentionally avoiding situations of 
dependency and failing to acknowledge them once they occur, the 
great-souled man’s actions make him too proud and selfish to provide 
any truly sincere benefits to another. When bestowing benefits on 
another person, he will do so knowing he is in a superior position 
rather than acting through an equal wish of goodwill toward the 
receiver. 
 Since the great-souled man disdains the necessary element of 
dependence in human society, he does not embody the highest virtue 
of friendship. The perfect form of friendship, according to Aristotle, 
is a friendship of equals in which both parties wish the other person 
the good.30 In the good friendship, the parties are equal in virtue and 
rational intellect. However, in wishing the other person the best goods 
in life, the friends help one another morally and intellectually. The 
great-souled man attempts to forget the benefits bestowed on him, 
thus preventing him from fully appreciating a friend’s well-wishes. In 
forgetting the aid he received, the great-souled man fails to 
acknowledge the natural dependency characteristic of all rational 
beings. MacIntyre argues that communal relationships are necessary 
for the growth and betterment of a person. He writes, “when these 
first needs have been met, what those in need then most need is to be 
admitted or readmitted to some recognized position within some 
network of communal relationships in which they are acknowledged 
as a participating member of a deliberative community, a position that 
affords them both empowering respect from others and self-
respect.”31 Though the great-souled person has all he materially and 
intellectually needs, he fails morally in refusing to acknowledge the 
shared dependency he has with those still in need. 
 MacIntyre argues that in acknowledging one’s dependence, one 
actually embodies the fullness of the virtues, as opposed to the great-
souled man’s conception of the virtuous life. Another virtue of 

                                                      
30 Nicomachean Ethics, 1156b11. 
31 Dependent Rational Animals, 127. 
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dependence MacIntyre discusses is that of truthfulness. He outlines 
the vices associated with truthfulness in one’s relationship to another 
when he says, “A first type of offense against truthfulness then 
consists in unjustly preventing others from learning what they need to 
learn, and a second type consists in concealing from view the nature 
of our relationships to those others.”32 If the great-souled man acts 
superiorly to his inferiors, whether intellectually, morally, or physically, 
he fails to recognize his own deficiencies as a human being. The great-
souled man refuses to acknowledge his dependence on others and thus 
fails to uphold the virtue of truthfulness in his relationships. 
Truthfulness is a virtue necessary for the virtuous friendship, for both 
parties must be open and honest with each other for the friendship to 
flourish. 
 By not acknowledging his dependence, the great-souled man fails 
to uphold all the necessary virtues of his rational agency, such as open-
mindedness and acceptance of others’ ideas. MacIntyre argues that as 
virtuous human beings, “we need both those virtues that enable us to 
function as independent and accountable practical reasoners and those 
virtues that enable us to acknowledge the nature and extent of our 
dependence on others” in order to flourish.33 He believes that “the 
acquisition and the exercise of those virtues” are only possible when 
humans “participate in social relationships of giving and receiving, 
social relationships governed by and partially defined by the norms of 
the natural law.”34 MacIntyre argues that without the virtues of both 
independence and dependence, one fails to flourish virtuously in 
society. His arguments contradict Aristotle’s conception of the most 
virtuous person, for Aristotle’s great-souled man finds shame in 
receiving benefits and intentionally forgets any benefits given to him 
by others.35 Therefore, the great-souled man fails to encapsulate all the 
necessary virtues of dependence in refusing to acknowledge help 
received. He would fail as a friend, even of the most virtuous type, 
since he refuses to acknowledge others’ assistance or his own 
dependency. 
 One could argue that dependency is not a necessary condition for 
the perfect form of friendship. With dependency, one is more 
vulnerable and less in control of obtaining one’s ends for oneself. One 
could interpret the perfectly virtuous person as someone who 

                                                      
32 Ibid., 151. 
33 Ibid., 156. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid., 7. 
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embodies the perfect balance of self-sufficiency, knowledge, and care 
for others’ needs. The great-souled man, therefore, does not 
participate in the states of dependency or vulnerability, since he 
provides for himself while also caring for others. In his article, “The 
Strange Case of the Self-Dwarfing Man: Modernity, Magnanimity, and 
Thomas Aquinas,” Michael Keating argues that the great-souled man 
can be a good friend and that his lack of dependency makes him all 
the more virtuous. Keating points to the characteristics that mark the 
great-souled man as superior: “He hates to receive kindnesses but is 
quick to offer them. He remembers his own gifts to others but not 
theirs to him. He seldom if ever asks favors but is pleased to perform 
them.”36 Keating’s interpretation of Aristotle’s great-souled man 
portrays the person as one who is a great giver who rarely needs help 
from other people. In his ability to bestow benefits without receiving 
any in return, the great-souled man represents perfect virtue, 
possessing the abilities to judge and act rightly. Keating makes a strong 
case for the necessity of self-sufficiency in perfect virtue, but there is 
also some degree of vulnerability intrinsic to any friendship, especially 
in its perfect form. 
 The necessary element of vulnerability in friendship is lacking in 
the description Aristotle provides of the great-souled man. As 
communal beings, all humans face vulnerability in the need to 
communicate with, learn from, and attach themselves to others. In any 
relationship, vulnerability serves as that which assists one in sharing 
one’s feelings openly with another person. In so doing, one depends 
upon the other person not to judge, to assist if possible, and to remain 
honest and sincere in listening and providing advice to the speaker. 
These characteristics are only possible with a degree of vulnerability 
present in the relationship. For instance, if one party in a relationship 
remains superior and proud, then that party will not vulnerably be the 
first person to say “I love you” or “thank you” to the other party. 
Though this may make the silent party superior, over time this 
superiority will prevent the person from feeling comfortable sharing 
emotions with his friend. When the great-souled man stands superior 
in virtue to others, he creates a barrier that prevents him from sharing 
in the comforts and guidance of others. Vulnerability allows one to 
share openly while relying upon another person to provide sound 
advice and comfort in times of distress. With pride, one remains 

                                                      
36 Michael Keating, “The Strange Case of the Self-Dwarfing Man: Modernity, Magnanimity, 
and Thomas Aquinas,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture 4 (2007): 63. 
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stubbornly closed off from the other party and thus fails to share in 
the vulnerable emotions of love, fear, and trust. 
 Trust, an essential element in all types of friendship, requires the 
element of vulnerability. In sharing a secret with a friend, the teller 
vulnerably gives up information with the idea that the other party will 
keep the facts to himself, not judge the speaker, and provide the 
appropriate response as a caring friend. Without the element of 
vulnerability, neither party would be willing to share confidential 
information with the other person. In a perfect friendship, both 
parties virtuously uphold the obligation to remain trustworthy and 
honest with one’s friend. Vulnerability helps the parties open up 
enough to share information with each other and then virtue guides 
both parties to remain honest and dependable in keeping the secret 
confidential. Because the great-souled man revels in his self-
sufficiency and superiority, he fails to embody the vulnerability and 
consideration necessary for trust in the perfect friendship. The great-
souled man may have sufficient virtue to remain sincere and silent 
about another’s secrets, but without vulnerability, he would not share 
his own secrets or rely upon another person to listen and share in his 
emotions and experiences. 
 In conclusion, I have argued that the great-souled man, in his 
deliberate refusal to acknowledge help received from other people, 
fails in actively sharing in all the virtues necessary for the good 
friendship. Aristotle’s good friendship requires acknowledged 
acceptance of another’s goodwill and benefits, yet the great-souled 
man intentionally scorns such gifts as signs of inferiority unnecessary 
for his virtuous life.  
 



 
 

Death to the World: How the Life of 
Escape Might Just Save Us All 
Daniel Lewis 
 
 
 

We are now physically separated from you “for a short time, in presence 
but not in heart” (1 Thess. 2:17), for we have gone to live in the desert 
with the true ascetics of Christ. 

—St. Mark the Ascetic 
 

he Christian life exhorts us to die to the world, to be concerned 
with spiritual realities and to avoid becoming obsessed with or 
deluded by purely material existence. In the Christian ascetic 

tradition, this often entails adopting an eremitic life cut off from the 
rest of human society, pursued in order to focus on prayer and spiritual 
development. At the same time, the Christian life also demands that 
we love our neighbor as ourselves. This seems to imply that the 
Christian is called to a specifically social existence, i.e., one contrary to 
the eremitic life. This poses the following problematic: if we are called 
to love our neighbor as ourselves, how can we possibly be justified in 
cutting off all contact with our neighbor? This paper seeks to explore 
this issue by paying special attention to the Eastern Orthodox 
Christian ascetic and monastic tradition at the island of Mount Athos 
in Greece. After detailing the Orthodox practice and its foundational 
metaphysics, I will argue for the ethical goodness of the eremitic life, 
defending it against the dual criticisms that the eremitic life 
presupposes a faulty conception of human nature and what is proper 
to it, and that the eremitic life is too exclusive. 
 
1. The Monks at Mount Athos 
 Mount Athos has been the primary site for organized monasticism 
and asceticism in the Eastern Orthodox Church for centuries. As the 
eremitic center of Orthodox spirituality, Mount Athos is home to 
several individual monasteries, cells, and sketes,1 all sharing in 

                                                      
1 A skete is a small community or cluster of cells, providing an intermediary between the more 
communal monastery life and the more secluded cell life. 

T 
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common the same Orthodox dogmatic and spiritual tradition of 
Hesychasm. In order to best facilitate the Athonite monks’ spiritual 
practice, visits from outside Mount Athos are highly regulated. And in 
order to best facilitate the celibacy that the monks have adopted, 
women are forbidden access to the island.2 Mount Athos is thus in 
essence a highly-structured hermitage: the monks stay, while few 
others come and go. As such, choosing to enter Mount Athos as a 
monk is tantamount to rejecting the “secular”—that is, cut off from 
God, independent and autonomous—life of regular society. In fact, 
more than being tantamount to it, such a decision is explicitly referred 
to as dying to the world, as leaving the domain of fallen and sinful reality 
in order to awaken to the divine and spiritual reality open to the 
Christian who is purified by prayer and asceticism.  
 There is some variety in how the monks on Mount Athos are 
organized: some monks accept visitors, while others are cut off from 
all social contact beyond that with their spiritual directors. More 
broadly speaking, the monks are organized into one of the above-
mentioned monasteries, cells, or sketes. Within these organizational 
structures, individual monks engage in a variety of tasks that depend 
on the kind of stratum they occupy. Monks in cells composed of one 
to three monks may have a plot of land for agricultural purposes, while 
monks in monasteries may take up iconography, bookbinding, 
cooking, or other tasks. Whatever their stratum, the monks, insofar as 
their health and strength enable them, work for their own livelihood, 
striving for as much self-sufficiency as possible. All this is pursued in 
order to support the primary purpose for which monks come to stay 
at Mount Athos: dedication to prayer and asceticism. 
 
2. Orthodox Christian Contemplative and Ascetic Life  
 The Athonite call to prayer and asceticism, and more 
fundamentally to dying to the world, is based on a complex 
interlocking network of ideas from Orthodox theology, metaphysics, 
cosmology, soteriology, anthropology, pneumatology, and 
psychology. It will be useful, then, to provide a brief overview of the 
general Orthodox Christian worldview. According to Orthodox 
tradition, all created reality is the manifestation of God. This is 
articulated in several formal doctrines, such as St. Maximos 

                                                      
2 The Athonite tradition considers Mount Athos to be the Blessed Virgin Mary’s own garden, 
and thus Mount Athos is closed off to other women. 
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Confessor’s Logos doctrine3 and St. Gregory Palamas’s Essence-
Energy distinction.4 However it is formulated, God is being, though 
He is not Himself a being: He in His infinite Divine Essence is beyond 
being. What this entails is that created reality is God, though not in 
terms of God’s Essence, but in terms of God’s Energies, His active 
manifestations. That is, insofar as we have being—insofar as we 
exist—we are participating in God, and are God.5 Unfortunately, our 
cosmological situation is not so clear-cut, which leads us to one of the 
elements most central to the Orthodox worldview: the Fall. 
 According to most if not all Christian traditions, humanity and 
creation once existed in a primordial state of perfection, which was 
then lost due to humanity’s disobedience to God. The tendency in 
Western Christianity is to see this as something like a mere change in 
environment and physical state: Adam and Eve lived in the Garden of 
Eden, disobeyed, and were then cast out and forced to wander the 
wild earth, subject now to death and suffering. For the Orthodox, 
however, the Fall had more far-reaching—that is, more metaphysical 
and cosmological—consequences. All the cosmos fell with humanity: 
death and bloody conflict emerged in a reality that had known no such 
evil previously, and what we now call the “natural” world only bears 
some superficial resemblance to what it once was and what it is 
supposed to be.6 It is, however, on the particularly human level that 
the Fall becomes most evident. Fallen humanity finds itself estranged 
from God and immersed in sin, this in a far more profound sense than 
is typically implied in Western Christianity, which holds that “natural 
law,” which for the Orthodox constitutes the fallen conditions 
maintained by “the prince of this world,” still largely proceeds 

                                                      
3 According to which everything has its true reality rooted in the Logos or Word, the Second 
Person of the Divine Trinity. See Maximus Confessor’s On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ 
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003), 55: “For we believe that a logos of angels 
preceded their creation, a logos preceded the creation of each of the beings and powers that fill 
the upper world, a logos preceded the creation of human beings, a logos preceded everything that 
receives its becoming from God, and so on . . . . Consequently, each of the intellectual and 
rational beings, whether angels or human beings, through the very Logos according to which 
each was created, who is in God and is ‘with God’, is ‘called and indeed is’ a ‘portion of God’ 
through the Logos that preexisted in God . . .” 
4 According to which reality is God made manifest, and so everything in its own unique way 
manifests God and is God made manifest. See Gregory of Palamas’s The Triads (Mahwah, NJ: 
Paulist Press, 1983). 
5 Though it is more accurate to say, harking back to Biblical language, that we are sons and 
daughters of God. It is vital to stress this kind of language lest we fall into a strict pantheism and 
confuse created reality with the Divine Essence. 
6 This is not to say that physical reality no longer can manifest the Divine. Rather, as with 
humanity, sin, as a sort of “crust,” has scabbed over fallen physical reality, and this scabbing 
must be peeled away before the Divine can be made manifest. 
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according to God’s will.7 Sin in the Orthodox framework amounts to 
a state of schizophrenic self-division in which one attempts to see 
oneself as existing on one’s own independently of God. We can 
characterize this state as schizophrenic precisely because of its 
irrationality: God simply is the being of all reality, and so it is an 
absurdity to maintain one’s being without reference to God. But it is 
an absurdity we as fallen beings maintain, and so we immerse ourselves 
in a false reality—a lie, ultimately—and tend not to come up for air. 
 Thankfully, we have not simply been abandoned to our fallen 
state. Orthodox, as well as most other Christian traditions, hold that 
God the Son, the Second Person of the Trinity, became incarnate, 
taking on human nature and rendering it possible for us to reclaim our 
divine heritage. Through the Incarnation of the Word—that is, 
Christ—it becomes evident that our present condition is not our real 
one. He is the Way, the Truth, and the Life, and we must follow and 
embody that Way, that Truth, and that Life in order to reclaim the 
divinity that lies potent deep within our being, underneath the layers 
of falsity and sin that have scabbed over our true selves. The divinity, 
our true being, lies potent in us because God is Himself eternal, and 
so we are not capable, even by throwing ourselves into sin, of 
annihilating the image of the Divine that we are supposed to be. 
 Contrary to the vision of reality as participating in the true realm 
of Divine Being, there is a conception of reality as purely secularized—
as cut off from God, as independent and autonomous. This 
conception is what the Orthodox tradition calls “the world.” This can 
amount to the average day-to-day world. However, it is more precisely 
the world that is concerned with itself as itself. It is not concerned with 
itself as a manifestation of God. The world of material concerns, of 
corruptible possessions, of accolades and spiritually empty 
achievements—at root, the world that forgets both its own fallen 
nature and its lost primordial perfection—is thus inherently opposed to 
our restoration to divine perfection, for our restoration to divine 
perfection just means seeing ourselves and all of reality as 
manifestations of God. 

                                                      
7 We find this kind of attitude in Christian theologians and apologists who argue that natural 
selection is a God-ordained and God-ordered process through which life was created. Now, 
again, Western Christianity does maintain some notion of the Fall. The primary difference lies in 
the degrees of fallenness: Western Christianity tends to hold a rather optimistic view of the fallen 
cosmos (notwithstanding the Calvinist strands which throw the fallen cosmos into a dualistic 
“absolute depravity” or evil), while Orthodox Christianity emphasizes the extreme depths to 
which the Fall took us. 
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 So if we are to return to the divine perfection latent within us, and 
if the world stands to prevent or otherwise hinder our return to the 
divine perfection, then we must somehow remove ourselves from the 
world so that our return to divine perfection goes unhindered. For the 
Orthodox, this entails asceticism—the purifying and reordering of our 
physical states to become more in line with their un-fallen versions—
and prayer—the mystical communication with and perception of 
divine realities. The result we seek from all this is deification, the 
restoration of ourselves to our true being such that we become, by 
virtue of the fact that God is our being, gods ourselves. We allow our 
true selves—that is, Christ in each of us—to divest themselves (we 
speak of them as “they” because they are, given the magnitude of 
difference between our fallen and deified states, distinct from our 
present selves) of their false selves. Their false selves, of course, by 
and large turn out to be us, fallen and un-deified human beings. 
 Now, the world wields powerful influence over us, a fact we can 
attribute to the more basic fact that the world is at its root generated 
by our own fallen nature. And this becomes evident in our day-to-day 
moral struggles: we try to maintain an even temper but still find 
ourselves yelling at the dog who is not yet house-broken; we try to 
care for our bodies but still find ourselves consuming the entire box 
of doughnuts; we try to visit the sick and lonely but still find ourselves 
rationalizing our neglect. In relation to the Orthodox spiritual life, this 
is all just to say that deification is extremely difficult to attain. And it is the 
extreme difficulty of this task that prompts the equally extreme 
response of dedicating one’s life to attaining deification via asceticism 
and prayer, i.e., the kind of response the monks at Mount Athos made 
to their struggles with their fallen condition. 
 
