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Abstract Aquinas’ philosophy is revolutionary, especially his doctrine of
essence within the context of natural philosophy has transcended that of Aristotle.
The principal distinctions between the doctrines of Aquinas and Aristotle are
demonstrated in four layers which are entity-nature, compositeness, particularity
and potentiality of essence. Aquinas not only overturns and reforms the Western
traditional view of essence, but also constructs a prominent “joint” connecting
essentialism to existentialism in Western philosophy.
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1 Introduction

There is a dominant principle by which our world view is interpreted (Hegel
1981, p. 41). Considered in the perspective of continuity, the dominant principle
is a successor of early philosophy, moreover, carries within itself later. However,
if we consider it in the perspective of non-continuity, then the dominant principle,
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as the essential knowledge of a certain age, must contain the philosophical content
that is different from the philosophies of the former ages, and make such and
such transformations of the philosophies of former ages according to the spirit
of its own age. As a head representative of the Western Middle Ages’ philosophy,
Thomas Aquinas’ philosophical thoughts do contain many ideas that were
inherited from the philosophy of ancient Greece, but also several revolutionary
and new ideas as well. Over time, Aquinas’ research has spread throughout
western philosophical thought, rendering it nothing but a way to apply the
philosophy of ancient Greece in the field of Christian theology (Russell 1945,
p. 461)". This point of view has obstructed the recognition of Aquinas and
has influenced the depth of study on his work. Therefore, in order to advance
the study of Aquinas’ philosophy, and to penetrate its revolutionary character,
one must trace Aquinas’ philosophy from Aristotle’s.

However, it is a huge and systematic project to comprehensively inquire into
the revolutionary character of Aquinas’s work. Gilson has evaluated Aquinas in
the field of metaphysics, by saying that Aquinas has carried out “a revolution”
“in the history of metaphysics” (1955, p. 365). Undoubtedly, Aquinas does not
limit the revolution, which he started in the field of metaphysics, to the narrow
sphere of the categorized by Gilson, but makes it extend to the category of essence
and other issues concerned. Seeing that Gilson and other scholars have made
some systematic studies on the category of “being,” in this paper, we will pay
more attention to the field of Aquinas’ philosophy of nature, and make efforts to
study the revolutionary characteristics of Aquinas’ doctrine of essence and into
the transcendences of the doctrine to Aristotle’s, and then, on the foundation of
this kind of work, we will give some explanations for its significances.

2 Entity-nature and compositeness of essence

Undoubtedly, among the philosophers of ancient Greece, Aquinas has the greatest
esteem for Aristotle, so that in his many works, “philosopher” (philosophus)
becomes a proper noun referring in particular to Aristotle. However, the dialectics
of philosophical development often becomes inconceivable: the objects being

'Talking about this question, Russell disdainfully pointed out, “The originality of Aquinas is
shown in his adaptation of Aristotle to Christian dogma, with a minimum of alteration.” As far
as we know, the contrast between Aquinas and Plato is bigger, while the one between Aquinas
and Aristotle is less. Therefore, in order to show the revolutionary character of Aquinas’
philosophy, it would be much easier if we take Plato as the frame of reference, and it would be
much more difficult if we take Aristotle. However, since many thinkers, like Russell has done,
dim the limitation between Aquinas and Aristotle and ignore the essential differences between
them, it would have much higher values to take Aristotle as the frame of reference.
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worshiped often become ones being criticized, either overtly or covertly. In
ancient Greece, Aristotle has declared the slogans like “I love my teacher, but
I love truths more.” Two thousand years later, Schopenhauer said that Kant
was a great master appearing once during several hundred years in his paper
titled “A Criticism of the Kantian Philosophy” (1982, pp. 567-568). So does
Aquinas. He worshiped Aristotle, yet he altered Aristotle’s philosophy. In so far
as the field of philosophy of nature, he carried out a fundamental reformation
of Aristotle’s doctrines of essence by his own doctrines of entity-nature,
compositeness, particularity and potentiality of essence. We will expound these
contents of Aquinas’ doctrines of essence successively.

