
Dietrich of Freiberg, De visione beatifica1 

 

PROOEMIUM 

 

1. As we have it from the divine Dionysius, the universe of beings, as regards the arrangement of its 

order, is distinguished into superiors, intermediaries and inferiors. This tripartite distinction, 

regarding the most general modes and grades of beings, receives an additional distinction, namely, 

that in any of these aforesaid modes are found [likewise], the superior, intermediary and inferior. 

Yet this does not go on infinitely; rather there necessarily is a terminus at both extremes: at the 

superior, at one end, and at some inferior at the other. The rank and order of each thing situated 

among the middle [ranks] depends on these, in virtue of their approximation or distance from these 

extremes. And in this the notion of order consists, which is of beings belonging per se to this 

universe composed from its total substance. So Augustine says in The City of God XIX [XIX, 13, 1], 

“Order is the disposition of equal and unequal things, giving to each its own place.”  

2. From this arrangement of order, according to Dionysius, it follows that the inferiors are led back 

to their superiors through the intermediaries. Thus it is necessary that the beings located in such 

orders have a certain communicative proximity to one another by which superiors, at their lower 

limit, touch the inferiors, at their upper limit, such that by this order of the divine law, the 

goodnesses and perfections of the superiors are communicated to the inferiors and the inferiors are 

converted to their superiors. And so Proclus says in proposition 142 [prop. 146]: “The ends of all 

divine processions are assimilated to their beginnings, maintaining by their conversion thither a 

circle without beginning and without end”.2 And below, in proposition 143 [prop. 147]: “Every 

highest rank of a divine order is assimilated to the last term of the supra-adjacent rank”. [His] 

comment: “For if there must be continuity in the divine procession and each order must be bound 

together by the appropriate mean terms, the highest terms of the secondary ranks are of necessity 

conjoined with the ends of the firsts. Now conjunction [occurs] through likeness. Therefore, there 

will be a likeness between the initial principles of the lower order and the last members of the 

supra-adjacent”. 

3. From what has been said it can be gathered generally that any being whatsoever, considered in 

the highest degree of its perfection, is led back into God immediately according to its participation 

in divine goodness. It is necessary that this occur according to that supreme height of a substance 

which God has planted in its nature.  

                                                             
1 Translated by Evan King (2014). A note on translations: intellectio, intelligere and their cognates are rendered with 

“thinking” or “intellection”; cogitatio as “cogitation” or “reason”; intellectivum or intellectuale, cogitativum, 

imaginativum, intellectuale as “the intellectual”, “the cogitative”, “the imaginative” and are generally left to function 

substantively; respectus, which is Dietrich’s preferred term for a relation, is translated either as “respect” or as 

“relation”. A few key conceptual phrases have been kept in Latin in order to convey some of Dietrich’s technical 

vocabulary. 
2 Here and below, the E. R. Dodds translation (Proclus, The Elements of Theology, 2nd edn., Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1963) is modified. 
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4. Now therefore, what has been proposed must understood in relation to that beatific participation 

in divine clarity, by which the blessed see God in His essence. This must happen according to that 

supreme height which God has planted in our nature, because it is by this principle most of all that 

we come to divine conformity, and to a certain immediacy to God—[a principle] moreover, by 

which we are fashioned to the image and likeness to God. This is our intellective faculty which, 

according to Augustine, On the Trinity XIV c.13 and c.14 [XIV, 7, 9-10] and XV c.63 [XV, 21, 40] is 

divided in two: the one, by which we are concerned intellectually with intellectual things, by an 

exterior information of cogitation; the another, which in hiddenness (in abstruso) or, to use 

[Augustine’s] own words, intellectually shines in the abditum mentis, from which, as from an 

original and fontal principle, what is intellectually used by us in exterior thought is born. 

5. This, although in other words, is not unlike what we find in the teachings among the philosophers 

who distinguish, within our intellect, the agent intellect from the possible intellect, in such a way 

that agent intellect among the philosophers is the same as the abditum mentis for Augustine, and 

the possible intellect among the philosophers is the same as the exterior cogitative (exterius 

cogitativum) for Augustine. And from this it follows that everything the Philosopher ever said 

concerning the agent and possible intellect is completely compatible with Augustine’s abditum 

mentis and exterior cogitative, and vice versa.  

6. Furthermore, having considered the nature and condition of these two, namely the agent and 

possible intellect,  and having considered the comparison of these two, both to one other and to 

other beings, it is manifest that the agent intellect is incomparably pre-eminent and that, in the rank 

of its entity (entitas), it exceeds the possible intellect; for it is that supreme height which God has 

planted in our nature, and, likewise, as has been said, is that by which we attain to the immediate 

approximation to God in the beatific vision.  

7. In order to prove this, a fourfold procedure must be followed: first, by way of an argument 

concerning the ordering of this agent intellect to God; second, by way of an argument concerning its 

ordering to the possible intellect and to other beings; third, by showing that it is impossible to come 

to the immediate union to God in the beatific vision through the possible intellect; fourth, by 

considering the mode of this beatific vision which is immediately accomplished through the agent 

intellect.  

I. THE AGENT INTELLECT IN ITS ORDERING TO GOD 

 

1.  Now, for the first point, four things are considered: first, that the abditum mentis according to 

Augustine, which is the agent intellect, in its essence is truly substance; second, that in the likeness 

and image of the divine substance is expressed; third, which follows from these, that it is essentially 

the capacity for God (capax Dei), by its intellection; fourth, that it is perfectly converted into God 

through its essence, which does not differ from its operation.  



3 
 

1.1. The agent intellect as substance 

1.1.1. As the image of God the agent intellect is substance  

 

1. In relation to the first point, it can be assumed that, as is said in Genesis I, God made “man to His 

image and likeness” (ad imaginem et similitudinem). To this the gloss adds, “in eternity”; likewise 

the gloss says regarding the image that it is “the unity of the trinity”, and concerning the similitude 

[that it is] “of innocence and justice”. And, likewise concerning the similitude, [the gloss adds,] “in 

the sanctification and justification of mores”.   

2. Moreover, such habits of the virtues of sanctification and justification necessarily concern the 

acts and the intellectual habits with which we are occupied through exterior cogitation or the 

possible intellect, and in which the likeness to God through grace consists. However, regarding 

what [the gloss] says about the image in respect to “eternity” and “the unity of the trinity”, it is clear 

that this pertains to nature. For neither of these, the image or the likeness, pertain to the body, but 

rather to the mind, as is said in the gloss on Genesis.  

3. Wherefore it is said that the similitude pertains to exterior cogitation, that is, to the possible 

intellect, and those things which are subject to its arrangement. However, what the gloss says about 

the image, which consists in eternity and in the unity of the trinity, refers to the abditum mentis, 

that is, to the agent intellect, by which the substance of the soul is fixed in eternity, as will be shown 

below. In the agent intellect alone is found that unity of the trinity and the trinity in unity by which 

man is in the image of God; this will be shown below and is assumed in the meantime.  

4. All of this, however, cannot apply to the possible intellect, since it is a being purely in potential, 

and “is none of those things which exist before it thinks”, according to the Philosopher in De Anima 

III [III.4, 429a24]. The substance of the soul is not, then, by nature fixed in its perpetuity through 

the possible intellect, for it is rather a thing spread out over another (est res delatus super aliud) 

through which it is sustained in being, and which it can either have or not have. Now, it is clear from 

its possible nature that no such distinction occurs in its essence by which it would be considered a 

unity in trinity or a trinity in unity, [or] in the image of God by nature. For such a distinction, since it 

is a distinction by reason of actual origin, can only be found in a being which is something in act, 

and this is not the possible intellect.   

5. And if someone were to say that, according to these [characteristics] which pertain to the 

possible intellect, there is found a distinction of origin – insofar as from memory, which is the 

habitus of species, actual intelligence is born, and the will from both of these [memory and 

intelligence] –  one must reply that, in the origination or emanation of these [powers], there is 

found merely a likeness of the origin of divine persons, but not, however, the image, as Augustine 

says plainly in On the Trinity XV c.63 [XV, 21, 40]. And even this distinction of origin is a defective 

likeness of the true image in the mind, as Augustine says, [in] On the Trinity XIV, c.13 and c.14 [XIV, 

7, 9-10]. This is the case because such an emanation and distinction, which our opponent 

introduces, is not considered according to the [mere] nature of the mind, but rather by the mind’s 

act and acquired habits. Likewise, it follows that, before the exercise of such acts and the acquisition 

of such habits, man would be in the image of God only in potency, which does not accord with what 
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Augustine says in On the Trinity XIV [XIV, 8, 11], where he poses the question of the infant, and 

shows in what way even [the infant] is in the image of God in act. For it is required for the complete 

reason of the image that it both exist according to the nature of the mind and be always in act.  

6. Therefore, having assumed the truth of divine Scripture which shines forth in the authority 

introduced above and in the sound mind of him who says “man was made in the image of God,” it is 

necessary, and in a certain way follows from what has been said, that the image of God in us 

formally by nature is a substance. 

1.1.1.1 On what is proper to the word ‘image’ 

 

1. [We begin with] what can gleaned from the property of the word, ‘image’. When it is used of 

corporeal things by an adjustment (by which one often recedes from the proper sense of words), 

‘image’ is applied according to a certain exterior configuration of corporeal features, as in the case 

of a column shaped in this or that way which is said to be the image of something; properly 

speaking, however, this [example] is a certain likeness according to the fourth kind of quality which 

is found among those things which are qualities in quantities. “For it is the property of a quality to 

be predicated according to its similitude or dissimilitude,” according to the Philosopher in the 

Categories [VIII, 11a15]. Thus a likeness is more in such things than an image, properly speaking.  

2. But neither is the reason of the image properly assessed according to quantity, which is properly 

predicated according to equality or inequality. For the being of an image is not of such a kind.  

3. Therefore the image is more properly predicated according to a certain substantial conformity 

(quondam substantialem conformitatem), having the origin of one [thing] from another [thing], that 

is, by a certain consubstantiality of the image with what is imaged. This occurs either according to a 

numerically identical nature or essence (which is not found among corporeal things, but in spiritual 

things, and most of all in divine things concerning the Son, Colossians 1[v. 15], that he is, “the image 

of the invisible God”); or according to identity of natures by a species (as a son is said to be the 

image of the father in human generation, Genesis 5[v.3]: “Adam begat” a son “in his image”); or 

according to the imitation of substantial conformity drawing on the mode and property of [its] 

origin (according to which God made “man in his image and likeness”, Genesis 1[v. 26]). 

4. Less appropriately is the image predicated of the king on the coin, which is merely a certain 

likeness of the king founded in the fourth species of quality. Properly, however, one speaks of his 

image in his son, because of consubstantiality and his procession in nature. In spiritual things, 

therefore, where there is no difference between quality and quantity, since in them quantities are of 

the genus of qualities, the notion of an image is not found in accidental dispositions but only in a 

likeness. But the reason of the image consists only in the conformity of substance. Therefore, that 

which is formally the image of God in us is substance. 

1.1.1.2 From the property of the thing [the image] itself 

 

1. The same holds by arguing from the property of the thing itself. For the image consists in a 

conformity to God as regards a unity in trinity and a trinity in unity. Unity, then, refers to the 
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identity of the essence of what is formally an image. Trinity, however, is found a certain respective 

origin of many things respectively distinguished within the same essence. Thus, the image itself, 

unity is found in the essence, while the trinity of distinct things by their relations of origin, just as 

Augustine himself  has in mind towards the end of On the Trinity X [X, 11, 18], and as will be shown 

below. 

2.  For it is impossible that in any accident such a unity of essence and, within the same essence, 

such a distinction or differentiation according to the reason of passive and active origin, should be 

found. For it is the property of a substance to act and be acted upon. The reason for this is that to 

act is precisely the notion of what subsists in itself, according to the notion of its proper quiddity 

and form. An accident, however, is precisely a disposition of an authentic being, namely, of a 

substance. This is why [an accident] elicits no action in the mode of an agent – and this is true not 

only of actions which occur within a subject standing apart by an absolute difference, but also in 

respective passive and active emanations, in all of which the subsistence of the principles 

emanating actively or passively is necessary.  

3. Since such unity of essence and trinity according to the difference of origin and emanation exists 

in the mind as regards this portion of the mind which Augustine calls the abditum mentis, which is 

in all truth the agent intellect, and is manifestly substance itself (ipsum esse substantiam).  

1.1.1.3.1 From the authority of Augustine concerning the trinity in the 

  image 

 

1. Moreover, Augustine, in On the Trinity IX c.10 [IX, 5, 8], discussing this image as regards the 

trinity which is found in it, says that mind, understanding, and love (mens, notitia, amor) essentially 

and substantially exist, because each of them is substance, and yet they are spoken of relatively to 

each other. And below, c. XII [IX,4, 7], after the analysis of this discussion, he adds, “These three, 

therefore, are necessarily of one and the same essence”. Note, then, that they are three, that each of 

them is substance and that all three are one essence or substance.  

2. Moreover, he adds another argument to this in c. X [IX, 4, 5]: these three, each of which evidently 

is a substance, are not in any subject as an accident is (i.e., as a colour is in a corporeal subject). For 

no accident, Augustine declares, “exceeds its subject”. Indeed, mind, by the same love by which it 

loves itself, is able to love other things, and by the same understanding by which it knows itself, 

knows other things. Therefore, these, that is to say, understanding and love, since they seem to 

exceed their subject, are not accidents but substances.  

3. This deduction [i.e., of their substantiality], if it is applied to the mind as regards its exterior 

cogitation, which is the possible intellect, seems completely ridiculous and of no consequence. For 

to know oneself and to know another appear to import nothing else than a difference regarding 

[their] objects, not as regards [their] subjects, just as timber and stone are able to be heated by the 

same heat. From this, however, it does not follow that heat would exceed its subject so as to exist in 

another subject; for it is by the same sense of vision that white and black are seen, yet vision does 

not exceed its subject [so as to exist in another subject], even though it tends toward diverse 

objects. The same seems to apply concerning the possible intellect, which thinks itself just as it 
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thinks other things, according to the Philosopher in De anima III [III.4, 430a2]. Consequently, just as 

it does not follow that things tending toward diverse objects exceed their subjects, so also this 

seems to hold concerning intellect.  

1.1.1.3.2 Explication of Augustine’s intention 

 

1. There are some who do not apply the aforesaid argument of Augustine beyond what it is shown 

through it, namely that mind knows both itself and others and loves both itself and others. From 

this they suppose that it does not follow that understanding and love are accidents, either of the 

mind or of any one of those things which are known and loved.  

2. While their statements are true, they do not deduce or show what Augustine’s intention is 

beyond the fact that mind, understanding and love substantially are in the mind and “each of them 

is substance”, as he says. To this it must be said, then, that what has been introduced concerning 

accidents and the sense of sight is according to the intention of Augustine when the statement “no 

accident exceeds its subject” is understood in the following way: that no accident relates in the 

same way to another subject as it relates to its own. For only an accident relates to its own subject, 

of which it is a form or disposition, in such a way that it is impossible for it to exceed its subject. 

Now, an accident does not act upon its own subject, as the Philosopher says in the Categories [VIII, 

9a35], because those things which are in the third species of quality, namely “passive qualities”, are 

not called “passive qualities” because their subject suffers something from them, but rather because 

these passions are present to the senses (sensibus ingerunt passiones). For if something were an act 

or form in something else, such that it would act in it or upon it, it could not possibly be an accident, 

since to act and to be acted upon are proper to a substance. But even if one concedes the unlikely 

notion that [an accident] could act, nevertheless, it would not exceed its subject so as to act in 

another, because it would act in its own subject according to the reason by which it is the act or 

proper form of this subject [only]. In this case an accident does not exceed its subject and, thus, 

would not be able to act in another subject, since it would act in its own subject according to the 

determinate relation by which it is the proper form and disposition of this [subject]. 

3. Wherefore the argument advanced from Augustine effectively concludes, which proves that each 

of the aforesaid trio, namely mind, understanding and love, is substance. For mind relates in the 

same way both to itself and to other things through understanding and love, and, thus, its 

understanding and love exceed their subject, [at least] as regards the understanding and love which 

are in the abditum mentis, as discussed below.  

1.1.1.3.3 A false conclusion from the argument of Augustine is rejected 

 

1. Yet one might object at this point, for, according to what has been said, it seems that one could 

conclude from the same reasoning that the possible intellect is substance.  

2. This can in no way be conceded, since through its essence [the possible intellect] is a being in 

potential, and becomes formally in act through the intelligible species, which is known not to be a 

substance. For what is a substance and is essentially in potency cannot be essentially actualized by 

a form which is accidental to it.  
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1.1.1.3.4 A false conclusion from the argument of Augustine is rejected 

again.   

 

1. It seems, however, from this argument that one could conclude that the possible intellect itself a 

substance, because it exceeds its subject in the way just described. For it thinks both itself and other 

things.  

2. Concerning this one must understand that one cannot conclude from this oft-cited argument that 

the possible intellect is a substance simpliciter. For although it thinks itself in act, it does not think 

itself as if its very act of thinking were the object of its thinking, but thinks itself insofar as it thinks 

itself to be made already in act by another intellection. Therefore, according to the Philosopher, and 

as the Commentator explains, [the possible intellect] thinks itself as another, because, just as it 

thinks other things through their acts and forms, by which these things are something in act, so also 

it thinks itself insofar as it is made in act, at some moment, through an intelligible species other 

than itself, and by which it now thinks. Thus, existing by one act of intellection, it thinks itself by act 

of intellection different from what it was before; and thus it thinks itself as another, that is to say 

according to the difference of thinker and thought. 

3. Wherefore, according to this argument, the possible intellect has no place in what was said 

before, namely, that by thinking another beyond itself it exceeds its subject. For the possible 

intellect never thinks itself except as another.  

1.1.1.3.5 A concession beyond the deduction of Augustine’s argument 

 

1. It can, however, rightly be conceded beyond the deduction of the oft-cited argument of Augustine, 

that it is true even in respect to the possible intellect that these three, namely mind, understanding 

and love, are substantially and essentially in the mind, in such a way that any of them whatsoever is 

the mind itself in its essence by its receiving that love according to which one names the sole 

inclination following the form of reason or intellect, excluding every inferior appetite. And so [in 

this way,] the mind knows and loves itself, and not through some form or species differing 

essentially from it.  

2. This is why Augustine [writes], in On the Trinity IX c.13 [IX, 4, 7]: “However I do not see in what 

way these three are not the same essence, since mind loves itself and knows itself.” While Augustine 

wants this idea to be understood concerning the abditum mentis, if, however, we were to extend it 

to the possible intellect, it would agree with what the Commentator says in On De anima III, that 

what results from the intellect and the intelligible species is more one than [what results] from 

matter and form.3 For from [the union of] matter and form results a third term which is neither 

matter nor form; however, the intelligible species itself becomes the intellect. According to this 

[argument] the mind considered as possible intellect essentially understands or knows itself and 

loves itself, not through something extrinsic to its essence, in the way which has been said. 

                                                             
3 Averroes, Great Commentary on the De anima, comm. 15. 
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1.1.1.3.6 Where Augustine’s argument is deduced 

 

1. Inasmuch as the deduction of this argument from Augustine is founded on the fact that he says 

that an accident such as heat, cold and so on does not exceed its subject, and that it does not have a 

place among the forms which are the principles of acting in natural things ([the principles or forms] 

by which one could conclude that [such natural things] are substances) so likewise [an accident] 

has no efficacy among the powers of sense perception, as has been shown.4 But, in any case, it 

cannot be concluded that the possible intellect is itself a substance. And yet Augustine advances the 

same arguments concerning the mind, showing that these three, namely mind, understanding and 

love, are of one essence, and that each of the trio is a substance. Now it must be shown that this 

holds true [strictly] in that portion of the mind which he calls the abditum mentis, which is the agent 

intellect. And from this is it is to be concluded that it itself is substance.  

2. To clarify this, one should consider: first, that the abditum mentis, with which we are now 

concerned, always stands in the light of actual intelligence and always thinks in act; second, that by 

such intellection it thinks itself through its essence; third, that, since it is an intellectus per essentiam 

and is always in the act of its intellection, it is itself a certain similitude and exemplar of the totality 

of being, insofar as it is being, according to which it is intellectually present by its full embrace to 

the totality of being and thinks all things in act; fourth, that, just as it thinks itself, so it thinks 

everything else through its essence, in the same way by which it thinks itself and in the same simple 

intellection; fifth, whereupon which the proposition is concluded, that the aforesaid argument of 

Augustine has its place in reference to the abditum mentis, and that from this it is concluded that the 

agent intellect is itself substance. 

1.1.2. The agent intellect always thinks 

1.1.2.1. This is evident from an argument 

 

1. The first of these [statements], namely that the abditum mentis always stands in the light of its 

actual intelligence, is evident. Since it is itself, its own substance, an intellectus per essentiam, which 

the philosophers call the agent intellect, it is subject to no variation, neither as far as the departure 

from potency to act is concerned, nor as far as any substantial disposition, let alone any accidental 

one, is concerned; it is necessary that it is always itself fixed in the same mode of substance. So then 

if it thinks, it always thinks. 

2. That it does think is clear, since it itself is intellectus per essentiam and its essence is 

intellectuality (intellectualitas). And it is not said to be intellect merely by a denomination, so to 

speak, from its effect, insofar as it brings about thoughts (intellecta) in us, but rather by a formal 

and essential predication from its own mode and the quidditative act of its essence. For the 

property and mode of its separation and its being unmixed with any extraneous nature whatsoever 

imply this conclusion. For a being (ens) so separate, so unmixed either into parts or with any other 

                                                             
4 Cf., above, 1.1.1.3.1-2. 



9 
 

extraneous nature, and shining in the inwardness (intraneitate)5 of its essence, necessarily exists 

intellectually. 

3. Again, the agent intellect is the principle and cause of thoughts (intellectorum) in us as regards 

the possible intellect, and this argues [our] proposition effectively. For it is not the cause of 

thoughts either instrumentally or accidentally, but rather essentially. The cause of thoughts is 

moved by itself and not instrumentally by another. If [the agent intellect] were moved 

instrumentally by another in order to make thoughts in us – itself being moved this way or that in 

order to cause this or that thought in us – it would follow, given this, that either [the agent intellect] 

would be moved intellectually by receiving some thinking or other (aliam et aliam intellectionem) 

into itself and would thus depart from potency to the act of thinking, which is impossible, or it 

would rather now conform to what is proposed, that is, that [the agent intellect] itself thinks. 