3. The Eremitic Life: Moral Problematic 
 Approaching this whole matter from a virtue-ethics perspective, 
let us consider whether the eremitic life is one that contributes to 
human flourishing. As far as the Orthodox worldview and 
metaphysics are concerned, it is clear that dying to the world and 
achieving deification are tantamount to the greatest human 
flourishing. Furthermore, it is clear that any practice that is conducive 
to dying to the world and achieving deification is also conducive to 
human flourishing. If, as virtue ethicists, we regard human flourishing 
(and that which is conducive to and indicative of it) as equivalent to 
moral goodness, it follows that deification and practices that enable 
one to achieve deification are morally good. We enter questionable 
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territory, however, when we claim that the eremitic life exemplified by 
the Athonite monks constitutes a practice—nearly an exclusive one at 
that—that is conducive to deification. This claim becomes manifestly 
questionable when we remember the dilemma posed in the 
introduction to this paper: the Christian is called to dying to world and 
to loving his neighbor. We shall consider two main criticisms of the 
idea that the eremitic life is conducive to human flourishing. 
 The first criticism takes issue with the preceding account’s 
understanding of human nature. More particularly, it takes issue with 
the preceding account’s neglect of humanity’s inherently social nature. 
Insofar as we are praising the eremitic life as conducive to human 
flourishing, it seems that we are saying that it is good, and ultimately 
natural (i.e., conducive to our natures as human beings), for us to shun 
social contact and lead solitary contemplative lives. Contra this, one 
might recall the Aristotelian maxim or observation that “a human 
being is by nature a political animal,”8 that the human individual is 
actually somewhat of an abstraction.9 If we accept that deification is in 
some sense indeed possible, we can further assert, given humanity’s 
inherently social nature, that it is either going to be a communal action, 
or it is at least going to involve communal interaction. That is, if we 
are fallen, we are that much more compelled to help each other cope 
with and rise out of our fallen conditions. 
 We might accept that there is something valuable in the 
contemplative life exemplified by the monastic life, but nevertheless 
maintain that throwing oneself into the eremitic life is a too extreme, 
if not outright morally foolish, course of action. In order to find a 
better image of the contemplative life, we might point to another 
group of Christian monks, such as the Trappist monks of Tibhirine. 
Here is a group of contemplative cloistered monks who live in, 
participate in, and actively contribute to a local Muslim community. 
These monks “are both community-disciplined and self-
disciplined . . . . Each monk has freely chosen this discipline in order 
to excel at love by purging his soul of the dross of envy, malice, anger, 
ego and other impediments to communal living.”10 The ideal Christian 
thus maintains a balance between caring for others and caring for 

                                                      
8 Aristotle, “Politics,” in Selections, ed. Terence Irwin and Gail Fine (Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1995), 1253a.2–3. 
9 That is, every individual human being is born and raised in some cultural, social—and even 
natural or biological—context, implying that humans are naturally social, and that it is only 
through abstraction that we can even conceive of individual human beings set apart from their 
social and natural contexts. 
10 John W. Kiser, The Monks of Tibhirine (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2002), xvi. 
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himself, though his care for himself is pursued for the sake of better 
caring for others, since he is inherently a social being. 
 The second criticism assumes that the eremitic life does lead to 
deification, and thus to flourishing, at least for some of those who 
pursue it. But it also raises this point: if the eremitic life is indeed the 
path to achieving deification and flourishing, it seems to be a route 
that only few persons may pursue. For example, if someone is married 
with children, has aging parents for whom he must care, or has some 
other demanding and significant responsibilities, he is obviously not 
going to be able to put everything down and travel to Mount Athos to 
live as a solitary monk. There would really be no justice to this 
situation, since many who find themselves with such demanding and 
significant responsibilities have had these responsibilities forced on 
them by circumstances beyond their control. They would thus be forced 
to fail to achieve deification and flourishing through such demands of responsibility, 
which for the Christian ought to be a manifestly disturbing and 
outrageous conclusion.11 
 
4. Deification as Ultimate Love, and The Spirit of the Hermit 
 In response to the first criticism, namely that the eremitic life 
neglects the social dimension of human nature and by extension of 
human flourishing, we need not strike back by fully negating its points. 
Rather, let us affirm that man is indeed inherently a social being. This 
is consistent with the Orthodox worldview: after all, God created man 
as both male and female, in addition to creating man among various 
other beings. God created man, in other words, as a being that lives in 
relation to the rest of the differentiated beings in the cosmos. But this 
still leaves us with this seeming contradiction: man is to escape the 
world, while also living in communion with those in the world (i.e., 
loving his neighbor). How are we to account for this seeming 
contradiction? We account for it by emphasizing what the Orthodox 
worldview continuously emphasizes: the Fall. 
 As we have seen, according to the Orthodox worldview, humanity 
(along with the cosmos as a whole) is fallen. If we are fallen, how can 
we possibly expect to be able to properly live in communion with 
others? In our state before the Fall we were naturally able to commune 
with others: it was what we were created to do, and since we possessed 
all our natural faculties (even if they had not yet fully matured), we 

                                                      
11 Unless, of course, we hold to some kind of radical, perhaps (again) Calvinist theory of 
predestination. For the present, we shall ignore radical predestination theories and assume a 
desire to maintain human free will. 
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were able to commune with others—to live socially—with proper 
skill. If we have lost this state, we cannot expect still to possess this 
ability, even with all the practice, training, and instruction we received 
from our parents and teachers from childhood on. With all this in 
mind, we can conclude that it takes a certain amount of arrogance to 
presume that we, given our fallen state, can help anyone. How, then, 
can we help and love our neighbor? The same way a bedridden patient 
helps his neighbor: by getting better.  
 This all seems to resonate with the image we have gotten from the 
Trappist monks of Tibhirine: pursue the contemplative and spiritual 
life in order to purify oneself, such that one becomes truly able to 
interact with others. But there is an equivocation in this notion 
inasmuch as it presumes that the “other” that man communes with in 
the secular sense is tantamount to the “other” that man was intended 
to commune with in the state before the Fall. According to the 
Orthodox worldview, we are not to serve this secular paradigm: we 
are supposed to sing in a higher key and for different ears. The way in 
which the hermit loves and serves his neighbor is by restoring one 
piece of the cosmos—namely the sole piece he has responsibility for: 
himself—to its true and un-fallen version. When the hermit achieves 
deification, a portion of the dream has woken up (so to speak), and 
the possibilities for the cosmos that this opens up are as endless as the 
infinite Divinity that pours through the deified hermit. With this, the 
first criticism falls away: the eremitic life actually and more fully 
answers humanity’s call to social existence, though in a more 
metaphysical and spiritual sense than we typically have in mind when 
we speak of social existence.  
 Now, to tackle the second criticism, what are we to make of the 
layman who, because of one set of responsibilities or another, cannot 
enter the monastic life? Is the path of deification closed off to him? In 
order to answer these questions, we need to dispel a particular image 
of the eremitic life. The eremitic life is not necessarily the kind of 
purely solitary life exemplified by some of the monks at Mount Athos. 
It is not the letter or external trappings of the eremitic life that matter 
(though they do matter for those who are called to specific kinds of 
eremitic life); rather, it is the spirit of the eremitic life that matters. 
What characterizes the spirit of the eremitic life is escaping and dying 
to the secular world, of concerning oneself with uncovering the image 
of the Divine buried underneath our fallen, sinful, and false selves. 
However, is this not just restating what we said characterizes the kind 
of eremitic life exemplified by the Athonite monks? In one sense it is, 
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but this is exactly our present point: what truly characterizes the kind 
of eremitic life exemplified by the Athonite monks is not limited to 
their unique geographic and social conditions. Everyone, no matter 
what physical, geographic, or social condition he occupies, can live the 
eremitic life. The “layman-hermit” transforms his residence into his 
cell, his career into his mere place of labor, his every circumstance into 
an opportunity for prayer, contemplation, and withdrawal from and 
death to the world. This is even possible for groups of laymen such as 
entire families: the “layman-hermit-family” converts their very home 
into a monastery, and wherever their own responsibilities and stations 
take them, they live in spirit just as dedicated monks do. That this is 
the case is evident when we review the sheer variety in the Athonite 
monks’ lives: some live in larger monastic communities, some in 
smaller (if not alone); some pursue iconography or writing, some 
agriculture or cooking. What unites these monks’ lives is their spiritual 
approach to reality, not merely the external forms of their lives.12 
 But if it is true that the eremitic life is accessible to all persons 
regardless of condition, then what is the point of the life dedicated 
purely to solitary contemplation and prayer, such as that of the 
Athonite monks? On one level, if not for the dedicated hermits, we 
would not have the wealth of knowledge and wisdom about the 
spiritual life that enables laymen to pursue their own spiritual lives so 
fruitfully. This is, of course, a somewhat irrelevant point in our context 
(though laymen pursuing the spiritual life will insist that this point is 
not a trivial one in the grand scheme of things). On another, more 
relevant level, the kind of eremitic life afforded by sites like Mount 
Athos grants some persons a level of focus they would be unable to 
achieve in other circumstances. Indeed, it is all too easy for those in 
the world of everyday life to get lost in secular concerns, even to forget 
that they are fighting a spiritual war and are supposed to be pursuing 
their deification. The structure provided by sites like Mount Athos 
enables many who would otherwise be lost in their struggle for 
deification to make progress. The idea is that being a dedicated hermit 
is extremely hard, but living as a hermit within typical social conditions 
is even harder (though not impossible). 
 In sum, the eremitic life is defined not so much by external 
conditions, but by a unique way of seeing and approaching one’s 
circumstances. Present in the layman’s life, it is not about activism, nor 
is it simply about spreading the Gospel, feeding the hungry, serving 

                                                      
12 Though the particular external forms are indeed important for each person. 
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the poor, etc. If it ever is about these things—and it can indeed be 
about these things—it is about these things for the sake of deification. 
Given this understanding of what really characterizes the eremitic life, 
the second criticism fails to hold up: the eremitic life is accessible to 
all persons, regardless of physical, geographic, or social condition. 
 Although we have answered these two criticisms, we might go on 
to question the foundational metaphysics and worldview underlying 
the Athonite eremitic life and try to critique the framework that way. 
However, our initial concern was with the dual Christian callings of 
dying to the world and loving our neighbor and how the eremitic life 
can successfully answer both callings. And we have now shown the 
Athonite eremitic life, and the Orthodox eremitic framework in 
general, to be consistent with these dual callings and to be, assuming 
its foundational metaphysics and worldview hold, conducive to 
human flourishing. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 It should be obvious that we have not by any means exhausted 
the moral dimensions of the eremitic life, nor have we answered all 
the questions tied to the eremitic life, the metaphysical questions 
preeminent among them. But we have explored the metaphysical and 
spiritual reasoning behind one such eremitic tradition. We 
furthermore answered some fundamental charges against that 
tradition, charges that criticize what they perceive to be (to use broad 
descriptions) individualistic and elitist tendencies, in support of the 
eremitic life. We have defended the eremitic life as a life not typified 
by the monks at Mount Athos but exemplified by them. All are called to 
the eremitic life, whatever form that life takes from person to person; 
all are called to deification, whereby we truly love our neighbor—as 
well as the very cosmos—by dying to the world, and then resurrecting 
as our true and divine selves. 
 We shall conclude on a negative note, though also one that is 
meant to encourage both diligence and vigilance in those pursuing this 
path. The path to deification is accessible to all, but not all will take it. 
The only obstacle to leading the eremitic life is one’s own failure to 
deny oneself, take up one’s cross, and follow Christ: “for the gate is 
wide and the way is easy, that leads to destruction, and those who enter 
by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard, that leads 
to life, and those who find it are few” (Mt. 7:13–14, RSV). 
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. L. Ackrill, in his article “Aristotle’s Definitions of Psuche,” argues 
that Aristotle’s matter–form formula for things (composites) has 
problems when applied to living creatures.1 He first explains 
Aristotle’s matter–form formula. He then looks at the arguments 

of another philosopher, David Wiggins, who claims that Aristotle 
must equate psuche with man. After dismantling Wiggins’s argument, 
Ackrill presents his own problem with Aristotle’s matter–form 
formula as it pertains to man and his soul. He then offers three 
resolutions to the problem before concluding by emphasizing two 
things: the difficulty of applying the matter–form formula to 
composites that transcend their ingredients, and the non-equivalence, 
in some cases, of formal and final cause. 

Ackrill first explains Aristotle’s general view regarding the 
composition of things. According to Aristotle, things are composed 
of both matter and form. Ackrill gives the example of a bronze sphere: 
its matter is the bronze, while its spherical shape is the form. These 
two aspects make up the composite—the thing itself—which is the 
bronze sphere.2 

Ackrill also explains that form is not confined to shapes. Other 
things falling under the notion of form include “character” and 
“power.” The form of an axe, for example, includes the “ability to 
chop.” In the case of human beings (and similarly with other living 
things), the matter–form–composite “triad” is “body, psuche, man.”3 

What exactly is a psuche? Ackrill claims that Aristotle has three 
definitions for psuche, all of which are found in book II, chapter 1 of 
De Anima. First, psuche is the “form of a natural body that has life 
potentially.” Second, it is “the first actuality of a natural body that has 
life potentially.” Third, it is “the first actuality of a natural body that 
has organs.”4 

                                                      
1 J. L. Ackrill, “Aristotle’s Definitions of Psuche,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 73 (1972–
73). 
2 Ibid., 120. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., 119. 
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However, not everyone agrees with this reading. Ackrill presents 
the view of David Wiggins, who holds that Aristotle equates psuche 
(translated by J. A. Smith as “soul”) with the person himself. Wiggins 
believes that Aristotle’s given form for an axe, “chopping,” is the same 
as “being an axe,” though “they are not strictly the same . . . as the 
[concept] axe.” He then states that “if the form axe” makes an axe to 
be such, and if the form psuche makes a man to be such, then for the 
sake of consistency between the two examples, psuche must be 
equivalent to man.5 

After presenting Wiggins’s argument, Ackrill points out its flaws. 
First, Wiggins is incorrect in stating that Aristotle’s form for an axe is 
chopping. Rather, Aristotle states that it is “the power to chop . . . that is 
the form.” Second, Wiggins’s claim that “chopping and being an axe” are 
equivalent is incorrect. Here, Ackrill cites Aristotle, who states in the 
Categories that “Having sight is not sight nor is being blind blindness.” 
Moreover, if chopping is the form of an axe, being an axe cannot be the 
form, or else it would be a circular definition. Lastly, Wiggins’s 
“admission” that chopping and being an axe are not the same as axe 
condemns his own argument: “It is not . . . the form axe . . . but the 
form being an axe (or being able to chop . . .) that makes [an axe] an 
axe.” The “power to chop [is] what [an object] must have to be . . . [an 
axe]”; likewise, “[p]suche is the power a body must have if it is to be a 
man.” Thus psuche and man cannot be equivalent.6 

However, after refuting Wiggins’s argument, Ackrill does concede 
that Aristotle, at times, interchanges the words man and psuche, 
understanding them to be the form of man. Yet for the most part, 
Aristotle “constantly and systematically” uses man as the composite 
and psuche as the form. Moreover, while there are times when Aristotle 
ponders the use of man for the form, he does not ponder the opposite 
(i.e., the “use of psuche” for the composite).7 

Thus Ackrill refutes Wiggins. But this does not mean that he 
thinks Aristotle’s matter–form formula for man is without problems. 
Ackrill begins the second part of his essay by stating that Aristotle’s 
matter–form formula usually involves matter that “can be picked out 
and (re-)identified in both an unformed and in-formed state.” To 
illustrate Ackrill’s idea, let us take the marble used to make 
Michelangelo’s Pieta. The marble (the matter of the statue) can be 
identified in both its pre-statue (unformed) and post-statue (in-

                                                      
5 Ibid., 119–121. 
6 Ibid., 121–22. 
7 Ibid., 123–24. 
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formed) states. Such an example is “the simplest type” of which 
Ackrill speaks. In such an example, “the material of which the 
composite is made is the very same material from which it was made; 
and the same material will survive the destruction of the composite.” 
Returning to our example of the marble Pieta, the marble (the statue’s 
matter) will remain even after the Pieta is, God forbid, destroyed.8 

Ackrill continues his analysis of Aristotle’s matter–form formula 
by stating that in a composite, the “identity” of its matter “does not 
depend on its being so shaped or in-formed.”9 Returning again to the 
Pieta: its “material aspect” is the marble from which the statue is made. 
The marbleness of the marble (what-it-is-to-be-marble) does not 
depend on its being formed into the Pieta; it will always be marble 
regardless of whether it is lying in the earth unformed or standing 
behind a glass case in the Vatican as an in-formed work of art. 

Moreover, Ackrill continues, the matter and form of a composite 
can also be spoken of as “potentiality” and “actuality,” respectively. In 
the composite, potentiality and actuality are “compresent,” that is, 
simultaneously present. In a statue, the matter is the potentiality in that 
it “was capable of receiving the form,” while the form is the actuality 
(“what had to be imposed on the matter if there was to be an actual 
statue”).10 

The aforementioned example of the marble that could be in the 
earth or in the Vatican illustrates a Metaphysics quote cited by Ackrill: 
“It is the nature of matter to be capable both of being and of not being 
<such and such>.” Ackrill claims that the distinction between the 
matter and form of a composite (its potentiality and actuality) “depend 
upon the idea that something that is actually the case might not have 
been.” Again, the marble in the Pieta didn’t have to be in the Vatican; 
it could have remained in the earth.11 

From his claim that the matter of a composite did not have to be 
in-formed as such, Ackrill presents his problem with the application 
of Aristotle’s matter–form formula to “living things.” The problem is 
that the matter of the composite (the living thing) is “‘already’ 
necessarily living.” Returning to the Pieta marble example: the matter 
of the Pieta (the marble) could have existed without being in-formed 
as a statue. However, the matter of a living creature (the flesh) could 
not have existed without being in-formed. In the words of Ackrill, 

                                                      
8 Ibid., 124. 
9 Ibid., 125. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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“the body we are told to pick out as the material ‘constituent’ of the 
animal depends for its very identity on its being alive, in-formed by 
psuche.”12 

Ackrill further argues that, in the case of Aristotle’s third 
definition of the soul (“the first actuality of a natural body that has 
organs”), the above logic applies to a body’s organs as well: they are 
also “necessarily actually alive.” In this argument, Ackrill draws upon 
not only the potentiality–actuality parallel to Aristotle’s matter–form 
view, but also Aristotle’s first actuality/second actuality distinction. 
This distinction distinguishes the possession of life (the first actuality) 
from its active use (the second actuality), e.g., an alive but sleeping 
man (first actuality) versus an alive but running man (second actuality). 
Thus Ackrill posits that if aliveness is the possession of power in the 
first actuality, and if the essence of an organ is the possession of “such 
powers,” then there is “no distinction . . . between [the organs’] being 
potentially alive and their being actually alive.” An organ cannot be an 
organ if it is not in-formed with psuche, with life.13 

Such is the difficulty in applying Aristotle’s matter–form 
composition formula to living things. In response to this difficulty, 
Ackrill suggests three solutions. First, he suggests that an organ could 
still be called an organ even after it is dead. This would apply to bodies 
as well.14 

The second solution would be to expand Aristotle’s third 
definition of the soul. Rather than define the soul as “the first actuality 
of a natural body that has organs,” the soul should be defined as the 
first actuality of a natural body that is flesh and bone.” However, even 
with this expansion, the original difficulty (the requirement that a 
living thing’s matter be in-formed) would not be circumvented: flesh 
must still be in-formed to be flesh. Otherwise, it will decay.15 

This being the case, Ackrill presents a third solution: identify the 
material of living things not as “flesh and bone,” but as “inanimate 
materials like the four elements.” However, this too, runs into a 
problem: Aristotle himself. To the question, “is earth potentially a 
man?” Aristotle answers “no” in the Metaphysics.16 

Ackrill ends his argument (regarding the difficulty of applying 
Aristotle’s matter–form formula to living things) with two comments. 