As far as we know, a radical effort, which Aristotle has made in philosophy,
consists of making a transformation from the theory of being initiated by
Parmenides to the doctrine of substance, or that of essence. If it may be said that
in Parmenides, “being” is the primary concept of philosophy, but in Aristotle’s
work, the primary concept was ‘“substance” or “essence.” In this sense, we
might as well call his metaphysics as “the theory of substance” or “the theory of
essence.”” However, in the works of Aristotle, the expressions of the category of
substance are not consistent. For example, at first, in Chapter 5 of The Categories,
Aristotle declared the individual things as the “first substance,” while “genus” or
“species” as the “second substance.” In Volume 7 of Metaphysics, he declared
“genus” as the “fundamental substance,” namely the “primary substance”
(Aristotle 1032b1-5). How could this kind of confusion happen in Aristotle’s
doctrines of substance and essence? Why did he put forward the so-called
“secondary substance” besides “primary substance?” Why does he at first
consider the individual thing as the “primary substance,” but at last consider
those concepts of genus or species as the “primary substance?” All of these
are big questions that need to be analyzed.

It should be said that Aquinas was aware of these questions in Aristotle’s theory
of substance. This awareness is showed clearly in his early work “De Ente et
Essentia”. In the beginning of this paper, Aquinas put forward the question of
distinguishing between concepts of metaphysics and concepts of logic. He clearly
defined essence (essentia) as a concept that belongs to the theory of entity, or to
metaphysics, and considered it as one of “the first conceptions of the intellect”
(prima intellectu concipiuntur), while defined genus (genus), species (speciem),
and difference (differentiam) as logical notions (intentiones logicas) (Aquino
1927a, prooemium). Evidently, the reason why Aquinas made such a distinction
between essence and genus and so on is to correct the pluralistic standpoints of
essence. According to Aquinas, the radical reason why there is such a kind

99 ¢

2In works of Aristotle, the word “ousia” has many sorts of meanings, such as “form,” “essence”
and “substance.” In the following, we will see that the connotations of these words are always
the same.
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of serious confusion in Aristotle’s doctrine of substance or of essence is contained
in his confusion between the essence as a kind of concept that belongs to the
theory of entity or to metaphysics and the genus or species as a kind of logical
conception. As for these two kinds of concepts, Aquinas admitted their relatedness,
but what he emphasized consists in the difference between them.

Aquinas admitted that, according to the subject-predicate logic of Aristotle, we
may say of a being (ens) by an affirmative proposition formed about it. However,
he thought in turn that we cannot say that anything about which an affirmative
proposition can be formed can be something positive in reality. For example, we
may say that affirmation is opposed to negation, and that blindness is in the eyes.
In these two cases, a negation or a privation which is referred to in this kind of
proposition may be called as a being, but both of them “do not have an essence”
(quae essentialm non habent). Therefore, for Aquinas, this way of describing
“beings” can not lead to an essence. Thus, Aquinas excluded any possibility of
considering essence in the perspective of Aristotle’s logic of subject-predicate,
and then limited the discussion of the concept of essence within the dimension
of the theory of entity or metaphysics, and within the range of “individual things
themselves or the substances with accidents.”

Having explicated the entity-nature of essence, Aquinas’ philosophy of nature
begins to discuss the way of existence of essence in material substances or
sensible substances. This forms the second part of his doctrine of essence, namely,
the compositeness of essence. Aquinas thought that we may divide substances
into two kinds, one is called spiritual substances or “separate substances”
(substantiis separateis), and the other is called material substances or sensible
substances. He also called the former as “simple substances” and the latter as
“composite substances” (substantiarum compositarum). Apparently, what he
discussed in his philosophy of nature is the second kind of substances, namely
the material substances or the composite substances. It should be remembered
that Aquinas discussed the types of substances under the context of discussing
the way of essence’s existence. Therefore, the term “simplicity” or “composition”
is just in a connection with the issue of constitution of essence. In other words,
when he used the conception of “composite substance,” he was emphasizing the
compositeness of a material substance or a sensible substance.