Moreover, if it is not moved intellectually, that is to say, not according to diverse intellectual 

dispositions, but according to any other [kind of dispositions] whatsoever, then there would be 

other dispositions extraneous to the nature of intellect in what is intellectus per essentiam. From 

this it would follow that it itself would not be truly separate or unmixed, which is absurd to posit of 

the intellect.  

4. It remains, therefore, that the agent intellect is the principle of the things that are thought and is 

their essential cause. It follows from its property and by its nature, which is of an essential cause 

per se, that the agent intellect precontains its effects in itself in a more noble and more perfect mode 

than they are in themselves6 – that is, than they are in the possible intellect. Therefore, thoughts 

exist much more intellectually in the agent intellect than in the possible intellect, nay, in a much 

more noble and more separate mode than they could have in the possible intellect. Otherwise, it 

would be impossible for it to be their principle and cause. Thus, when the Philosopher compares 

the agent intellect to the possible intellect, he says in De anima III [III.5], that an agent is always 

nobler than a patient, and the principle [always nobler] than the material. The explanation of this 

shall follow immediately in our discussion. 

1.1.2.2. A boorish interpretation of certain [features] of the proposition, ‘Every 

 agent is superior (praestantius) to the patient’, and a rejection of this

 [interpretation] 

 

1. A boorish interpretation given by some, however, must be condemned, who now interpret the 

words of these philosophers and of Augustine, who says in On Genesis XII c.29 [XII, 16, 33] that 

“every agent is superior (praestantius) to the patient.” They declare that this is true insofar as it acts 

but not simply by virtue of its [inherent] nobility or superiority.7 

2. But such an exposition is altogether against the intention of the authors quoted above. For they 

maintain that the action of this cause owes to nobility of the cause and of the principle of action in 

                                                             
5 Cf. below, 3.2.9.12.4, for intimitas as a synonym for intraneitas.  

6 nobiliore et perfectiore modo praehabet in se causata sua quam sint in se ipsis […]. 

7 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Quaest. disp. de anima 5, ad. 10; In IV Sent. dist. 1, q. 1, art. 4; Quaest. disp. de veritate, q.26, a. 8, 

ad. 1. 
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itself, and they do not suggest that the nobility of the cause follows from the action itself. For 

otherwise the argument Augustine introduces at On Genesis XII, c. 29, in order to prove that the 

body does not act in the spirit, would not hold, nor would the comparison made by the Philosopher, 

where he compares the agent intellect to the possible [intellect] according to nobility as such.  

3. From this it is clear, therefore, that the abditum mentis, which is the agent intellect, always thinks.  

1.1.2.3. [That this is] manifest from authority 

 

1. This is yet manifest by authority. For, in De anima III [III.5, 430a18], the Philosopher says of the 

agent intellect: “It is substance in act” (substantia actu est).  At the same place, following another 

translation he maintains, “in its substance it is action (est in sua substantia actio)”. And later, “self-

same is the knowledge of a thing in actuality”. And later, “yet it does not think at one time and not 

another”. But what some strive to expound concerning the possible intellect is this: once the 

possible intellect is made in act and thinks in act, then it does not think at one moment and not at 

another, but always – which is ridiculous. For in that case one would be able to say [the same] 

concerning a jog of Socrates, namely that, when he is in the act of running, he does not run at one 

time and then not at another, but always and necessarily, according to what the Philosopher says in 

On interpretation [IX, 19a23]: “The being which is, when it is, necessarily is”.  

2. The brevity of this treatise does not permit the enumeration of all those statements, that ‘the 

agent intellect thinks’, which have come down to us from the books and teachings of all Peripatetics 

and those philosophizers (philosophantium) following them up to our modern time.  

3. Yet Augustine also says the same in On the Trinity XIV c.14 [XIV, 7, 10] (according to the small 

enumeration):8 by interior memory mind remembers itself, with interior intelligence mind thinks 

itself, and in the interior will it loves (diligit) itself, where these three always are together and 

always were together, thence they began to be, whether they are cogitated (cogitarentur) or not, 

that is by external reason. 

1.1.2.4. The false exposition of the authority of Augustine, and its rejection 

 

1. Neither can those words of Augustine be understood, as some endeavour to interpret it,9 [so as to 

say] that these three acts of the mind, namely, remembering, thinking and loving, which exist there 

– that is, in the abditum mentis, which is our concern here – exist only habitually and not according 

                                                             
8 This phrase “according to the smaller enumeration” is in the original text, and has been kept in translation in order 

to indicate how carefully Dietrich cites Augustine in this treatise. Comparing this to his much more general 

references to Aristotle and Averroes (“the Commentator”), we see that one of Dietrich’s primary motivations in this 

work is to produce a definitive and correct interpretation of Augustine’s De Trinitate. 
9 Contra Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae Ia.93.7, ad. 4. Dietrich’s sustained criticism to Thomas’ exegesis of 

Augustine was seen both by his contemporaries and subsequent readers as a defining characteristic of his thought. 

One finds the same reading of Augustine against Thomas presented already by Henry of Ghent (Quodlibet IX, q.15), 

with whose work Dietrich was undoubtedly familiar, and a response to Henry made by one of Dietrich’s 

contemporary defenders of Thomas, Jean Picardi de Lichtenberg (for an edition of Jean’s text, see B. Mojsisch, Meister 

Eckhart: Analogie, Univozität und Einheit, 147-161). For a later reception, see Johannes Tauler, Predigten 60 and 65 (ed. 

Vetter). 
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to an actual understanding (actualem notitiam) and loving (dilectionem). For according to this 

[interpretation] there would not be three [acts], but one habitus; nor would memory be 

distinguished from the intelligence or from the will according to the actual respective origin of 

these in relation to each other; nor would the image of the Holy Trinity be found except only 

according to habit – all conclusions which are unseemly for Augustine.  

2. So in On the Trinity XV c. 63 [XV, 21, 40] (according to the small enumeration), after having 

spoken concerning memory, which is the habitual storing of those species and which is [ever] 

anterior when someone cogitates by exterior cogitation or thought, he adds: “but there is a more 

hidden depth of our memory, where the intimate word is born which belongs to no tongue; as 

knowledge (scientia) from knowledge and vision from vision, [so] comes the intelligence, which 

appears in cogitation, from the intelligence which was hiding concealed in the memory”. See with 

what elegance he expresses how the knowledge, vision [and] intelligence of the exterior cogitation 

– all of which he understands by the name ‘word’ and which pertain to the possible intellect made 

in act – all arise from an interior knowledge, vision and intelligence, which refers to the agent 

intellect, or the abditum mentis according to Augustine. 

3. Thus it is clear that in the abditum mentis, according to Augustine, there is always actual 

intelligence and that it always thinks in act, which is the first proposed [thesis]. 

 1.1.3. The agent intellect itself thinks itself by its own essence 

 

1. The second premise, namely, that [the agent intellect] itself thinks itself by its own essence, must 

now be considered.    

2. It is clear from what has said already that the abditum mentis, which is the agent intellect, is 

intellectus per essentiam. Whatever exists through its essence is a concrete thing, which itself exists 

by its essence formally under a formal abstraction. For example: a man is a man through his 

essence, and is a man existing by humanity through essence.10 Similarly, therefore, that which is 

intellectus per essentiam is that which exists by intellectuality through essence. So, just as in a man 

the soul (which is the form of the part) or humanity (which is the form of the whole) has the 

disposition and reason of a formal principle in respect of the whole [composite] which is man – and 

this is so by the mode proper to it, that is in the mode proper to the soul or to humanity – so also 

intellectuality in its proper mode, which is [to exist] intellectually (id est intellectualiter), has the 

reason and disposition of the formal principle in respect of the essence of intellect. This is precisely 

because intellect itself tends toward itself intellectually and, through this, is constituted in its 

substance and itself thinks itself through essence. 

3. For intellect, whatever it is and [however] it exists, is and exists intellectually in its substance. 

Otherwise it would not be intellectus per essentiam. But, since it is something separate and unmixed, 

without parts and any kind of exterior nature, whatever it operates, it operates through its essence, 

and its operation coming from itself is its essence. Thus, if it operates by tending toward something 

else so to speak originarily (quasi principiative), it operates intellectually of itself; if, however, it 

                                                             
10 Cf. below, 1.1.3.1.3, where sensation or sensuality does not “essentiate” sense. 
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operates so to speak passively (quasi passive), that is to say by grasping its essence and by fixing 

itself in being (in capiendo essentiam suam et fixione eius in esse), then [as a] whole it is intellectually 

produced of itself, by thinking itself through its essence. We find something like this among 

theorems, most of all in mathematics, the principles or premises of which intellectually constitute 

themselves, while the theorems themselves are, so to speak, passively intellectually constituted. For 

if each of these theorems were of itself an intellectus per essentiam, then each would think itself 

through its essence.11 

4. From what has been said it can be gathered that, in this intellectus per essentiam, one does not 

distinguish between its substance and the operation by which it receives its intellection into itself. 

For all of these are identical: the substance of the intellect, its intellectual operation, and the inward 

object of its intellection itself (ipsum obiectum intellectualis operationis intraneum). Wherefore the 

Philosopher says in De anima III [III.4, 430a3] that, in those things without matter, thinker and 

thought are identical. The intellectual operation does not differ in [its] identity from these, for it 

includes no outward nature in the substance of intellect, since it is in every way simple in essence. 

5. There is, then, an intellectus per essentiam ever turning around into itself in its actual intellectual 

operation (in actu sua intellectuali operatione semper in se ipsum conversus). Just as proposition 15 

of Liber de causis says that every intellect which is intellectus per essentiam returns upon its essence 

with a complete return, having set down in proposition 13 that every intelligence thinks its essence, 

so Augustine in On the Trinity XIV c.14 [XIV, 7, 9] (following the smaller enumeration), puts forward 

the same statement concerning the intellectus per essentiam that always thinks itself, which in us is 

called the abditum mentis. According to his argument in this passage, mind always remembers 

itself, always thinks itself, always loves itself. That this mind may become no other than itself, he 

declares in On the Trinity IX c.13 [IX, 5, 8]: mind has known itself and loves itself, speaking there of 

the understanding and love by which mind has known and loves itself. 

1.1.3.1. Someone’s doubt concerning this: that intellect is, from its   

  intellectuality and by its intellectuality, itself knowing itself; and a 

  response 

 

1. Someone might have doubts about the statement that what intellect is, it is from its 

intellectuality, and that it therefore knows itself by its intellectuality. But I say that a similar 

argument could be made [against our statement] in the case of sense, [if one were to say that,] what 

sense is, it is essentially from its sensuality.12 Thus sense in act always senses itself, such that the 

first and proper object of its sensing would be itself – which is held to be false, for the proper object 

of sense is extrinsic [to sensation] as colour is to sight. 

                                                             
11 This comparison of the structure of a science to the constitution of separate intellects is probably inspired by 

Averroes, In XII Metaphysicam, comm.44, and has a distant relative in Plotinus’ account of the identity of nous-

knowledge-form in Ennead V.9.5 and passim. 
12 In accordance with Dietrich’s strict grammatical separation between concrete and abstract nouns, sensus will be 

translated as “sense” rather than a misleadingly more abstract “sense-perception”, and sensatio - sensualitas as 

“sensation” or “sensuality”. 
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2. It must be said in response that this pertains to intellect and to sense in different ways and 

otherwise. Intellect exists by its nature and by the proper reason of intellect qua the absolute 

quiddity of intellect; that is, in its quiddity it does not receive any higher nature, on account of its 

separation and unmixedness. For this reason it has existence of itself in the mode of a substance, 

not having been spread out over something else with which its act is mingled.13 This is because its 

intellectual operation, which, as we said, is not something outward from its essence, primarily and 

of itself terminates within its essence and, if I may say so, intellectually affects its essence, which is 

precisely to think its essence.14 For to affect something intellectually is to think it, and to be affected 

intellectually by something else is to be thought by it. 

3. Sense, however, since it is a form-in-another as in a subject, primarily and properly tends toward 

another by its operation. It is proper to all forms-in-another, such as heat in fire and other forms 

that are powers mixed with their subjects, which are neither separate nor unmixed, that they 

operate neither in themselves nor in their proper subjects. Sense, because of this, does not relate to 

its essence such that it primarily and through itself would sense itself. Thus sensuality or sensation 

does not essentiate (essentiat) sense in the way that intellectuality fixes the intellect in being, which 

is the intellectus per essentiam according to the Peripatetics. So writes the Commentator in  On De 

anima III [comm.19], that [intellect] does not think anything outside itself primarily and through 

itself, but is strictly converted toward itself and into its principle, if indeed it has a principle higher 

than itself. 

1.1.4. The intellect is a certain exemplar and likeness of being as being 

 

1. Now the third premise must be considered, namely that the intellectus per essentiam is a certain 

exemplar and likeness of being as being, and thinks all things. 

2. This follows from the fact that the general and universal nature of intellect, according to the 

property of its intellectual essence, is that it is not determined for thinking merely one thing or 

another. This is evident from its object, which is neither this nor that quiddity, but universally every 

quiddity and being qua being – in other words, everything that has the reason of being. Since 

whatever its essence is, it is intellectually, it is therefore necessary that intellectus per essentiam 

carries intellectually within itself the likeness of all being, and yet in a simple mode, according to 

the property of [its] simple essence and that it is in some way all things intellectually. 

3. This follows in two ways: in one way, according to potentiality or potentially, that is in to the 

possible intellect which becomes according to the Philosopher in De anima III [III.5, 430a14]; and in 

another way, in relation to act, that is, in the agent intellect which makes all things. Unless one of 

these two intellects were in some way all things intellectually – one thing in potency, namely the 

possible intellect, or one thing in act, the agent intellect – it would be impossible for the latter to 

make all things in the former, which becomes all things. 

                                                             
13 Cf. above, 1.1.1.4. 

14 primo et per se intra suam essentiam terminatur et intellectualiter afficit, ut ita dicam, suam essentiam, quod non est nisi 

intelligere suam essentiam. 
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4. Since, as we have just said, all things shine forth intellectually within the essence of the intellectus 

per essentiam et semper in actu, so this intellect thinks all things in act by the simple mode 

appropriate to it – that is in the mode of its simple essence and of its simple intellectual operation. 

5. On the basis of this the Commentator argues On De anima III [comm.36] that, if the agent intellect, 

which is intellectus per essentiam et semper in actu, is at some moment united to us as a form, then 

through it we would think all things. To some extent, this seems to agree with what one reads about 

Saint Benedict, that in a certain elevation of the mind he beheld the entire universe. Yet how indeed 

this will occur, I declare to be committed to God. 

6. Augustine agrees with the same statement from the Peripatetics, as follows from many passages 

in his books. To recall one of them briefly to mind, regard what he says about the secret or abditum 

mentis in his book De immortalitate animae [IV, 6], near the beginning: “It is clear that the human 

soul is immortal and that all true reasons are in her hiddenness (omnes veras rationes in secretis 

eius), even though in ignorance or forgetfulness she appears not to possess them or to have 

forgotten them”. Likewise he adds there: “Yet either when we reason with ourselves or are aptly 

questioned by another concerning some liberal art, we come upon the answer nowhere else than in 

our soul. To find is not to make or to create; otherwise, the soul would create eternal things by a 

temporal discovery. But the soul often comes upon eternal things. For what is as eternal as the 

definition of a circle or something else in such sciences? One cannot conceive that such things have 

not always been and shall not always be”. 

7. Likewise in On the Trinity XII c.34 [XII, 15, 24] he speaks about such notions found either through 

reasoning or through ordered questioning: “One must believe that the established nature of the 

intellectual mind to be thus, that through a certain incorporeal light of an unique sort, it beholds 

things which are affixed by a natural, arranged ordering to intelligible things, in the same way the 

bodily eye beholds things in its precinct though this corporeal light”. 

8. Likewise in Confessiones X c.7 [X, 10, 17]: “When I hear that there are three kinds of questions – 

‘is it?’, ‘what is it?’, ‘of what sort is it?’ – I retain certain images of the sounds, from which these 

words are confected, and [more] truly the things themselves, which are signified by these sounds, 

which are reached neither by the corporeal sense nor in any place except my soul.  There, then, they 

were, before I learned them – but there were not in [my] memory”. 

9. The same argument goes for these as for every other intelligible thing and for the reasons of 

things; they are [all] cognized by the mind in its hidden depth. This [cognition] occurs because of 

the presence of the eternal truths to the mind, the eternal truth who is God and who is seen in this 

life, as [Augustine] says in On True Religion c.53 and 54 [XXXI, 57-58] and in many chapters that 

follow. 

1.1.5. Just as the agent intellect thinks itself, so it thinks all things through its essence 

 

1. The fourth of these premises follows from what has been said. Just as intellectus per essentiam et 

semper in actu, which is the agent intellect, thinks itself, so it thinks all other things through its 

essence and in the very same way it thinks itself, that is, by a simple intellection. Since, through its 
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essence, it is an exemplar of all being qua being, and thus is all being intellectually, it is clear that, in 

thinking itself through its essence, it thinks all being in the same way and by the same simple 

intelligence, as though by that divine mode which exists in God, who, by thinking Himself, thinks all 

other things. 

1.1.6. Recapitulation 

 

1. Collecting what has been said into a summary, what was purposed to be demonstrated is now 

clear: the deduction of Augustine’s argument, which we touched on – and by which he proves that 

these three, namely mind, understanding and love, are substantially in the mind and that each of 

them is substance, because no accident could exceed its subject, while mind by its understanding 

and will exceeds itself, as he says there – this argument applies to the abditum mentis which is the 

agent intellect. 

2. From all of what has been said, one must see that, the agent intellect is intellectus per essentiam et 

semper in actu intelligendi, as is shown by the first [argument]. And as the was shown by the second 

[argument], this intellect knows itself through its essence, standing always in the light of its actual 

intelligence by which it is always reflecting into itself (qua in se ipsum semper reflexus est) – if one 

may speak of reflection where there is indeed the direct intellection of its essence. Now the third 

[argument] showed that this [intellect], because of its intellectual essence, is a certain exemplar and 

similitude of all being, and that the true reasons of all beings shine forth intellectually in it and, 

therefore, the understanding of all beings exists in it in act. By the fourth [proposition] it is seen 

that, in the same simple way by which the agent intellect knows itself, thus it knows all things 

through its essence. 

1.1.7. Intellectus per essentiam is a substance because it exceeds its subject, which is not   

            suitable for any accident. 

 

1. For these reasons, I declare that one must conclude that [the agent intellect] relates in the same 

way to itself and to all things because, in thinking itself through its essence, it thinks all things 

through essence by the very same simple intellection, understanding and love. For this is proper to 

an intellect which is intellectus per essentiam: that by understanding and love it should exceed its 

proper subject by relating in the same way to itself and to other things. 

2. This cannot apply to any accident, for two reasons. First, because no accidental operation (that is, 

where the principle of operation is an accident, as heat is of heating, as sense of sensing) tends 

toward itself, toward its formal principle or into its proper subject, but rather toward another 

distinct from [its own] subject. For the disposition of a form, qua form, to its proper subject does 

not coincide with the disposition of an agent, such that form and agent would be identical in [their] 

proper subject. Otherwise, the same would move itself, which is impossible. Now, I say that this 

form is an act and disposition of a subject and cannot be something separate. Otherwise, it would be 

distinct from its subject and able to move its proper subject, as occurs among the principles moving 

celestial bodies. Neither sense nor heat relates in the same way to other things as they do to their 
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proper subject, and thus they do not exceed their proper subject. For to exceed one’s proper 

subject, as our proposition assumes, is to relate in the same way to other things as to one’s proper 

subject. For this reason, the possible intellect made into act, since it relies on phantasms per se and 

essentially, does not exceed its subject, precisely because the phantasm does not exceed its subject 

in the way we have discussed. 

3. Secondly and for another reason, it is clear that this aforesaid way of exceeding [one’s] proper 

subject, which applies to the intellectus per essentiam, is not suitable for an accident. Such an 

intellect, not only in that which it thinks, but also in that it is, so to speak, thought passively 

(intelligitur quasi passive), is imagined by us to be thus: it is affected by its [own] intellection in its 

essence and, in [doing] this, grasps and has its essence fixed in its substance and in its existence15 – 

that is, insofar as it stands within its own intellection and insofar as it is something thought. For this 

is most properly a certain being-intellectually (quiddam intellectualiter ens), insofar as it is thought 

in its essence; yet it is not in every way proper that, because something is thinks, it is said to be a 

being-intellectually. This is clear from the fact that, just because something is able to think – for 

example, a man – what thinks is not [de facto] some being-intellectually (aliquid intellectualiter ens), 

but whatever is [also] thought (quidquid intelligitur) – [only] in this [way] is something a being-

intellectually. And such is the intellectus per essentiam et semper in actu; thus, such an intellect, 

insofar as it thinks itself and insofar as it is thought by itself, relates in the same way to itself and to 

all things because, as has been said, it is itself all things intellectually. 

4. Since sense is a certain affection (affectio) or disposition, or a form, of its proper subject, it does 

not affect its sensible object by its nature or by the disposition of sensing. Thus, sense relates in 

different ways to its subject and to its object. It does not exceed its proper subject because of this 

mode by which it relates to its subject. Likewise for any other accident, active or passive: if, in some 

way, its object is affected, say, as heat affects the heated by heat, the accident does not, however, 

relate in the same way to the subject in which it exists, since it relates to this subject in the way of a 

form. [Such an accidental form] relates to the object of its action under the aspect of an agent and, 

consequently, does not tend from the same principle of heating toward [the same] numerically 

identical [thing], that is to say, from the same heat toward the same numerically [identical heat]. 

5. However, the intellectus per essentiam et semper in actu relates [to thing] in the opposite mode, as 

has been sufficiently said. Now, from this, it is necessarily concluded that, for Augustine, such an 

intellect is substance, as was proposed. 