                                                      
12 Ibid., 125–26. 
13 Ibid., 126. 
14 Ibid., 127. 
15 Ibid., 128–130. 
16 Ibid., 130–131. 
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First, he states that the difficulty lies not just with living Aristotelian 
composites, but also with chemically-created composites. Ackrill 
presents the example of a cake, whose ingredients can no longer be 
separated from the composite after cooking.17 

Ackrill then closes with Aristotle’s identification of a thing’s 
formal cause with its final cause, stating that this cannot be the case 
with all things, especially with “things that have functions.” To see 
Ackrill’s point, let us look at a car, whose formal cause (essence) is a 
motorized, four-wheeled vehicle and whose final cause is transportation. 
Ackrill states that, in the case of a car, its final cause would determine 
its layout and composition. Meanwhile, its form (the “ability” to 
transport) depends on its layout and composition. The problem for 
Ackrill is that when aluminum is arranged into a box frame and fitted 
with wheels and an engine, it necessarily has the ability to transport, i.e., 
it necessarily has the form of a car. This problem mirrors the psuche–
flesh problem dealt with earlier.18 

In consideration of Ackrill’s problem with Aristotle’s matter–
form formula as applied to living creatures, what does Aristotle 
himself say about the problem? Interestingly, Aristotle seems to agree 
with Ackrill’s argument. The self-incriminating statement appears in 
book II, chapter 1 of De Anima. There Aristotle states, “We must not 
understand by that which is ‘potentially capable of living’ what has lost 
the soul it had, but only what still retains it [emphasis mine].”19 In other 
words, Aristotle states here that the matter which is to be in-formed is 
already in-formed; the body is already necessarily alive. 

To further draw out the incrimination, let us look at the 
relationship between the words “potential” and “soul.” To do this, we 
will look at Aristotle’s metaphysics using several passages from book 
II of De Anima. 

First, the self-incriminating statement refers to two of Aristotle’s 
definitions of the soul, namely, that “the soul must be a substance in 
the sense of a form of a natural body having life potentially within it 
[emphasis mine]” and that “the soul is the first grade of actuality of a 
natural body having life potentially in it [emphasis mine].”20 The second 
definition (soul as actualization) allows us to replace the word “soul” 
in Aristotle’s self-incriminating statement with the word “actuality.” 

                                                      
17 Ibid., 132. 
18 Ibid., 133. 
19 Aristotle, De Anima, in Introduction to Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Modern 
Library, 1947), 412b25. 
20 Ibid., 412a20–412b1. 
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Doing so yields an interesting statement: “We must not understand by 
that which is ‘potentially capable of living’ what has lost the [actuality] 
it had, but only what still retains it.” 

Another statement of Aristotle’s allows us to produce another 
version of his incriminating statement. At 412a5–15, Aristotle states, 
“matter is potentiality, form actuality.”21 By taking the first adaptation 
and replacing both “potentially capable of living” with “matter” and 
“actuality” with “form,” we produce the following: “We must not 
understand by that which is [matter] what has lost the [form] it had, 
but only what still retains it.” 

Both adaptations of the self-incriminating statement hinge upon 
the fact that, on the one hand, potentiality is equivalent to matter, and, 
on the other, actuality is equivalent to form. This being the case, both 
adaptations of the self-incriminating statement raise troubling 
questions, questions that mirror Ackrill’s argument against Aristotle in 
the case of living things (i.e., that in living things, the matter to be in-
formed is already necessarily in-formed). The first adaptation of the 
self-incriminating statement asks: How can potentiality receive 
actuality if it already has actuality? Likewise, the second adaptation 
asks: How can the matter be in-formed if it already has the form? 

Thus the above adaptations of Aristotle’s self-incriminating 
statement support Ackrill’s argument. However, they are not the only 
angle from which we see problems with Aristotle’s matter–form 
formula as applied to living things. Another angle of attack is available 
when we combine Aristotle’s first definition of the soul with his self-
incriminating statement. The product is this: “The soul is the form of 
a natural body having life potentially within it, and we must not 
understand by that which is ‘potentially capable of living’ what has lost 
the soul it had, but only what still retains it.” A simpler version states: 
“The soul is the form of a natural body that still retains the soul.” Such 
a statement, although extrapolated from Aristotle’s actual words, has 
him admitting that the matter to be in-formed is already necessarily in-
formed! Indeed, this simpler version brings to the surface, within 
Aristotle’s text itself, the core problem Ackrill finds with Aristotle’s 
matter–form formula as applied to living things. 

Another vindication of Ackrill arises with another hybrid of the 
self-incriminating statement, this time with a statement from 413a20. 
The statement reads: “what has soul in it differs from what has not in 

                                                      
21 Ibid., 412a5–15. 
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that the former displays life.”22 This statement sheds further light on 
the self-incriminating statement, which, again, reads: “We must not 
understand by that which is ‘potentially capable of living’ what has lost 
the soul it had, but only what still retains it.” If “that which is ‘potentially 
capable of living’” is the body, and if we must only consider as “the body” 
those bodies that “still retain” their souls, and if “what has soul . . . displays life” 
(from the statement from chapter 2 of book II of De Anima), then, 
once again, Aristotle is writing of bodies that are already necessarily 
alive. Aristotle is saying: “We must not understand by that which is 
‘potentially capable of living’ what has lost the soul it had, but only 
what still retains it, that is, what has life” (combination of 412b25 and 
413a20). Once again, Ackrill is vindicated. 

Finally, one statement near the end of chapter 1 of book II of De 
Anima is worth considering. At 413a1–5, Aristotle tells us that “the 
soul is inseparable from its body.”23 The statement once again brings 
to mind Ackrill’s argument that, in Aristotle’s application of the 
matter–form formula to living things, the matter is already necessarily 
in-formed. The connection is made by changing the statement from 
413a into an E proposition: “No soul is separable from its body.” As 
an E statement, its converse, then, is also true: “No body is separable 
from its soul.” If this is the case, how can the body ever have been 
without the soul? Do the propositions indeed imply that the body is 
already necessarily in-formed with a soul? 

Or are Aristotle and Ackrill both wrong—and both right? Do the 
propositions instead suggest a third way, posited by theology: that 
body and soul are created at the same time? 
 

                                                      
22 Ibid., 413a20. 
23 Ibid., 413a1–5. 
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n his book Christ the Sacrament of the Encounter with God, E. 
Schillebeeckx says that “the essential properties of the Church are 
made visible”1 in every sacrament. If this is true, one ought to be 

able to look at any of the seven sacraments and ascertain the nature 
and mission of the Church. In this paper, I will put Schillebeeckx’s 
theory to the test. To do so, I will first define the nature and mission 
of the Catholic Church. Then I will examine the sacrament of Holy 
Matrimony in the Scriptures and in the writings of the early Church 
Fathers, St. Thomas Aquinas, and various modern theologians to see 
if its sacramental nature and mission do in fact manifest the very 
nature and mission of the Catholic Church as a whole. 

In order to draw all men to Himself, Christ assumed human form. 
He became the primordial sacrament of the Father. He made the 
invisible God visible to mankind. He dwelt among us. And even when 
men nailed him to the cross, Christ did not withdraw his visible 
presence from us. Rather, by leaving us his Body and Blood in the 
Eucharist and sending His Spirit to us at the first Pentecost, Christ 
sacramentally drew us into his new universal and mystical body—the 
Church. 

The nature of the Catholic Church is thus best understood as the 
mystical union of Christ and his people. Two distinct realities are 
sacramentally fused together in such a way that they can only be seen 
as one—just as a vine and its branches are one. To argue that the 
nature of the Church is Jesus, apart from its members, is insufficient. 
And yet, it is even more insufficient to consider the Church as simply 
a gathering of people who are somehow apart from Christ. Just as our 
human nature consists of the body and the soul and cannot be 
understood without both elements, so too the nature of the Church 

                                                      
1 Edward Schillebeeckx, Christ the Sacrament of the Encounter with God (Lanham, Maryland: Sheed 
& Ward, 1987), 179. 
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cannot be understood as anything other than the intimate communion 
of Christ and its members. 

Henri de Lubac described the nature of the Church well when he 
called it the “instrument, sign, and sacrament of union with God and 
of the unity of all human kind.”2 By virtue of Christ’s gift of the 
Eucharist, a people once cut off from God by sin is now gathered back 
into his very being and made one in body, one in nature with him. As 
Tertullian put it, “When the chalice we mix and the bread we bake 
receive the word of God, the Eucharistic elements become the body 
and blood of Christ, by which our bodies live and grow.”3 It is 
precisely through our partaking in the Eucharist that the resurrected 
body of Christ penetrates ours in such a way that, through grace, we 
are united to him completely—no longer forming two distinct bodies, 
but one mystical body. Christ is the head. We are the body. Together, 
we form the one holy Catholic and apostolic Church. 

Through this intimate and sacramental union of Christ and his 
people, the mission of Christ the Head necessarily becomes the 
mission of His Body. As the Catechism of the Catholic Church explains, 

The Lord’s missionary mandate is ultimately grounded in the 
eternal love of the Most Holy Trinity: “The Church on earth 
is by her nature missionary since, according to the plan of the 
Father, she has as her origin the mission of the Son and the 
Holy Spirit.” The ultimate purpose of the mission is none 
other than to make men share in the communion between the 
Father and the Son in their Spirit of love.4 

Said plainly, just as Christ was sent by the Father on a mission to bring 
mankind back into communion with the Trinity, our mission is to 
continue that salvific work. We are to make the invisible God visible 
on earth. We are “to spread the Kingdom of Christ over all the earth” 
so that all people might be drawn into the one body of Christ and 
share in the life of the Trinity for all eternity. This is no easy task. 

In this valley of tears it is often hard to recognize the Mystical 
Body of Christ—the union of the Second Person of the Trinity with 
his bride, the Church. It can be hard to discern just what the mission 
of the Church is based solely on the appearance its sinful members. 
This is precisely why the invisible God became man. This is why he 
founded the Church on Peter and his Apostles. And this is also why 
he instituted the seven sacraments—visible signs of his invisible grace 

                                                      
2 Henri de Lubac, The Church: Paradox and Mystery (Paris: Ecclesia Press, 1969), 34. 
3 Paul Haffner, Mystery of the Church (Leominster: Gracewing Publishing, 2007), 50. 
4 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §850. 
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which manifest the nature and mission of his Mystical Body to all the 
earth. 

While each sacrament, in some real way, shows us the nature and 
mission of the Church, the sacrament of Holy Matrimony does so in 
a most excellent way. From the earliest days of the Old Testament to 
final revelations of the New, God has chosen to reveal his mystical 
union with His people and ultimately with His Church as a marriage 
between a man and a woman. Thus, by examining the significance of 
the union of man and woman in the Scriptures, one can come to a 
better understanding of what the nature and mission of the Church is. 

In the very first chapter of Genesis we are told that man and 
woman were created in the image and likeness of God (1:26). What it 
means to be “created in the image and likeness of God” is not 
completely evident, but we can learn quite a lot by looking at the 
surrounding text of Genesis 1 and 2. Just as the love that exists 
between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit is creative and brings forth 
new life—as evidenced by the first 25 verses of Genesis 1—so too 
must the love between a man and a woman be creative, fruitful and 
life-giving. God reveals this when he gives the man and woman the 
charge to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28). Yet in order for such 
love to come about, a man must leave his mother and father and cling 
to his wife in a faithful and indissoluble union such that the two 
become one flesh (Gen 2:24). In this union the couple manifests 
(although imperfectly) the indissoluble love that exists between the 
Three Divine Persons of the Holy Trinity—who are consubstantial yet 
distinct in their personhood. In this way, the union of a man and a 
woman serves as a manifestation of the very union and love of God. 

In both Hosea and the Song of Songs, the Divine Author extends 
the image of the love between a man and a woman—which we know 
from Genesis is unitive, indissoluble and fruitful—to the relationship 
or covenant that exists between God and his people. When the spouse 
of Hosea prostitutes herself to other lovers, Hosea does not abandon 
her. He remains faithful despite her infidelity.5 So too does God 
remain faithful to his bride—the Chosen People of Israel—even when 
they turn away from Him. And in Song of Songs, the love between 
God and his Chosen People is once again depicted as the “intimacy 
between a man and wife within [the] marital bond.”6 In other words, 
the love of God is not just passively faithful (even when his spouse is 

                                                      
5 Scott Hahn, ed., Catholic Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday Religion, 2009), 368. 
6 Ibid., 868. 
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not) but it is actively passionate—as the love between a husband and 
wife is passionate. It is a desirous love that brings forth new life. This 
is seen most clearly in the “kiss” of Songs 1:2. This kiss is meant to 
remind us of the creative love which gave life in Genesis 2:7—when 
God breathed into clay and formed man. Thus the “kiss imparted by 
the bridegroom to the bride in the Song of Songs (Sg 1:2) is symbolic 
of the New Creation . . . and . . . represents a new inbreathing of life 
into redeemed humanity.”7 

In both Genesis and the Song of Songs, God used the image of 
the union of man and wife to describe his love for his people. And in 
the New Testament, this image is extended to the Church. Revelation 
21:2 clearly states that the Church is “prepared as a bride adorned for 
her husband” and is presented to him at the “marriage of the Lamb” 
(Rev 19:7). This bridal imagery is significant. For God to refer to the 
Church as His Spouse means that His relationship with her, given 
what was revealed in Genesis, Hosea, and the Song of Songs, must be 
indissoluble, faithful, and fruitful. But even more importantly, the 
Church must be united to Christ in such a way that they form a one-
flesh union. St. Paul speaks of this union extensively in his Letter to 
the Ephesians. 

In Ephesians 5:31, Paul quotes Genesis 2:24 to show that Christ 
and the Church are one: “For this reason a man shall leave his father 
and mother, and shall cling to his wife, and the two shall be made into 
one.” And lest anyone think that this one-flesh language applies only 
to a husband and his wife and not to Christ and his Church, St. Paul 
clarifies himself by saying, “I mean that it refers to Christ and the 
Church” (Ep 5:32). Through Christ’s death on the cross and the 
sending of his Holy Spirit at Pentecost, he and the Church became 
inseparably and indissolubly united. This is precisely why St. Paul, in 
his first letter to the Corinthians, explains that “whoever is joined to 
the Lord becomes one in spirit with him” (1 Cor 6:17). Animated by 
the one Holy Spirit in the one body of Christ, the Church is the visible 
manifestation of Jesus Christ. It is his Mystical Body. And it is precisely 
out of this Mystical Body that the mission flows. In Ep. 5:25–26, St. 
Paul explains what that mission is when he says, “Husbands, love your 
wives, as Christ loved the church. He gave himself up for her to make 
her holy.” The literal translation of “to make her holy” is “to sanctify 
her.”8 Therefore, just as Christ sanctified his bride by a complete gift 

                                                      
7 Mystery of the Church, 54. 
8 Markus Barth, Ephesians: Translation and Commentary On Chapters 4-6 (Anchor Bible) (Garden 
City: Doubleday, 1974), 624. 
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of self, so too is the mission of Holy Matrimony to sanctify one’s 
spouse by a complete self-offering. 

From the Scriptures we know that the Church is the Mystical 
Body of Christ. We also know that the Church is indissolubly united 
to Christ the Head. By its very nature the Church must be faithful and 
fruitful—as the Holy Trinity is faithful and fruitful. So the question 
then becomes, does the sacrament of Holy Matrimony manifest this 
nature with all its characteristics? And furthermore, does the mission 
of Holy Matrimony mirror the mission of Mother Church—to sanctify 
the world? To begin to answer these questions, I will first turn to the 
Fathers of the Early Church.  

In a letter to his wife (Ad Uxorem), Tertullian beautifully describes 
his marriage to his bride as 

the marriage of two Christians, two who are one in hope, one 
in desire, one in the way of life they follow, one in the religion 
they practice. They are as brother and sister, both servants of 
the same Master. Nothing divides them, either in flesh or in 
spirit. They are, in very truth, two in one flesh; and where 
there is but one flesh there is also but one spirit. They pray 
together, they worship together, they fast together; 
instructing one another, encouraging one another, 
strengthening one another.9 

Because of their one-flesh, one-soul union, “nothing divides 
them,”10 says Tertullian. In other words, from their sacramental unity 
flows the indissolubility of their bond. And while he does not say it 
explicitly, the fortitude to maintain this unity and indissolubility comes 
from their acts of worship—specifically, by partaking in the Eucharist, 
the source of all grace. This bond is so strong that no sin can break it. 
St. Jerome affirms this point in dramatic fashion when he says, “A 
husband may be an adulterer or a sodomite, he may be stained with 
every crime and may have been left by his wife because of his sins; yet 
he is still her husband and, so long as he lives, she may not marry 
another.”11 His point is straightforward: while a sin against one’s 
spouse is always evil and damaging, faithfulness and mercy are 
stronger. A spouse is called to imitate God the Father in his 
relationship with Israel—to remain faithful even in the face of sin. 

                                                      
9 Tertullian, “Ad Uxorem,” The Tertullian Project, www.tertullian.org/works/ad_uxorem.htm. 
10 Ibid. 
11 John Willis, ed., The Teachings of the Church Fathers, new ed. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 
2002), 444. 
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The ability to remain faithful to one’s spouse does not come from 
within. Rather, it comes from the sacramental grace received in Holy 
Matrimony. As long as the spouses are in a state of sanctifying grace, 
they have within them the sacramental grace they need to be faithful 
in the midst of trials—even as Christ is faithful to the Church. Given 
this truth, Tertullian asks, “If then, a marriage of this kind is approved 
by God, why will it not also be a successful marriage, in spite of 
difficulties and anxieties and obstacles and defilements, since it already 
enjoys the patronage of grace . . . ?”12 Tertullian was acutely aware that 
the grace of Holy Matrimony allows a married couple to participate in 
“Christ’s covenant love for His Bride the Church.”13And we know 
from Scripture that this covenant will never be broken. Christ will 
always remain faithful to his Bride. He will always provide the grace 
spouses need to remain faithful to Him. And he will always provide 
sufficient grace for husbands and wives to remain faithful to one 
another—for their own good and for the good of their children. 

With regard to children, St. Augustine comments that in addition 
to faithfulness, indissolubility and unity, fruitfulness is an essential 
component of marriage. In his treatise On the Good of Marriage, 
Augustine writes, “The good of marriage throughout all nations and 
all men stands in the occasion of begetting.”14 It is through the act of 
begetting that a husband and wife manifest the creative love of the 
Holy Trinity. Just as the ‘kiss’ in the Song of Songs reminds us of the 
life-giving breath of the Father in Genesis 2:7, so too does the marital 
act breathe new life into existence, thus continuing the mission of the 
Church—namely building up the Kingdom of God and sanctifying the 
world. 