Indeed, as soon as Aquinas entered into the field of “composite substance,” he
put forward the compositeness of its essence. He pointed out clearly that as there
are soul and body in man, there are form and matter in all composite substances.
As a result, the only possible proposition about composite substances’ essence is
that “in the case of composite substances the term ‘an essence’ signifies the
composite of matter and form” (Aquino 1927a, 2, 3). He took the sense of taste as
an example. He said that “sweetness is caused by the action of the hot dissolving
the moist; and although in this way heat is the cause of sweetness, a body is not
called sweet from its heat but from its taste, which includes the hot and the moist”
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(Ibid.). While explaining this viewpoint, Aquinas especially criticized the view
point which thinks form is equal to the essence of material objects. He emphasized
that “neither can the form alone of a composite substance be called its essence,
though some want to assert this” (Aquino 1927a, 2, 1). Again, he demonstrated
that “the definition of a thing includes not only form but also matter; otherwise,
there would be no difference between definitions in physics and in mathematics”
(Ibid.). It seems that what he emphasized on the compositeness of essence is
completely consistent with what he had emphasized on the entity-nature of
essence. Furthermore, it should be noticed that what Aquinas had said here is
not only against Averroes and his followers, just like most scholars have asserted,
but also a criticism on Aristotle as well. Aristotle claimed that every material
substance is a composite of matter and form, emphasizing that the form alone is
its essence (Aristotle 1033a25-1034a35). Therefore, Aquinas’ emphasizing on
the compositeness of essence makes another great difference from Aristotle in the
doctrine of essence.

3 Particularity of essence

The third important content of Aquinas’ doctrine of essence is that he insisted on
the particularity of essence. It is well known that Aristotle acknowledged the
substantiveness and the individuality of material substance, but he did not affirm
the individuality of form as essence, on the contrary, what he emphasized is the
universality of the form. He had illustrated that a father and his son are not “the
same thing,” but their form (kind) is the same. He also took Callias and Socrates
as an example, by saying that “the whole—this sort of form in this flesh and
bones—is Callias or Socrates; and they differ because of matter, since their
matter is different, but they are the same in form, since the form is indivisible”
(Aristotle 1033b20-1034a10).

Being different from Aristotle, what Aquinas always emphasized is the
particularity or individuality of essence. For Aquinas, the essence of God and
created spiritual substances is particular, and so is created material substances’
essence. In Aquinas’ doctrines of essence, the particularity of essence of material
substances is concerned tightly with its compositeness. Since the essence of
material substance does not consist in form only, but is something composed of
form and matter, and since “matter is the principle of individuation (individualtionis
principium)”, then, “an essence, which embraces in itself both matter and form,
is only particular (tantum particularis) and not universal (non universalis)”
(Aquino 1927a, 2,4). This doctrine of essence contains two fundamental
concepts, namely “designated matter” and “individuated form.” This is a natural
result of his views on the compositeness of material substances. Since the essence
of a material substance is composed of matter and form, the particularity of
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its essence must be directly related to both matter and form; otherwise, the
compositeness of material substance will be destroyed by logic.

First, in Aquinas’ view, “designated matter” is very necessary for the
particularity of essence. As we have said above, Aquinas considered matter as the
fundamental essence of material substance. Thus, he put forward this question:
why can matter possess this type of function? We may answer this question
by Aquinas’ own words: matter is the principle of individuation. Then, on what
occasion can matter become the principle of individuation? In order to answer
this question, we should proceed to discuss Aquinas’ conception of “designated
matter”. According to Aquinas, the essence of man is different from that of
Socrates. Then, what is the difference between them? In so far as the matter in the
composition of essence, it refers to the difference between the designated matter
and the non-designated matter. It is true that the definition of man refers to bone
and flesh, but it does not refer to this particular bone and this particular flesh,
otherwise, the definition would not be suitable for Callias if it was suitable for
Socrates. Therefore, what the definition of man refers to is just the “absolute bone
and flesh” (os et caro absolute), or “non-designated matter” (materia non signata).
However, what the essence of Socrates refers to should not be “absolute bone and
flesh”, because if so, then the essence of Socrates defined by this way must be
also suitable for Callias, so that it would not be the essence of Socrates alone, but
becomes a kind of common essence which is suitable for both Socrates and
Callias. Thus, what the essence of Socrates refers to must be “this particular bone
and this particular flesh” (hoc os et haec caro), a “designated matter” (materia
signata) (Ibid., 2, 4). After this consideration, Aquinas emphasized and said, “It is
clear, therefore, that the difference between the essence of Socrates and the
essence of man lies solely in what is designated and not designated” (Ibid., 2, 5).