 

1.1.8. It is shown by the authority of Augustine in [his] book On the Immortality of the Soul 

 that the intellectus per essentiam is substance 

 

1. The same is shown from authority and by a deduction of Augustine’s argument in [his] book On 

the Immortality of the Soul. In addition to the other ways by which he normally proceeds, Augustine 

                                                             
15 ipsa intellectione afficitur in sua essentia capiens et habens in hoc suam essentiam fixam in sua substantia and in esse suo. 
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follows two paths in order to show that the human soul (animum humanum) is immortal: one is 

from the inherence of the disciplines or arts in the soul (in animo) which contain certain immutable 

truths, from which he concludes that the soul (animum) is immortal; the second way is found in the 

ordering and dependence of the soul (animi) on that incommutable reason to which it is always 

conjoined and from which it cannot be separated (nor can this reason ever separate itself from the 

soul). In such conjunction, reason affects the soul (animum) in such a way as to give it being, [as one 

reads in] c.10 and 11 [VI 10-11]. Augustine concludes from this that the soul (animus) itself is 

immortal; and from further [arguments] he wants it to be concluded that the rational soul (animam 

rationalem) herself is immortal. 

2. However, regarding the possible intellect or exterior cogitation, which are identical, these 

arguments concerning the soul have no efficacy. For it is clear that the possible intellect is not 

always actually thinking an immutable truth and that it is primarily in the potentiality of thinking 

before it becomes actual. For, if falls from its actual thinking and, what is more, if any such 

immutable verity were indeed stored in its memory, it would frequently destroy these truths by 

forgetfulness. Similarly, the conjunction with incommutable reason upon which the soul (animus) 

depends and by which it is affected, according to Augustine in the same book [VI 11], since this 

[reason] is always in act, grants to the soul to exist always in actuality in respect to the actual 

intelligence – but this has no place with the possible intellect. 

3. The conjunction with reason of which we speak belongs to the soul (animum) in the abditum 

mentis, which is intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, where there occurs no mutual separation, 

neither of the higher nor of the lower, as Augustine discusses there [VI 11]. 

4. Beyond these arguments which Augustine brings in at this point, [there is one which holds that] it 

follows from the law of essential causes and things caused that one [cause] cannot be separated 

from another, nor does any tend to ruin. Such a causal disposition exists between that 

incommutable reason and the abditum mentis, as Augustine discusses in many more places, calling 

it sometimes eternal reason, other times incommutable verity, or again the eternal rules present to 

the mind. 

5. Having [shown], therefore, that the soul (animum) is immortal by the presence of the disciplines 

and immutable truths within it, and likewise by its conjunction with eternal reason, Augustine 

wishes to conclude that the rational soul (animam rationalem) is incorruptible. It follows from this, 

furthermore, that the soul, considered as abditum mentis, is substance. For the principle of 

substance is substance according to the Philosopher in Metaphysics XII [XII.3, 1070a4].16 Now, 

according to [our] earlier deductions, the rational soul (anima rationalis) is fixed in its immortality 

by the immortality of the soul (ex immortalitate animi), so that the [animus] it relates to the soul 

(anima) intellectually, just as the heart vitally relates to the [whole] animal.17 Otherwise, as we said, 

unless the abditum mentis relates to the soul (animam) [in this way], none of these arguments from 

Augustine serve his proposition, namely to conclude the immortality of the [rational] soul (animae). 

                                                             
16 Cf. Averroes, In XII Metaphysicam, comm.22. 

17 Cf. Dietrich of Freiberg, De intellectu et intelligibili II, 2. 
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6. Now, if this oft-mentioned abditum mentis, which is intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, were 

a certain potency in the manner of an accident within the soul-subject (subiecta anima), as are the 

sensitive powers and possible intellect, one could effectively and truly oppose what has been said, 

namely [by saying] that it does not follow that the soul (animum) is immortal because of the 

affection by which it is affected by eternal reason or by the inherence of immutable truths. It could 

be said, furthermore, that such things are not in the human soul (animo) unless by the supposition 

of a constant subject, namely the soul (anima); and thus the soul (anima) would be supposed to be 

immortal, which was supposed to be proved. If these things, namely, the immutable truths and the 

affection of eternal reason, were in the soul (animo), and if the soul (anima) were not immortal, [it 

would follow that,] when the [anima] falls (cadente ea) into non-being, both the incommutable 

truths and the affection of eternal reason, as well as the soul itself, would fall into non-being; in just 

this way we see evidently that the immutable truths are in the possible intellect whenever it 

actually thinks them. The possible intellect is affected often by this eternal reason, and thinks by it, 

whatever it thinks, according to Augustine in On the Trinity VIII, c. 11-12 and XII, c.34 [VIII, 3, 4-5; 

XII, 14, 23], and in innumerable other places. These [arguments], nevertheless, do not contradict 

[the fact that] the possible intellect falls away from these immutable truths and from the affection of 

eternal reason due to the removal or corruption of the phantasmata which it uses for thinking. 

7. At any rate, this falling away into non-being would happen to the abditum mentis unless we posit 

it as a substance, and to relate to the rational soul (animam) in that way; thus from its immortality 

is derived immortality for the rational soul. 

1.1.9. The statements of all Peripatetics and Augustine, that the agent intellect is substance 

 

1. Now this statement, that the agent intellect is a substance, [is taken from] all the Peripatetics, as 

is evident from Alexander and Al-Fārābī in his De intellectu et intelligibili, from Avicenna, [and] from 

the Commentator On De anima III [comm.18]. This is why some of them strove to posit it as a 

separate substance. The Philosopher in De anima III [III.5] says that it makes all thoughts. To make 

is also a property of substance. 

2. Augustine says the same about the abditum mentis, in which he posits that these three, namely 

memory, intelligence and will, [in] book XIV [XIV, 7, 10], are substance, [in] On the Trinity X c.27 [X, 

11, 18]: “Therefore these three, memory, intelligence and will, seeing as they are not three lives, but 

one life, nor three minds, but one mind, consequently [they are] certainly not three substances, but 

one substance.” 

1.1.10. A false exposition of Augustine’s intention and the rejection of it 

 

1. The exposition [offered] by some18 must not be followed, which attempts to tear this authority 

asunder from his intent and his writings, supposing that what is said – “Memory, intelligence, will 

are one life, one mind, one substance – must be understood with this meaning: they are one life, 

                                                             
18 cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae Ia.93.7, ad. 2. 
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that is they are in one life; they are one mind, that is they are in one mind; they are one substance, 

that is they are in one substance, which is the soul. 

2. Such a statement might be conceded, but nevertheless Augustine himself does not encourage 

what they suppose with this meaning, and neither would he commit himself to their proposition. 

For, at the end of his chapter, Augustine writes that these three, memory, intelligence and will,  

differ only in that they are referred to each other. Therefore he wants all of those [terms] – life, 

mind, substance, and so on – to be predicated absolutely, because he says, “they are said [of 

memory, etc.] as such” (ad se dici), being predicated formally and essentially of memory, 

intelligence and will, such that all absolute predicates are predicated in the singular and to all 

together – not in the plural, but in the singular. Therefore, supposing that these three, memory, 

intelligence and will are identical in [respect to] all [terms] absolutely and formally predicated, and 

assuming with this that we, nevertheless, find among them some differentiation, one concludes that 

they differ only because they are referred to each other. It in no way follows from this that, if they 

are only said to be one life, or one substance, that they are in one life or in one substance. Now, the 

vegetative, sensitive and locomotive powers are in one life and substance. Yet it does not follow that 

they would differ only in that they are referred to one another, for indeed these differ by an 

absolute difference. 

3. From this, therefore, it is clear that the abditum mentis, which is an intellectus per essentiam, is 

substance. This is the first of those four which are enumerated above and proposed for the 

consideration concerning the first principal article of this treatise. 

 

1.2. The agent intellect as the image of God 

1.2.1. From reason and from authority 

 

1. Now secondly it must be seen that, in this intellect, there is the principally expressed likeness and 

image of God. This follows from reason and from authority: from reason, I say, firstly as gathered 

from the way it proceeds from God, and secondly, by reason of the property of its substance. 

1.2.1.1. The argument gathered from the way the agent intellect proceeds from God, 

 and its return into Him 

1.2.1.1.1. The fourfold differentiation of things among beings 

 

1. Firstly, this: we find among beings certain differentiation of things according to which they are 

led back into God as to the principle of their production qua formal cause, which is found in God 

according to a fourfold difference in [our] mode of intellection. Now, among beings, we find the 

species of the things themselves or, in other words, those things which exist according to species. 

Among beings there are, furthermore, individuals, or, in other words, things which exist qua 

individuals. Third, certain intellectual spiritual substances are discovered among the universe of 
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things, which participate intellect as regards their knowledge and intellectual operations; those 

spirits which we call angels are of this kind. In the fourth and supreme order are things which are 

intellects through their essence (intellectus per essentiam), which are distinguished into diverse 

ranks by the philosophers. 

1.2.1.1.2. The first mode of the return of certain beings into God 

 

1. The first of these, namely the species of things, or those which are things according to their 

species, are led back into God as into their principle as regards a formal cause, which is the proper 

reason of every species, which reason we grasp in some way by a definition. Diverse species of 

things have processed forth according to the differentiations of their reasons; and, according to a 

single reason within each of these species, all individuals of a species have processed forth or 

proceeded into being. For a reason is not proper to an individual as an individual. Rather, as regards 

the species themselves, man proceeds forth by one reason, and horse proceeds forth by another, as 

Augustine says in the book On 83 Different Questions [I, 46, 2]. 

2. This is why in his Letter to Nebridius [Ep. XIV, 4] Augustine says, “It seems to me that, [when] God 

came to the fashioning of man, there was [in Him] the reason of man generally, and not you or I”. 

Below, after making some remarks, he gives an example, saying: “Now, in the art of measurement, 

there is one reason of an angle, and one reason of a square. That is why, each time I wish to 

demonstrate an angle, it is precisely the reason of an angle which occurs to me, but I would never 

describe a square, unless I could grasp the reason of four angles together”. Note that Augustine says 

“reason” and not “reasons”. This is why, in his remarks between these two passages, he says that 

there are diverse reasons of diverse human beings, and one must understand that “reasons” are the 

same as “ideas”. 

3. Each thing, therefore, is led back to God according to its species as into its formal principle, 

considered as the proper reason according to which it has been fashioned, as Augustine says in On 

Genesis IV c.29 [IV, 24, 41]. 

1.2.1.1.3. The second mode of the return of certain beings into God 

 

1. Just as a thing existing according to a species is led back into God as to its formal principle 

considered as the proper reason of each species, so also any individual, qua individual, is led back 

into God as to a formal principle, which is an idea or exemplar in the divine mind. 

2. Wherefore Augustine, in the book On 83 Different Questions [I, 46, 2], says: “Now, there are 

certain ideal principal forms or reasons of things, stable and incommutable, which are contained in 

the divine mind. While these are not generated and do not perish, nevertheless all things can be 

generated and destroyed are fashioned according to these, as well everything which is [in fact] 

generated and destroyed”. While, therefore, a thing does not begin to be or perish according to the 

reason of its species, rather only an individual begins to be and perishes. Thus, one can gather that 

the ideas, properly speaking, are the forms or exemplars of singular individuals, although, less 
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properly speaking and by extending the name [“reason”], these [ideas] can also be called the 

“reasons” of things existing in the divine mind.  

3. That is why Augustine also adds immediately in the same chapter: “In Latin, therefore, we might 

call ‘ideas’ either forms or species, so that we might appear to translate word for word. If, however, 

we call them ‘reasons’, we fall away from [their] proper interpretation. For the term ‘reasons’ 

corresponds to the Greek ‘logos’, not to the ideas. All the same, whoever shall want to use this term 

will not neglect the thing itself”. Frequently and irregularly, therefore, we name “ideas” the reasons 

of things in the divine mind, and those things, which are properly the reasons of things in the divine 

mind, we call “ideas”, although the ideas of things and their reasons in the divine mind, if “ideas” 

and “reasons” are to be used properly, differ by their proper notions. 

4. In addition to what has been said already, [this distinction] is obvious from the effect and diverse 

relation of things to these [things in the divine mind] and the relation of these [ideas and reasons] 

to things in the mode of grounding [them]. For these [ideas and reasons] are principles according to 

the notion of form, as described above, but in different ways. For the reasons of things in the divine 

mind are the direct principles of things, as though they are a formal cause constituting a thing 

formally according to its species – just as those things which are comprehended by a definition 

relate to the thing of which they are the definition. The ideas, however, are certain formal 

exemplars, by which and in the imitation of which things have proceeded or processed forth. 

5. Now there is a great difference [between] a thing coming into being from something else as from 

a causal formal principle, and a thing coming into being according to something imitable in the way 

of a formal exemplar. According to the latter – if, at least, I should speak appropriately – individual 

things, qua individuals, have processed forth or proceeded from God. Nevertheless, they are rightly 

and truly called individuals by reason of being constituted by God, according to which the reason 

introduces the ordering of the thing toward its efficient and final causes. But this is not what we 

mean by “reason” in the proposition; [we mean] the “reason” which is determinative of a thing 

according to species. 

1.2.1.1.4. The third mode of the return of certain beings into God 

 

1. Following our initial enumeration, we arrive now in the third place to a certain manner 

(maneriem) or genus of beings in the universe of things, a sublime rank of nature and its 

perfections, and these are certain spiritual substances, which we name angels. Regarding their 

procession forth from God in addition to those modes of proceeding and returning to God by some 

formal principle found in Him, they form together a way of processing forth and of returning to God 

according to something formal found in Him that is special and proper to them. For these have 

proceeded from God by a likeness to divine substance and to His substantial perfections, namely 

knowledge, wisdom, goodness, power, presidence, the disposition and governance of beings, and 

such like, which in this way are communicated to these spiritual substances.19 Thus, these spiritual 

                                                             
19 Cf. Meister Eckhart, In Genesim I, n.115 (LW I/2, 154-155 and Avicenna, Metaphysica, IX.7. Eckhart’s modification of 

Avicenna’s text is noted by L. Sturlese (“Hat Meister Eckhart Dietrich von Freiberg gelesen?”, eds. J. Biard, D. Calma, 
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substances have processed forth from God in the likeness to the divine substance which, in its way – 

that is, in a divine way proper to Him – gives existence to these perfections. 

2. We use this name “substance” not because there is in God some diversity arising of the divine 

substance and these perfections, but rather, in a humanly way, we speak according to [our] way of 

thinking, a stammering by which we sound back things divine. 

3. Thus these spiritual substances have processed forth from God neither in the way following the 

reason that is determinative of things in their species, nor merely according to an idea to which and 

after which individuals are modelled – these two, namely reason and idea, are found in the divine 

mind – but, as has been said, [they have processed] in the likeness and imitation of the divine 

substance and His substantial perfections. 

4. Wherefore Hugh of St. Victor in On Sacraments I, part 5, c.2 [I, 5, 3] writes: “One reads that only 

the rational creature is fashioned to the likeness of God, and it is not said because other creatures, 

apart from the rational alone, are fashioned to the likeness of God, even though every creature has 

its cause and likeness in divine reason and in eternal providence, from which and according to 

which it is perfect in its substance. But there is a great difference and immense distance between 

having a likeness in God and having God’s likeness itself. For while, in God, nothing can be, so to 

speak, less or diverse or other than God, it is still very different for something to be fashioned to the 

likeness of what is in God, in His reason and in His providence, and for something to be fashioned to 

God’s likeness and to be like unto Him”. Below, [Hugh adds]: “And the perfect image, imitating its 

author, shines out and appears as itself in another (quasi ipsum in altero) identical [to itself]; and in 

the second are also found those things which exist in the first, according to emulation and imitation, 

image and likeness, [that is,] the reasons, causes, likeness, forms, dispositions and providences of 

what is to come and ought to be done”. 

5. This, then, is the third mode by which certain beings are led back into God as into their principle, 

so far as something formal is found in Him, that is, so far as [they are] a similitude of His substance 

and of His substantial perfections. As regards this mode of returning to God, it seems to follow from 

the words of Hugh each of these spiritual substances is made to God’s image. 

6. To this it must be said that, as concerning this mode of production and return of spiritual 

substances into God in these words from Hugh, “image” is taken to be a kind of proximate likeness 

of this substance to God. Just as, if you will, by an extension of the word, in On the Trinity [c.II] and 

the Consolation of Philosophy [III, m.9], Boethius calls created form the image of that highest 

uncreated form, which is God: “Thou fairest, the fair world in mind bearing, forming it outwardly in 

likeness and image”.  

1.2.1.1.5. The fourth mode of the return of certain beings into God 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
R. Imbach, Recherches sur Dietrich de Freiberg, 193-219) and its parallel in Dietrich suggests that the latter was, in fact, 

reading the works of his younger colleague.  
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1. While each of these spiritual substances is indeed made to the image of God, there is yet a higher 

degree of likeness to Him, in which is found the fourth mode of the return of beings to God as into 

some formal principle found in Him. This mode is proper to those beings which are intellects ever 

in act through essence (intellectus per essentiam semper in actu); in each of these, the image of God 

glimmers properly and perfectly, insofar as each of them, if we were to speak generally, is the image 

of God through its essence. It will now be clear how and, more especially, in what fashion this is so. 

2. Now such beings, that is intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, are led back into God, as into 

something formal found in Him, not according to some ideal exemplar nor according to some 

reason determining for things their proper species (which two, namely exemplar and reason, are 

found in the divine mind), nor even according to a likeness of the divine substance with its 

substantial perfections (concerning which we have just spoken), but rather according to a likeness 

and conformity with the divine substance and what belongs to it per se: to subsist in three 

hypostases differing in respect of origin. 

1.2.1.1.6. The complete notion of the image 

 

1. But this as yet does not suffice for the complete notion of the image, unless the image is the 

expression or production of that of which it is the iamge. For an egg is not an image of another egg, 

similar though it may be, because it is not its expression (expressum ab eo). 

2. Neither does just any expression or production suffice for the complete notion of the image, even 

as so described; for an expression or production after the reason of an efficient [agent] and effect 

does not, as such, suffice. If we suppose that a human being makes a human by his hands, similar 

though this may be to him, a man so fashioned is, properly speaking, not the image of his maker; 

given that efficient [causality] as such betrays a certain externality of the effect to its agent, it 

cannot be that one is the image of the other. For to effect as such is to flow outside oneself and to 

fashion another from oneself (efficere enim inquantum huiusmodi est extra se fluere et facere aliud a 

se). However the imaged expressive of its image is, as it were, its very self in another (imaginatum 

expressivum est suae imaginis quasi sui ipsius in altero). Therefore, one should note that such an 

expression comes to be according to the property of the nature or essence of the imaged.  For this 

reason, in human generation a son is said to be the image of his father. Genesis 5 [v.3] says that 

Adam begat a son in his image and likeness. 

3. Nor does this even suffice for the complete notion of the image. For there is lacking in this human 

generation the consubstantiality of the image to the imaged, such that the human essence of the 

father would exist in him according to his proper nature and in the son in the exact same mode. 

This also applies to things which have cognition, because the known is something in itself through 

its nature and is self-identical in cognition, but according to another being (secundum aliud esse). In 

the same way, forms or species which are in sense or in intellect, by which the thing [itself] is 

known, are said to be images of things because, as the Philosopher says in De anima II [III.2, 

425b26], sense and what is sensed are identical in act but not identical in being. 
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4. Furthermore, if we posit this form or sensible species by which sense actually senses to be the 

expression of the sensible, as some20 have tried to assert, and along with this we posit the same 

condition immediately described, namely that what is sensed and sense are identical in act but not 

in being, this still falls short of the complete notion of the image. For such mere conformity of the 

existing sensible species in the senses to the sensed thing is found among accidental things; and 

these sensible species are of such [an accidental] kind. However, if we are to speak properly, the 

image of any substance is found [only] among substances, as shown at the beginning of this treatise. 

5. Even if we say that these images are forms which represent another substance according to some 

configuration, as is said in Matthew 22 [v.20]: “Whose is this image and superscription?”, this 

similarly falls short of the complete notion of the image, and for the same reason. 

6. From these points it must be said summarily that, for the complete and most proper notion of the 

image among created things, it belongs to the image (i) to be representative of that, of which it is 

the image, by the nature or essence of imaged and those things which are of its essence per se; 

likewise, (ii) that the image is something expressed by the archetype; likewise, (iii) that it is the 

expression according to the nature or essence of that, of which it is the image – so it happens that 

the image is representative of its imaged according to the latter’s nature and essence and of those 

things which are of its essence per se; likewise, (iv) that, in expressing from itself its image, 

[imaged] is expressive of itself in another – indeed, it is in itself something through its proper 

essence, and is self-same in its image, but yet according to another being (aliud tamen esse), because 

to be in its image is to be in itself by another (quod esse in sua imagine sit esse in se ipso altero); 

likewise, (v) that these things so described are found among substances both in respect to the 

image and in respect to the archetype. 

1.2.1.1.7. The agent intellect is perfectly and properly the image of God by 

  reason of its emanation from its principle and its return into its principle 

 

1. These, then, are [the conditions] concurring for the complete notion of the image among created 

things. An image yearns to be complete and for its perfect conformity to the imaged, and a 

representative likeness than which no greater is found. And since, from these conditions, this 

likeness and conformity is found to be that of the intellectus per essentiam to God, and this is the 

abditum mentis for Augustine, which is the agent intellect according to the Philosopher, so likewise 

in this [intellect] the image of God is found perfectly and properly. 

2. This [honour] belongs to such an intellect according to the reason of its essence, as well as by the 

mode of its emanation from its principle. For this intellect emanates from its principle, God, in a 

higher and nobler mode than other things produced by Him. In the production of other things, God 

spoke and they were made, and thus according to the effective power of His omnipotence they are 

launched into being. This intellect we are discussing, however, has processed forth into being not in 

the way other things have, but by a certain formal defluxus of its essence from that highest and most 

formal essence which is God, proceeding intellectually from that [essence] and grasping from it its 

                                                             
20 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologae Ia.84.4, arg. 2. 
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substance, because it thinks this highest essence.21 Thus, essentially in its substance is that which is 

the thinking of itself through its essence by the intellection of itself (sua sui ipsius intellectione 

intelligens se ipsum per essentiam suam) – and this, indeed, originally and principally, is because it 

thinks its principle. Thus, it emanates intellectually from Him in such a way that its substance is 

nothing else than a conception by which it conceives and thinks its principle, and without which it 

would not be able to think its own essence.22 

3. What was said earlier, that this intellect thinks nothing outside itself, does not undermine this. 

For the principle of its substance, from which it intellectually flows forth, is more intimate to it than 

this intellect is to itself. So in thinking its principle, intellect does not think something outside itself, 

but on the contrary thinks something more inward to it than in that which thinks its essence.23 

4. The reason for what has been said – that this oft-mentioned intellect, in thinking its essence 

necessarily is itself the thinking of its principle – follows because it is an intellectus per essentiam 

semper in actu, and of itself intellectually is a kind of exemplar of all being and of those things which 

are per se [attributes] of being, as was discussed above. Thence it follows that, just as in the 

ordering of beings which is per se in respect to the disposition of essential causes and effects, and 

among which the posteriors are not found without the firsts, nor any of them which come after, 

without the first simpliciter, so likewise any of those intellects, which are intellectus per essentiam 

semper in actu, at any rank of the essential ordering of beings, is affixed by its intellection, which is 

its essence. They think nothing without that intelligence by which they think the first and highest 

intellect, just as nothing has entity without the first being simpliciter. Wherefore the same follows 

concerning their intellection, which is their essence. Thus, an intellectus per essentiam semper in 

actu of this kind proceeds from God by a certain formal defluxus of the intellect from the intellect as 

such.24 As well as proceeding by the intellection by which it thinks its principle, the intellect 

proceeds from its principle, and this same principle is itself intellectually the principle of 

proceeding from itself, insofar as it is thought by the intellect, that is, insofar as the notion of 

intelligibility is in it, by which it is able to be thought. 