Fruitfulness, indissolubility and faithfulness—which the Early 
Church Fathers spoke so highly of—are all qualities of a Catholic 
marriage that manifest something of the nature and mission of the 
Catholic Church, but they don’t get to the core of what the Church is. 
They are, in a way, the effects of the true nature of the Church. The 
true nature of the Church is something more basic. Fra Rainaldo da 
Piperno, a friend and disciple of St. Thomas Aquinas, who finished 
writing the Summa Theologica after Thomas’s death, explained that the 
nature of Holy Matrimony is the very union or the “joining” together 
of the spouses. In question 44 of the Supplement to the Summa 
Theologica, he says: 

                                                      
12 Ibid., 438. 
13 Paul Haffner, The Sacramental Mystery (Leominster: Gracewing Publishing, 1999), 256. 
14 Teachings of the Church Fathers, 437. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12719b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12719b.htm
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Hence, since by marriage certain persons are directed to one 
begetting and upbringing of children, and again to one family 
life, it is clear that in matrimony there is a joining in respect 
of which we speak of husband and wife; and this joining, 
through being directed to some one thing, is matrimony; 
while the joining together of bodies and minds is a result of 
matrimony.15 

While it may seem a bit odd to think of the nature of marriage as 
a “joining together,” I believe it makes perfect sense. If you take away 
either the bride or the groom, you do not have a marriage. A marriage 
is nothing if it is not a union. The same is true of the Church. The 
Catholic Church is, by nature, the joining together of Christ and his 
Chosen People. If you remove either component, the Church does 
not exist. It is precisely in this joining or uniting that the sacrament of 
Holy Matrimony most clearly manifests the nature of the Church. If 
you do not have a union, then you cannot even talk about faithfulness, 
fruitfulness, and indissolubility. The union precedes them as human 
nature precedes its accidental qualities. 

In the Pastoral Constitution On the Church in the Modern World, the 
Fathers of Vatican II reiterated what Fra Rainaldo da Piperno wrote 
in the Supplement to the Summa Theologica some seven hundred years 
ago by calling marriage a “communion of life.”16 Through their 
conjugal union, the husband and wife “experience the meaning of 
their oneness and attain to it with growing perfection day by day. As a 
mutual gift of two persons, this intimate union and the good of the 
children impose total fidelity on the spouses and argue for an 
unbreakable oneness between them.”17 In these two sentences, the 
Council sums up exactly how a married couple manifests the nature 
of the Church in today’s world. They manifest the union of Christ and 
His Bride through their own union—which is freely gifted to one 
another, intimate, fruitful, faithful and unbreakable. By virtue of their 
shared communion with one another, they are necessarily united in 
mission—to sanctify each other and the world. 

To sanctify simply means to set apart or to make holy. The way 
Christ ordained us to sanctify the world is through building up the 
Kingdom of God—his Church. Therefore if the mission of a husband 
and wife truly manifests the mission of the Church, it must be one and 

                                                      
15 Summa Theologica, Supplement, www.newadvent.org/summa/5044.htm#article1. 
16 Gaudium et spes, §50, in Vatican Council II, Volume 1: The Conciliar and Postconciliar Documents, ed. 
Austin Flannery, O.P., new rev. ed. (Northport: Costello Publishing Co., 1992). 
17 Gaudium et spes, §48. 
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the same mission. Pope John Paul II affirms the unicity of the mission 
between the Church and married couples in his Apostolic 
Exhortation, Familiaris Consortio. The Pontiff explains that the 
sacramental grace the husband and wife receive in Holy Matrimony 
“confers upon [them] a special mission as apostles, sending them as 
workers into His vineyard, and, in a very special way, into this field of 
the family.”18 He goes on to explain that “this mission must be placed 
at the service of the building up of the Church, the establishing of the 
Kingdom of God in history.”19 The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
reminds us that the Church “is nothing other than ‘the family of 
God’.”20 Thus, the most obvious way in which married couples fulfill 
their mission to build up the Church, or the Kingdom of God, is by 
having children, raising them in the faith, and disposing them to the 
sacraments. For this reason, the family is likened by the authors of the 
Catechism as a “domestic church.” 

Because the nature and mission of Holy Matrimony so perfectly 
manifest the nature and mission of the Church, Thomas Aquinas 
writes in his Commentary on the Sentences that “[a]s regards what is 
signified . . . marriage is the noblest [of all the sacraments], because it 
signifies the conjunction of the two natures in the person of Christ’ 
and ‘the perpetual conjoining of Christ to the Church.’”21 Janet Smith, 
author of the famous talk and article Contraception: Why Not? explains 
why this union is so important. She says: 

God is the source of all life. He is the source of all love. He 
wants spouses to love each other in the same way in which 
He loves, in a committed and unconditional way. He wants 
spouses to be committed and unconditional lovers to each 
other and to their children. Because that is how God loves. 
God brings forth new human life through the sexual act of 
two human beings who love each other and have made a 
lifetime commitment.22 

By loving as God loves, a husband and a wife are not only fulfilling 
their mission on earth, they are preparing to be brought “into the 
home of the heavenly spouse.”23 This is precisely why God created 

                                                      
18 John Paul II, Familiaris consortio (The Role of the Family in the Modern World), §71. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Catechism, §1655. 
21 Peter Kwasniewski, “St. Thomas on the Grandeur and Limitations of Marriage,” Nova et 
Vetera 10, 2 (2012): 415. 
22 Janet Smith, “Contraception: Why Not?” Catholic Education Resource Center, 
www.catholiceducation.org/center/contact.html. 
23 “St. Thomas on the Grandeur,” 435.  
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Holy Matrimony (and in fact, all the sacraments): to manifest His love 
on Earth so that, through the grace conferred by the sacrament itself, 
we might live with Him for all eternity. E. Schillebeeckx sums up this 
reality succinctly when he says, “it is precisely in the seven sacraments 
that the essence of the Church expresses itself by giving men a share 
in itself.”24 Said plainly, not only does the sacrament of Holy 
Matrimony manifest the nature and mission of the Church here on 
Earth, it unites husbands and wives to Christ by drawing them into 
the one-flesh, one-soul union he has with His Church in heaven. In 
this way, they become part of the nature which they manifest here on 
Earth. 

                                                      
24 Christ the Sacrament, 178. 
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More tortuous than all else is the human heart, beyond remedy; who 
can understand it?  
I, the LORD, alone probe the mind and test the heart. 

—Jeremiah 17:9–10 
 

hough he has only left the world two works and a few short 
essays, the striking individuality of Blaise Pascal lives in his 
masterwork, the Pensées. The French literary critic Victor 

Giraud writes that if he could only save one book from all of French 
literature, he would not hesitate to save his volume of the Pensées, 
which would capture the entire French genius.1 T. S. Eliot writes, “I 
can think of no Christian writer . . . more to be commended than 
Pascal to those who doubt, but who have the mind to conceive, and 
the sensibility to feel . . . the mystery of life and suffering, and who can 
only find peace through a satisfaction of the whole being.”2 What is 
more captivating about the Pensées than its Pascalian originality is its 
effect upon its readers. Abbe Jean Steinmann writes, “Outside the 
Bible there is no book I have read more assiduously than the Pensées.”3 
Saxe Commins writes in his introduction to the Pensées that it has 
“become a kind of gospel to men of every variety of religious, 
aesthetic, and philosophical inclination.”4 Even Friedrich Nietzsche 

                                                      
1 Ernest Mortimer, Blaise Pascal: The Life and Work of a Realist (New York: Harper & Brothers, 
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2 T. S. Eliot, Introduction to the Pensées, trans. W.F. Trotter (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 
1958), xix. 
3 Martin Turnell, Introduction to Jean Steinmann, Pascal, rev. ed., trans. Martin Turnell (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1966), vi. 
4 Saxe Commins, Introduction to Pascal’s Pensées and the Provincial Letters, Modern Library 
Edition (New York: Random House, 1941), xv. 
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writes, “I do not read Pascal but love him, as the most instructive of 
all sacrifices to Christianity.”5 
 Peter Kreeft writes with particular beauty about the experience of 
a reader who takes up the Pensées: “Something new and striking lurks 
around every corner. Suddenly, without warning, an arrow pierces 
your heart. You instantly become very, very quiet. Time stands still. 
You listen, really listen. To your heart. And you know, you just 
absolutely know, you have touched Truth.”6 These words speak to the 
fact that the Pensées is more than a seventeenth century artifact 
containing antiquated Christian apologetics. Pascal’s translator, A. J. 
Krailsheimer, is unable to give a reason why the Pensées speak with such 
a “particular force” to readers in all times.7 The work has affected and 
still affects its readers by striking that inner part of man, his heart. And 
why should it not? Pascal is often criticized for being an opponent of 
natural theology8 but this is a likely side effect when his whole purpose 
in writing the Pensées, as Krailsheimer writes, is “showing faith to be 
the result of God inclining our hearts, rather than convincing our 
minds.”9 Pascal would not be happy with a person being only 
intellectually convinced of God, even if he thought it possible; he 
wants “man to be convinced body and soul,” and this can only happen 
through the center of man, the heart.10 
 While Pascal cannot give the Christian faith to readers himself, he 
can still awaken and stimulate the heart, reminding the reader that as 
a person, he actually has a heart and not just a mind. He writes to the 
heart because he sees this as the most important part of man, that part 
which is the foundation of the whole of human nature and lies closest 
to his very being. “‘Heart’ . . . gets into the proximity of the blood, 
into the feeling, living fibre of the body,” writes Romano Guardini, 
commenting on Pascal.11 Pascal’s answers to the question of certainty, 
to the question of faith, to the question of man’s nature, all begin in 

                                                      
5 Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo: How One Becomes What One Is, trans. R.J. Hollingdale (London: 
Penguin Books, 1979), 57. 
6 Peter Kreeft, Christianity for Modern Pagans: Pascal’s Pensées Edited, Outlined, and Explained (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 12. 
7 A. J. Krailsheimer, Introduction to the Pensées, rev. ed. (London: Penguin Classics, 1995), x. 
8 “In a severe scrutiny of Pascal’s politics, [Jacques] Maritain condemned Pascal’s heresy: 
trampling upon reason.” Henri Peyre, “Friends and Foes of Pascal in France Today,” Yale 
French Studies 12 (1953): 10. 
9 Alban Krailsheimer, Pascal (New York: Hill and Wang, 1980), 49. 
10 Blaise Pascal, Pensées, rev. ed., trans. A.J. Krailsheimer (London: Penguin Classics, 1995), 
f848. The fragments quoted here will all come from this edition of the Pensées and follow the 
Krailsheimer numbering system, with further citations in the text. 
11 Romano Guardini, Pascal for Our Time, trans. Brian Thompson (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1966), 130. 
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the heart. The purpose of this paper is to show that in the Pensées, 
Pascal’s concept of the heart is the very foundation for what gives man 
his identity as man rather than something else. Pascal puts the heart at 
the center of man because it is for him the foundation of man’s nature. 
 
1. Interpretive Difficulties 
 Before beginning, it is important to point out that Pascal’s Pensées 
is a difficult work to interpret for a variety of reasons. Pascal is not a 
typical philosopher in that he has no rigorously systematic theory that 
falls neatly into traditional categories of philosophy. Pascal, a master 
of language, is looking to appeal to the heart rather than making an 
argument solely directed at the mind. For this reason, there is little 
predictability and even less order to the Pensées. But even the lack of 
organization is on some level intended, something that becomes part 
of his writing style. Kreeft finds that the “high art” of Pascal’s Pensées 
lies in its very “artlessness.”12 Even Pascal himself recognizes this: “I 
will write down my thoughts here as they come . . . . This is the true 
order and it will always show my aim by its very disorder. I should be 
honouring my subject too much if I treated it in order, since I am 
trying to show that it is incapable of it” (f532). Pascal is writing an 
apologetical work for the Christian faith, a faith that is only accessible 
to the heart. He is more focused on appealing to the heart than 
presenting a strictly systematic argument for the Christian faith. 
Regardless, it is not clear how much of the disorder is intended and 
how much is due to the fact that the Pensées was never completed. 
 That the work was incomplete is evident in the Pensées’ 
fragmentary style. Guardini calls it a “workshop abandoned in 
complete confusion.”13 Because his work is incomplete, it is difficult 
to extract an accurate meaning from certain fragments and even more 
difficult to find consistency in meaning for a given concept from one 
fragment to another. There is little opportunity to read a line within a 
context. Fragments can only be compared to other, similar fragments 
to try to extract a more accurate interpretation. Pascal speaks about 
the heart enough throughout the Pensées to allow for some consistency 
in interpretation, but he uses the word in a great variety of ways, 
making it impossible to form any unified meaning of the word that 
covers every nuance. He most frequently uses “heart” to describe a 
faculty of man, which is the subject of this paper, but he also uses the 

                                                      
12 Christianity for Modern Pagans, 11. 
13 Pascal for Our Time, 13. 



44 TOLLE LEGE 

term to refer to aspects of personality or disposition, such as when he 
describes “a man of humble heart” (f394). In his commentaries on 
Scripture, Pascal frequently invokes the Biblical view of the heart, 
which only multiplies confusion because the Bible brings its own 
varied uses of the term “heart.” 
 Even within the fragments where Pascal speaks of the heart as a 
faculty of man there is confusion. In many places it is unclear whether 
the heart is different from the will, such as when Pascal writes that the 
heart loves and chooses (f423). It is also called the “intuitive mind,” 
and it has a supernatural element within the context of faith. For these 
reasons, the heart described in the Pensées is particularly subject to 
misunderstandings that dilute its meaning to the point where it 
resembles a catchall for anything not clearly explained by reason, 
including faith, emotion, and desire. It is thus tempting to skip over 
Pascal’s idea of the heart because of its ambiguity and engage with 
something possessing greater clarity, something that is more available 
to philosophical analysis. This is likely why there is so much written 
on Pascal’s Wager, but scarcely any mention of the heart. 
 However, Pascal intends something quite distinct and specific by 
the heart. The heart is spoken of in many ways in the Pensées, but only 
because it interacts with very different objects. Looking only at those 
fragments that treat the heart as a faculty of man, there are three 
general contexts which together encompass Pascal’s concept of the 
heart. These contexts are revealed by organizing together those 
fragments that appear to be treating the heart in a similar way. For 
example, when Pascal writes that the heart loves and that the heart 
knows time and space, these are two very different uses of the word 
“heart.” But when Pascal writes that the heart desires and the heart 
loves, these may be considered to be within the same context. This 
can be done for each fragment that treats the heart in the Pensées, 
holding the various contexts in place. 
 
2. Three Contexts for the Heart 
 Pascal has three contexts in which he discusses the heart. In the 
first the heart is an instrument of natural intuition; in the second it is 
a faculty that loves and desires and is similar to the will; in the third it 
is the faculty that receives the grace needed for faith. These three 
contexts correspond to the ideas of other authors who have engaged 
in critical analyses of Pascal. The threefold contextual basis that I have 
chosen to employ to analyze Pascal’s notion of the heart is loosely 
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based on comparable distinctions made by Kreeft,14 Davidson,15 and 
Klapauszak,16 with some adjustments. Most Pascalian scholars accept 
a general interpretation of context that is similar to the view of these 
writers. Starting with these three, I will describe each context as 
contributing to Pascal’s overall conception of the heart while at the 
same time showing that the heart’s role within the context is 
foundational. I will then discuss the essential relationship between 
these three contexts and man’s nature. Finally, I will show the heart to 
be the very foundation of that which is essential to man. 
 The first context of the heart used by Pascal is one of natural 
intuition, as characterized by fragment 100: 

We know the truth not only through our reason but also 
through our heart. It is through the latter that we know first 
principles . . . . We know that we are not dreaming, but, 
however unable we may be to prove it rationally, our inability 
proves nothing but the weakness of our reason, and not the 
uncertainty of all our knowledge . . . For knowledge of first 
principles, like space, time, motion, number, is as solid as any 
derived through reason, and it is on such knowledge, coming 
from the heart and instinct, that reason has to depend and 
base all its argument. (f110) 

 The heart has the ability to apprehend certain realities in an 
immediate intuition. The heart is more than mere sentiment or 
instinct; it is a means of knowledge. It is that part of a person which 
makes him respond, “I just know” when asked to explain his certainty 
regarding first principles. People are not asked to provide a 
justification for the principle of identity because there is an element of 
“givenness” to the principle. The same is true for the principles of 
non-contradiction, time, motion, and number. Knowledge of these 
things is a prerequisite to reason. “Reason” as used here and 
throughout the rest of this paper will refer strictly to discursive 
reasoning. This was the “modern usage” at the time of Pascal’s writing, 
but the same is clear in the Pensées.17 For example, in a fragment 
explaining the difference between intuition and reasoning, “the 
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reasoning man” is said to be someone who “reasons from principles” 
(f751). 
 This discursive reasoning, reasoning from one principle to 
another, only becomes possible with the intuition of the heart. Reason, 
in Pascal’s definition, is not possible without first principles; 
otherwise, there would be nothing from which to reason. Further, it 
does not belong to reason to come to know these first principles 
because reason for Pascal presupposes first principles. Though reason 
and intuition are certainly different, they work together to allow man 
to know things in the natural order. To say that man has reason is to 
imply that man has a heart; otherwise, reason would have no place to 
begin. Man’s reason includes first principles because discursive 
reasoning must use these principles. Because reason is necessarily 
linked to intuition for Pascal, man’s reason includes the heart 
implicitly. Where there is reason, there is the heart. 
 The 110th fragment quoted above is a clear response to Descartes, 
made evident by the reference to Descartes’ account of dreaming in 
his Meditations. In direct opposition to Descartes, Pascal is making it 
clear that certainty for him is something that cannot be found in its 
fullness within reason. Certainty in reasoning would ultimately depend 
upon the first principles on which the reasoning was based, and Pascal 
is grounding his first principles in a certainty untouchable by reason, a 
certainty of a different order than deductive reasoning (f298). Again, 
reason belongs to the order of the mind, intuition to the order of the 
heart. “Principles are felt, propositions proved, and both with certainty 
though by different means” (f110). Principles are known by the heart 
with certainty through intuition or “feeling,” while propositions are 
known by the mind with certainty through demonstration or 
deduction. An explanation of certainty within these two orders makes 
it understandable that Pascal would write, “We have an incapacity for 
proving anything which no amount of dogmatism can overcome. We 
have an idea of truth which no amount of scepticism can overcome” 
(f406). 
 Pascal gives readers a further insight into the intuitive knowledge 
of the heart in his comparison between l’esprit de finesse and l’esprit 
géométrique (f512).18 These are “two ways of thinking, the one [l’esprit 
géométrique] starting from clearly perceived principles, and the other 