Second, having divided the matter into “designated matter” and ‘“non-
designated matter”, Aquinas divided the form into “form of the whole” and “form
of the part,” and “form itself” and “individuated form” correspondingly. By “form
of the whole” (forma totius), Aquinas meant the form which contains both the
form and the matter of a substance. And by the “form of the part,” he meant the
form which is a part of a material substance’s essence. In De ente et essentia,
Aquinas repeatedly explained the difference between the two kinds of form by
the two terms “humanity” and “man.” He clearly pointed out that “the term ‘man’
(homo) can be predicated of individuals. But the term ‘humanity’ (humanitas)
signifies the essence of man as being only an individual part. Because its meaning
includes only what belongs to man as man, proceeding from all designation of
matter. As a result, it cannot be predicated of individual men” (Ibid., 2, 13). This
is because when we say that man is a rational animal in the perspective of
humanity, man is not composed of body and soul, but “beast” and “conscious.”
When we say that man is a being composed of body and soul, it is essentially two
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things that constitute a third entity. However, when we say that “man is a beast
and conscious,” a third reality would not be created out of two other realities,
but a third concept is formed from two other concepts” (Ibid., 2, 9). Since the
conception of humanity is related to the species of mankind, we cannot say it is
not related to individuals at all. Therefore, in a broad sense, we still may say that
it is the essence or the form of an individual person. However, since we can say
it is not related to the designated matter in material substances, then it cannot
signify directly the essence of man as individual material substance, but may be
a “form of the part” or “essence of the part.” Different from this, since “form of
the whole” not only embraces form, but also matter, then it may be predicated
of individuals.

Now, what are the fundamental characters of “form of the whole” combined
with matter? What is the fundamental difference between “form of the whole”
and “form of the part”? In De Ente et Essentia, Aquinas claimed that “the soul
is not a form different from that which gives to the thing three determined
dimensions” (Ibid., 2, 7). Afterwards, in Summa Theologica, Aquinas contemplated
these questions more deeply, and divided forms into “form itself” and
“individualized form.” He discussed the question of “individualized form”
(formae individuantur) more than once. According to Aquinas, both in spiritual
substances and in material substances, there is a question of “individualized
form.” The difference between “individualized form” and “form itself” only lies
in that in spiritual substances the individuation of form is not because of matter,
but “the very forms being individualized of themselves” (ipsae formae per se
individualntur); on the contrary, in material substances, the individuation of
form is because of matter. Therefore, in spiritual substances, “the form itself” and
“the individualized form” are the same thing, as for material substances, “the
form itself” is different from “the individualized form” (Aquino 1941, Ia, Q.3,
a.3). Because material substance’s own “form” is nothing but the “common
form” (forma communi) of material substance, which is “the principle of its
species” and belongs to “quiddity” or “nature,” but as soon as the common form
is individualized because of its combination with matter, “the individualized
form” is transformed into the particular essence of an individual thing (Ibid., Ia.
Q.29,a.2).