1.2.1.2. From authority 

 

1. This is why Augustine, when speaking about this mode of the grounding and flowing of this 

intellect out from God, rightly calls this principle eternal reason and incommutable verity itself, and 

indeed the eternal measures present to the mind, as well as all other things which are fitting for the 

intellect. Thus in his book On the Immortality of the Soul [VI 11], he says that the eternal reason, 

about which he speaks there, so affects the mind so as to give it being. 

                                                             
21 […] sed secundum quendam formalem defluxum essentiae suae ab illa summa et formalissima essentia, quae Deus est, 

intellectualiter procedens ab ea et eo capiens suam essentiam, quod intelligit illam summam essentiam. 
22 Et sic intellectualiter emanat ab eo ita, quod sua substantia non est nisi quidam conceptus, quo concipit et intelligit suum 

principium, sine quo nec suam propriam essentiam posset intelligere. 
23 […] et sic intelligendo suum principium non intelligit aliquid extra se, immo plus intra se quam in eo, quod intelligit suam 

essentiam. 
24 […] procedit a Deo quodam formali defluxu intellectus ex intellectu inquantum huiusmodi. 
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2. Thus it is clear that the abditum mentis, which is intellectus per essentiam, by reason of its 

emanation from God and its return into Him just as into a principle, [as well as by reason] of its 

disposition to God as representational likeness (quoad similitudinem repraesentationis) is the image 

of God most of all. 

1.2.1.3. An argument taken from the property of its substance is proved by   

authority 

 

1. The agent intellect’s representative likeness has its completion and perfection from the mode and 

property of its substance, by which it represents God Three and One: the unity, that is, of the divine 

essence and the trinity of persons distinguished by respects of origin. For this intellect similarly has 

in its substance the unity of essence and trinity [which is] threefold only through respects of 

differing origin, which are memory, intelligence and will, according to Augustine in On the Trinity X 

c.27 [X, 11, 18]. 

2. Now, since it is intellectus in actu per essentiam, it has within itself the reason of intelligibility by 

which it thinks its essence in act – not only in the aspect of an object, as it were, terminating within 

itself the movement of intelligence by which it thinks itself – but rather under the mode of a 

principle. By this mode, such intelligence begetting in itself the intelligence of itself arises from it, 

not in a diversity of essence, but under a respective distinction. Under the aspect of such 

intelligibility and under the aspect of this active origin, [this essence] is said to be memory; and the 

same, in respect of passive origin as begotten, is called intelligence; and, given that this intellect in 

question thinks itself, it has the intimate and actual restfulness of itself and love; the procession of 

will follows from them both [memory and intellect], not through generation, as if the will were an 

offspring as intelligence itself is, but rather, as was said, through procession, as Augustine 

distinguishes in On the Trinity IX c.31 [IX, 12, 18] and XI c.21 [XI, 7, 12] and c.32 [XI, 9, 16]. 

3. A procession of this sort does not result in a diversity of the essence, but [is diverse] only through 

respective origin. For these three – memory, intelligence, will – are all one through essence, one 

essence, one mind, one life, one substance. Whatever else might be predicated essentially and 

absolutely of them is predicated both in the singular to each of them and to all at once – not in the 

plural, but in the singular. As Augustine says plainly in On the Trinity X c.27 [X, 11, 18], these differ 

only in that they are referred one to another. 

4. These three, moreover, are coeval and coequal with each other; none of them is prior or 

posterior, none greater or less, [but] exist ever in the same way by virtue of the permanence in the 

whole mind and by the perpetuity of the soul herself (animae perpetuitate). 

5. Thus, Augustine says in On the Trinity XIV c.14 [XIV, 7, 10] that mind always remembers itself in 

respect to its interior memory of itself; and that, in regard to its interior intelligence of itself, it 

always thinks itself; and that, regarding its interior will, it always loves itself – where these three 

always are together and always were together, thence they began to be, where a parent never 

precedes its child by time. He adds below, c.16 [XIV, 8, 11]: “See, then, that the soul remembers 

herself, knows herself, loves herself: if we discern this, we discern a trinity, which is certainly not 
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yet God, but indeed the image of God”. And above, c.6 [XIV, 4, 6]: “But it is in the soul of man, the 

rational and intellectual soul, where the image of the Creator is found, immortally implanted by His 

immortality”. Thus these three – memory, intelligence, will – are coeval with each other, and fixed 

in being by immortal perpetuity.  

6. They are also coequal with one another, not merely one with another, but all with one, because 

they are grasped from one another, not one from another as such, but rather all from one, as 

Augustine says in On the Trinity X c.28 [X, 11, 18]. However, given that each is grasped from the 

others and all from each, so memory remembers itself, intelligence and will; and intelligence thinks 

itself, memory and will; and will wills itself, memory and intelligence, as Augustine says in the same 

passage. 

7. From this if follows, that the perfect likeness to God, which is the image of God, is the abditum 

mentis, which is intellectus per essentiam. 

1.2.2. The possible intellect is not the image of God 

1.2.2.1. The possible intellect falls away from the property of the image 

 

1. The image of God is not found according to its perfect notion in exterior cogitation, which 

pertains to the possible intellect. 

2. Intellective potency, which the possible intellect is, is not substance; consequently, it is not one 

substance in essence and triune in respective origins. 

3. Likewise, the possible intellect is not always in the act of its intellection. Indeed, according to the 

Philosopher, it is none of those things which are before it thinks. Thus a man, before he thinks, 

would be in the image [of God] merely in potency; the image of God would only exist in potency in 

man. 

4. Likewise, the act, operation and disposition toward God, which by essence belong to intellect 

insofar as it is the image of God, belong more intimately and perfectly [to it] than any other 

operation or disposition of the intellect toward God which belong [to it] through some species or 

through some other accident or form accidentally informing this intellect itself. And yet, the 

possible intellect does not become in act unless through some species. 

5. Likewise, memory, intelligence an will, insofar as they pertain to the possible intellect, are not 

coeval to each other nor are they always together. Indeed, in this kind [of intellect,] the parent (that 

is, memory) often precedes its child (that is, intelligence) in time, as Augustine says in On the Trinity 

XIV c.14 [XIV, 7, 10]. For memory can hold many things within itself about which there is no 

cogitation in act, and, later in time, cogitation can be informed by one or another of these which are 

in memory. The experience of this is obvious: often, in this kind [of intellect,] a reciprocal 

generation of found, such as that of memory from intelligence and intelligence from memory. For 

example, when someone learns something new and he deposits this in memory, and when 

intelligence, likewise, is formed from this memory by a repeated cogitation, memory is understood 
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here as that power which is informed by a species that was in actual cogitation (having excluded 

from it every other active principle). Thus, I declare that memory, so understood, is in no way able 

to be the parent of intelligence, since the form or species existing, in the memory in the mode so 

described, is, as yet, a being in potency; that it should come out into actual intelligence cannot occur 

without some active principle, which is the agent intellect. 

6. Now, this sort of memory, intelligence and will, which belong to the possible intellect, understood 

as manifest cogitation (quantum ad manifestum cogitativum), are not coequal to one another 

according to their proper acts. For when someone thinks something in act, often many things are 

stored in the treasure-house of memory different from what is then thought in act, and which the 

will desires in act – unless, perhaps, you want the coequality of these three to be understood only in 

relation to the species, which is now in cogitation in act and was previously in memory, and 

according to which the will now desires or loves in act. 

7. From what is said it is clear just how much that which we call manifest intellectual cogitation 

(manifestum intellectuale cogitativum), which belongs to the possible intellect, recedes from the 

propriety or complete and proper notion of the image. 

8. Yet this intellectual [or manifest cogitation], so far as memory, intelligence and will are 

considered in relation to the possible intellect made in act, is nevertheless a certain proximate 

likeness of the true image, indeed, of [that image] of the highest Trinity which is emanation or 

Trinity of divine persons. As Augustine says in On the Trinity XV c.63 [XV, 20, 39], when he discusses 

how what has been said soon leads us back to a more profound memory and intelligence, to use his 

words, which he calls principal memory and intelligence, showing there that they are also the will 

of the kind which is hidden away (sui generis, id est abditam), c.64 [XV, 21, 40], where the image of 

God is sought perfectly and in truth, as Augustine shows in On the Trinity XIV c.14 [XIV, 7, 10]. From 

this, in the same book and chapter, he takes the lesson concerning the exterior cogitation to have 

been adduced, such that through it we are led up into the cogitation of the true divine image in us; 

for, as he says there, distinction is known more easily – namely [the distinction] of those three, 

memory, intelligence and will, where parent precedes child in time, as memory [precedes] 

intelligence in exterior cogitation – than where the parent in no manner precedes the child, which 

occurs in the abditum mentis, as he says there concerning the memory, which is the parent, and 

intellgience, which is the child. 

9. Thus, it is clear that Augustine, from whom the school of theologians derive their entire material 

and teaching concerning the image, does not think that the image truly and properly is in exterior 

cogitation, considered as the possible intellect. Wherefore in Book XIII, the last chapter [XIII, 20, 

26], discussing the notion by which faith and the good life are held in the memory, says: “All such 

notions which occur in the soul of the faithful man, when they are contained in the memory, 

inspected by recollection, and are pleasing to the will, all these make a trinity of their own kind, 

which is the image of God; but the image of God which we will determine in what follows, is not yet 

[found] in this”. Likewise in book XIV, c.15 [XIV, 7, 10], speaking concerning the healthful 

knowledge of human things by which we act in this life, so that we might gain the [life] eternal, he 

says: “Yet showing a trinity to consist in this, this is not yet what ought to be said to be God’s 

image”. 
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1.2.2.2. An objection and response: the possible intellect is not the image as regards inferior 

 and superior reason 

 

1. Yet perhaps one could say that, in these authoritative texts, Augustine is speaking about the 

trinity that is formed in the mind as regards the inferior reason, which he excludes from the notion 

of the divine image. However, [our objector suggests that] it would not follow, on the basis of these 

authoritative texts, that the image is not placed in the superior reason as regards manifest 

cogitation. 

2. To this one must reply that the image of God in us properly pertains to nature. Now, it is the same 

nature of the mind, considered in both the inferior and superior reason, which differ only as 

regards its operations (officia), according to Augustine. Therefore it is the same argument which 

excludes the inferior reason from the notion of the image as well as the superior reason, considered 

as manifest cogitation. 

1.2.2.3. An objection against this response: the possible intellect as image according to  

  Augustine 

 

1. But what Augustine says in On the Trinity XIV c.14 [XIV, 7, 10] appears evidently to contradict our 

thesis: “But since here there cannot be a word without cogitation, (…) this image is better known in 

these three, namely, memory, intelligence, will. What I now call intelligence is that by which we, 

when cogitating, think, that is, whenever those things are found, which previously existed in 

memory but were not cogitated,  and our cogitation is formed; and [I call] will or love and 

enjoyment [that] which unites this offspring and parent, and in a way is common to both”. And 

below, in c.21 [XIV, 10, 13], speaking about the mind, he says this: “Whenever it is converted toward 

itself by cogitation, the trinity itself is formed, in which the word can already be thought. For it is 

formed from cogitation itself and by the will uniting both. Here, therefore, the image which we are 

seeking is recognized”. And below, c.23 [XIV, 12, 15]: “This trinity of the mind is not the image of 

God because mind remembers itself, thinks itself and loves itself, but because it is able to 

remember, [able] to think, and [able] to love Him by whom it is made. When it does this, mind 

becomes wise (sapiens). If, however, it does not do so, even if it remembers itself, thinks and loves 

itself, it is yet a fool”. 

2. It is clear that Augustine is speaking here about the manifest cogitation, since he even calls it 

cogitation and the word which is formed by cogitation; for whenever the mind remembers, thinks 

and desires God, it becomes wise and, conversely, it is foolish when it does not do so – all [of that] 

pertains to the manifest or exterior cogitation. Wherefore, according to the texts just introduced, 

Augustine posits the image of the Trinity in the mind, which appears contrary to what [we] said 

above, where it was shown from reason and from authority that the image is found most of all in 

the abditum mentis. 
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1.2.2.4. Response 

1.2.2.4.1. “Image” is said in two ways 

 

1. It must be understood in response to this that “image” is said in two ways: in one way [it is said] 

formally and per se et primo [to indicate] what is truly and formally the image; in another way 

“image” is said of that which has been marked by the image. It is through this [latter way] that a 

man, for example, is said to be an image not according to his total substance, but because he is 

marked by the image of God itself, as Augustine says in On the Trinity XV c.66 [XV, 23, 43], and 

immediately offers an example there, saying: “Just as ‘image’ is said both of the tablet that depicted 

on it; but it is because of the depiction which is in it that the tablet is also called by the name 

‘image’”. 

2. Therefore, because of this, we are able to speak about the image [in two ways]: in the first, 

according to itself insofar as it is formally and essentially an image; in the second, in [its] ordering 

to what is depicted by this image, as to its perfection which consists most of all in participating its 

ultimate end. 

3. In the first way, the image is formally and essentially in the abditum mentis, which is intellectus 

per essentiam sumper in actu, as was said above, by which Augustine solves the question which he 

raised concerning the infant [XIV, 7, 10], showing that [the infant] itself is in the image of God in 

actuality, considered in its mind as memory, intelligence and will, which three always are together 

and always were together whence they began to be, where parent in no way precedes its offspring 

in time. At this point, he says that he had adduced a certain proof from cogitation, where parent 

precedes its offspring in time, because a distinction of these three is more easily discerned, and is 

found in exterior cogitation. For this reason, in the same place, Augustine says that he had adduced 

some other trinities in earlier books of On the Trinity in order to assist the reader. Accordingly, 

then, he says: “In these three – memory, intelligence, will – this image is better cognized 

(cognoscitur). What I call intelligence is that by which we, when cogitating, think (qua intelligimus 

cogitantes),” and so on. “It is cognized (cognoscitur),” he says; he does not say that [the image] 

consists in these three. Thus we have responded to the first of these authoritative texts. 

4. One must respond similarly to the second. When [Augustine] says that the image which we seek 

is better recognized (potius agnoscenda) here, he crucially says “better”, for in this trinity, about 

which he speaks here, mind places itself in its view, begetting its understanding of itself, which 

attains more to the likeness of God than when cogitation is informed out of the habit of some 

species retained in memory.  

5. If one speaks of the image in the second way, namely in its ordering to what is depicted by the 

image itself as though to the perfection of its nature, man, for example, is then said to be an image, 

according to which this name “image” bears even on his exterior cogitation. For without this 

cogitation, that which is formally, essentially, first and foremost the image, would not be 

communicated to man that it might formally pertain to his perfection, [which is] most of all [his] 

end. 
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1.2.2.4.2. The disposition of the abditum mentis toward exterior cogitation 

 

1. Moreover, as a result of ordering of that which is formally, essentially, first and foremost an 

image, there arises in man a threefold trinity in exterior cogitation, according to which man is 

especially said to be the image of God – under, however, varying degrees of likeness and 

approximation to divine conformity. 

2. What we say to be essentially and foremost the image relates to exterior cogitation in three ways: 

first, according to the reason of an object; second, according to the reason of an efficient cause; 

third, according to the reason and disposition of form, and this either in act or in potency. 

1.2.2.4.2.1. [The disposition of the agent intellect to exterior cogitation] 

according to the reason of an object 

 

1. First, [let us consider this ordering] according to the reason of an object, for example, whenever 

the mind, either insofar as it is truly the image and the abditum mentis or according to its entire 

being and possibility, places itself in its sight, [and] begets the understanding of itself by cogitation 

[and] produces uniting love (amorem coniugentem) from these two. 

2. Although this trinity it is a certain likeness of that true image in the abditum mentis, yet a man, 

who is said to be the image by an earlier argument, nevertheless first grasps the notion and 

property of the image by way of this [lower] trinity, so that he is said to be the image as regards the 

first degree of likeness to God qua image. This likeness is properly [speaking] the likeness of a 

certain proportionality, for just as God is one in essence and triune in persons, so mind, according 

to the aforesaid mode within is substance, has a substantial unity in relation to such exterior 

cogitation according to Augustine, and is found [to be] triune, as is clear. 

3. This is why, as Augustine says in the authoritative text adduced above, the image which we seek 

is better recognized in this trinity. 

1.2.2.4.2.2. [The same disposition] according to the reason of an efficient cause 

 

1. In the second way, this abditum mentis relates to exterior cogitation as an efficient cause, insofar 

as our entire intelligence as regards exterior cogitation proceeds from[the abditum mentis] by 

reason of its effective act. For this it the agent intellect, according to the philosophers, as was said 

above, which is the principle of intellections in us, as the Philosopher [says] in De anima III and 

according to Augustine in On the Trinity XV c.63 [XV, 21, 40]. There, Augustine says that, from this 

depth (abstruso) – which he elsewhere calls hidden (abditum), see On the Trinity XIV c.13 [XIV, 7, 9]  

– the intimate word is born. This [word] belongs to no human tongue, and is, as it were, knowledge 

from knowledge, vision from vision and intelligence, which appears in cogitation, from the 

intelligence which was latent in the memory. 
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2. Thus, since mind or man, through the memory, intelligence and will which proceed from that 

hiddenness, is converted or is able to be converted toward that highest object which is God, he now 

approaches the notion and propriety of the image as regards the further and second degree of 

likeness to God. This likeness is gauged not by some tiny, remote likeness of proportionality, but 

rather according to an approximation of proportion, seeing as this trinity is immediately directed to 

God as by a certain proportion of its operation to that, about which it operates. Accordingly, a 

certain likeness of proportion of found here, just as in other things a proportion is said to exist 

between agents and patients. Therefore, considered in this second way, mind or man is said to be 

the image of God, not only because mind remembers itself, thinks itself and loves [itself], but 

because it is able to remember, to think and to love Him by whom it has been made. 

1.2.2.4.2.3. [The same disposition] according to the reason of a form 

 

1. In the third way, the oft-mentioned abditum mentis or agent intellect relates to man considered 

as exterior cogitation or rather, as [what] is called manifest cogitation – it relates [to him], I say, 

according to that disposition by which it can be form for him; in this, to be sure, is beatitude, by 

which God is seen face to face, as is made clear below. Man attains to this perfection by the 

propriety and notion of the image; because, according to the perfect and highest degree of likeness 

to God – about which likeness, see First General Epistle of John 3 [v.2] – we know that, when He shall 

appear, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is. For, at that time, what now shines within 

itself in the abditum [mentis] shall be revealed, so that then, once this same principle is revealed, 

man, even as regards [his] manifest cogitation, shall be made all bright. That is the perfect likeness 

of the mind or of man to God.25 

2. Wherefore, in On the Trinity XIV c.37 [XIV, 17, 23], Augustine says: “Indeed, in this image, there 

will then be the perfect likeness of God when there will be the perfect vision of God. The apostle 

Paul speaks about this: We see now through a mirror, darkly, but then face to face,” and then 

[Augustine] brings in that authoritative text from John mentioned above. Below [he says]: “It 

appears that, there will be a complete likeness to God in the image of Him when it will perceive the 

full vision of God”. 

 

1.3 Digression 

1.3.1. A two-fold question 

 

1. However, on the occasion of these things which have been said, there arises a two-fold question. 

The first: why should mind in its thinking give birth itself to its own intelligence, which then is 

called its offspring, but in its loving should not give birth itself to love or will, nor is either love or 

will its offspring? The second question: why are there found in God, from the fact that He thinks 

                                                             
25 Tunc enim illud, quod in se in abdito nunc fulget, revelabitur, ut ipso eodem principio tunc revelato homo etiam quantum ad 

manifestam cogitativum clarificetur, et haec est perfecta similtudo mentis sive hominis ad Deum. 
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Himself and loves Himself, three respective origins, by which three substantial persons are 

constituted in one essence, which in itself is not reckoned to be some suppositum? For then it 

would follow that there is a fourth suppositum in God, which is erroneous. But to the created 

intellect, which is intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, the opposite mode belongs. For such an 

intellect through its own essence and according to the reason of its own essence is something 

subsisting through the mode of a suppositum. But those things which are distinguished according to 

the relations of origin within the same essence, such as memory, intelligence, and will, do not 

belong to this kind of being, and thus are not distinct personal subsistences. 

1.3.2 Response to the first question 

 

1. To the first of those questions, one must understand and concede what the question in its inquiry 

presupposes, namely, that when mind thinks itself and loves itself, intelligence is begotten of the 

mind, qua memory, and will or love is not begotten but proceeds. We say ‘to proceed’ as a common 

term for emanation or, for procession, if we are to use [the word] appropriately. The reason for this 

appropriation, and the more proper mode of procession, is gauged in what proceeds according to 

an intellectual inclination and [by the fact that] that this is a kind of inclination according to 

intellect, according to which this it cannot be called something begotten.  

2. In order to clarify this, this must be considered first: everything which is begotten of another 

proceeds from it; but not everything which proceeds from another is begotten of it. For procession 

is a certain emanation from something, in whatever way it emanates, just as we can say that 

conclusions proceed from principles, natural passions from principles of nature, the respective 

natural inclinations from the nature of the thing to whom the passions belong, and a stream from 

the source, and many similar [examples], none of which can be said to emanate from their principle 

through the mode of generation or begetting. But something is begotten when it emanates from 

another and is constituted in existence by reason of an active principle acting by nature, and itself is 

emanating by its passive procession and is acted upon by nature (“nature” understood as 

something distinct from an inclination or the appetite of nature).   