                                                      
18 These are often translated as the “intuitive mind” and the “mathematical mind,” respectively, 
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misinterpretation—which is why I have decided to preserve the French terminology. 
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[l’esprit de finesse] seeing things as a whole.”19 The esprit géométrique is 
strictly bound by logic, with a clear method and principles abstracted 
from ordinary human experience. These principles have to be 
considered exhaustively before any conclusion can be reached. The 
esprit de finesse grasps principles simply and immediately. It has great 
accuracy and precision, and a flexibility not found in the esprit 
géométrique. The esprit géométrique is a way of thinking that focuses on 
reasoning, while the esprit de finesse is a way of thinking that relies, like 
the heart, on intuition. It has a decisiveness that is unaffected by the 
labor of reasoning. 
 This comparison of the esprit de finesse and the esprit géométrique 
corresponds directly to Pascal’s comparison of reason and the heart. 
“Reason works slowly,” he writes. “It is constantly nodding or straying 
because all its principles are not present. Feeling works instantly, and 
is always ready” (f821). “Feeling” here is referring to the intuitive 
nature of the heart. Pascal often equates the heart with the French 
sentiment, a word often translated by “instinct” or “feeling.” Translating 
sentiment this way, however, carries the danger of restricting the 
meaning of the word to something purely emotional. Thomas Hibbs 
points out that a right understanding is needed in order to shed light 
on Pascal’s concept of the heart. Sentiment has French roots in a 
meaning that includes a cognitive element. In Latin, sentire, the root of 
sentiment, means “to perceive,” a translation that would fit a heart that 
can know first principles, not just “feel” emotions.20 
 The second context of the heart that emerges in reading the Pensées 
is different from the intuition of first principles. This notion of the 
heart sees it as functioning similarly to the will in that it is an 
instrument of love. “I say that it is natural,” Pascal writes, “for the 
heart to love the universal being or itself, according to its allegiance, 
and it hardens itself against either as it chooses” (f423). How exactly 
does the heart love? For it to love, it must be moved by something. 
Romano Guardini, from his reading of Pascal, suggests that this object 
is value: “The heart responds to value. Value is being’s inner 
movement of meaning. Value is the self-justification of what is, that it 
is worthy of existence. This dynamis summons the movement of the 
heart, love.”21 The dynamis is a continuous production of value that 
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stirs the heart to love. The heart has the innate ability to perceive the 
worth of things, to appraise that value. 
 Pascal is obviously seeing the heart as capable of love, but what 
becomes of the will? Are the will and the heart interchangeable for 
Pascal, and if not, what is their relationship? Is the will not able to love, 
desire, and value things? This ambiguity is evident when Pascal writes, 
“The mind naturally believes and the will naturally loves” (f661). Both 
the will and the heart “naturally love,” but it is not yet clear that we 
should see them as synonymous. Whenever Pascal speaks of the will 
in the Pensées, there is a sense of temporality that is not there when he 
speaks of the heart. For example, he writes that “[t]he will itself will 
never bring satisfaction, even if it had power over everything it 
wanted” (f362). The will is something that merely “likes” or “prefers 
one aspect more than another” (f539). Elsewhere in the Pensées, Pascal 
defines the will as that faculty which rules over the body (f373). When 
Pascal speaks about the heart acting in a similar role as that of the will, 
he often refers to “seeking with all one’s heart,” and almost always this 
seeking is referring to God or the “true good.”22 Only once in Pascal’s 
Pensées does he mention that the will “loves,” but it may be supposing 
too much to assume that Pascal is referring to love here as only an 
appetitive desire and nothing beyond that. 
 Still, there is enough evidence to suggest some distinction between 
the will and the heart, and this distinction is important. When the heart 
loves something in the Pensées, it loves with more permanence and with 
a total self-assent to the object loved. If the heart is understood to be 
the very center of man, then “seeking with all one’s heart” means 
loving totally with one’s whole self. The will is something that deals 
more with the day-to-day desires, especially since it is that which 
governs the body for Pascal. The same can be said about choice. When 
Pascal writes about the heart choosing between itself and the 
“Universal Being,” he is speaking about a decision that fundamentally 
changes how a person lives. The Biblical idea of “hardness of heart” 
used by Pascal illustrates this difference well. When the heart chooses 
something, it is man giving his total acceptance to the object, as well 
as a turning away from other possibilities. A hardness of heart 
indicates a kind of finality in the choice. The heart does not simply 
prefer one thing to another; the heart chooses one thing totally and 
“hardens” itself to the other. 

                                                      
22 See Pensées, f427, f429, f150, f142. 
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 Pascal writes, “My whole heart strains to know what the true good 
is in order to pursue it” (f429). This “true good” is God, for Pascal, 
and God is the proper object of the heart, whether the heart chooses 
God or not (f148). Pascal writes that something is only truly lovable if 
it can promise true good (f12). “The true and only virtue is . . . to seek 
for a being really worthy of love in order to love him,” he writes. “But 
as we cannot love what is outside us, we must love a being who is 
within us but is not our own self. Now only the Universal Being is of 
this kind: the kingdom of God is within us, universal good is within 
us, and is both ourselves and not ourselves” (f564). The point is that 
the true love of the heart, for Pascal, is always in reference to the 
ultimate good rather than just a good, which is the object of the will 
rather than the heart. 
 Pascal writes, “All men seek happiness. There are no 
exceptions . . . The will never takes the least step except to that end” 
(f148). This means that every desire and every choice that the will 
makes is based on the expectation that it will make the person happy. 
Since the heart chooses the ultimate end, the heart is basically 
choosing what it thinks is ultimate happiness. This means that the will 
chooses to do things based on an idea of happiness that the heart has 
already chosen. Thus, if one chooses God with his heart, he 
fundamentally chooses God so as to make God his happiness. His 
happiness, then, consists in God—which is exactly what Pascal writes 
(f407). The same man’s will would then choose things based on this 
conception of happiness. He might choose to pray, which would likely 
not be his choice if his whole idea of happiness lay within himself. 
Thus, the heart becomes the foundation for the will’s functioning, 
because the choices of the will presuppose a guiding conception of 
happiness. “If the heart does not love God, then it loves itself and 
relates all its values to self-love, cupiditas.”23 
 Romano Guardini recognizes this fundamental choice of the heart 
in writing that “in reality, nothing can err in a way as profound, as 
fateful, and as difficult to set right as the heart.”24 The heart can err 
profoundly because the heart in this context only makes profound 
choices, the most profound choices—what does man ultimately 
desire? “This desire [universal good] is natural to man, since all men 
inevitably feel it, and man cannot be without it” (f148). The will is not 
able to desire if there is no overarching desire for happiness, for an 
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ultimate good. If someone were to say that he had not chosen an 
ultimate good, it would be untrue. He may not know that he has 
chosen an ultimate good, but it might be something like pleasure. 
There has to be something that generates his desire for an object. It is 
the heart that allows man to grasp the value of things because the heart 
is informed by its fundamental choice. If someone chooses God with 
his heart, he will be able to grasp the value of things in the light of 
God. To understand things as created by God gives those things a 
value that is not available to the heart that chooses itself. Man values 
things in light of his fundamental decision. 
 No distinction between “love” and “desire” has been made here, 
but Pascal’s aesthetics is outside the scope of this paper. Pascal does 
use “desire” in some fragments to mean something closer to “want,” 
such as desiring food. But when Pascal writes about the heart desiring, 
it is always something more profound than a simple want. For Pascal, 
when the heart desires, it is something indistinguishable from the heart 
loving. This is because the heart, as the core of man, implies a total 
desire, a total love, a desire or love with all of man’s being. This is why 
Pascal often writes about desiring with all one’s heart and loving with 
all one’s heart. A distinction between love and desire when speaking 
about the heart, especially in relation to man’s final end, would be 
extraneous to the topic at hand. 
 The third context of the heart is something of a completely 
different nature than the first two. Pascal makes it very clear that the 
heart is that part of man that is linked to the divine through faith: “It 
is the heart that perceives God and not the reason. That is what faith 
is: God perceived by the heart, not by reason” (f464). Not only can 
the heart love, and know through intuition, but it can also be the 
means for man to have faith and to know God. The heart, then, is 
man’s contact point with the supernatural, with the divine. Man has 
access to the infinite through the heart, not through reason. 
 There is not much argument needed to show that for Pascal, the 
heart is the foundation for faith. Pascal is adamant that the heart is the 
only faculty in man receptive to faith. His definition of faith, “God 
perceived by the heart,” leaves no room for any other way to faith than 
through the heart. The more difficult question to answer is faith’s 
relation to human nature. For Pascal, faith is a gift from God, and man 
receives it by no other means than through God. God is the one who 
moves the human heart; Pascal wants to make it very clear that man’s 
action cannot give him faith. God, he says, inclines our hearts to 
believe: “We shall never believe, with an effective belief and faith, 
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unless God inclines our hearts, and we shall believe as soon as he does 
so” (f380). If it is only God who can move man’s heart to belief, then 
certainly, only God can give knowledge of himself through faith. 
“That is why,” says Pascal, “those to whom God has given religious 
faith by moving their hearts are very fortunate, and feel quite 
legitimately convinced, but to those who do not have it we can only 
give such faith through reasoning, until God gives it by moving their 
heart, without which faith is only human and useless for salvation” 
(f110). 
 So faith can only be a gift from God, and only the heart of man 
can receive it. But if this is the case, is faith really part of man’s nature? 
“My whole heart strains to know what the true good is in order to 
pursue it,” Pascal tells us; “no price would be too high to pay for 
infinity” (f429). What this means is that man naturally seeks the 
infinite: “All men seek happiness” (f148). Previously, this quote gave 
insight into the second context of the heart, showing that man has an 
inclination for happiness. But there is more in this fragment: 

Yet for very many years no one without faith has ever reached 
the goal at which everyone is continually aiming . . . A test 
that has gone on so long, without pause or change, really 
ought to convince us that we are incapable of attaining the 
good by our own efforts . . . this infinite abyss can be filled 
only with an infinite and immutable object; in other words by 
God himself. God alone is man’s true good (f148).  

 The inclination for happiness, the search for the “true good,” is 
something that man cannot satisfy; it can only be satisfied by the 
infinite. This means that man by nature has a desire for the infinite. 
Faith is a gift from God; so while man cannot be said to have faith by 
his nature, he does have a desire for the infinite by his very nature. 
This is an important point because Pascal is pointing to the link 
between the finite and the infinite in man, though it may not be direct. 
The link is a desire for the infinite. This insatiableness is what allows 
God to come to the heart. The recognition that there is nothing that 
fulfills this desire is enough to lead man to God. The heart is the place 
where these two seemingly incompatible qualities, finiteness and 
“infiniteness,” meet. This is why Pascal writes that “man infinitely 
transcends man” (f131). 
 These conclusions still make reference to the heart in its second 
context acting as a part of the will. If the heart seeking happiness is 
already covered by this second context, what exactly is it that makes a 
distinct third context of the heart? The heart can know God through 
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faith given by God. This must be a different context of the heart 
because neither the heart of first principles nor the heart of the will 
can know the infinite. Pascal speaks about knowing God only in 
reference to a heart which has faith.25 The third context of the heart is 
a heart that has been given the grace for faith. This is the heart that 
has been given the grace to know God. 
 This knowledge of God in the heart is formed by a kind of self-
knowledge. James Peters summarizes Pascal on this point in writing 
that to know God through the heart is to recognize him as the ultimate 
good, while at the same time being compelled to love him because of 
his goodness and man’s need of that goodness.26 How man comes to 
know God in his heart is outside the purposes of this study, but what 
is relevant is the great difference between the knowledge that comes 
from reason and intuition and the knowledge that comes with the third 
context of the heart. 
 Pascal’s three orders help to make this point. He writes, “The 
infinite distance between body and mind symbolizes the infinitely 
more infinite distance between mind and charity, for charity is 
supernatural” (f308). Here, charity is referring to the third context of 
the heart, because charity is an essential act that is exclusive to the 
heart of faith.27 The third context of the heart is in an entirely different 
order, a supernatural order. This order is different because it is 
something that overarches personal and particular contexts; it has a 
universal character that remains outside time and space.28 Reason 
cannot lead there because it cannot cross the divide between the order 
of mind and that of charity (f588). “Reason’s last step is the 
recognition that there are an infinite number of things beyond it,” 
Pascal says. “It is merely feeble if it does not go as far as to realize that. 
If natural things are beyond it, what are we to say about supernatural 
things?” (f188). 
 
3. The Heart and Man’s Nature 
 Now that we have discussed the three contexts, there should be a 
clearer picture of what the heart is for Pascal. The heart is foundational 
to reason, will, and the capacity for faith. This idea itself can begin to 
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help alleviate a common criticism of Pascal, perhaps best articulated 
by Leszek Kolakowski: 

It appears that to know God by “feeling in one’s heart” is the 
same as having faith in the proper sense, that is, receiving the 
supernatural gift of grace. On the other hand the “heart” is an 
intuition whereby obvious and nonreligious mathematical 
axioms are absorbed, for the understanding and acceptance 
of which no grace is required . . . we must suppose that the 
word “heart,” thus used for disconnected purposes, is 
implicitly defined only by negation: it is an intuition by which 
even things that cannot be proved either by infallible 
mathematical deduction or by the testimony of the senses are 
nevertheless known.29 

 Kolakowski sees Pascal’s heart as something intelligible only by 
negation. It becomes a “catch-all” for any knowledge that cannot be 
justified by reason. Kolakowski grants that man has faith and the 
knowledge of first principles, but he thinks they fall outside of the 
realm of reason. Pascal just places these things in the “heart.” 
However, Pascal intends something more specific by the heart than 
this. The heart is acting in the same way in all of its functions. It knows, 
by intuition or “feeling,” first principles, the fundamental choices it 
must make, and even, if given faith, God. The heart is a foundation to 
reason, will, and the capacity for faith. It is linked to these faculties in 
man. Reason, will, and faith cannot be spoken of without implicitly 
speaking of the heart, which makes each of their functions possible. 
Because the heart has a specific role within man that acts in a specific 
way, the heart is much more than a negation, just as reason is not 
formed from the negation of intuition because it, too, has a specific 
purpose and method. 
 This brings up the question of the heart’s relationship to man’s 
nature. By developing a concept of the heart from its contexts in the 
Pensées, we have also ventured into Pascal’s view of man’s nature. The 
three contexts of the heart are also connected to those aspects of man 
that make him unique in comparison to other things. The three aspects 
of reason, will, and faith are what make man’s nature distinct from that 
of anything else. “Man is only a reed, the weakest in nature, but he is 
a thinking reed,” writes Pascal. “[E]ven if the universe were to crush 
him, man would still be nobler than his slayer, because he knows that 
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he is dying . . . Thus all our dignity consists in thought” (f200). “I 
cannot imagine a man without thought,” Pascal says in another 
passage; “he would be a stone or an animal” (f111). Man is different 
from anything else in nature in that he can think, he can reason, 
whereas “the universe knows none of this” (f200). It is only when man 
allows the senses to rule him “independent of reason” that he becomes 
like the animals (f149). Reason is part of what makes man unique from 
other animals, and here reason includes the first principles. Reason 
includes first principles because it uses them to reason. They are 
involved in the process of discursive reasoning. The presence of first 
principles points to the existence of the heart so that to talk about 
reason is to talk about the heart implicitly. 
 As for the will, Pascal writes that no conclusions about the 
“greatness of man” can be given by any action that is “involuntary” 
(f795). Pascal has an idea of man as a paradox between greatness and 
wretchedness. He sees greatness as the original, true nature of created 
man before original sin. Though man is now in a state of original sin, 
he still has this imprint of man’s “true nature” impressed upon him 
(f149). Wretchedness is man’s sin, his distance from God. The 
paradox is that man lives with these two contrary aspects. The 
uniqueness of man as compared to the animals is that he can, in a 
sense, choose the fulfillment of his nature. Man’s nature can only be 
considered great “according to his end” (f127). In some sense, man 
can choose whether his nature is to be like that of an animal or the 
true nature of man. This choice is what allows him to be “great” or 
“wretched.” No animal can violate its nature, nor can any animal 
voluntarily choose to embrace its “true nature”; only man has this 
capability. It is unique to man that he has the potential for “greatness” 
and “wretchedness,” and this potential is based on the decisions of the 
will. 
 Most important for Pascal, and unique to man’s nature, is the 
capacity for faith. This capacity has already proven to be part of man’s 
nature, but how does it make man unique? “Man through grace is 
made like unto God and shares his divinity, and without grace he is 
treated like the beasts of the field” (f131), writes Pascal. It is, he says 
in another fragment, “dangerous for man to know God without 
knowing his own wretchedness, and to know his own wretchedness 
without knowing the Redeemer who can free him from it” (f449). 
Because of man’s paradoxical state, he requires grace to be able to 
know his true nature: “Man’s true nature, his true good and true virtue, 
and true religion are things which cannot be known separately” (f393). 
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This knowledge of true nature is bound up with knowledge of God. 
This is why Pascal writes that “we only know ourselves through Jesus 
Christ” (f417). If man’s full knowledge of his true nature is only 
accessible through Jesus Christ, it means that his true nature is only 
accessible through the gift of faith in the heart. Pascal maintains that 
man is the only composite being, which is what allows him to have 
this capacity for faith: “And what makes our inability to know things 
absolute is that they are simple in themselves, while we are composed 
of two opposing natures of different kinds, soul and body . . . 
Composed of mind and matter, we cannot have perfect knowledge of 
things which are simply spiritual or corporeal” (f199). 
 Reason, the ability to choose voluntarily, and a capacity for faith 
are those things that are unique to man. Without these aspects of his 
nature, man is no different from an animal, for Pascal. But reason’s 
being able to reason, the will’s being able to desire and choose, and 
faith all presuppose the heart. The heart is the foundation for each of 
these defining aspects of man’s nature. Pascal puts the heart at the very 
foundation of man’s nature. This is why the heart is the innermost part 
of man; it is the foundation of man. It is the deepest, most secret part 
of man. Terence Penelhum calls it the “innermost person-ality.”30 If 
man is a rational animal then the heart is the core of his rationality. 
The heart is like a microcosm of man in that it contains the most 
essential parts of those aspects that make up the nature of man. This 
is why the heart is so profound. 
 When the heart acts, it moves the whole of man with total 
conviction. Reason and will give their total assent, guided by the heart. 
When one grasps first principles, one becomes much more certain 
than any reasoning could provide, as evidenced by the modern 
philosophical turmoil stemming from trying to subject first principles 
to reason: “Our inability must therefore serve only to humble reason, 
which would like to be the judge of everything, but not to confute our 
certainty. As if reason were the only way we could learn. Would to 
God, on the contrary, that we never needed it, and knew everything 
by instinct and feeling!” (f110). When man makes a fundamental 
choice of what he loves with the heart, he stakes every aspect of his 
life upon that choice. The will gives its full confidence to the heart by 
deciding based upon the heart’s decision. 