4 Potentiality of essence

The fourth important part of Aquinas’ doctrine of essence lies in his emphasis
on the potentiality of essence. As we know, Aristotle emphasized much on the
actuality of essence when he talked about essence. This is necessary for him.
Since Aristotle emphasized that the material substance is “this one,” and it is
composed of matter and form. He also emphasized the universality of form as
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essence, then there appears an evident paradox in his doctrine of essence: if
form as essence is universal, why can it be an element of the material substance
as “this one?” For answering this paradox, Aristotle put forward his view of the
actuality of essence and explains it. “The problem is insoluble,” he emphasized
and said, “One element is matter and another is form, and one is potential and the
other is actual.” Once one realizes this “the question will no longer be thought
of as difficult” (Aristotle 1045a22-25). Indeed, that Aristotle emphasized the
actuality of form as essence, is not for coping with people’s criticism only, but
has his particular intention, namely, by considering the form as actuality, we
can view it on second thoughts as an efficient cause, an final cause, and a kind of
pure action, as well as considering it as the essence of material substance. On the
one hand, Aristotle dealt with the relationships between matter and form, and
potency and actuality from the viewpoint of generative mechanism. He pointed
out, “Our meaning can be seen in the particular cases by induction, and we must
not seek a definition of everything only accept the analogy, that it is as that which
is building is to that which is capable of building, which is like waking from
sleep, and that which is seeing to that which has its eyes shut but has sight, and
that which has been shaped out of the matter to the matter, and that which has
been wrought up to the unwrought. Let actuality be defined by one member of
this antithesis, and the potential by the other” (Ibid., 1048a35—-1048b5). On the
other hand, he also dealt with these relationships from the viewpoint of dynamics,
and attributed the forming of a material substance to essence, and declared that
the come-to-be process from potentiality to actuality is nothing but the motion as
“an act that is in potency as much,” and is nothing but the process of the form
itself from potency to actuality (Ibid., 1065b16). As a result, the form as essence
and the actual existence of material substance are combined nearly into one.
However, for Aquinas, the form as essence said by Aristotle does not possess
the actuality insisted by him. First, because “a substantial form does not have
being in itself, independent of that to which it is united” (Aquino 1927a, 6, 2).
To be sure, for spiritual substances, “there can be a form without matter,” but
for material substances, without matter there cannot be form (Ibid., 4, 3; 6, 2).
Since in material substances, form and matter are related and dependent on each
other, then it will not be suitable for us to call one as “actuality” and another as
“potentiality.” Second, since as was said above, the essence of material substances
is always particular and not universal, and since the form said by Aristotle is a
conception of universality, and is something which has no relationship with
material substance, then it only has being in the intellect, and is short of actuality
in principle (Ibid., 3, 6). In order to further this point, Aquinas has taken
“humanity” as an example. He interpreted that “it is false to say that the essence
of man as such has being in this individual: if it belonged to man as man to be
in this individual it would never exist outside the individual. On the other hand, if
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it belonged to man as man not to exist in this individual, human nature would
never exist in it” (Ibid., 3, 4). Then he concluded and said, “It is clear that the
nature of man, considered absolutely, abstracts from every being” (Ibid.). Third,
for creatures, “being is separate from essence or quiddity,” then, “I can know, for
instance, what a man or a phoenix is and still be ignorant whether it has being in
reality” (Ibid., 4, 7). Fourth, “whether belongs to a thing is either caused by the
principles of its nature (as the capacity for laughter in man) or comes to it from
an extrinsic principle (as light in the air from the influence of the sun).” Therefore,
the being of material substance “cannot be caused by the form or quiddity of
the thing (by ‘cause’ I mean by an efficient cause)” (Ibid., 4, 7). Fifth, “everything
that receives something from another is potential with regard to what it receives,
and what is received is its actuality” (Ibid., 4, 8). Then, the form or essence of a
material substance is just something potential, and only the “being” itself received
by an essence is the actuality of a material substance and its form or essence. Just
on this foundation, Aquinas clearly pointed out that “existence is that which
makes every form or nature actual (quia esse est actualitas omnis formae vel
natureae)” (Aquino 1941, Ia, Q.3, a, 4). He also emphasized that “being, as we
understand it here, signifies the highest perfection of all; and the proof is that act
is always more perfect than potentiality. No form is understood to be in act unless
it is supposed to have being...it is clear that being is the actuality of all acts
(actulitas omnium actuum), and therefore, the perfection of all perfections
(perfectio omnium perfectionum)” (Aquino 1927b, Q.7, a.2). The potentiality of
essence and the actuality of being are two fundamental principles of Aquinas’s
natural philosophy and his metaphysics.

5 Historical and contemporary significances of Aquinas’
doctrine of essence

Since as we have said above, Aquinas’ doctrine of essence emphasizes the entity-
nature, compositeness, particularity and potentiality of essence, it transcends not
only Plato’s view of essence in principle, but also Aristotle’s view of essence,
makes a radical reformation of the traditional category of essence, and constructs
an important “corner” in the history of Western thoughts: on the one hand, as
for Christian theology, it constructs a corner from revealed theology to Deism; on
the other hand, as for philosophy, it constructs a corner from essentialism or
logicism to existentialism, or from the existentialism based on essentialism to the
existentialism based on phenomenology.