3. According to this, therefore, it would seem clear why, at first glance, intelligence is said to be 

begotten. For it proceeds from the mind by nature, both on the part of the principle and on the part 

of the terminus of its procession or emanation. This is not so for love, nor for the will, which is a 

certain appetite or inclination according to intellect. 

4. Yet, however much the intelligence, proceeding either from the mind or the memory, by reason of 

what has been said, may truly be said to be begotten, it nevertheless does not suffice to fulfill the 

aforesaid reasoning, which would call the intelligence an “offspring”. For the notion of offspring 

depends on some addition to a begotten being. Every offspring is begotten of another; but not 

everything which is begotten of another deserves to be called its offspring. For fire begets fire, yet 

begotten fire is not an offspring; this kind of begetting stands within the common notion of 

begetting and generation.  

5. The notion and the mode of generation or begetting belong more to, and are more determinate in, 

animate things, since animate things generate from their own substance, and because those other 
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conditions, which will be discussed momentarily, are found which make a begotten thing an 

“offspring”. For a seed generates a plant, a bush generates fruit, an animal generates sperm and 

menstrual fluid; none of these is the offspring of [its] generator, however much such things 

generate from their own substance. For such things do not come forth in the likeness of the form 

and species of the generator.  

6. Now, this condition is lacking among things possessing cognition, in which things, nevertheless, 

the notion and mode of generation is even more determinate through an approximation of this 

generation or begetting, by which something is begotten as an “offspring”. There are animals of the 

kind that generate something different in nature and in species , such as those which exist 

accidentally in nature or by putrefaction, such as lice when they come together produce nits, 

according to the Philosopher,26 and when mud generated from the earth generates something 

different in species. But such a generation does not proceed at great length, as, for instance, when a 

generated thing generates and this generates in turn, but quickly such a successive generate ceases, 

since such things in their first generation are [produced] by accident or by putrefaction in nature. 

Because of this, the mule is naturally sterile, because it exists by an accident in nature, that is from 

the intermingling of two different species, which happens accidentally in nature. If, however, it 

should happen that the female should conceive in her womb, this would occur by the most powerful 

strength of nature, but the thing conceived in no way would generate later. However, the 

generations that occur according to a certain approximation of the generation by which an offspring 

is produced, since they are of such a kind as has been said, generate a nature by means of an 

accompanying cognitive desire, which is required for the generation of an offspring.  

7. Further, however, neither is that mode of generation which is proper to perfect beasts, which  

generate their own resemblances according to nature and species, sufficient for this, that such an 

engendered thing may be called an offspring. For an offspring yearns to be something generated by 

likeness of nature and species; in species, I say, and by a nature participating reason or intellect. 

Therefore, what is begotten by a beast in the likeness of nature and species, most of all so far as it 

serves a human use, consisting in its fruits, as civil law declares, and not in its offspring – and 

likewise [what is generated in this case] is better called its fruits than its offspring.  

8. Further, however, according to what was set forth, if in human generation a monster were to 

come forth through generation, which were deficient in its resemblance of the nature and species of 

a human relative to its body, there would be no way whatsoever of calling it an offspring; indeed, to 

extend the dissimilarity of the begotten from the begetter, if the begotten were altogether incapable 

of reason or any intelligence or discipline, in no way whatsoever could this begotten thing be called 

the offspring. For it falls short of the likeness of the nature and species of a human in one of these 

two ways [being] either a monster according to its body or senseless according to its mind, and thus 

it cannot properly be called its offspring. For the begotten thing that is properly called the offspring 

desires to be in its similitude, so that it might be the begetting of itself in another, or else be the 

begetting of itself as another (ut sit ipsum suum gignens in altero seu ipsum sit suum gignens 

alterum). 

                                                             
26 Cf. Aristotle, History of Animals V.31, 556b21. 
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9. From these things which have been said, therefore, in summary it must be accepted that the 

proper notion of an offspring is that the offspring be something that proceeds from its principle by 

the aforesaid mode of generation from the nature or substance of the begetter [and] in the likeness 

of the nature and species of the begetter in a rational or intellectual nature. Wherefore, just as these 

cases just mentioned must be excluded from the propriety and the proper notion of an offspring, so 

also, whatever is begotten by an equivocal cause does not have the notion of an offspring.  

10. Since intelligence, therefore, when it proceeds from mind or memory, proceeds through the 

mode of generation, as was said, from the nature and substance of the mind or memory that begets 

it, and according to this, intelligence proceeds in the similitude of the nature and species of the 

begetter, and [does] this in the intelligent nature which is the nature of mind, it is therefore obvious 

why, in the trinity, intelligence itself is often called the sole offspring of mind. For it does not hold 

for will or love in its procession that it emanates in the similitude of the nature and species of its 

principle, as is clear from what has been said.  

 

1.3.3. A response to the second question 

 

1. As for the second question to be discussed [in our digression], one must consider that, in the 

categorical genus that is substance, there are primary substances and secondary [substances]. Now, 

primary substances, according to the Philosopher in the Categories are what properly and 

principally subsist most of all, the property of which is to be a “this something (hoc aliquid),” as he 

says there. Second substances, however, subsist in primary substances; for they signify not a “this 

something” but “what sort it is (quale quid).” Accordingly, primary substances are said to be 

supposits of nature, and secondary substances pertain to nature, insofar as within the genus of 

substance one distinguishes between the supposit, the nature and the same nature subsisting in the 

supposit. From this it is clear that the perfection of entity and subsistence, within the genus of 

substance, is to be found among primary substances, which are the hypostases and supposits of 

nature. 

2. Just as what has been said applies among those things which are truly of the genus of substance, 

so also, according to a certain likeness of proportion, it applies among separate beings; in these, 

however, even if we do not really distinguish [substance and nature], nevertheless, according to our 

mode of understanding, we distinguish substance and nature. This consideration among separate 

beings is so extensive that even in the first principle, according to our mode of understanding, we 

distinguish what is by essence and what is according to the being of a person or supposit. 

3. However, this [distinction] is found [to occur] differently in the first principle, God, and in other 

created separate substances, which are intellectus per essentiam semper in actu. 

4. Now, let us suppose by way of an example, and for greater clarity, that some of these separate 

substances which the philosophers have posited, namely intelligences, are, for them, intellectus in 

actu per suam essentiam. Such a separate substance, which is intellectus per essentiam and [which 

is] nevertheless created and proceeds from a higher principle, since it exists through its essence 
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and is, as such, an intellectual essence, therefore subsists in hypostatic being and is a hypostasis 

which has its completeness of its entity and substance in the manner of a primary substance; [that 

is, it subsists] with the real indifference of hypostasis and the nature subsisting in this hypostasis 

[that is discerned] according to our mode of understanding. Furthermore, in this same intellectual 

substance, the threefold respect of origin which is found within its essence, namely, that it begets 

intelligence of itself and produces love (and, in fact, always thinks and loves itself), but does not 

[thereby] constitute three hypostases or three supposits; here, rather, there is only one hypostasis 

or absolute supposit, to wit, the intellectual substance itself – if, indeed, it is possible to speak of a 

supposit where something is able to subsist with no accident or difference from its nature. 

5. However, it is otherwise for the first principle of all, which is God. For His essence, which is His 

intellectual substance and intellectus per essentiam, insofar as it is taken absolutely (that is, 

according to the notion of essence or being, or of an intellectual substance), in no sense has 

hypostatic being so that it would be a hypostasis or supposit in the manner of a primary substance; 

rather, a threefold respect of origin constitutes, within His essence, three persons or hypostases in 

which the divine essence subsists as if it were a nature in [its] supposits. 

6. One must examine an argument about such a thing so divine and so hidden with great reverence 

and hesitancy, for, as Augustine says in On the Trinity I c.7 [I, 3, 5], when a question is raised about 

the unity of the Trinity, Father and Son and Holy Spirit, there is nothing [in which] it is more 

perilous to err, nothing more laborious to inquire, nothing more fruitful to uncover.  

7. First, then, one must consider the first part of the difference which belongs to separate 

substances apart from God. Supposing what was said above, namely, that any primary substance, 

either within the genus of substance or having the mode of a primary substance, has the completion 

of its entity and subsistence by that ultimate perfection by which [it is] a hypostasis or supposit in a 

nature, it does not, however, have this [perfection] from the nature itself, apart from the notion or 

property of a hypostasis or supposit. Although it might be [the case] that any such hypostasis has 

the character of a hypostasis or supposit by itself and from the formal act of its substance, it 

nevertheless has this [character] primordially, as it were, from the cause or generator effectively 

constituting its substance in being – and this is universally true of every hypostasis or created 

supposit in the genus of substance (now I say “genus of substance” so as to comprehend every 

created substance). 

8. Therefore, since separate substance, which is intellectus per essentiam creata, primordially flows 

into the constitution of its substance from its principle by a kind of intellectual or formal flux, that 

is, by thinking its principle and, in this way, is intellectually constituted in its substance (so that it 

might be intellectus per essentiam, as was said above), [and since] it has the integrity of its entity 

and subsistence from this constitution of its substance, it is clear, therefore, that such a substance, 

since it is being through its essence as such, is an absolute hypostasis and the supposit of a 

complete, subsistent hypostasis in nature. Since such a substance is intellectus per essentiam, to 

think itself and to love [itself] exist within it per se by reason of its essence. By these [operations] it 

begets the intelligence of itself within its essence, as it were, a word expressive of itself, and [also] 

produces love by its restfulness within itself; these, according to our mode of understanding, are 

posterior to the constitution of its substance in hypostatic being. Therefore, the threefold respects 
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of origin, which was just considered, do not constitute any hypostases or supposits, but rather 

presuppose a hypostasis already thus constituted – an absolute hypostasis, and one only. 

9. It is otherwise in God, the first principle of all. For the divine essence, as essence, is not a 

hypostasis nor [does it] subsist hypostatically in the manner of a supposit or a person in the mode 

of a primary substance, but rather subsists in these supposits like a nature in the manner of a 

secondary substance, according to the property of its own [divine] kind. For the divine essence 

itself, as essence, does not flow [out], nor is it caused by any other principle which would constitute 

it in hypostatic being, thereby making it a hypostasis or supposit; the divine essence, qua essence, 

does not proceed from another causal principle, for it is the first and highest nature, nor does it 

proceed from itself since, according to Augustine, nothing begets itself in order to exist. Therefore, 

the divine essence is not a hypostasis because [a hypostasis] proceeds from another causal 

principle. 

10. Neither would [the divine essence] relate to itself in a way, namely, that would make it a 

hypostasis or some supposit by a formal act of its substance, thereby making it to subsist 

personally; rather, its subsistence is reducible to the subsistences of the divine persons, in which it 

subsists, as it were, like a nature within supposits, as was said. The true and complete notion of a 

supposit or hypostasis is found in any of these supposits, but not in the essence qua essence. These 

hypostasis in the divine are distinguished according to the respects of origin, by which these 

hypostases or persons are constituted. One must accept at least this explanation of the matter, so 

far as with bleary eyes, stammering tongue and trembling quill we endeavour somehow to explain 

what we are able. 

11. Therefore, supposing the first point, which is known through itself, namely that the divine 

essence is intellectus in actu essentialiter, it can be gathered from this that every intellect, because it 

is intellect, has an essential respect (respectus) toward what is thought, as the Commentator says 

On Metaphysics VII;27 [it has this respect] not only toward that which is thought according to the 

reason of an object, but also and more essentially toward that which is thought according to the 

reason of its own principle, from which it flows forth. I say “more essential” because, in thinking the 

principle of its substance and flowing forth intellectually from it, it grasps its own essence by which 

it thinks whatever it thinks objectively; thus, thinking its own principle (intelligere suum 

principium) is more prior in nature or in understanding than that thinking by which it thinks 

anything as an object as such. To possess the principle both of its intellection and of the object of 

intellection (rei intellectae) belongs, then, universally to every created intellect. For the time being, 

our discussion will only concern these, just as more diffusely above it was shown concerning [all] 

intellects which are intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, which mode Augustine even attributes 

to the possible intellect made in act which he calls it exterior cogitation in its relation to the 

abditum [mentis], just as, in many places, he speaks of the eternal rules, of incommutable truth and 

of such things standing before the mind, from which, as it were from the principles of intellection, 

we think according to exterior cogitation (that is, by the possible intellect), whatever it is we think. 

Wherefore our entire intellectuality is essentially constituted from these principles, which either 

                                                             
27 Cf. Averroes, In V Metaphysicam, comm.20. 
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descend from God immediately into the mind or [descend] mediately by the agent intellect; these 

principles, namely the eternal rules and incommutable truths, are either the reason of things which 

the definition or disposition of premises to conclusions indicates, or those things shining forth 

intellectually in these [reasons]. 

12. Such a respect toward the principle of its intellection is a universal necessity in intellect, seeing 

as intellective cognition has, as its property, that what it is borne into the cognized thing by its 

intellection is not simply and absolutely in the substance of the cognized thing (say, of a man, or of a 

horse, or of a colour), but [is there] insofar as intellect thinks this thing in its principles (in suis 

principiis), which is [sic] the reason of the thing. By this [constitutive act], intellective cognition 

differs from all other cognitive apprehension. In sensitive, imaginative and similar cognitions, the 

object is apprehended according to the substance of the object, be it colour, sound or a circle. But 

these are only thought in their principles, because to think is “to read within” (intus legere), or, in 

other words, to apprehend the thing inwardly in its reason. Thus, it turns out that substance, which 

is intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, does not know itself unless it begets the inward 

intelligence of itself (nisi sui ipsius intelligentiam intus gignat). Because of this, the relation 

(respectus) of begetting and begotten, of principle and principled, is found there. This relation, I say, 

is not merely [one] of reason, as when the same thing is referred to itself when it is said, “the same 

is identical to the same”, nor is this regard accidental, as when the knowable is referred to 

knowledge, and neither is this regard founded on number or quantity (like equal, unequal, similar, 

and so on); for these, considered in terms of what is principally signified by the name – that is, 

considered as relation – do not import any natural thing among into those things which are said to 

exist relatively to one another. Moreover, even though such [terms of the relation] might 

transferred to divine things (recipiantur in divinis), as when the Son is said [to be] like or equal to 

the Father, this nevertheless occurs in supposits in the real respects (suppositis realibus respectibus) 

by which the persons are distinguished. These are respects of origin, and begetting and begotten 

relate to one another in the mode of this respect. 

13. Along with what has been said, it must be considered, as regards every absolute [term] which is 

absolutely predicated of God, such as essence, goodness, power, omnipotence, knowledge, wisdom 

and the like, that none of these, considered in relation to their principal signification, import a 

respect of origin that is inward to itself (aliquem respectum originis intraneum sibi), aside from 

intellect, for reasons given above, and love, which proceeds by the notion according to which the 

thing is loveable, [being] so to speak an inclination following reason or intellect.  

14. Since the divine essence, which is intellectus per essentiam by reason of its essence, that is, 

insofar as it is a ‘what’ absolutely (quid absolutum), and does not proceed from another principle 

(for the essence or essential as such neither begets nor is begotten in the divine), thus the true 

notion of the intellect, which is intellectus per essentiam and a substance, is that it begets within 

itself the intelligence of itself. Such begetting is necessarily reduced into a certain respective origin 

within the same essence common to both, begetting and begotten. The same is similarly true of 

love, considered in its procession from its principle within the same essence common to itself and 

the principle from which it proceeds. From this is found the primary, perfect and simple reason of 

the divine subsistence in the mode of primary substance, hypostasis or person. Now, among no one 
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of those absolute [terms] could one find [this reason], from arguments given above. So it is clear 

that the reason or propriety of a hypostasis or supposit is only found in distinctions according to 

respects of origin, in which every absolute thing subsists like a nature in its supposits. The integrity 

and perfection of the divine existence or subsistence is found to be more perfect and more prior in 

nature, according to our mode of understanding, in these divine hypostasis than in the absolute 

predicates which subsist in them, just as a nature or a secondary substance subsists in primary 

[substances], which properly and principally subsist most of all, as we have said. 

15. Therefore from this the reason of their differentiation is clear, that is, [the reason] which was 

proposed in the question: why the threefold respect of origin within the essence of a separate 

intellect does not constitute three hypostases or supposits, yet in the uncreated intellect, which is 

God, they are so constituted by these respects of origin. 

16. It is clear from this whole discussion that the image of God, which God has planted in our 

nature, especially and more perfectly above all is expressed in our abditum mentis, which is 

intellectus agens per essentiam. This also follows from things which were earlier proposed for 

consideration concerning the first principal article of this treatise. 

1.4.The agent intellect is the capacity for God (capax Dei) 

 

1. Thirdly, and which is now clear from what has been said, is that this intellect, above all our 

inherent powers, is the capacity for God. 

2. As a first approach to this consideration, let us heed Augustine’s word in On the Trinity XIV c.23 

[XIV, 12, 15] and let us declare that the mind’s trinity is not the image of God because it remembers 

itself, thinks itself and loves itself, but because it is able to remember, to think and to love Him from 

whom it has been made. Now, this is obvious from the foregoing, [that is] in what way this oft-

mentioned intellect, by the propriety of its substance and from the mode of its emanation into being 

from the first principle, always stands in the light of the thinking of its principle, in which thinking 

these three – namely, that it might always remember its principle, always think the same and 

always love [the same] – are introduced per se.  Since this belongs to intellect through its essence – 

[but belongs] to man who is an image, however, by participation, because what is depicted [in him] 

is essentially the image – it is necessary that these three chiefly apply to this oft-mentioned intellect 

and that, consequently, it is primarily, more formally and more principally the image and the 

capacity  for God.  

3. To this an argument is added, that what is more intimate and more principal in reality and in 

operation is what exists through its essence, just as this intellect exists, insofar as it is an image. 

Now, that which man operates about God (circa Deum) in respect to his exterior cogitation (that is, 

according to the possible intellect made in act), in thinking Him and loving Him, he does not 

perform or operate through his essence, but by operation extrinsic and outside himself, and 

through a species, which is extrinsic to his essence. Therefore, this intellect which is through its 

essence is more intimately the capacity for God. 
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1.5. The agent intellect is converted towards God 

 

1. Now, the fourth of our points enumerated at the outset comes into sight easily from what has 

been said, namely [the point] concerning the conversion of this oft-mentioned intellect toward its 

principle, from which it has intellectually flowed forth. For, just as [intellect] emanates intellectually 

by its essence from its principle, so by its intellectual operation, which it is essence, it is converted 

toward its same principle. 

2. For it is proper universally to every nature descending of itself from a principle that it be 

converted towards this same principle and that it should tend toward communion with this same 

principle, forming, as it were, a circle; for then it tends toward that from which it flowed forth. 

3. Wherefore [writes] Boethius in De consolatione III m.2: “Each thing a certain course and laws 

obeys/ Striving to turn back to his proper place;/ Nor any settled order can be found,/ But that 

which doth within itself embrace / The births and ends of all things in a round”.28 

4. Proclus, moreover, says in proposition 31 of his book [Elements of Theology]: “Everything 

proceeding by essence from another is converted toward that from which it proceeded”. Here he 

says in his comment: “The primary object of desire is that upon which it reverts”. And in the 

comment to proposition 32: “What is converted hastens to be united in every [part] to every [part] 

and yearns for communion with [its cause] and for connection with [its cause].” And below: “If 

therefore conversion is a certain communion and conjunction (…)”, and so on. 

5. According to what has been said, therefore, a thing proceeding of itself from some principle is 

converted toward the same principle by desire, and its operation tends toward its same principle, 

so that it might have the principle’s communion and a connection with it. Thus, in his comment of 

proposition 17, Proclus says: “That upon which is operation, to that is conversion” (Ad quod autem 

operatur, ad hoc conversum est). 

6. By this reasoning, therefore, the substance which is intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, is the 

intellect, about which we are concerned here, since by essence it proceeds intellectually from God, 

and also, by its intellectual operation, which is its essence, it is always converted toward God; thus, 

as is its emanation, by which it intellectually emanates by essence from its principle, so is its 

intellectual conversion toward the same principle. It does not proceed first from [its principle] and 

later, through another respect or operation, is converted toward it, but rather [is converted] by the 

same simple intellection which is its very essence. In virtue of this, its emanation and conversion 

differs from the emanation and conversion of other things. Other things, according to one mode, as 

regards the constitution of their substance, emanate from their principle as from an efficient cause, 

and they are converted toward the same principle, as it were, toward a final cause, by way of their 

proper operations which differ from their substance. 

7. Therefore, the four points which were enumerated above for the consideration of the first 

principal part of his treatise are clear. The first of which is that the abditum mentis, which is the 

                                                             
28 Trans. Stewart. 
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agent intellect, is truly substance; the second, that in it is found the perfect likeness to God, which is 

the image of God; third, that the capacity for God is especially, and above all other powers, that 

which God has planted in our nature; fourth, that it is always converted toward God by its 

intellectual operation, which is its essence. 

8. Thus, having followed the argument concerning the ordering of the agent intellect to God, it is 

concluded from the foregoing in the first thesis, that this intellect is supreme and immediately 

[related] to God, [its] principle according to form, by which we are united to God in that beatific 

vision. 

9. This is the principal conclusion intended in this treatise. 

 

II. THE ORDERING OF THE AGENT INTELLECT TO OTHER THINGS 

2.1. Its ordering toward the possible intellect in this life 

 

1. Now as regards the second principal article, [let us move] toward the consideration of the same 

conclusion on the basis of the ordering of this intellect to the possible intellect, because the 

question in our initial proposition turns to these two intellects. 

2. A kind of threefold or fourfold order is found between these [two intellects]. For, [in one way,] 

the agent intellect relates to the possible intellect just as an active principle to its material subject, 

insofar as the possible intellect can be considered as being all intelligibles in potency (ens potentia 

omnia intellecta), since it can possibly become everything. The agent intellect, however, is capable 

(potens est) of making all intelligibles. 

3. It relates in another way to [the possible intellect] just as an agent relates to what is made or is 

passively made actual, that is, insofar as the possible intellect, made actual by its act, stands in an 

ordering of dependency on the agent intellect itself which, in act, makes the possible intellect actual. 

The Philosopher in De anima III defines these two kinds of mutual dispositions, when he compares 

the agent to the possible [intellect] according to dignity, nobility, the degree and excellence of 

nature, saying, that the agent is always more noble than the patient, and the principle [more noble] 

than the material. 