                                                      
30 Terence Penelhum, God and Skepticism: A Study in Skepticism and Fideism (Dordrecht: D. Reidel 
Publishing, 1983), 114. 



56 TOLLE LEGE 

 But with grace comes the greatest conviction, the total conviction 
of the whole of man. This conviction is most evident for Pascal in his 
own personal conversion experience with “God sensible to the heart.” 
This is evident in the opening lines of his famous Memorial, the very 
words he quite literally kept close to his heart, sewn into the inside of 
his jacket: 

God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of 
philosophers and scholars.  
Certainty, certainty, heartfelt, joy, peace. God of Jesus Christ.  
God of Jesus Christ . . .  
Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy . . .  (f913) 

It is a certainty that comes with a total conviction of body and soul 
(f848). It is only Truth that brings certainty (f599).  
 Pascal’s concept of the heart is written in response to the 
exaltation of discursive reasoning that prevailed in philosophers like 
Descartes. Pascal could see that God was not exempt from the assault 
of reason. Recognizing that there is more to man’s rationality than 
pure discursive reasoning, Pascal emphasizes the heart based upon 
Augustine’s doctrine of the heart. To limit man to reason is to limit 
man’s nature. It is to leave skepticism or an irrational dogmatism as 
his only options for truth, and agnosticism and fideism as his only 
options for God. 
 The heart introduces a completely new dimension to man plagued 
by such thinking. Reason, in the light of the heart, can expand to 
include intuition of first principles. This is to return to the more 
classical idea of reason. Thus, the heart would be that most 
fundamental part of reason. Will, in the light of the heart, could be 
expanded to include choice with respect to teleological end. Will 
would then include the fundamental choice of God as fundamental 
end. Thus, the heart would be that most fundamental part of the will. 
Faith, in the light of the heart, can be brought back into relation with 
reason and will. A faith that is not irrational and sheds light on the role 
of the will becomes part of man instead of something totally separate 
from him. It is a gift from God, but man, because he desires the 
infinite, has a capacity to receive this gift in his nature. Thus, the heart 
is the fundamental aspect of man, which allows for faith and 
knowledge of God. 
 The heart, then, is all those things that are most fundamental to 
man in his most essential features. Pascal focuses attention on the 
heart because it restores man’s nature, which was being lost by much 
of the philosophy of the day. Reason had become nothing more than 
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discursive reasoning, the will had lost its telos, and faith was becoming 
a myth. The heart restores these elements and restores a fuller picture 
of man. The heart is characterized by its profundity as the innermost 
part of man because it is that fundamental, immediate part of both 
reason and will, and the place where God chooses to instill faith. More 
importantly, Pascal presents his view of the heart to incite readers to 
search for God. 
 Though a clearer picture of Pascal’s meaning of “heart” has been 
presented here, it should be remembered that Pascal intends some 
element of obscurity in its meaning. He also hopes to leave readers 
with a sense of discomfort and an uncertainty regarding anything that 
is other than God (f199). To have fully explained the heart and “its 
reasons” is to have misunderstood Pascal completely. To understand 
the heart completely is to understand the nature of man completely 
because the heart penetrates every part of man in some way. But man 
is still trying to discover his true nature. Pascal says man is like a 
“dispossessed king” who knows that he was once a great king but does 
not know how to find his way back to the throne (f116). The only way 
to find his true nature is to embrace Jesus Christ, to know God. And 
it is here that man must kick away the ladder of reason and enter the 
order of charity: 

What takes place here disappears at both extremities into 
mystery: into the mystery of that absolute initiative, by which 
God reveals himself, gives light, touches the bottom of the 
heart so effectively that it unbinds itself, opens, recovers sight 
and freedom . . . . And into the mystery of the human heart, 
of its finite initiative, in which the power of sin remains, and 
by which it opens itself and abandons itself, in order to share 
in God’s nature. It is a mystery of grace and freedom.31 

 
 

                                                      
31 Pascal for Our Time, 137. 



 
 

Abyss: Defending an Existential 
Metaphysics, with Conceptual Focus on 
Actuality, Potentiality, and Action 
Daniel Lewis 
 
 
 

If the phrase ex nihilo is to have any significance beyond that of 
guarding against the idea that God creates out of some self-
subsisting, independent element, the “nothing” in question cannot 
indicate a purely negative category; on the contrary, it must 
indicate . . . a world of uncreated spiritual energy in which there is 
no thing; or, beyond that, beyond even Being itself, a world of 
pure potentiality, the Urgrund or Abyss in which the unmanifest 
virtualities or divine Names of God Himself are occluded. 

—Philip Sherrard 

 
n her short story “Good Country People,” Flannery O’Connor 
writes of Hulga Hopewell, a thirty-year-old woman with a Ph.D. 
in philosophy. Hulga—she had her name legally changed from 

Joy, her birth name—is unbearable, miserable, and self-righteous. 
Rather than teach as a philosophy professor, she is forced to live with 
her mother due to her having a weak heart. She is generally downcast 
and gloomy. She sees through everything, and she sees the nothing 
behind everything. As she says in one place, “I’m one of those people 
who see through to nothing,” and in another, “We are all damned . . . 
but some of us have taken off our blindfolds and see that there’s 
nothing to see. It’s a kind of salvation.”1 She is, in the final analysis, a 
nihilist. More poignantly, she is a Heideggerian, as evidenced by her 
mother’s discovery of a passage from Heidegger’s essay “What Is 
Metaphysics?” The relevant paragraph in the story is worth citing in 
full. 

One day Mrs. Hopewell had picked up one of the books the 
girl had just put down and opening it at random, she read, 
“Science, on the other hand, has to assert its soberness and 
seriousness afresh and declare that it is solely concerned with 

                                                      
1 Flannery O’Connor, The Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1971), 287–88. 

I 



VOLUME 7 (2013) 59 

what-is. Nothing—how can it be for science anything but a 
horror and phantasm? If science is right, then one thing 
stands firm: science wishes to know nothing of nothing. Such 
is after all the strictly scientific approach to Nothing. We 
know it by wishing to know nothing of Nothing.” These 
words had been underlined with a blue pencil and they 
worked on Mrs. Hopewell like some evil incantation in 
gibberish. She shut the book quickly and went out of the 
room as if she were having a chill.2 

O’Connor is obliquely suggesting through Mrs. Hopewell’s 
response to Heidegger’s passage that Hulga’s narcissism, pessimism, 
and overall distastefulness stem from her fascination with 
nothingness, and in particular with Heidegger’s articulation of 
nothingness. And as the rest of the story unfolds, O’Connor drives a 
further point home: there is another and more longstanding 
fascination with nothingness, one that is far simpler, far purer, and far 
more sinister than Hulga’s merely intellectual fascination with it. It is 
the common atheism of the sinner, incarnated magnificently in the 
traitorous character of the Bible salesman Manley Pointer. 

This is to say that, as O’Connor illustrates with the tragic character 
of Hulga, as well as with the later-to-turn-villainous character of 
Manley Pointer, one might worry (among other worries) that an 
existential philosophy like Heidegger’s collapses into a self-absorbed 
and harmful nihilism. In the case of Heidegger in particular, one might 
worry that his analysis of Dasein—and in particular his conclusion that 
Dasein is, at its root, nothing—results in the destruction of the idea of 
human nature.3 And with such destruction, one might further worry, 
comes moral, epistemological, and metaphysical chaos. That is, if it is 
true that Dasein is nothing, then it seems that there is nothing right or 
wrong, true or false, about what Dasein does, believes, or is. There is 
no human nature that one must act in accordance with, nothing that 
can really be discerned when one attempts to respond to the dictum, 
“Man, know thyself.” There is no truth, and all that remains is the 
arbitrary will of “authentic” Dasein, which, because it is at root nothing, 
chooses whatever it so desires with reference to nothing other than its 
own choice. Everything becomes a matter of mere will: there is 
nothing like, say, universal law—nothing at all except the law that 
Dasein chooses. 

                                                      
2 Ibid., 277. 
3 Not destruction necessarily in Heidegger’s highly specific sense. 
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What I intend to do in this paper is present a metaphysical picture 
(which can be applied in both the cosmic and anthropological 
dimensions) wherein such fears of nihilism are unfounded. I shall 
present a metaphysics based primarily on action, beginning with 
reflections on fundamental concepts related to action, such as being 
and the dual notions of actuality and potentiality. Because of its 
emphasis on action and agency, on the existence of agents over the 
essence of things, we can term this an “existential metaphysics,” 
though I do not intend to make particularly clear any connections to 
existential philosophy generally aside from connections to and 
derivations from Heidegger’s philosophy. Owing to considerations of 
space, this metaphysical picture will be a general one. Nevertheless, 
my project in this paper is similar to that attempted by John McDowell 
and Stanley Cavell in their attempts to dispel the “vertigo” brought on 
by the seemingly arbitrary nature of human rules and practices, though 
my topic is Heideggerian existentialism, not the Wittgensteinian 
“forms of life” schema.4 I intend to help settle some of the dust that 
Heidegger’s existentialism appears to kick up. I will argue, finally, that 
an existentialist metaphysics such as the kind entailed by Heidegger’s 
work does not infringe on our desire for the truth of value, knowledge, 
and being, though it does warrant radical and deeply involved 
responses on the personal level. 

We begin, then, at a similarly radical level with the ideas of being, 
actuality, and potentiality, along with the connections between these 
ideas (as well as both traditional and new ways of construing these 
connections). 

 
1. Actuality, Potentiality, and Being 

In traditional ontology, being is equated with actuality. Things that 
are actual are “there,” present to us or ready for us to work with. A 
look at everyday language suggests something like this account: 
“Robert actually works at the Chuck E. Cheese down the street,” “Elise 
is an actual defense attorney specializing in clown and circus affairs,” 
and so forth. When we say that something “actually is the case,” we 
are saying that it is, that it is real, that it is included in the category of 
“beings.” What makes something real is the fact that we can pause and 
reflect on the something as something present at hand: it is there, just 
“sitting there,” and if it was not there, we would not be able to make 

                                                      
4 For more on McDowell’s and Cavell’s dealings with “vertigo,” see especially John 
McDowell’s “Virtue and Reason” and “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following,” in his Mind, 
Value, & Reality (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 50–73 and 198–218. 
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use of it, look at it, reflect on it, and make judgments about it the way 
we do. Use of, looking at, reflection on, and judgments about things 
that are not actual would entail something like fairy-tale reasoning: one 
might as well in such cases be chasing after fantasies or ghosts. 

Given the tendency to view actual things as just “sitting there,” 
one might fall under the misimpression that actuality is something 
static. We might say that something “simply is” and by that mean that 
it just sits there with little to no change or motion. If we accept what 
Heidegger calls the “metaphysics of presence,” things truly are what 
they are insofar as they do not change. It is insofar as things are actual, 
not insofar as they are potential or are still in the process of being 
actualized, that they truly are as beings. However, when we analyze 
this topic phenomenologically, the metaphysics of presence comes up 
deficient. 

It is more accurate to stress the fact that actuality is always the 
actualization of some potentiality. We can view this in terms of what 
could be, or in other words, possibilities. If it is not first possible for 
something to become the case—if there is no potential for the 
outcome in question—then it is necessarily impossible for that 
something to become the case. When we consider that reality, as a 
phenomenon of Dasein, is subject to this kind of past–present–future 
dynamic, actuality ends up playing a less dominant role than it does in 
the metaphysics of presence. Phenomenologically, actuality still plays 
a vital role in reality, but its particular role will be clearer if we 
understand actuality as manifestation, the becoming-evident of that 
which is not yet evident prior to actualization. 

If actuality is understood as manifestation, then potentiality is to 
be understood as that which is made manifest. But this is not to suggest 
that potentiality is some particular or general thing5 “out there,” still 
“sitting there,” waiting to make its grand appearance in actuality. 
Rather, it makes no sense to speak of this that which is made manifest as 
any being: we have already equated being with actuality, and as we have 
equated actuality with manifestation, we have implicitly equated being 
with manifestation. Being belongs to manifestation, not to what is 
manifested. Potentiality is not, but serves rather as the source of 
actuality. Actuality is the “face” of potentiality, potentiality made 
evident and real—these two traits are deeply connected in this 
picture—in its manifestation as actual. Now, if we remained here with 

                                                      
5 Though it seems rather incoherent to talk about a “general thing,” as the term “thing” implies 
a certain degree of particularity. 
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these understandings of actuality and potentiality, one might be 
confused as to how actuality even comes out of potentiality. That is, 
one might wonder: if potentiality is the source—the ground, we might 
say—of actuality, then why does potentiality not remain inert? Why is 
there something rather than nothing? 6 

 
2. Being, Action, and Agency 

The key to understanding why and how actuality comes out of 
potentiality—in other words, why actuality even is at all—is the idea 
of action. Action is the bringing into reality that which is capable of 
being made real. It is the making real of that which is possible. It is the 
idea of doing, in contradistinction to the metaphysics of presence’s 
understanding of the being that just “sits there.” When, for instance, I 
perform the action of hitting a particular key on my computer 
keyboard, there is a possibility of both what I will do and what will result 
from what I do—a possibility of my hitting the key and typing the 
associated letter—that precedes my action. When I perform this 
particular action, I actualize this possibility: I become Daniel-hitting-key-
S. This possibility does not exist like some static thing waiting for me 
to “grab it.” Rather, I am this possibility, and my action is a realization, 
a manifestation, of myself as this possibility. 

As implied by this example, the idea of action is necessarily joined 
with the idea of agency. Every action implies an agent responsible for 
the action in question. If the action is the “what,” then the agent is the 
“who,” the one who energizes, makes actual and manifest, the “what” 
that is the action. Though we can talk about the action and the agent 
as distinct, we cannot isolate them from each other. The responsible 
agent is constitutive of each particular act, such that my hitting the S 
key on my computer keyboard is an inherently different act from, say, 
my brother’s hitting the S key on my computer keyboard. 
Furthermore, if there was ever an action without an agent, we would 
hesitate to even call it an action. We might call it a “happening” or an 
“event,” or use some other similarly depersonalized and, to an extent, 
arbitrary, description.7 

                                                      
6 Cf. Martin Heidegger, “What Is Metaphysics?”, in Basic Writings (New York: HarperCollins, 
2008), 110: “it is of decisive importance . . . that we let the sweep of our suspense takes it full 
course, so that it swings back into the basic question of metaphysics which the nothing itself 
compels: Why are there beings at all, and why not rather nothing?” 
7 Of course, part of the metaphysics proposed here is that there cannot be purely random 
events—“things” that “just happen.” 
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Just what, then, is this agency? It is capable of manifesting—that 
is, actualizing—potentiality, and is therefore distinct from potentiality. 
However, it precedes actuality, and is thus also distinct from actuality. 
This agency is thus neither potentiality nor actuality, but if we put it 
that way, it seems like we are just babbling: to talk about something 
that “is not” is to talk about potentiality, while to talk about something 
that “is” is to talk about actuality. It does not appear that we have a 
third option distinct from these two. So, this agency is neither 
potential nor actual, but we do not wish to fall into pure incoherency. 
Let us thus put it this way: this agency is neither exclusively potential 
nor actual. That is, this agency is both potential and actual. This agency 
is Dasein, situated “in” (to use a perhaps ill-suited spatial term) both 
potentiality and actuality.  Dasein is actualizing potentiality—thrown 
projection, to use Heidegger’s term. 

Granted, one might object to our “jump” to action and agency. 
One might say that all we need to say about reality is that it is 
inherently changing. The nature of potentiality is for it to become 
manifest, not through agency, but automatically. But this is to construe 
potentiality once more as an actual thing, though now instead of 
mistaking potentiality for a static thing, this is mistaking it for a dynamic 
thing. To say that it is “in the nature of” potentiality to actualize itself 
is to see it as being a being that has a nature, whereas potentiality just is 
beyond any particular nature.8 Furthermore, if potentiality itself is to 
be defined by “change,” then that would mean the end of the dynamic 
between actuality and potentiality as we know it: actual reality would 
be blinking in and out of existence with no possible pattern or rhythm 
(not even the pattern of “not having a pattern”), because what is 
implied here is nothing short of pure chaos, such as is feared in the 
articulations at the beginning of this paper. However, contrary to this 
chaotic view, the dynamic thing (if one insists on the language of 
“thing”) is actuality, not the potentiality of which actuality is the 
dynamic manifestation. Yet we are still left with the question of why 
actuality even is, resulting in the need that the idea of agency—Dasein, 
actualizing potentiality—fulfills. 
 

                                                      
8 We must be aware that even our attempts at “describing” potentiality are never going to give 
us a positive knowledge of what potentiality “is” (because potentiality is beyond “is-ness,” and 
so forth). Since language in general is concerned with reality and actuality, any way of talking 
about potentiality apart from actuality is destined to fail aside from giving us roundabout, 
negative understanding of it. 
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3. Authentic Authenticity 
Given the preceding metaphysical account, some worries may 

arise or still persist from the beginning of this paper. Does reality 
amount simply to whatever we make it to be? Is the actualizing of 
potentiality subject solely to the whims of Dasein, the actualizing 
potentiality? Are we no longer able to judge acts categorically as right 
or wrong, since each act is intrinsically as unique as its agent, its 
respective Dasein? These kinds of questions and worries are only 
exacerbated by Heidegger’s discussion of authentic Dasein.  

According to Heidegger, Dasein tends not to be itself. It tends, 
rather, to be everything else: “Everyone is the other, and no one is 
himself.”9 Now, Dasein is thrown projection, actualizing potentiality, 
and so to be Dasein authentically—truly to be Dasein—means 
embracing one’s nothingness, one’s potentiality, and simply 
actualizing it. To be inauthentic Dasein means running away from 
one’s potentiality, existing instead as some chameleon that copies 
whatever is present there around oneself. Authentic Dasein actualizes 
itself, not according to what anyone or anything else says or demands, 
but according to itself. Authentic Dasein is its possibilities, and 
authentic Dasein is its choice. To be authentic Dasein, one might fear, 
means pure individuality. It means pure chaos. 

The problem with these worries is that they presume that Dasein’s 
belief that it is being authentic, or its intention to be authentic, is enough 
to make Dasein authentic. But Dasein can easily be mistaken about 
whether it is being authentic. Consider the fact that works like 
Heidegger’s Being and Time, and similar existentialist works by Sartre, 
Nietzsche, and others, actually become popular. It is entirely possible 
for Dasein to, say, go to his weekly book club, find that everyone is 
now earnestly striving to “be authentic,” and then copy that. Such a 
Dasein would obviously be inauthentic, but more comically, he would 
have attained a kind of “inauthentic authenticity.” This is the key to 
understanding Hulga from O’Connor’s story. It is not the desire to be 
authentic, or authenticity itself, that results in narcissism, self-
righteousness, and chaos. It is the prideful and delusional seeing of 
oneself as even having the power to become authentic. It is the 
“inauthentically authentic” Dasein that fails to acknowledge the extent 
to which its entrenched inauthenticity has reduced its capacity to be 
authentically. 