First, Aquinas’ doctrine of essence has greatly influenced the development
of Western Christian theology. So far as we know, in traditional Christian
theology, what is in the dominant position is the revealed theology based on
Plato’s doctrine of essence and the ontological arguments of the existence of God.
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However, according to Aquinas, since essence is no longer abstract and universal,
but concrete, existent and particular, and in the sensible substance (substantiis
sensibilibus), it would be feasible to apprehend and demonstrate the existence of
God beginning with sensible substance. It is not too difficult to find that Aquinas’
cosmological arguments for the existence of God are along this line of knowledge.
For Aquinas, the methods of revelation and negation still have a very important
significance, but after all he initiated a new line of posterior deduction from
effect to cause, and a new field of Deism based on analogy. Although after
Aquinas, the ontological argument of the existence of God still has its market, it,
after all, has lost its lofty position. Heine, the Germany philosopher of the 19"
century, in Zur Geschichte der Religion und Philosophie in Deutschland, has
declared that the ontological argument which is criticized by Kant in Critique of
Pure Reason cannot be refuted down and should not be refuted down (Heine
1974, pp. 109—111). However, when he thought and dealt with this question, what
he held is not the position of epistemology, but the position of existentialism. In
so far as this, his thinking mode used to criticize Kant is not different essentially
from Kant and Aquinas. As to Plantinga, he provided a new version of this
argument in the 20™ century in his The Nature of Necessity, but he seems to have
not gotten the expectant effects (Plantinga 1974, Chapter 1).

Second, Aquinas’ doctrine of essence has also very great influences on
the development of Western philosophy. So far as we know, in traditional
Western philosophy, essentialism or logicism has been in a dominant position,
the fundamental characteristics of which lie in denying the entity-nature of
phenomenal world or things world, and in emphasizing the entity-nature and
supreme position of essence (ousia, eidos, essentia). To be sure, this kind of
essentialism or logicism is subjected to such and such criticisms in its development
process. However, because this kind of criticism is brought from exterior
fundamentally, it is always far from being a radical threaten to essentialism or
logicism. On the contrary, as was said above, Aquinas criticized the traditional
view of essence in the perspective of its inner contradictions, and constructed his
own view of essence, so his doctrine heavily strikes the traditional view of
essence, and has important influences on the later development of philosophy,
especially on contemporary existentialism. In contemporary existent philosophy,
we are easy to find the traces of Aquinas’ doctrine of entity-nature, compositeness,
particularity and potentiality of essence. Jacques Maritan, a French philosopher,
has claimed that Thomas Aquinas has spoke of all contents of existentialism
as early as in the 13™ century (Barrett 1962, p. 102). His statement appears
exaggerated, but has its own grounds.

Third, the influences of Aquinas’ doctrine of essence on later philosophy may
be considered in two aspects: on the one hand, it forms a “joint” from ancient
essentialism to contemporary essentialism; on the other hand, it also forms
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another “joint” from ancient existentialism to contemporary existentialism. For,
in fact, the so-called ancient essentialism is nothing but a form of existentialism
held by contemporary philosophers. Whether in Parmenides or in Plato and
Plotinus, “being” is the highest category of philosophy. The difference between
them and the contemporary existentialists solely consists in this: for those ancient
philosophers, “being” and essence are united, even identical; but for contemporary
existentialist philosophers, between “being” and essence there is a distinction
which is fundamental and in principle. However, the philosopher who first clearly
and systematically reveals the distinction and the potentiality of essence and the
actuality of “being” is no other than Aquinas. Therefore, we may say it without
any exaggeration that on the questions of existence in relation to essence it would
seem that Aquinas himself was an existentialist in a modern sense (Barrett 1962,
p. 104).

To sum up, the aim of this paper mainly consists in considering the
transcendences of Aquinas’ doctrine of essence to that of Aristotle’s and its
significances in the perspective of Aquinas’ philosophy of nature. We believe that
along with deeper research on Aquinas’ philosophy, the revolutionary character
of his philosophy and its significances will be demonstrated much more clearly.
On this occasion, the real features of Aquinas’ philosophy, which are a perfect
embodiment of the dominant principle of the philosophy of the Middle Ages, will
be better known to all.
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