4. The third order of the relation of these intellects to one another is found according to the notion 

of an end and what is [ordered] to that end. This occurs in two ways: in one way of itself, namely 

insofar as the agent intellect is perfective of the possible intellect by the ultimate perfection of [the 

possible], which is according to form, as is discussed below; in the second way, by an ordering 

toward God insofar as, by the mediation of the agent intellect, and by virtue of its natural rank 

between the possible intellect and God, the possible intellect can be led back into God [and] into the 

ultimate perfection of beatitude, as will be clear. 

5. The agent intellect, by its natural rank, is medial between God, who is pure act (actus purus), and 

the possible intellect, which is a being in potency – and, before it thinks, is none of those things 
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which are – it is medial, I say, both by the rank of [its] nature and insofar as the goodnesses of 

intellectual perfections, through the mediation of its natural rank, descend into the possible 

intellect, as from an active principle into its material subject or from an agent into the patient. 

Therefore, it is necessary, because of the order by which this intellect proceeds from the first 

principle, that these are converted to Him by that same order, just as to an ultimate end, since their 

procession from the first principle is identical to their conversion into the principle; indeed, 

intellectually they both proceed and are converted, each according to its rank and the perfection of 

its nature and its natural operation. It is not so for other beings, in which the procession and 

conversion into their first principle are not identical, as was previously said. 

6. Therefore, just as by the mediation of the agent intellect the possible intellect proceeds 

intellectually into act and into the perfection of its proper operation, in which its essence is 

constituted in act (as regards the formal and essential act [proper] to it, which is the intelligible 

species or actual intellection of the species), so by the same procession [it makes] its conversion 

into the first principle by the mediating agent intellect. In the first degree and rank the eternal rules 

and incommutable truth are present in the abditum mentis according to Augustine, which is the 

agent intellect, by whose mediation these shine forth in the possible intellect, and by which [the 

latter] is converted toward God, the first principle of all. 

2.2. Its ordering toward the possible intellect in that life [to come] 

 

1. However, since this order of procession and conversion into God so described is found in the 

state of this present life, it does not seem to suffice for the intended conclusion, which was that in 

the blessed life we may be converted into God immediately through the agent intellect, and may be 

joined with Him in this beatific vision in another way, which is different and equivocal to that which 

pertains to this present life. 

2. For this reason, and for the complete consideration of what has been said, we initially suppose 

what we have from the Scripture of truth, namely that in that beatific and eternal life we shall see 

God in His essence, for when we shall see Him just as He is, 1 John 3[v.2]. For neither grace nor 

glory destroys nature or the order of nature, but rather perfects and consummates it; since, 

therefore, the agent intellect, by the order of nature, draws closer to God than does the possible 

intellect – as was shown above in many ways – so, likewise, as much as it draws even closer to its 

ultimate end, so much so is it necessary to preserve nature and the order of nature (which is per se, 

because the total order of causal beings depends on the order to an ultimate end). Thus, it is 

necessary that, since in the present life the procession and conversion of these intellects into God 

are related in this way, so much the more and, if I may say, more essentially, can this order obtain in 

that life [to come]. So the immediate union with God by the agent intellect in that beatific vision will 

be better than that through the possible intellect. 

2.3. Its ordering toward other beings 
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1. Now this immediacy of the agent intellect to God must not only be gauged from its ordering 

toward the possible intellect, but even [from its ordering] any other thing which is not an intellectus 

per essentiam. 

2. For it is clear from Augustine, On Genesis [IV, 32, 49], that God constitutes those intellectual 

substances, namely the angels, in a higher rank of nature prior to other beings which do not 

participate reason or intellect. Wherefore, as a sign of the institution of their nature, or rather in the 

completion of this which is through grace and glory, they first received the matinal cognition 

(matutinam cognitionem) of each genus of things [existing] in the Word of God, rather than the 

cognition of the same genus of things [existing] in themselves. Indeed, by being prior in rank of 

dignity, nature and existence, they had this matinal cognition of every genus of things rather than 

[the cognition] of the same things as they would exist in the proper being of their nature. Indeed, 

from that moment, that is from [the time] of things existing in their own natures, the intellectual 

substances began having the vesperal cognition (vespertinam cognitionem) of them. 

3. Thus, the rational or intellectual creature is made in the middle, according to the rank of its 

nature and dignity, between God and other corporeal creatures. Just as these intellectual creatures 

are made in the likeness and image of God by reason of wisdom, knowledge, providence and the 

rest, so in the likeness of rational or intellectual creatures the other corporeal things are made, as 

Hugh says in On Sacraments I, part 5, c.2 [I, 5, 3]. Having said this, he concludes: “According to this 

reasoning and consideration, corporeal creatures hold the third place after the rational creature in 

the second, for former are fashioned after it, just as this rational creature is fashioned after the first 

and uncreated nature”. For this reason, Augustine says in the Confessions [XII, 7, 7] : “You fashioned 

two, Lord: one nigh to Thee, and one nigh to nought.” He speaks there of the ordering of intellectual 

or rational substances and of corporeal [creatures]; corporeal, I say, most of all as regards the 

prime matter that is found in any body. 

4. Since, therefore, intellectual or rational substances are superior to other corporeal things by rank 

of nature and dignity as regards their substance, for they are spiritual and, so far as their forms or 

intellectual perfections are concerned, the intellectus semper in actu per suam essentiam is 

preeminent among the intellectual substances – not through forms or intellectual habits inherent in 

them, [but rather] because it is their very root and fount, indeed a certain sea of total intellectuality, 

for it is intellectus per essentiam – therefore, it is necessary that such an intellect be supreme in the 

genus of beings and near to God; through this we are approximated to God most of all in that 

beatific vision. 

5. Here is an argument which supports this point. According to the Philosopher in On the Heavens II 

[II.3, 286a8], it is clear that any given thing exists for the sake of its proper operation, which must 

be its inward perfection most of all, as regards those things which are perfect beings by themselves 

and are intended [by God] per se in nature (per se intenta in natura). I say this in order to exclude 

the instruments of nature or art, which exist simply for the sake of another, and exist for the sake of 

an operation that passes over into the external (transeuntem in extra).  The absolute, or inward, 

perfections are the ends of these perfect beings, in respect to the substance of each – for example, 

[to say that] man exists for the sake of reasoning, with attention to his [particular] substance, 

means that man exists so that he might exist using reason. 
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6. Now, just as any given thing exists for the sake of its proper operation, which is its perfection, so 

it exists most of all for the sake of the chief operation pertaining to its entire substance. Otherwise 

some part of its substance would exist in vain. 

7. The totality of a composite substance is considered in one way in the composition of form and 

matter. According to this consideration, if the operation or perfection, as regards its chief operation, 

does not befit nor is communicated to the entire composite or conjunction, then it cannot be said to 

be the operation or perfection of that substance. 

8. In another way, the totality of a composite substance consists in the aggregation of parts which 

follow the whole (quae sunt post totum), such as flesh, bone, hand, foot and so on. Even to these the 

chief operation is communicated, which is the perfection for the sake of which the thing exists. This 

occurs in one way in the mode of an end, insofar as [that perfection] requires these parts and their 

own operations, so that they might be ordered within the whole toward that part of the substance 

in which this oft-mentioned proper operation is exercised; in another way, this proper operation 

and perfection is communicated to those parts as through a kind of overflowing into them, as is 

often the case when, from many apprehensions, the substance of an animal is changed in all of its 

parts. 

9. From what has been said, it can be gathered that man exists for the sake of its proper operation, 

which is an inward perfection, and most of all exists for the sake of his chief operation. Now, his 

chief operation is the operation by intellect, according to the Philosopher in Ethics X [X.7, 1177a20] 

10. Now, just as our intellective power is said to be most powerful in relation our other inferior 

powers, there is, nevertheless, within this power itself a rank of nature and operation. For, in it, 

there is the intellectus per essentiam, whose operation is its essence, which is in our abditum mentis 

and is the agent intellect; there is also the manifest cogitation pertaining to the possible intellect, 

which is a certain intellectuality and form participated in another, that is, in man. This [possible] 

intellect does not think, but man thinks through it as through his form. 

11. It holds, therefore, from what has been said, that the intellectual operation, which is per 

essentiam and, indeed, is the very essence of the one operating, is more intimate, more perfect and 

more noble, and consequently nearer to and more penetrative of the thing thought (propinquior et 

magis penetrativa est rei intellectae) than that intellectual operation which exists through a form in 

another and which is external to the essence of the one operating. 

12. Thus, man exists most of all and chiefly for the sake of his proper operation, which is intellectus 

per essentiam. And, therefore, through the proper operation of such an intellect, man is maximally 

and immediately united to God in the beatific vision. The way in which this operation is 

communicated to man, so that it is a man’s according to the totality of his substance, is treated 

below in the final [and fourth] article. 

III. IT IS IMPOSSIBLE THAT THE BEATIFIC VISION OCCUR THROUGH THE POSSIBLE INTELLECT 
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1. Now the third principal article announced at the beginning of this treatise must be discussed: 

that the vision of God in His essence, as promised to us in the beatified life, cannot possibly obtain 

immediately with God through the possible intellect. 

3.1. A boorish position is rejected 

 

1. The first inconvenience which confronts our initial approach to this consideration is that some 

say that the immediate vision of God in His essence occurs through possible intellect; they exclude 

the agent intellect from the direct and immediate vision of God, as though [they] entirely fail to 

realize that it is the most noble thing that God has planted in the nature of an intellectual substance, 

as we sufficiently treated above. 

2. They say that the agent intellect is not entirely vacant and deprived of every operation in the 

beatific vision, but that perhaps it might cooperate with the possible intellect by some activity 

relating to phantasms, by strengthening or elevating the possible intellect to such a lofty degree of 

the divine vision. 

3. This means nothing. For, since this vision must be the most perfect and most noble of all our 

operations, it is necessary that it be reduced principally to that which is supreme and most noble in 

us, namely intellectus per essentiam semper in actu. How this is so is treated below. 

4. What they say about its doing something with a phantasm, even in the beatific vision, by which 

spirits separated from bodies see God in His essence, [is nonsense because the agent intellect] 

would be deprived of every operation. Phantasms have no place among separated spirits. 

5. What they say about its strengthening and elevating cannot hold for the possible intellect, even if 

one accepts their suppositions. For they suppose that, in the beatific vision, the possible intellect is 

a being in potency as regards its need for a first act, which consists in possessing some form or 

species. In effect, they presume that to be strengthened and to be elevated is the first act, for that 

being which is strengthened and elevated, and by which it is what it is. 

6. Additionally, such an elevation or passive strengthening necessarily introduces a formal 

disposition according to act in what is elevated and strengthened. For an action in an agent is not 

without a passion in a patient; indeed, action and passion are one and the same movement in the 

patient. However, this formal disposition according to act existing in the possible intellect is 

precisely in this intellect intellectually. What is received by another is [received] there according to 

the mode of the recipient, according to Boethius.29 So what is intellectually in an intellect must 

necessarily be the form and intelligible species by which it performs its proper operation. By this 

reasoning, therefore, if God were to be seen by the possible intellect, [He is seen] through a species 

and consequently not through His essence. It would follow, moreover, that if the agent intellect 

were the cause of the possible intellect’s seeing God in this way, the agent intellect would see God in 

a higher and nobler mode; for what is in the effect is found in a higher and nobler mode in the 

cause. 

                                                             
29 Consolation of Philosophy V, p.4. 
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7. However, what they have introduced first, as the sort of root and fundament of their position, to 

wit, that the agent intellect thinks nothing, seems more worthy of astonishment than any 

compulsion disprove it, because of the sheer stupidity of such a view. For all philosophers of good 

repute up to the present day hold the view that the agent intellect not only thinks, but that it is 

intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, which is clear just from flipping through the pages of their 

theses which have come down to us. 

8. Furthermore, it would follow that the agent intellect would not be an intellectual being in its 

nature. 

9. Again, it would follow that it would not act intellectually, for its part; therefore, nothing would 

proceed intellectually from it, on the part of the thing made [to think in act]. 

10. Moreover, it would be of an inferior rank of nature than its effect. For it makes universal, 

separate intelligibles, and every nature which is deprived of intellect in its substance is inferior to 

these. 

3.2. It is impossible for the possible intellect to see God directly 

3.2.1. Four positions are enumerated and two are rejected 

 

1. Therefore, with these fanciful views now far from us, one must consider our proposition which 

states that it is impossible for the beatific vision of God to occur immediately through the possible 

intellect.  

2. Now, when God is seen essentially in the beatific vision the possible intellect is either: (i) in 

potency in respect to both, that is, in its need for a primary act and its need for a second act; (ii) or, 

it is in act in respect to its primary act, but in potency in respect to its second act, which is actually 

to think; (iii) that it is in act in respect to its second act, but in potency in respect to its primary act; 

(iv) it is in act in respect to both of these. 

3. The first two of these options destroy themselves and introduce a contradiction into the 

proposition. For to say that the possible intellect sees God in His essence and to remove from it its 

second act, which is to think and to see God in His essence, is indeed a contradiction. 

4. Now, if some scrupulous individual wishes to consider this, it is necessary to say that, having 

posited a primary act in intellect, one needs to presuppose this primary act should they posit a 

second act, just as those who speak about this matter have assumed in their proposition. Then, 

having accepted a primary act by which a thing exists, not by a habit, but in its own substance in act 

(having excluded its operation), it is necessary that, assuming the intellect to exist in this way by a 

primary act, it stand in some relation to second act, which is to think. 

5. A direct consequence of this is that, if the intellect has its intelligible species in act by which it 

thinks, then, indeed, the primary and second acts in the intellect are identical through essence, since 

to think, which they call a second act, is an internal operation. Those operations which are of the 
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same genus and which remain within the one operating have an identical principle and operation. 

Otherwise, if they differ, an identical thing by itself would lead itself out into being in act. 

6. Moreover, since man is lord of his acts, if the form or species, by which the intellect is made in act, 

were different than its operation, which is to think, it would follow that what has an intellect 

actually formed by a species would not be able to think, which is absurd, as if [the intellect] were a 

cithara player or architect actually viewing the forms of its art, but nevertheless was not able to 

operate – [a situation] which occurs in operations passing to the external, in which operation and 

the principle of operation differ. 

7. For this reason, in De anima II [II.1, 412a22] and in Physics VIII [VIII.4, 255a30], the Philosopher 

posits precisely one act, which is the form with its operation remaining within the operator, and he 

sets this act apart from the habit which he calls the first act, just as the contemplation of something 

in act relates to the knowledge held in habit. Therefore, according to the Philosopher in these texts, 

knowing in potential is precisely twofold: first, that is, until one acquires the habit of knowledge; 

and [second], the possession of the habit of knowledge is in potency in relation to actually 

contemplating it. Now, if the act of the intellectual form differed from thinking, the Philosopher 

would have had to posit a threefold degree of potency: one, in respect of the science in habit, 

another in respect of the intellectual form in act, and a third in respect to actual consideration. But 

such a distinction is not found among [the books of] the Philosopher. 

8. Thus the first two of the four modes enumerated are incompatible with the beatific vision. 

3.2.2. The third position is rejected 

 

1. The third option must therefore be considered, which states that the possible intellect is a 

potential being in regard to its need for a primary act, which is some form or species making it 

actual formally, while exists in act as regards its second act, which is to think and to see God in His 

essence. 

2. It is clear that this option cannot stand. Firstly, as was just concluded, because the intellectual 

operation which is thinking does not differ from the form or species, which is the primary act of the 

intellect. Therefore, if it thinks, this thinking is the primary act and form or species of the intellect. 

3. Likewise, [because] nothing elicits or exercises a real operation unless it does so by reason of 

some formal principle in the operator, which [principle] is in act and has the mode of a form [for the 

operator]. This is clear in everything active and passive by a sufficient induction. While it is the 

property of substance to act and to be acted upon – universally, that is, to operate – it does not do 

so, however, unless out of some actual principle intrinsic to it. Intrinsic, I say, not in way of a place, 

but according to a form and its act by which it is formally actuated, so that it might be the principle 

of something according to an act. No fire could heat by the assistance or inward presence of heat, 

unless heat is an act or form for it. Neither does something passive suffer in any way by something 

active, unless the passive thing exists according to the act of [another] form. For something never 

suffers by heat or by cold unless it is actually humid or dry. For this reason, the Philosopher says in 
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Metaphysics VII [VII.7, 1032b] that, if prime matter existed without any form, then nothing could be 

generated from it. 

4. Therefore, some formal act is required in an agent or operator universally, and similarly in the 

patient in its own way, as was said. Now, to act and to be acted upon necessarily suppose an actual 

being, both in the agent and in the patient – unless it is something which is not brought out of a 

subject in potential, but rather totally produces itself in being. But this is more ‘to become’ than ‘to 

be acted upon’. One observes in things active and passive of this sort a form [functioning] as a kind 

of medium, namely the formal disposition which flows out into the patient from the agent, without 

which action and passion could not be conceived. For action and passion, within the scope of 

physics, are a single movement in what is moved, according to the Philosopher in Physics III [III.3, 

202b19], and this applies universally in anything active and passive. 

5. It follows, then, that the possible intellect, in any intellectual operation, whether it has either the 

reason of an active principle of its operation or a passive respect toward its object, necessarily 

stands under some formal act; and thus it is clearly impossible that the possible intellect operate 

intellectually and yet be in need of a form or species, which is its primary act, as they have 

suggested.  

3.2.3. The position concerning the light of glory and a response 

 

1. Yet they say that the possible intellect is elevated by the light of glory,30 so that it might be 

capable of its operation and vision of God’s essence without its first act, which is the form or 

intelligible species. 

2. But this cannot be. If the light of glory were in the intellect, it could not be anything else than the 

form or intelligible species in the intellect. For whatever is in the intellect is there intellectually, 

because everything that is received in another, is there according to the mode of the receiver. 

Therefore, the light which they posit would be a form or the formal act of the intellect. 

3. If, however, this light is posited in the essence of the soul and not in the intellect, even then, the 

intellect remains, in its substance, a being in potency for eliciting that operation, and the essence of 

an intellect is unable to elicit immediately that operation for which it is in potency according to its 

substance, unless, in its substance, it immediately receives some form which would be the reason 

and principle, according to act, of eliciting that operation. 

4. We see necessity for such a thing [i.e., the light of glory] clearly if we extend our consideration 

further to that, which is possible intellect through its essence. Now, if, having excluded the essence 

of the soul, bodily organs and phantasms, we take up that which is purely intellectual in it, it is 

precisely a certain possibility or intelligible species in potency which is not drawn into act from the 

power of a subject, since this species is simple and something separate and universal. Neither is a 

composite made from [the union of] this possibility and the species, but rather this possibility 

passes into the very act of the species, and becomes itself the intelligible species in act, just as 

                                                             
30 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae Ia.12.5. 
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Alexander and Al-Fārābī say in their books De intellectu et intelligibili, and the Commentator says 

On De anima:31 the intellect itself becomes the intelligible species, whenever it thinks in act. This is 

because, as the Philosopher says in De anima III, the possible intellect is none of those things which 

exist before it thinks. 

5. So its pure intellectual consists in not being an actual existent. 

6. Yet neither is it a being in potency according to some inchoation of it in a subject, so that it would 

necessarily be drawn out of the potency of its subject by an act. Rather, it becomes a being in act by 

its totally simple mod; indeed it becomes the simple being of its act. This mode of production 

obtains among simple beings, if indeed they emerge (exeunt) into existence. As the Philosopher says 

in Metaphysics VIII [VIII.6, 1045a33], beings in which there is neither sensible nor intelligible 

material are not drawn out of the potentiality of some material subject [into actuality]. 

7. Since, therefore, according to what has been said, the possible intellect in its essence is pure 

possibility and a potential being, it is impossible that it should exercise some operation while 

remaining at such a level of [possible] existence. It is clear, then, that it exercises its operation 

under some formal act by which it is able to elicit its operation, and thus will not remain a potential 

being in respect its need for a primary act. This is very clear if one says that this operation, which 

we are discussing, is its primary act. 

3.2.4. Another objection and response 

 

1. Peradventure, however, they do not accept the statement of the philosophers just cited, but 

retort muttering sayings of their own with another sense, that the possible intellect, even 

considered in its pure intellectual [aspect] is a being in act in its substance, although it is a being in 

potency with respect to the intelligible species, and thus without the species it is able to elicit the 

oft-mentioned operation, by which it would see God in His essence. 

2. But to say this is simply to multiply nuisances. 

3. Firstly, because it contradicts the sayings of those philosophers according to the clear meaning of 

their words, as is clear just by looking at them. 

4. Secondly, as some of them might recall, in our treatise De intellectu et intelligibli,32 they have it set 

out plainly, and it must be noted, that, if the essence of the possible intellect is such as they 

describe, then it would be a simple being actual in its essence, without any aggregation of part and 

separately immune from every extraneous nature, and, therefore, it would necessarily be intellectus 

in actu semper actu intelligere. This is concluded on the basis of the existence of its actuality, the 

mode of its separation, and its immunity and purity from every external nature, having considered 

it even by the simplicity in its substance. For, having supposed these modes and conditions of its 

essence, it is clear that in its essence it is present to its whole self with its whole self, and penetrates 

                                                             
31 Dietrich’s source for these Peripatetic authorities comes from Averroes, Great Commentary on De anima III, comm.5. 

32 Dietrich von Freiberg, De intellectu et intelligibili III, 1-7 
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its whole self with its whole self and is converted into its whole self with its whole self by its proper 

operation,33 which is its inward perfection by which it does not desert itself – and neither does any 

other thing which is perfect and intended per se by nature. This, furthermore, is its proper 

operation: to think, not in any manner whatsoever, but to think through its essence. No other 

operation is able to be converted into itself, and to penetrate its total self with its total self. 

5. Therefore, on their view, by which they suppose the possible intellect to be an essence of actual  

existence in its substance, both because it is simple, and because it is separate and immune from 

every extraneous nature, it would follow that the possible intellect is an actual intellect, as far as it 

always actually thinks through its essence. However, from these same conditions, philosophers 

conclude that the intelligences think through their essence and by their intellection are always 

converted upon themselves, as one finds in the Liber de causis and Proclus.34 Therefore, the same 

would follow concerning the possible intellect, if it exists in its essence as they say it does. 

6.  Yet, even according to them, it is false that the possible intellect which, they suppose, is in its 

essence in this way, should think something. This necessarily follows from their position. 