                                                      
9 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (New York: Harper & Row, 2008), 165. 



VOLUME 7 (2013) 65 

And if inauthentic Dasein does thus mistakenly and narcissistically 
believe that whatever ways in which it is being authentic are the result 
of its own efforts, this would result from a failure to recognize what 
this energy, this actualization of potentiality, really entails. Dasein 
would think that it was answering the call to authenticity, when in 
reality it would be continuing to flounder in inauthenticity: it would 
not be itself, but a they-self for which seeming authentic, and believing 
oneself to be authentic, had become trendy. The call to authenticity can 
only be answered simply—Dasein only has to actualize its potential; 
however, many if not most lack the ability to answer the call truly. 

But let us say that Dasein was, in theory, capable of truly 
answering the call. With this we come to the most primal fear at the 
heart of the worries against our existential metaphysics: how do we 
know that actualized reality is good? How can we know that we will like 
it? How can we know we are safe? In the final analysis, we cannot know 
we are safe. Reality is more daring and lively than what would be 
entailed by knowing that we were safe or by being merely comfortable in 
it. It takes something like a leap of faith: you must move in order to 
dance. Would it be incredibly difficult to make this leap, and further to 
discern whether someone, or even oneself, was being truly authentic? 
Undoubtedly. It would require something godlike in knowledge, 
power, and even compassion. It certainly means that answering the 
call—becoming authentic Dasein, or even becoming the Übermensch—
is not as simple as reading Heidegger, Sartre, or Nietzsche and 
deciding, “That’s it; I’ve had it with the world. I am going to be me, 
unlike the sniveling and groveling masses.” It is a valiant sentiment, 
but it is usually impotent because it has no real energy or strength to 
back it up or truly see it through. Still, if we were committed to this 
ideal, might it lead us to something like asceticism, some practice 
meant to give ourselves over to the kind of power that can shape us 
into our authentic selves? Perhaps. In any case, that is a topic that 
demands its own treatment in depth elsewhere. 
 
4. Conclusion 

The metaphysics we have sketched10 in this paper is not one that 
allows for any lukewarm approach to reality. If it really is action that 
holds reality together—if reality just is action constantly maintained—
then we should have cause to be in awe at the sheer power and energy 
involved in the constant actualization of potentiality, i.e., reality itself. 

                                                      
10 And it is indeed a very broad and rough one. 
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What is called for is not a despairing vertigo, but a rejoicing and 
worshipful wonder at this maintained and flowing dance—the infinite 
outpouring of potentiality into manifest actuality, and the unremitting 
stretching-out of actuality into an endless sea of potentiality—that is, 
our reality. Reality is energetic and dynamic, not static. And if it is static, 
it is only static in the way that a beam of light is static: it is moving so 
fast and is so constant that it appears to be standing still. 

There is still a great deal to address about this existential 
metaphysics. While we did touch on what being inauthentic Dasein 
really entails in this metaphysics, there is still a great deal that remains 
to be said about evil, along with other related notions such as 
deficiency, weakness of will, and so forth. Despite the questions that 
remain, we have shown that an existential metaphysics that places the 
nothing (i.e., potentiality) at the heart of reality need not entail the 
nihilism represented by O’Connor’s Hulga and Pointer. The nothing 
that our existential metaphysics places at the heart of reality is 
“nothing” in its most basic linguistic sense: it is no thing in particular. 
It could be—or, more accurately, become—anything, and hence it is 
the source of all actual beings. Truth, meaning, and value are found in 
manifest reality, that is, in actuality. And if one attempted to “pull back 
the curtain” on reality to “reveal” the nothing underneath, there would 
be nothing to say. The only possible response to pure potentiality, to 
the “no-thing,” is silence. Though he is speaking on a radically 
different note from ours, Wittgenstein’s words at the end of the 
Tractatus articulate this point as well as any could: “What we cannot 
speak about we must pass over in silence.”11 This is not nihilism: this 
is the metaphysics, perhaps inherently mystical in character, 
underscoring creation ex nihilo. It is a personal metaphysics, a 
metaphysics that insists on the inherently personal nature of reality. 
The reason there is no what at the heart of Dasein and of reality is that 
there is instead a who. And we can just as well succeed or fail at 
respecting persons as we can succeed or fail at respecting other, 
perhaps more impersonal, metaphysical standards. 
 

                                                      
11 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (New York: Routledge, 1974), 89. 



 
 

MacIntyre, Rights, and the Church 
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n 1776, Thomas Jefferson and his compatriots drafted the 
Declaration of Independence. The majority of Americans 
celebrate the document as a glorious achievement in political 

philosophy, as do many people around the world. The whole of the 
piece seems to rest on the preamble’s articulation of human rights: 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” 
These are words that have been immortalized in the American psyche 
and have been echoed in countless ways since the American 
Revolution. However, there is a serious question of whether there is 
in fact such a thing as a “human right” (or “natural right”) at all. Is the 
reason Jefferson says that “these truths” are “self-evident” because he 
has no rational grounds for believing in the existence of natural rights? 
Some might say so. This is the sort of stance that Alasdair MacIntyre 
takes in his book After Virtue. In what follows I would like to suggest 
that while MacIntyre’s vision of human rights is perhaps an affront to 
the sort of project that Jefferson was engaged in, it does not 
fundamentally conflict with the Church’s teaching on human dignity. 
 Upon finishing his discussion of the various failures of the 
Enlightenment project of justifying morality in the context of the 
reception of a telos-impoverished intellectual ancestry, MacIntyre 
begins to enumerate several consequences of these failures. The 
advent of the concept of “natural rights” is one of those 
consequences. “By ‘rights’ I do not mean those rights conferred by 
positive law or custom on specified classes of person; I mean those 
rights which are alleged to belong to human beings as such and which 
are cited as a reason for holding that people ought not to be interfered 
with in their pursuit of life, liberty and happiness.”1 
 MacIntyre makes clear that “the claim that I have a right to do or 
have something is a quite different type of claim from the claim that I 

                                                      
1 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1984), 68–69. 
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need or want or will be benefited by something.”2 The difference is, 
of course, that interference with a right is necessarily a moral offense 
while interference with wants, needs, or potential benefits is not. 
However, if there really are no such things as natural rights, then there 
would only be state-given rights, as well as people’s individual wants, 
needs, and potential benefits, left by which to measure our actions’ 
moral character (in the context of an anthropology, of course, for a 
virtue-ethicist or a natural lawyer). 
 MacIntyre immediately notes that the idea of a right implies or 
presupposes a cultural context, or “the existence of a socially 
established set of rules” that only “come into existence at particular 
historical periods under particular social circumstances.”3 Based on 
this, he argues that such rights “are in no way universal features of the 
human condition.”4 Rational agency, the principle which together with 
observation of human nature alone drives virtue ethics, does not entail 
a particular culture. At every time and in every place, a human being 
can appeal to reason. 
 MacIntyre makes a comparison that is admittedly rather harsh: he 
says that belief in rights “is one with belief in unicorns and witches.”5 
He justifies such a statement with the observation that “every attempt 
to give reasons for believing there are such rights has failed,” just like 
every attempt at proving there are witches and unicorns has failed. 
Rights, then, are precisely the kind of thing that requires the evasion 
of appealing to supposedly self-evident truths the way Jefferson does 
in the Declaration of Independence.6 
 The key question then is this: what is the difference between a 
universal claim of virtue ethics and a natural right? That is, what is the 
difference between a virtue ethicist like Aristotle claiming that it is 
always wrong to murder and a rights-believer claiming that human 
beings have a natural or inherent “right to life?” 
 The difference is one of ontology. A right would itself be part of 
a human being’s nature, a kind of prescriptive characteristic riding on 
top of the existence of whatever it is associated with (like life or some 
kind of freedom). This would mean that the very idea of human life, 
for instance, would imply that a kind of moral respect should be paid 
to it. The is would provide the ought. While MacIntyre aggressively 

                                                      
2 Ibid., 67. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., 68. 
6 Ibid. 
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argues elsewhere in After Virtue that an is can indeed generate an ought, 
he does not believe that it can do so in this case and in this way. He 
believes that all the arguments so far given for such a transition have 
failed, and he makes reference to a contemporary defender of rights 
who himself admits the same thing. 
 Virtue ethics takes a different approach to description and 
prescription, one that avoids the problems that rights theories 
encounter: whereas virtue consists in acting in accord with reason, a 
right is supposed to exist beside reason altogether. While there could 
be something like life, for instance, without the existence or use of 
reason, there could not be a prescription against taking life because 
prescriptions are things of reason. There still could be a “right to life” 
though, because it would supposedly be a part of human nature. 
Where does that leave the supposed offender of the right? The right 
offers a prescription by itself, without the help of reason: but this does 
not seem possible. It seems much more correct to say that it is simply 
always a bad human act to kill another person voluntarily (that is, while 
in possession of the use of reason). 
 Even though rights theorists and virtue ethicists may reach the 
same kind of universal conclusions (in some cases), that does not 
mean that both conclusions are true, or even that belief in either is 
justified. They contain different claims about the origin of a prescript. 
Equating the two is like saying that Christianity is the same as 
Buddhism because they both render a conclusion that detachment 
from the world is important. It is obvious that the reasons why such a 
conclusion is reached are incredibly important for the philosopher of 
religion (or for the believer). Likewise, the methods employed by 
various ethical systems are incredibly important for the philosopher of 
ethics. 
 Does MacIntyre’s argument run counter to the teaching of the 
Church he would eventually convert to? At first glance, it would seem 
so: the Church makes appeals to rights constantly when speaking 
about life, education, work, religious practice, etc. When one realizes, 
however, that, as MacIntyre notes, the language of rights is an 
incredibly new phenomenon in ethics, the intuition that he is running 
counter to the Magisterium begins to fade a bit: 

[T]here is no expression in any ancient or medieval language 
correctly translated by our expression ‘a right’ until near the 
close of the middle ages: the concept lacks any means of 
expression in Hebrew, Greek, Latin or Arabic, classical or 
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medieval, before about 1400, let alone in Old English, or in 
Japanese even as late as the mid-nineteenth century.7 

 It seems impossible then that “rights” are a part of the Church’s 
ethical tradition the way that certain prescripts (such as “never abort a 
child directly”) are. Why, then, do the Catechism and other official 
documents make use of the term? Does the inclusion of this notion in 
these documents imply the infallible adoption of the idea of rights by 
the Church? 
 A few examples will suffice for our analysis. From the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church: 

As those first responsible for the education of their children, 
parents have the right to choose a school for them which 
corresponds to their own convictions. This right is 
fundamental. As far as possible parents have the duty of 
choosing schools that will best help them in their task as 
Christian educators. Public authorities have the duty of 
guaranteeing this parental right and of ensuring the concrete 
conditions for its exercise.8 

Also from the Catechism: 
Love toward oneself remains a fundamental principle of 
morality. Therefore it is legitimate to insist on respect for 
one’s own right to life. Someone who defends his life is not 
guilty of murder even if he is forced to deal his aggressor a 
lethal blow . . . .9 

From Bl. Pope John XXIII’s encyclical Pacem in Terris: 
Any well-regulated and productive association of men in 
society demands the acceptance of one fundamental 
principle: that each individual man is truly a person. His is a 
nature, that is, endowed with intelligence and free will. As 
such he has rights and duties, which together flow as a direct 
consequence from his nature. These rights and duties are 
universal and inviolable, and therefore altogether 
inalienable.10 

Is it really the same kind of right that is being spoken of in these 
passages? And do they together speak of the same kind of right that 
Jefferson appeals to and MacIntyre rejects? 

                                                      
7 Ibid., 69. 
8 Catechism of the Catholic Church, §2229. 
9 Ibid., §2264. 
10 John XXIII, Pacem in Terris, §9.  
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 Considered one way, it does not seem that the Church has 
adopted the Jeffersonian vision of rights in such a way that Christians 
are bound to believe in them. One must consider the purpose of the 
documents that use the language of rights: since they are primarily 
pastoral in nature, they are intended to lead Christian people to right 
basic beliefs and practices rather than provide an intricate and subtle 
anthropology that is binding on the faithful intellect. Though the 
ethicist ought to be highly concerned with such intricacies, the 
foregoing documents themselves do not seem so preoccupied with 
them. Their purpose is to insist that parents not be prevented from 
educating their children according to their wishes, that people not be 
murdered, and that man be respected. Their purpose is certainly not to 
articulate a complex and exhaustive natural philosophical 
anthropology. How could the “right to choose a school for one’s 
children” be part of human nature? It cannot, and it does not seem that 
such a doctrine is being implied. Rather, the Catechism is saying: “do 
not prevent parents from sending their children to the schools they 
wish to send them to.” 
 The excerpt from John XXIII seems to be the most philosophical 
of the three examples given, and it appears to be very sympathetic to 
Jefferson’s vision. However, if the previous analysis of the 
Enlightenment view of “natural rights” (the view that rights are part 
of man’s nature, in a way deducible from reason) is correct, then the 
pope is adopting a slightly different vision, one that is closer to virtue 
ethics than rights ethics. The rights he speaks of are consequences 
of man’s nature. For the starting point for virtue ethics is man’s nature, 
and the conclusions reached through reason about what is good for 
man to do and not to do are consequences of man’s nature rather than part 
of it. The natural law is not so much in man as it concerns man. 
 It is also telling that each of the three examples given offers in 
some way a kind of proof for the rights it mentions. The writers of the 
Catechism and John XXIII do not say, “These are self-evident truths.” 
There are good proofs for universal prescripts in virtue ethics, but 
there are not good proofs for rights theories: this is why Jefferson 
appeals to “self-evidence.” 
 Be that as it may, the language of rights is perhaps more expedient 
than the language of virtue ethics. Since most people immediately 
understand the word “right” to carry a special kind of prescriptive 
force, it does not seem wrong for the pastor’s purposes to take a word 
with one meaning and use it in a different way. This is exactly the kind 
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of meaning/usage gap that MacIntyre speaks of elsewhere in After 
Virtue. 
 It could also be argued that the Church, as embodied in the 
Magisterium, does indeed really believe in the rights it speaks of. This 
would not necessarily condemn the opinion of MacIntyre, however. 
The Enlightenment thinkers tried to ground their rights in God, 
certainly, but theirs was a God of Nature alone. The Judeo-Christian 
God perhaps allows for wider possibilities for a true anthropology, 
though these possibilities would not necessarily be deducible from 
reason without the grace of faith. (This sort of context goes beyond 
the scope of After Virtue, which is why it is not discussed by 
MacIntyre.) If the right to life as conceived by the Church develops 
from the dignity that is inherent in that which was created in the “image 
and likeness of God,” then something like a “supernatural right” could 
be a possibility. 
 In any event, were Pope John XXIII asked a question about the 
difference between the rights he speaks of in Pacem in Terris and 
universal prescriptions regarding man, he most likely would have said 
there was not a difference. “Respect men” and “Respect the telos of 
men” are different, but the difference is not generally of interest to the 
People of God and thus is not of interest to its pastors qua pastors. 
Nor is it of any practical ethical importance for anyone, since they 
more or less yield the same result when put into practice. This practical 
approach is the purpose of the Catechism, which is not itself the 
embodiment of the only acceptable and forever unalterable formulas 
that capture the entirety of Church teaching but is rather an attempt 
at explaining the spirit of the Church’s teaching. 
 The use of this language is, however, of a very great speculative 
importance; it also has cultural importance. There have been some 
problems with the language of rights in the past century. While there 
is perhaps not a problem with using the phraseology “right to life,” 
since natural law does indeed demand that any given human life not 
be destroyed directly by any individual, the language has been adopted 
by many illegitimately. That is, they use the terminology of “rights” to 
further whatever agenda they have. All of a sudden, everything is a 
human right—unrestricted capitalistic enterprise, financial support by 
the State, marriage-type relationship benefits, coverage of 
contraception by one’s employer, abortion, and so on. In no way are 
these things part of human nature; they are the product of cultural 
forces and human desires. The language of rights accelerates the 
agendas of activists by supplying them with an easy and popular 



VOLUME 7 (2013) 73 

lexicon that carries great force in use, even though what it really refers 
to is something that can stand the test of rigorous reasoning. Once 
again, there is a gap between meaning and usage. 
 The word that the Latin version of the Catechism uses for “right” 
is “ius,” which is translated one way as “law.” Perhaps it would be 
more prudent for drafters of official documents explaining Church 
teaching to part ways with the language of rights in favor of the 
language of natural law and virtue ethics, not because of the direct 
influence that such language has on the Church but because it helps 
perpetuate the myth that there are such things as “natural” or 
“human” rights as understood in the Jeffersonian and Enlightenment 
picture. While such language may be easy to use, the Church could 
make a small but significant step away from the wake of the 
Enlightenment by employing the phrase “always wrong” rather than 
“has a right,” unless the foregoing “supernatural rights” thesis is 
correct. 
 Certainly, Jefferson and MacIntyre are directly opposed. 
MacIntyre claims that the sort of natural or human rights that 
preoccupied the minds of the Founding Fathers and the philosophes and 
revolutionaries across the Atlantic are completely fantastical. He 
would say that man is endowed with a nature that in turn implies that 
a certain order must be maintained, but not that some metaphysically 
queer property called a “right” is bestowed on men by the Creator. 
While this difference does not constitute a characteristically pastoral 
challenge for the Church, it does present a problem for a Western 
world that wants all the prescriptive force of rights while having none 
of the means by which to reach definitive conclusions about almost 
anything in ethics, let alone to present a groundbreaking proof that 
such things as natural or human rights exist at all. 
 
 
 



 
 

Animated Artifacts: Problems and 
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et us say we are confronted with two chicory plants.1 They are, 
to all appearances, identical, with the same shapes, textures, 
fibers, smells, tastes, and so forth. All the perceptual qualities 

belonging to these two objects are the same, such that the two objects 
“cannot be distinguished from [each other] on any sensory basis.”2 
However, one is a naturally-occurring chicory plant; the other is an 
artifact, put together in a laboratory by scientists and engineers. The 
naturally-occurring plant has all its biological components, so it can 
grow, reproduce, and so forth. The artificial plant lacks these 
biological components, even though on the surface, it appears to have 
the same physical structure as the naturally-occurring plant. On 
learning this, we will most likely treat the two objects very differently. 
We will the treat the naturally-occurring chicory plant as a run-of-the-
mill plant, or perhaps with reverence precisely because it is a natural 
object. And we will treat the artifact perhaps with awe at the expertise 
and accuracy of the craftsmanship, or with disdain at the attempt to 
mimic a natural object (leveling something like a “playing God” 
criticism). However we treat them, we will probably treat the two 
objects differently, given that one is naturally occurring and the other 
is an artifact. 

Aristotle would agree with this common-sense notion that we 
should treat the two objects differently based on whether they are 
artifacts or not.3 However, he would also stress further that these two 
objects are essentially different. But is Aristotle’s account wholly 
satisfactory? In this paper I argue that, given a commitment to a 
common-sense understanding of what distinguishes natural things 

                                                      
1 This illustration is taken from Ronald Moore’s “Appreciating Natural Beauty as Natural,” in 
The Aesthetics of Natural Environments, ed. Arnold Berleant and Allen Carlson (Peterborough: 
Broadview Press, 2004), 216–19. 
2 Ibid., 217. 
3 Throughout this paper I cite from Terence Irwin and Gail Fine’s translations, found in 
Aristotle, Selections (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1995). 
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from non-natural or artificial things, it is not, especially if we consider 
a hypothetical scenario: manmade self-replicating nanotech machines. 
These machines would seem to have the same essential characteristics 
as natural things, at least according to Aristotle, and in that sense would 
seem to be natural. Yet because they are manmade, we will most likely 
want to insist that these machines are non-natural or artificial. I will 
analyze this case in depth, providing further thoughts on causal 
perspectives, rationality, and our common-sense understanding of 
what distinguishes natural things from non-natural or artificial things. 

I will conclude that Aristotle’s definitions of the natural and the 
non-natural or artificial are insufficient given our common-sense 
understanding of the terms, though if we are not committed to our 
common-sense understanding, Aristotle’s definitions may give us an 
alternative (albeit obviously unintuitive) perspective. 

But before we can do anything, we first have to understand 
Aristotle’s natural–artificial distinction in detail. 
 
1. Aristotle’s Natural–Artificial Distinction 

Aristotle defines natural things as those things which have 
“within [themselves] a principle of motion and stability in place, in 
growth and decay, or in alteration.”4 That is, the naturally-occurring 
object has principles of motion5 within itself. The artifact, on the 
other hand, has no such principles within itself, and it instead relies 
on outside forces for its own motion. Natural things, while still 
possibly being subject to movement from outside them, also have 
the ability to move themselves. As an example from among the many 
different kinds of natural things—Aristotle mentions “animals and 
their parts, plants, and the simple bodies, such as earth, fire, air and 
water”6—let us consider a tree. A tree can be subject to all kinds of 
change from external sources: we can scratch letters into it, storms 
can knock limbs off of it, and fires might even burn it down. Yet the 
tree can also change itself. It can repair surface damage, grow limbs 
back, and produce offspring through acorns or whatever seeds it 
produces. 

In contrast to the tree, consider a manmade wooden bed frame. 
A bed frame does not ever grow on its own, and if it ever changes—
if it suffers damage, or is even repaired—it is due to an external force 
enacting this change on the bed frame. And if the bed frame were ever 

                                                      
4 Physics 192b14–15. 
5 In the Aristotelian sense, i.e., understood as change. 
6 Ibid., 192b8–12. 
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to grow on its own, it would not be growing as a bed, but instead as 
wood: “if you were to bury a bed and the rotting residue were to become 
able to sprout, the result would be wood, not a bed.”7 Granted, this is 
a fairly weak example, given that bed frames pretty much never sprout 
anything at all. Let us therefore consider another example: a vegetable 
garden planted by human beings. Insofar as the vegetables planted in 
this garden grow, they are not growing as a garden; rather, they are 
growing as vegetables. By contrast, the garden framework cannot grow 
or change on its own in any way. It can be destroyed, rebuilt, or 
modified by outside forces—e.g., weather, human beings—but it 
cannot change itself. Again, though, the vegetables can grow and move 
themselves. As such, the vegetables are natural, the garden non-
natural. 

So much for Aristotle’s distinction between natural and non-
natural things. What marks natural things as natural is their possessing 
internal principles of motion, while what marks non-natural or 
artificial things as such is their lack of these internal principles. It is not 
that non-natural or artificial things cannot change at all. As we have 
seen, they can indeed be changed by outside forces. The focus is on 
their inability to change themselves. 

This may all seem well and good, but a hypothetical scenario may 
cast doubt on this way of distinguishing natural and non-natural or 
artificial things. 
 
2. Counterexample: Self-Moving Machines 

Let us consider a situation in which a group of scientists design 
and craft a nanotech machine that can convert molecules into 
replications of itself. This machine, which we shall call N.1, is brought 
into existence by human beings, so initially it looks like an artificial 
being. That is, since humans have caused N.1 to exist—the machine 
did not bring itself into existence, but instead relied on movement 
from outside itself—we call it an artifact, a non-natural thing, a thing 
that humans are responsible for having made. But N.1 has the ability 
within itself to convert molecules into replications of itself, which 
might make us suspect that it is, at least in this way, natural (according 
to Aristotle’s definition of natural). In order to quell this sense, we can 
insist on the fact that N.1 would not have its powers of conversion 
and self-replication if it had not been given these powers by external 
agents (i.e., human beings). 

                                                      
7 Ibid., 193a13–15. 
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Yet, when N.1 starts to replicate itself, we may ask if the resulting 
machine (call it N.2) will be an artifact. We still have the same problem 
that we had with N.1—it appears that N.2 has its principle of motion 
within itself—though now N.2 has been brought into existence not by 
human beings, but by another machine. We can again insist that N.2 
would not have its own powers of conversion and replication if it had 
not been given these powers by an external agent (in this case, N.1), 
and that N.1 (again) also would not have its powers of conversion and 
replication if it had not been given these powers by human beings. 
And because we can identify this causal chain leading back to human 
agents, N.2 is an artificial (i.e., non-natural) thing. 

There are problems with the preceding argument. Let us consider 
a standard case of “natural” reproduction: a tree produces an acorn, 
which will grow into a tree (provided all the requirements for growth 
are met). Aristotle wants to say that this is a natural process, involving 
natural objects which have within themselves their principles of 
motion. Yet this situation does not seem to differ all that much from 
the case of N.1’s producing N.2. We have said that N.2 would not 
have its internal powers of motion if it did not receive them from N.1, 
that N.1 would not have its own internal powers of motion if it did 
not receive them from human beings, and that both, because they 
causally rely on external agents (ultimately human beings) for their 
movement, are non-natural. But we can just as easily construe the 
acorn situation in this manner. The acorn may have its principle of 
growth within itself, yet it only has this principle because it received it 
from its parent tree. The acorn only exists because its parent tree formed 
it, just like N.2 only exists because N.1 produced it. And unless we 
want to posit the eternal existence of trees and so escape inevitable 
reference to some non-tree as the source of trees, this argument falls 
flat. 

That is, given evolutionary data—even given a creationist 
perspective—this kind of reference to an eternal existence of trees 
should immediately strike us as implausible. Now, for Aristotle, such 
an eternal existence of trees is a perfectly conceivable.8 However, our 
dominant scientific paradigm states that the various species that exist 
all arose out of previous life-forms. As such, trees would be the result 
of an evolutionary chain, and would not in themselves be eternal. And 

                                                      
8 For Aristotle’s notions of eternal motion, see his Physics book VIII, chaps. 1, 4, 5, 6, and 8. 
Arguably, much could be said for Aristotle’s notions here, if not in a physical sense, then at 
least in a metaphysical or cosmological sense. As it stands, though, I am presuming that we are 
safe in dropping them. 
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on a traditional creationist account, trees had to have been created by 
God. They had to have received their principles of motion from some 
mover outside them, i.e., God. While we could say that God could 
have created natural things, could have formed things and imbued 
them with internal principles of motion, this is just the point we are 
making with the nanotech machines: just because something receives 
its initial spark of movement from something outside of it, it does not 
follow that that something therefore does not have internal principles 
of motion. 

We could also transpose these nanotech machines into the 
vegetable garden example above. That is, we can say that, if these 
nanotech machines grow or change, they’re not growing or changing 
insofar as they are artificial beings; they are growing insofar as they are 
constituted to grow or change. In other words, some “natural” part of 
the nanotech machines is changing itself, and not the complete artificial 
whole. When we say this, we are basically saying that there are two 
parts or aspects to the nanotech machines, one artificial and one 
natural. But this is a false analogy. In the vegetable garden case, we 
said that if the garden ever started growing in some way, it would not 
be growing qua garden; it would be growing qua vegetables. Now, in 
the nanotech case, the machines are growing (i.e., reproducing), and 
they are growing qua machines, not as any underlying material. They 
are reproducing themselves in their entirety, not just as some part of 
themselves. So, this objection does not appear to be effective, either. 

We can consider further cases where the line between natural and 
non-natural (as Aristotle articulates it) gets blurred. Is a spider web 
non-natural because it has no principle of motion within itself?9 
Honeycombs, beaver dams, bird nests, and a plethora of other 
phenomena we unhesitatingly label natural would, in the schema we 
have been considering, be non-natural. This should, on a common-
sense level, strike us as bizarre, if not outright false. But perhaps there 
is another level we need to consider, one that will allow us to see the 
nanotech machines as artificial (even though they arguably have 
internal principles of motion) and the spider webs and honeycombs as 
natural (even though they do not in themselves have internal principles 
of motion). This other level is concerned with the presence and 
absence of reason and instinct as causal factors. 
 

                                                      
9 This question, along with the ruminations on rational deliberation and instinct that follow, is 
taken from and instigated by the opening remarks to Trish Glazebrook’s “Art or Nature?: 
Aristotle, Restoration Ecology, and Flowforms,” Ethics & the Environment 8, no. 1 (2003): 22. 
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3. Reason and Nature 
What, in the end, differentiates the nanotech case and the acorn 

cases? It all appears to rest on the fact that in the nanotech case, 
deliberate human action is the root cause. We might even say that what 
makes anything an artificial thing is its being produced by an agent 
who freely chooses through reason to produce the thing in question. 
So, while we may occasionally look at the honeycomb that bees make 
and see it as a work of art, it is rather the case that the honeycomb is 
the result of the bees’ instincts and is therefore not a work of art. 
Because it is produced by instinct and not reason—it is just in the bees’ 
nature to produce the honeycomb—the honeycomb, as well as other 
objects produced by instinct (e.g., spider webs and nests), is a natural 
object.10 And because the nanotech machines we have been 
considering were deliberately produced by agents using reason—i.e., 
the group of scientists—the nanotech machines are non-natural or 
artificial objects. In other words, rational deliberation is what makes the 
nanotech case and all other cases of manmade objects distinct from 
that of acorns, spider webs, and honeycombs. Natural objects are 
produced by instinct, non-natural or artificial ones by reason. So, even if 
spider webs and honeycombs don’t have any principles of motion 
internal to them, they are natural because they are not the result of 
rational deliberation and action, but are instead caused by natural 
beings acting in purely instinctual—that is, natural—ways.11 

We may pause here to reflect on what we have been doing over 
the last few pages. With our discussion of the distinction between 
reason-based artificiality and instinct-based naturalness, we have 
articulated what basically amounts to the common-sense 
understanding of the natural–artificial distinction that we have been 
presupposing throughout. The common-sense understanding is that 
the natural–artificial distinction is really a division between the human 
and the non-human, between reason (as a specifically human capacity) 
and instinct. Bearing this in mind, two ways of challenging the 
preceding line of thought might occur to one. The first way goes along 

                                                      
10 This line of thinking is articulated in Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment (Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 1987), 170. 
11 Though with this, we can see how far we have strayed already from Aristotle’s original 
understanding of the distinction between natural and non-natural things. Yet Aristotle does 
suggests sympathy with this type of view. See Physics 199a26–30: “If, then, a swallow makes its 
nest and a spider its web both naturally and for some end . . . it evidently follows that this sort 
of cause is among things that come to be and are by nature.” However, this can just be taken 
to mean that the processes that bring about these objects are natural, while the objects 
themselves are non-natural. On this reading, Aristotle would be opposed to the type of view 
we’ve been considering. 
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with our common-sense understanding and shows how the attempt to 
salvage Aristotle’s natural–artificial distinction and integrate it with our 
common-sense understanding results in manifest absurdity. Our 
common-sense understanding would thus be incompatible with 
Aristotle’s understanding. The second way attacks certain underlying 
presuppositions of the common-sense understanding in order to make 
us realize that it is not Aristotle’s distinction but rather our common-
sense understanding of it that is problematic. 

To understand the first challenge, let us make the nanotech 
example a bit weirder. Let us say the group of scientists, instead of 
deliberately designing and crafting self-replicating nanotech machines, 
just chaotically throw molecules together using some (bear with me) 
microscopic blender. The scientists in this scenario do not even know 
they are doing this: they have come back from a colleague’s bachelor 
party completely drunk, and are unknowingly wreaking havoc in their 
laboratory, spilling materials and hitting various buttons and levers. 
The scientists wake up in the morning on the laboratory floor12 and, 
looking at the table where their microscopic blender stands, they see a 
growing gray blob. On further inspection, it turns out they have 
accidentally created a self-replicating nanotech machine, which has all 
the same features, appearance, and abilities it would have if it had been 
deliberately designed and built by these scientists. In addition, the 
scientists have probably ended the world as we know it. 

As incredibly unlikely as this situation may be, it is clear that the 
behavior that went into the creation of these nanotech machines is 
virtually indistinguishable from non-rational animal behavior. Since 
there is no rational deliberation that goes into their creation, we have 
no grounds to mark the nanotech machines as non-natural or artificial, 
given the two criteria for being a non-natural or artificial thing (failing 
to possess internal principles of change, and being the result of rational 
deliberation). 

We might object that this situation would not even be possible if 
it were not for rationally constructed laboratory equipment and 
materials. In response, we can just expand the “inebriation-induced 
result” analogy to include these conditions. But then again, since the 
statistics in favor of this are so abysmally small, perhaps we should 
construe such a situation as a work of nature and not of man. In fact, 
we might want to bite the bullet here, or even assent unhesitatingly, to 

                                                      
12 I realize this is not a flattering image of laboratory scientists. To the scientists reading this 
paper: I am sorry for the unflattering image. 
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the thought that the inebriated scientists are acting more like animals 
than like humans, and that the accidentally produced nanotech 
machines are therefore natural. 

We now have the following situation. We have an accidentally-
created manmade object (i.e., the nanotech machine) with principles 
of motion within itself and which is thus natural, at least according to 
Aristotle. And we have an instinctually-built animal-made object (i.e., 
honeycomb) without principles of motion within itself and which is 
thus non-natural in one sense, natural in another (since it is the result of 
the activity of instinctual natural beings), again at least according to 
Aristotle. Let that sink in: nanotech machines are natural, and 
honeycombs are non-natural, even if in some qualified sense. This 
completely defies our typical usage of the terms “natural” and “non-
natural.” It should be clear now that the common-sense understanding 
of the natural-artificial distinction, when it tries to incorporate 
Aristotle’s natural-artificial distinction, results in absurdity, and thus 
that we cannot rationally hold both the common-sense understanding 
and Aristotle’s distinction. 

Let us consider now a second challenge to the common-sense, 
“instinct=natural, reason=artificial” line of thought. By mapping 
reason on to artificiality, and instinct on to naturalness, this line of 
thought is presupposing a fundamental divide between reason and 
nature. This raises obvious questions: What about reason is unnatural? 
What makes instinct somehow natural in a way that reason is not? For 
Aristotle, reason is a natural faculty for human beings.13 To talk about 
reason as though it is somehow less natural than instinct is therefore 
untenable, at least as long as we are sticking with Aristotle’s account. 
Evolutionarily, this all makes sense: our rational faculties arose out of 
natural selection, and so even our reason, as a by-product of natural 
processes, is natural. And in creationist terms, we are created as 
physical beings, part of the natural cosmos, such that our very being, 
including our rational faculties, cannot be opposed to non-human 
nature. So, for these reasons, we should not simply accept the 
common-sense understanding of the natural–artificial distinction as 
evidently true. 

With all that we have said, we have reached an impasse in the 
conflict between Aristotle’s natural–artificial distinction and our 
common-sense natural-artificial distinction. On the one hand, we can 
affirm Aristotle’s view, and say that natural things have internal 

                                                      
13 See De Anima 415a7–11, and Nicomachean Ethics 1098a3–5. 
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principles of motion, and that non-natural or artificial things do not 
have internal principles of motion. Manmade objects and “nature”-
made objects—bed frames and honeycombs, for instance—thus are 
similarly non-natural or artificial, since any change in them is received 
from outside of them. On the other hand, we can affirm our common-
sense natural–artificial distinction and say that natural things come 
about through instinct, and that artificial things come about through 
reason. Of course, as we saw in the last paragraph, this common-sense 
understanding may not have as much going for it as we might initially 
think. In any case, given the examples we have looked at throughout 
this paper, the two positions seem mutually exclusive. 

There is, however, a further way we can take these reflections on 
Aristotle’s distinction, one that views it as, at least potentially, further 
illuminating our common-sense understanding’s inadequacies.14 We 
can take our common-sense division between human beings and their 
actions, on the one hand, and non-human beings and their actions, on 
the other, as flawed. We can see human beings as actually being capable 
of making natural things, that is, self-animated artifacts. We can 
conceive of non-human by-products like spider-webs and 
honeycombs as analogous to the products of human artifice, and vice-
versa (i.e., the products of human artifice as analogous to spider-webs 
and honeycombs). If man is indeed a rational animal, distinct in some 
ways from other animals but similar in other ways,15 then this may be 
an area where human and non-human animals have some overlap. 

 
4. Conclusion 

The way Aristotle defines natural things and non-natural things 
raises more questions for us than it answers. It makes us wonder if 
phenomena we typically consider natural, such as spider webs and 
honeycombs, are non-natural or artificial things, and if it is possible 
for a manmade object to meet all the criteria needed for us to consider 
it natural. Because it raises more questions than it answers, I conclude 
that Aristotle’s account is not necessarily wrong, but that it is 
unsatisfactory and incomplete, and that it is in many ways counter-
intuitive, at least for someone in our modern age who brings to the 

                                                      
14 This is a debatable, and arguably over-generous, reading of Aristotle. Consider the following 
editors’ footnote in the Irwin/Fine translation of the Physics: “Aristotle appeals to what we 
ordinarily say, since he wants to show that his use of ‘nature’ covers the things that common 
beliefs recognize as natural.” But maybe Aristotle is appealing to what a person in ancient Greece 
would ordinarily say, and not to what a person in our modern era would ordinarily say. 
15 Nicomachean Ethics, 1097b35–1098a1–6. 
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table his own modern common-sense. This last point does not need 
to be seen as a mark against Aristotle. Our common-sense 
understanding of the natural–artificial distinction may indeed be false 
or misguided.16 Something like Aristotle’s account, fleshed out in 
greater detail, may force us to reconsider what we think distinguishes 
natural things from non-natural things. As our nanotech friends show 
us, the distinction may not be as clear as we might think it is. 
 

                                                      
16 Given our argumentation, it seems likely that it is false. 