7. Nevertheless, they add that the possible intellect is, despite this, in potency for its form or 

intelligible species, by which alone it thinks according to the way of nature and according to the 

state of this present life. 

8. But this thesis cannot possibly be retained alongside their view regarding the essence of the 

possible intellect, which they take to think nothing in its essence. 

9. Firstly, since the possible intellect would now possess a determinate nature in the order of beings 

from which it would follow that it would not be in potency to think all things because it is not able 

to think itself. It is necessary that what is in potency to think something must be denuded of that 

which is able to be thought by it; a thing (res), however, [which is a determinate nature in the order 

of beings] is not denuded of its very self. 

10. Likewise it follows [from their view], that the possible intellect would not be able to think any 

other being because, according to the Philosopher in De anima III [III.4, 429a20], to use his words, 

this [determinate nature] would prohibit its looking out upon things (prohiberet despectum). That 

is, if the intellect had some determinate nature, this determinate nature would prohibit it from 

thinking anything else, and every other intelligible would be seen through itself (esset ei 

despectum). Now a form or species, having been received in a determinate nature, as they say, since 

it is a form in another, [or] in a subject, needs always to tend toward another from this subject, just 

as colour does not act upon its proper subject, but always upon another. Such forms are found in 

                                                             
33 … in essentia sua sibi ipsi toti se toto praesens est et se totum se toto penetrat et se toto in se totum convertitur sua propria 

operatione.  

Cf. Meister Eckhart, In Exodem, n.16 (LW II, 21,7-22,1): Tertio notandum quod repetitio, quod bis ait: sum qui sum, 

puritatem affirmationis excluso omni negativo ab ipso deo indicat; rursus ipsius esse quandam in se ipsum et super se ipsum 

reflexivam conversionem et in se ipso mansionem sive fixionem […] in se fervens et in se ipso et in se ipsum liquescens et 

bulliens, lux in luce et in lucem se toto se totum penetrans, et se toto super se totum conversum et reflexum undique. 
34 Cf. Book of Causes, prop.15; Proclus, Elements of Theology, prop. 44, prop. 83. 
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nature where, by these [forms], the informed thing tends toward another distinct from and outside 

itself, as the Philosopher says in the Categories [VIII, 9a35], concerning passions and passible 

qualities in the chapter on qualities (whose subjects are acted upon by those qualities). The 

argument for this is that, since it does not belong to these forms to act, it is rather the property of 

substance to act and be acted upon. If, therefore, something acts through such a form in its subject, 

this action would be the action of the subject and thus the same thing would act and move itself, 

which is impossible. 

11. And so it goes in [their] proposal, in particular from the fact that this form or species, having 

been received in the intellect, in the mode they say it to be, would not be more separate than the 

essence of the intellect which they posit. One must not posit here a degree of separation which 

would have the possible intellect, in the first degree, be something actual through its essence and 

something of separate existence, and then suppose that this intelligible species or form received in 

it is something separate even from the essence of this intellect. Then there would be a greater and 

superior degree of separation among the genus of [accidentally] separable things than is found 

among those things which intellects which are separate through their essence – indeed, it would be 

intolerable and inconsequent to the utmost were this greater degree of separation posited in an 

accidental form. It would be impossible for such a species to be converted into its proper subject by 

being thought, in respect to which [subject] it is not [in fact] something separate but is immersed in 

its subject. That is why, if the possible intellect could possibly exist in the mode which they say it 

does, it would never tend toward itself [in order to think] something, but always toward another. 

12. Likewise, since the essence of the possible intellect, which they say to be actual prior to [any] 

intelligible species, would, according to this mode, be simple in every way, and so it would be 

impossible for it to receive any accidental form. For every such form is a certain disposition of that, 

of which it is form. A disposition, however, is precisely that of an individual which is a ‘this 

something’ possessing parts (hoc aliquid habens partes), according to which the thing is disposed in 

this way or that. Now, nothing that is altogether simple in its essence can be disposed in this way, 

and, furthermore, cannot receive any accident into its substance, because accidents are precisely 

modes and dispositions a substance according to its parts, whatever sort those might be (say, 

whether they are quantitative or qualitative parts). 

3.2.5. Another argument against the third position 

 

1. Therefore, it is clear that the possible intellect, considered as something purely intellectual, is 

precisely a certain possibility and is in potential for form or the intelligible species. By this 

reasoning, what they say in the third article of the division which was announced just above cannot 

hold: namely that the possible intellect, outside of every species and formal act, given that it lacks 

its first act in the beatific vision, would exercise its operation by thinking and seeing God in His 

essence through the assistance or presence of the divine essence for this intellect, so that the divine 

essence would be both the object of this vision and the reason of the intellect’s seeing. 

2. This, I say, cannot stand. For it is clear that what is purely possible, as such, neither has an 

operation, which is an act, nor does it operate anything. For operations belong to beings in act, not 
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beings in potency. Otherwise, it would be possible to say that prime matter is, according to its being 

potential, able to operate something in act, which is absurd. 

3. Nevertheless, this absurd situation is more realistic for prime matter, since matter brings into its 

substance a certain positive being. From its composition with form, matter is actuated and 

something composite results from them both. The essence of the intellect, however, considered in 

its pure intellectual [aspect], as such, has less entity, for it does not imply such a being-in-potency 

which would be actuated through composition with some formal act; rather, [this essence] is 

merely a form or intelligible species in potency, passing into this form and its act in actual thinking, 

not through composition. 

4. At this point, moreover, if someone wishes to apply themselves more scrupulously, [one should 

note that] that the possible intellect, according to its purely intellectual [aspect], is not properly said 

to be the form or intelligible species in potency. For, in its essence, the possible intellect does not 

introduce the essence of the intelligible form in the way that a form-in-potency, which is in matter, 

introduces the essence of a form such that a form in actuality results from a form in potency, as the 

Philosopher and Commentator On Metaphysics XII.35 It is as if one were to say in a proposition that 

“A rational soul in potency becomes a rational soul in act”. 

5. Now, therefore, being-in-potency never becomes being-in-act unless through one of these two 

ways: either through composition, which obtains with matter in respect to form; or through that 

[process] by which a potential being passes into actual being without the composition of act with 

potency, as when a potential form becomes actual form and a potentially whole animal becomes a 

whole animal in act, as the Philosopher says in Metaphysics VIII. The Philosopher determines these 

two, and only these two, modes of proceeding from potentiality into act in Metaphysics IX. Given 

this, I say it is clear that, by some kind of assistance or presence (which someone might dream up) 

of the divine essence to the intellect, the intellect remains at this point under possible being, both in 

respect to its primary act, which is the intelligible species, and in respect to its second act, which is 

to operate and to see God through essence, which is an operation remaining in the one operating. 

6. In respect to either of these two options, a thing does not become in act unless through one of 

these two modes of proceeding from potency to act. Thus it is clear that a composition cannot occur 

with that which is pure possibility, neither in respect to the primary act nor in respect to the 

second. Therefore, if such a possible thing become actual through an operation, following what has 

been said, it is necessary that this possible thing pass into the act of an operation not through 

composition, but rather that it itself becomes the operation itself in act, in regard to the second way 

by which things become in act. Thus, if the total possibility of the intellect passes over into the act of 

an operation, it will either be an operation without operator, which is unlikely, or the operation 

itself will be the operator. By this reasoning it follows that such a possible thing made into act 

through its operation now has, from the act of its operation, its primary act of being and will not be 

in potency in relation to [its] primary act. 

                                                             
35 Aristotle, Metaphysics XII.2, 1069b19; Averroes, In XII Metaphysicam, comm.8. 
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7. The necessity of this deduction and conclusion follows from the fact that the possible intellect, in 

the first place, relates equally, in order and in respect, to either of its acts, primary or secondary, 

having distinguished in the proposition [cf. above, 3.2.1, 2], between the primary act of the intellect 

(which is through the species) and the secondary (which is to operate). For, it has been deduced 

from our opponent’s standpoint, in which they maintain that the [possible] intellect is able to 

support the [secondary] act of its operation without its primary act, that the possibility of the 

intellect relates equally in the first place in its ordering to either of those acts, so that can only be 

actuated immediately by one or the other, and not the one by the mediation of the other. 

8. Difficulties follow from [our deduction], namely, that the possibility of the intellect, whenever it is 

delimited by one of these two acts, cannot possibly support both this act and another. For a potency 

which is ordered in the same way to two contrary or disparate acts supports only one, according to 

the Philosopher in Metaphysics IX [IX.2, 1046b4]. However, once this potency is reduced to one of 

these two acts, it is impossible for it to support the other alongside the first. 

9. Therefore, by this reasoning, if one distinguishes between the primary and secondary act of the 

intellect, it follows that the intellect, whenever it supports the first act, which is through a species, is 

not able to support the second, which is to operate or to think. This is absurd, as is the converse, 

[which would say that,] if it supports its secondary act, it cannot also support its primary act. 

10. If this is evidently problematic, then one of these two [options] is necessary: either one does not 

distinguish between the primary and secondary act of the intellect, which is to operate, and thus, 

whatever operation the intellect operates, it is necessary that it is in its primary act as well, or there 

is an essential and per se order of the intellect to these acts, so that it cannot possibly support its 

secondary act unless, by an essential ordering, it already supports the primary. 

11. Thus the impossibility of the oft-mentioned position which we have discussed is clear: namely 

that the intellect, in respect to its intelligible operation by which it sees God in His essence, could 

support its secondary act while nevertheless being in need of its primary act. 

3.2.6. Another argument against the same position 

 

1. Now, either it must be said that the possible intellect, in respect to its purely intellectual [aspect] 

is pure possibility, as was decided above, or, even if it is conceded that in its essence, there is 

something actually existing in potency for some species or its proper operation, as was touched on 

above, our opponent’s view can be shown to be impossible, even with this concession. 

2. For it is obvious that, in seeing God in His essence at one time and not at another, some new 

respect in relation (respectus novus respectu) to the divine essence befalls the intellect, since it sees 

the divine essence, where it did not before. I declare a real and natural relation not to be that which 

occurs among things from a comparison of the intellect comparing one thing to another as similar, 

equal and so on; rather, I say that real relation is constituted from the nature in a thing having such 

a relation, such as the inclination of a heavy thing downward, of fire for heating, of form toward 

matter and of matter toward form. 
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3. Since new respect befalls the [possible] intellect in seeing God in His essence, and since it begins 

to see Him from a particular moment, every respect is founded in a thing according to its [i.e. the 

foundation’s] absolute being, without which such a respect cannot be thought. For a per se relation 

is the relation of a thing, not only, as it were, of only the term to which it looks (quem respicit), but 

also belongs to a thing as to its foundation or subject, which relates by this respect in some way to 

something else. For a relation is not a relation which does not look to its respectum, but is a 

respective thing possessing a respectum and looks to another thing as to the terminus of its 

relation,36 just as paternity is not referred to filiation, but the Father is referred to the Son; nor is 

equality referred to equality, but an equal [thing] to an equal [thing]. The same holds among 

respects of nature which are either certain natural inclinations of things, such as the inclination of 

the heavy or the light to their proper place or, at any rate, among such real and natural dispositions 

of things to other things, as what is active in its nature relates in some way to what is passive and 

conversely, and [as] the intellect [relates] to the intelligible which, by its essence, looks to its object 

(respicit obiectum suum) according to the Commentator On Metaphysics V [comm. 20]; in other 

words, the possible intellect looks to its object through a relation founded in its essence. 

4. Now, because a real and natural relation necessarily befalls the intellect when it sees God in His 

essence anew (which relation can be found nowhere else but in this intellect), it is thus necessary 

that what befalls the intellect anew must be either something of an absolute nature according to its 

being or some form in which this relation is founded.  

5. From this it is clear that, “just as a relation is not a relation, [etc.]”, as was just said, so the relation 

of that thing, insofar as it is a relation, is neither a generation nor the procession (exitus) something 

into being, insofar as it is simply a relation; rather, everything that is either generated or that 

proceeds outward into being by its own proper nature, is necessarily something of absolute 

quiddity or essence in which a relation can, in turn, be founded. This [occurs] either from the 

principle of its generation, as the inclination of the heavy and the light to their place, or suddenly, as 

when something becomes hot anew, it has a natural disposition to what can be heated. 

6. Thus, leaning on this principle, the Philosopher says in Physics V [V.2, 225b11] that in a relation 

(in ad aliquid) there is no motion. The reason for this is that no relation or disposition is, of itself, a 

generation or procession into being. This is why Augustine [says] in On the Trinity VII c.6 [VII, 1, 2]: 

“Every essence, which is spoken of relatively, is nevertheless something apart from that relation”, 

adding to this an example found among creatures, concerning the lord and servant and so on, such 

that, through such relations, which are of the lord and the servant, Augustine guides us toward 

[understanding] real relations of nature. 

7. Therefore, if the possible intellect sees God in His essence anew, it is necessary that some form of 

absolute quiddity occur in it anew, which is the foundation of this relation. By this reasoning, [this 

foundation] cannot be in its secondary act, which is to see God in His essence, unless it be in its 

primary act through some form or intelligible species – intelligible, I say, because whatever is in 

intellect is there intellectually. 

                                                             
36 Non enim respectus est respectus, id est respectus non respicit respectum, sed res respectiva habens respectum respicit aliam 

rem tamquam terminum sui respectus […]. 
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3.2.7. Another argument against the same position 

 

1. Concerning the same, furthermore, it must be considered that an operation, which is the 

secondary act of a thing, does not [itself] operate. Just as motion itself does not move nor is moved, 

and action neither acts nor is acted upon, nor generation generated, but rather a thing is generated 

by generation. The same holds concerning any operation, motion and action, such that a thing 

operates upon another by operation, and a thing acts around another by operation, and a thing 

moves another, or is moved [by another], by motion, and similarly for action. 

2. Additionally, it is clear that what operates, moves, acts and generates tends, through these 

operations and motions, toward some determinate end, terminus or object. These operations or 

motions, therefore, receive their determination from a determinate end, terminus or object. Now, 

an end, insofar as it is an end, does not move unless through an intention. Thus it is necessary that 

these operations or motions are reduced to some principle, which executively projects them 

(executive exserat eas) and determines their ordering to a determinate end, and this is the operative 

or moving thing commonly referred to as the agent cause which, by what has just been said, is 

needed in any per se and essential ordering in a procession of this sort towards an end. However, it 

is impossible that an agent act without a determinate relation which it has toward a determinate 

end; otherwise, everything – the agent in its action, its operations and motions – would be 

indeterminate and it would attain to its object or terminus with such motions merely by accident. 

3. Since, then, through these actual motions [something] actually attains to its end or object which is 

actual, it is necessary that this relation toward a terminus or object be actually found in the agent, 

and, consequently, a form or species in act in which this relation is founded. Therefore, without 

such a form or species in act, it is impossible for the possible intellect to tend actually toward any 

object at all, be it the divine essence or anything else. 

4. Nor can what they say be permitted, namely that the presence of the divine essence to the 

intellect stands in place of the form or species in the intellect. 

5. This follows since, from a new presence of the divine essence to the intellect, no change, nor any 

real relation, can befall the divine essence – as can be gathered from what has been said. Therefore, 

since the intellect really relates [to God] in another way (for it now sees the divine essence when, 

earlier, it did not), it is necessary that this aforesaid real change occur within the intellect which 

cannot think without a form or species, especially since the beatific vision is fixed, such that the 

intellect cannot pass by [the vision] from one disposition to another through some species of 

motion, whenever it actually sees the divine essence. 

3.2.8. Another argument against the same position 

 

1. We reach the conclusion of the arguments given above: either we say that the possible intellect, 

in respect to its purely intellectual [aspect], is merely a certain possibility or species in potency, or 

it is said that it is an essence according to the act of its being, and yet is in potency for its form or 

intelligible species. 
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2. Difficulties especially arise in regard to the second way of positing the essence of the possible 

intellect in this proposition. 

3. For if, in the vision of God in His essence, the possible intellect is said to be in need of its primary 

act – which act, I say, is through a species – and nevertheless supports its secondary act, which is to 

operate and to see God in His essence, the intellect would therefore achieve this operation through 

its essence. 

4. According to this view, there is not something in [the possible intellect] operating except its 

essence. For that which sees, projects (exserit) and operates this operation, which is to see – this is 

self-evident. It follows, then, that this operation remains within the operator, as is proper to an 

intellectual operation. For everything operating and acting universally through its essence, insofar 

as this operation or action remains in the agent, does not differ from its operation; rather, the two 

are really identical in their essence. Therefore, the essence of the possible intellect is identical in its 

essence to its operation, by which it sees God in His essence. 

5. Furthermore, everything which is intrinsic in this way, so that it is identical with essence, cannot 

arrive anew and depart anew, unless this essence is essentially changed or leaves off being the 

essence which it was before. Therefore, in the vision of God in His essence, which comes anew to 

the essence of the intellect, this essence of the intellect is not the same essence which it was before. 

This is the absurdity that arises from keeping to their view which they hold concerning the essence 

of the intellect and its operation. 

3.2.8.1. A digression: On essence and operation 

 

1. What is presupposed in the deduction of this argument, namely that what operates through its 

essence is identical to its operation which remains within the operator, is clear from the fact (which 

we declare by no other argument and which is true), that a being, either created or uncreated, is 

identical with the operating remaining within it, if and only if, that by which it immediately elicits or 

projects (exserit) such an operation is the essence of the thing itself. According to this standard, a 

being is said to operate or to act by its essence. 

2. There are other beings, however, in which some formal principle is found differing from the 

essence of this being, such as the heat in fire, by which the fire elicits or projects its action; these 

beings, I say, do not act through essence. 

3. However, regarding those beings which operate or act through essence, we say that they 

“project” or “elicit” the operation which remains within [them]. This [terminology] as regards our 

mode of signification (modum significandi), sounds like something intrinsic to the thing as a sort of 

motion or defluxus from its principle. As a consequence, as regards our mode of speaking (modum 

loquendi), it seems to introduce its essential difference from its principle, from which it flows. 

4. Now, this is true in respect to the mode of signification; as was said, there is no diversity in the 

essence of the thing itself. 
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5. The cause of this is that, since an essence, considered as essence – which, by the fact that it is 

essence, is in that which is essence – either does not have any principles of its essence, as is the case 

of the blessed divine essence, or has a principle of its essence in the following way: the essence is 

identical with its principle, yet distinct in being (secundum aliud esse), as obtains among the 

separate intellects, or, at any rate, has principles according to reason, which are the parts of the 

form according to the Philosopher, and which comprise a definition.37 Essences of this last kind are 

found in corporeal things. Nevertheless, the essence of any of these three modes, insofar as it is 

essence, is simple and lacks parts and any extraneous nature. 

6. Since it is simple, it does not receive into itself any disposition extraneous to its essence – for a 

disposition, according to the Philosopher in Metaphysics V [V.19, 1022b1], is the parts [sic] of the 

one that has the disposition – and, likewise, since essence, insofar as it is essence, has and receives 

whatever it has or receives essentially into itself – according to Boethius, what is received in 

another is there according to the mode of the recipient, not [the mode] of the thing received. 

7. Therefore, the operation of the intellect, by which it sees God in His essence, is received in the 

essence of the intellect and is there essentially, since essentiality is received on the part of the 

essence of the intellect and introduces a certain essential mode of that intellect, which is precisely 

the essence of the intellect itself. 

3.2.8.2. Digression: On the proposition, “Everything, which is received in 

  another, is there in the mode of the recipient” 

 

1. Now, then, since essence, insofar as it is essence, is said to undergo essentially within itself 

having received another into itself or, in other words, it receives or has within itself something 

essentially, what is said “essentially” is not determined there in the mode of a subject, as though it 

had the following meaning: “Essence, insofar as it is essence, receives or has something in itself in 

such a way that the essence itself is the subject of what it receives or has within itself”. Rather, the 

[word] “essentially”, in this case, determines a certain formal mode of the essence in respect to the 

thing received, that is to say: “It receives or has essentially – that is, through the mode proper to its 

essence, which is by its own essentiality, which is its very essence”. This is formally signified in 

order to express the proper formal mode of this essence: what is received in the essence, qua 

essence, is identical with the essence. For essence, insofar as it is essence, does not have another 

mode than that essential to it. 

2. Thus, what is received or possessed in an essence, insofar as it is essence, is there in the mode of 

the essence, which exists essentially, and so is identical with the essence – or, at least in some cases, 

the recipient and what is received are a single aggregate through essence, as is the case for a 

composite of matter and form. 

3. Yet in this there seems to be an objection against this dictum of Boethius, that everything, which 

is received in another, is there in the mode of the recipient. For form is in matter not in the mode of 

                                                             
37 Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics V.25, 1023b22. 
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matter, so that the form would be the matter itself or would be there in the mode of being potential 

and the being-in-potential which matter is, but rather is there in the mode of act. 

4. One must respond that the dictum of Boethius has to be understood as regards recipients which 

are beings-in-act, from the fact that this being, which is a being according to act, gives or 

communicate its own mode to the thing received. A being-in-potency cannot do this, for what is in 

potency rather receives its mode from the thing received, which is something in act, and not the 

converse.  

5. Therefore, according to what has been said, the sense of the dictum is clear, which says that 

something is received or exists essentially in another, insofar as it is there in the mode of the 

recipient. 

6. In other [beings], however, which receive something but not in their essence, qua essence, this 

dictum, which says that something exists in another or is received in the mode of the recipient, is 

expressed in special terms, and often has many explanations for its truth, such as when something 

is received in a body exists there in the mode of the body or corporeally.  

7. For this can be understood in one way, where the “corporeally” denotes the form or substantial 

mode of a body, which is the corporeal substance itself. According to this [meaning], what is 

received corporeally or exists in [something corporeally], is of the substance of the body and 

substantially exists there according to the mode which was mentioned above concerning essence, 

insofar as it is essence. Through this mode, those things which are of the substance of a body as 

principles of a corporeal substance, namely matter and form, are said to be parts of the corporeal 

substance, and exist in the body corporeally. Food, when it is incorporated, is said to be received in 

the body and exists in the body corporeally. 

8. Something can be thought to exist or be received in a body corporeally in another way, that is, 

insofar as the thing received is some disposition or form received into a body. In this case, the term 

“corporeally” imports the mode of being a subject into the substance of the body, in the sense that 

the body, insofar as it is body, is the subject of this form or disposition received into it. Primary 

accidents are in a body corporeally in this way, and the substance of a body subsists immediately 

and primarily with these, whether they are quantity, or some virtual qualities, or elementary 

primary qualities. 

9. Something can exist in or be received in a body corporeally in another way: insofar as the term 

“corporeally” imports not only the substance of the body in the mode of a subject, but also a certain 

disposition of the body or accidental corporeal form, according to which what is received exists in 

the body corporeally, [as when] light is received in a body, not simply in the body, qua body, but 

insofar as it is diaphanous. The same goes for some other things received in a body corporeally. 

10. Therefore, the meaning of Boethius’ dictum is clear, which says that everything, which is 

received in another, is there in the mode of the recipient, which was incidentally introduced at this 

point on the occasion of previous [arguments]. 
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3.2.9. The fourth position is rejected 

 

1. Therefore the our response concerning the third of the number of positions enumerated above is 

clear, namely that it is impossible that the possible intellect, without any formal act or species by 

which it is in the primary act of its intellectuality, should attain immediately to the vision of the 

divine essence. 

2. Neither is it possible that the possible intellect should immediately attain to this vision through 

some form or species which it possesses within itself or receives. 

3. Taking on board what others have adduced concerning this issue, in order to show that it is 

impossible that, the possible intellect could attain to the vision of God in His essence through a 

species, we must consider this from the modes of beings and the per se properties of them – beings 

which the state of beatitude or glory does not destroy, but rather consummates.  

3.2.9.1. On being (ente) and its modes 

 

1. What must be considered, then, are those [properties] which are of being, insofar as it is being – 

that is, according to a common or general consideration of being, before it is divided into its parts 

and they into all the parts of being, just as the notion (ratio) of being itself descends into all of its 

parts. This [kind of division], however, we find in any univocal commonality, as, for instance, the 

notion of “animal”, insofar as it is univocally common, descends into all its parts or species, and this 

is self-evident; the same goes for things which exist in an animal, insofar as it is animal, such as the 

capacity to use sensation, and the like. 

2. The same is the case for being, considered in the commonness and generality of its notion and 

properties which, of themselves, accompany being – although, [being] is common by analogy and is 

analogically participated by its parts, according to its notion and according to its properties, of 

which are one and many, potency and act. 

3. Now, the most common, most simple and most primary notion of being consists in that it is the 

most primary and most simple of all intentions found in things, by which things first are something 

and differ from nothing; [it is primary] both in respect to its deduction in the being of created things 

– for the “first of created things is being” – and in respect to the essence of things in themselves – 

for all intentions of things are, as it were, resolved into the first, most simple and most common 

[intention], and by it they are formally fixed in nature, as is clear from many propositions in the 

Liber de causis [i.e, props. 4 and 1]. 

4. Similarly, the properties or proper modes of being, insofar as it is being, consist in being 

proportionally the first, most common and most simple [modes] in relation to being qua being. 

These are certain general modes pertaining to being according to the essence of being, such as 

potency and act, possessing, however, the mode and reason of a property, such as one and many, 

and the like. 
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5. [Since] the division of being into its parts [occurs] both according to a certain analogy 

participated diversely in diverse things, it is consequently necessary that these common modes and 

properties of being also be divided according to a certain analogy, and [that they are likewise] 

participated diversely in diverse things. 

6. Being, however, is divided in one way into real being as found among nature (ens reale repertum 

apud naturam), that is in substance and the other nine genera of categories, and, in another, into 

being-in-soul or conceptional being (ens in anima seu conceptionale), according to what the 

Commentator says On Metaphysics V [comm.14]. 

7. The same general modes of being are, similarly, divided according to this division of being, 

[modes] such as potency and act, and [its] properties, such as one and many, and the like, if there 

are other modes like these. 

8. Therefore, just as it is necessary to preserve the notion of being in all of its parts, so it is 

necessary that the following modes and properties be found in any being, as well as those 

conditions which belong to these modes per se, such as the impossibility that the same thing be in 

potency and in act in respect to the same thing and in relation to the same thing; that the same thing 

cannot bring itself from potency to act without an active principle; [or the fact] that a determinate 

potency looks for a determinate act, for the acts of active things are a disposition in the patient; [or 

the fact] that a potency does not look for its act beyond the genus of the existing potency itself, for 

act and potency are reduced to the same genus and no potential quality becomes actual through 

quantity. 

9. What is said here about the ordering of potency to act properly pertains to things, insofar as they 

are something in respect to some being in their substance. In all of these [modes], act is the more 

formal, more principal, more noble and prior in nature and definition, than is potency. 

10. Those four conditions just mentioned are founded on this oft-mentioned mode of being, namely 

act and potency, because of the first of all principles of nature, namely, that it is impossible for the 

same both to be and not to be. Now, this dictum arises because it is impossible for the same thing,  

by virtue of the same thing, to be both in act and in potency (idem secundum idem esse actu et 

potentia). From the fact that something is in potency, it does not follow that the same thing is now 

in act. The same goes for the principle that the same thing cannot bring itself into act, and so for the 

rest. But one must not linger on these matters. 

11. By the same reasoning as was applied to those things which exist according to act and potency, 

the same goes for active potencies, universal movers and operators, by rationale of the same 

principle, namely, that it is impossible for something both to be and not to be. For from this 

[principle] it follows, that it is impossible for the same thing, by the same thing, to be both active 

and acted upon, and it is impossible for what moves to be something moved by [the very same] 

mover and, similarly, neither can the same operative thing also be operated upon by the same thing. 

[Here] I call an operative thing (operativum) that which is essentially different from its operation. 

Otherwise, it would follow that the same by the same would be both in act and in potency, and 

consequently the same by the same would both be and not be, as was said above. 
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3.2.9.2. On the threefold manner (manerie) of being 

 

1. Having supposed the division of being into real being according to nature and conceptional being, 

insofar as it is in a soul or some intellect which passes from potency into act, we have likewise 

[supposed] that the modes and general properties of being, qua being, descend into every part of 

being just as being itself does. Now, it must be considered that, among beings we find a threefold 

manner of being, differing by a difference of genus, and which differ according to genus because 

they are reduced into principles diverse in kind, as the Philosopher says in Metaphysics X, near the 

end [X.7, 1057b19]. 

2. In one mode there is found among beings those things which exist according to essence, qua 

essence; in the second mode we find and we consider in beings those things which are substances, 

qua substances, if we are to speak appropriately; and [we find] the third [mode] insofar as the 

substances of things are disposed by some dispositions or accidental forms, such as [a substance] 

which is hot, cold, or which has dimensions. 

3. In order that, in the meantime, there might be a discussion about those things which are in the 

logical genus of the category which we commonly call substance, it must be noted that there is a 

difference between essence and substance as such, according to the proper reason of each, namely, 

by the fact that they are reduced into principles diverse in kind. 

4. Essence, qua essence, either does not have any principle, such as the essence of the first cause, or, 

if it has a principle, this will be [discerned] only by an intellect, as is the case for created things. The 

separate principles, if indeed they exist, have the principle of their essence according to intellect, 

like, for example, the intelligences, which are intellectus in actu per essentiam, each of which flows 

forth intellectually from its principle by thinking itself and, consequently, is formally fixed in its 

essence by its intellection with which it thinks its principle and itself, as was sufficiently discussed 

above. A further consequence follows from this: the essence, insofar as it is essence, lacks parts 

posterior to the whole, and, as a consequence, lacks accidents, which are precisely a disposition of a 

substance possessing parts posterior to the whole. For an essence, as such, is abstract by its 

formality and simplicity, which it derives from its formal principles, [abstracted, that is,] from the 

here and now and from every individual property. 

5. This is not the case, however, for substance, qua substance, if we are to speak appropriately. For 

the notion of substance, as such, consists in having the principles of the composition of a nature, 

which are matter and form, by which a substance is now a being of nature (ens naturae) and the 

subject of natural changes. Given this, it is necessary that substance results from parts posterior to 

the whole, which are at the service of motion or change, either active or passive and, consequently, 

that substance necessarily has within itself and receives certain dispositions or accidental forms, 

according to which change occurs. This is the teaching of the Philosopher as found in Metaphysics 

VII [VII.11, 1036b27], where he says: “It is right that an animal have sensation, and that it is not 

without movement and, likewise, is not without parts.” And, in Metaphysics X [X.1, 1052a26] he says 

that the heaven is the first mover, and because of this it is the first quantifiable (primum quantum). 
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6. This is sufficient for the difference of essence, qua essence, and substance as such, and for the 

proper notion of either of these. 

7. It is clear, nevertheless, that both of these are found per se in the universe of beings according to 

nature. 

3.2.9.3. On the disposition of these kinds of being for operating 

 

1. Additionally, it is clear from the Philosopher in On the Heavens II [II.3, 286a8] that each being 

exists for the sake of its proper operation. Therefore, these operations, which belong to beings per 

se and as such, likewise exist in nature. 

2. Furthermore, since these beings, which are beings in nature existing per se and as such, are of a 

determinate nature and belong to a determinate order in nature, it is necessary also that their per se 

and proper operations also be of a determinate nature and of the determinate order, which is found 

per se in nature. 

3. Since, then, any of these operations is projected (exseratur) from its proper operative principle 

and tends toward a certain terminus, in which or about which it operates, it is necessary that every 

such operation receive the determination of its essence from its operative principle and from the 

terminus, in which and about which it operates. These are found per se in any operation as such. 

4. [An operation], however, receives its determination more from its executive operative principle 

than from its terminus. In operating according to a determinate order and respect toward a 

terminus, it tends by its operation toward the terminus of its operation. However, if the terminus 

toward which it tends has the reason of an end and of a perfection of the operator, then the 

operation itself is more primarily determined by the terminus, since [the operation would exists] in 

the mode of an end, and within the ordering to this end something acts or operates. 

5. It can be inferred from all of this that these operations, which properly and per se belong to such 

beings which are themselves beings per se and simply, are determined toward a genus or a manner 

(maneriem) of these beings, such that the operations of beings of one genus cannot belong to beings 

of another genus. 

6. Thus, the operations belonging to beings-according-to-essence as such cannot [also] belong to 

beings-according-to-substance, according to the aforesaid distinction of essence and substance. 

Likewise, the operations which belongs to beings according to the notion by which they are 

substances cannot [also] be operations of beings-through-essence. For these diverse operations are 

reduced to operative principles which are diverse in kind, namely essence and substance, according 

to the aforesaid notion proper to either of these. 

3.2.9.4. On the threefold kind of operation 

 

1. From this, we draw out the threefold genus of action or operation found in nature. To call them 

by their kinds they are: first, that by which a being is said to act essentially, that is, through its 
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essence, insofar as it is essence; second, that by which a thing acts substantially, that is, according to 

the reason by which it is substance, and from the nature of substance; third, we find that substance 

[sometimes] acts not from the nature and propriety of substance or substantially, but accidentally, 

which is to say that this substance supports certain dispositions or accidental forms, which are the 

principles and reason for acting in a certain way, as the Philosopher says in On Sense and Sensed 

[IV.4, 441b8] – fire, water and the like do not act insofar as they are fire and water, but insofar as 

they are hot or cold. 

2. The first of these modes of acting, that is, through essence, belongs to an essence, qua essence, 

according to its complete institution or production in being, and this either actively (as an agent 

through its essence produces something) or passively (as an essence, insofar as it is essence, is 

wholly produced in being). For an agent through essence does not suppose its effect nor a subject in 

which it acts; neither [does this agent suppose] that they are simultaneous with itself and that it 

touches them in a way that would make them prior in nature and in time to its activity, as is the 

case necessarily in physics, as the Philosopher shows in On Generation and Corruption [I.6, 322b22]. 

Likewise, by the simple action by which it acts through its essence, the agent produces its entire 

effect or subject in which it acts, which is furthermore an essence, qua essence, and which, qua 

essence, is the proper effect of an agent per essentiam. 

3. This mode of bringing a thing into being (modus agendi rei in esse) might be called production, in 

which those things treated in physics are preserved by a causal dependence of the product on the 

producer, although equivocally [in the case of physics], because [in physics] producer and product 

are found together and are in mutual contact with one another. This mode of action, namely per 

essentiam, both on behalf of the producer and on behalf of the product, is presupposed, therefore, in 

every action of nature. 

4. Now, in everything which is prior in nature and in understanding there is found that by which 

[the thing] is set apart from nothing, and this is precisely the essence and existence of the thing as 

such. For the first of created things is the ‘to be’ which is proper to an essence as such, as Augustine 

says in his book On the Immortality of the Soul [XII, 19], where he says that “essence” is said because 

something exists, and in On the Trinity VII c.10 [VII, 1, 2], where he says: “As wisdom is to being-

wise, potency to being-possible, eternity to being-eternal, so is essence to being (essentiae ipsum 

esse)”. Boethius says the same in On the Trinity [c.II] in a sentence, where he determines the essence 

of the thing to be being itself. 

5. Therefore, by what has been said, it is necessary that what is produced by essence as such be 

produced by an agent [acting] through its essence. For essence or esse is the first, most simple and 

most formal of all intentions among beings, as one finds from the Book of Causes [prop.4]. By having 

this rank of nobility of perfection, as obtains among separate beings, [essence] is incomparably pre-

eminent in respect to those beings which are substances or those other accidental forms. 

6. Any essence that is produced, insofar as it is essence, does not proceed forth unless from an 

essence as such, and proceeds by its whole self without presupposing any subject, since it first 

stands apart from nothing by itself wholly, insofar as it is essence. 
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7. This, then, is the mode of action by which something acts through its essence, both considered 

under the notion of a principle and considered under the notion of the terminus or effect of its 

action. 

8. An action of an agent, insofar as it is substance, behaves otherwise in acting substantially, that is, 

from the nature and propriety of substance, qua substance, the notion and propriety of which was 

sufficiently discussed above. 

9. For this mode of action, proceeding from its principle, is not terminated at essence, qua essence. 

That effect would be more formal, nobler and more intimate in nature than its own per se cause, 

which is substance as such, which [nobler effect] by nature does not suffer. Regardless, this action 

remains, in respect to its terminus, within the genus of its principle; the action of substance as such 

proceeds into substance and is terminated in substance as such, not by leading [substance] out 

from nothingness – for this is proper to an agent per essentiam – but by leading toward the 

existence of the substance out of some presupposed subject. 

10. This kind of action, therefore, is rightly called generation or corruption: generation, considered 

in respect to the procession toward the existence of the substance, and corruption, considered as 

the recession of substance from being. 

11. Now, concerning this genus of action by which a substance is brought into substantial being: 

just as, on the side of what is substantially brought into being substance as such, [substance] is the 

active principle in generation, as has been said, so, on the side of what acts substantially, substance 

[acts] from the nature and proper substantial mode of its substance, and not from some accidental 

principle or nature. Otherwise, it would problematically follow that the effect would be nobler and 

higher in nature than its own per se cause, as we mentioned already. 

12. Just as this action, by which a substance acts substantially, does not terminate at essence, for the 

argument given above, so, likewise, it is not terminated at any purely accidental disposition brought 

into the substance, unless at a disposition which exists in it from its generator. But that simply 

follows as a consequence [of the fact that] there are still certain qualities found in this agent, since 

what substantially acts upon a substance in substantial being can also alter [the accidental features 

of] the same. This, however, belongs to the third kind of action, which we shall now discuss. 

13. According to this argument, a substance that is appropriately called substance neither acts nor 

is acted upon through its essence, both because it only acts substantially, which means that 

substance acts from the principles of its nature, and also because, given that it presupposes that its 

subject exists and so acts upon it, it is necessary that, before it acts, [the substance] which is prior 

by nature touches [its object], and that it exists simultaneously with certain mediating forms or 

accidental natures found both in the agent itself and in the patient, for the continuity of its action 

toward the patient. These accidental dispositions are exceedingly necessary for the continuation of 

this action to the patient and for their mutual touch and co-existence; through these accidental 

dispositions, the agent and patient immediately encounter one another in this action, and thus [do 

not encounter one another] through essence. 
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14. The third kind of action is that by which a substance acts and by which a patient is acted upon 

by a principle, according to the form of an accident found in the substance. This accidental form is 

the reason and principle by which it acts, as fire [does] in heating with heat. 

15. Now, it is obvious that this kind of action or operation is external to either of those other modes 

of action, both by reason of the principle of this action, which is some accident, and by reason of the 

terminus, which similarly and by necessity is also some accident. Because of this, this mode of 

action remains within its proper kind, which is accidentality. Yet, in the action of a substance, by 

which action a substance acts substantially by generating another substance, this [accidental 

action] duly serves the substance’s action, insofar as generation and corruption do not occur 

without alteration and other accidental modes found in things active and passive. 

16. Clearly, then, there are three kinds of actions or operations, differing in kind from one another: 

to act or to operate through essence; second, to act or to operate substantially, insofar as it is 

substance; third, to act accidentally from some disposition or accidental form. 

3.2.9.5. The relation of these kinds of operation to the three manners of being 

 

1. These three should be brought back into the three kinds of being found in nature, which can be 

sufficiently gathered from what has been said above. 

2. To act or to operate through essence in the order of natural beings belongs only to principles that 

are separate in every way, which stand simply in the rank of their absolute essence as such; these 

are intellectus in actu per suam essentiam, which do not draw something out of a presupposed 

subject nor alter something accidentally. 

3. The second kind of action, namely, to act through essence and to be terminated in respect to its 

essence by the generation or corruption of a substance, through the drawing out of a substance into 

being from a presupposed subject and from the principles of the composite nature – [this kind of 

action] is proper to the substances of the heavenly bodies which, following this reasoning, in the 

generation and corruption of things generable and corruptible, have the ordering and power of 

essential causes. These alone among the order of corporeal things are both incorruptible and 

perpetual by nature, which is one condition belonging per se to an essential cause. Other generable 

and corruptible bodies of this inferior world, however, if they act in generation or corruption, act 

instrumentally, so to speak, and are instruments of some nature existing in generation and 

corruption; likewise, according to the property of instrumental causes, if the world were perpetual, 

without beginning or ending, it would not be impossible for this [kind of causation] to carry on 

infinitely – but this does not hold for essential causes, among which there is, necessarily, a halt, 

according to the Philosopher in Metaphysics II [II.2, 994a1]. 

4. It is clear what are the principles and the kind of being in which the third kind of action is 

reduced, namely, into a concrete substance with accidents, which are the principles and reason for 

acting among such actions. Since these are extrinsic to the intimacy of the essence and of the 

substance as such, the entirety of this [accidental] action occurs concerning things extrinsic to the 

substance, that is, concerning some accidental formation of that around which it operates such an 
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action. For this reason, these active and passive qualities, and other accidents, which are requisite 

for the generation and corruption of things, serve generation almost instrumentally. However, a 

substance is not generated or corrupted from these, as it were from active or passive principles,  

but only by a substance substantially acting or generating, of which sort is the substance of a 

heavenly body. 

5. Now, this [third] kind of action is divided into two, according to the two kinds of accidental forms, 

which are the principles of such actions. 

6. There are certain accidental forms which we call virtual, such as the vital heat in living things, the 

virtual hot and cold in the elements and in other mixed things such as minerals. Such forms are 

called virtual qualities because, although they might occasionally move a natural subject by their 

power, they are not, however, able to move sense or any sense-object by the actuality or formality 

of their nature. For the vital heat in living things moves nutriment or matter in order to convert it 

into the species of is substance, from which generation arises. Yet this vital heat is not the object of 

the sense of touch. For this heat is sometimes found in living things which are, in fact, cold to the 

touch. 

7. The other kind of accidental forms are those principles of certain actions. This kind moves a 

natural subject according to act, and moves sense in that it introduces its species formally; these are 

the objects of sense, such as hot and cold in act, which are, so to speak, instruments of virtual 

qualities. 

8. Any one [kind] of this threefold, or fourfold, genus of action is reduced, of itself, into one kind or 

way of being, as has been said, and remains within the genus of its eliciting principles, in the way 

spoken of above. The reason for this is that things active or passive, and universally operative or 

operable, are founded on the notion of act and potency, for something acts because it is in actuality, 

and suffers because it is in potency. 

9. Act and potency are certain substantial, general modes of being, qua being, taken in its generality. 

Nevertheless, they introduce certain relations which pertain per se to beings within the order of the 

universe, which itself is per se, and can neither exist nor be thought apart from these relations by 

which things relate to one another according to the notion of potency and of act. Without such 

relations, the essences, substances or natures of all things having absolute being would not fall into 

any order. 

10. Furthermore, it is clear that every respect of a nature is made essential [essentiatur] and 

determined in relation to some genus of nature by reason of its foundation. 

11. Since, therefore, these oft-mentioned three kinds or ways of being are distinct according to 

genus in the mode which was described above, so act and potency descending into these from the 

generality of being are determined in them, according to the determination of each genus of these 

beings. Consequently, the active and passive and universally operative are rooted in these modes, 

namely in act and potency, which are [in turn] determined according to the determinative mode of 

each of the aforesaid genera [of being]. Indeed, the relations which are themselves founded in the 

active, operative, and the passive, and which are, moreover, originally rooted in these modes 
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(namely, in act and potency), belong to a determinate genus. Since all of these are determined by a 

genus, and there is not, I say, a passing from one genus to another among them, it is necessary that 

these operations or actions, so determined according to their proper genus and belonging to one 

genus of being among those three, do not descend from one genus into another; for example, what 

is through essence is precisely first and per se in essence, qua essence, and causes no alteration nor 

generation through the principles of nature. 

12. Nevertheless, in view of what will follow, it sometimes happens that [an essence] is terminated 

in respect to being qua substance, as, for instance, in the production of the substance of the 

heavenly bodies which have proceeded into being from a separate principle. In this production, 

what is through essence is determined by what is through substance, as when the more formal [is 

determined] in the less formal, or act is determined by potency; according to the Book of Causes 

[prop.1], being is determined in what is living, and living [is determined] in what is rational, while 

their formal intentions and reasons remain, nevertheless, distinct. Conversely, potency is 

determined by act, as when a genus is determined by a species, although the proper reasons and 

intentions of these remain distinct, insofar as they are genus and species. 

13. So much for the notion and propriety of agents, actions and operations which are found in 

beings within nature. 

3.2.9.6. On conceptional being (De ente conceptionali) 

 

1. Since being, by the primary division into its parts, is divided into real being according to nature 

and into conceptional or cognitive being, that is, insofar as [being] is in cognition or conception, as 

one has it from the Commentator On Metaphysics V [comm.14], so one must now descend to 

consider what has been proposed now as it relates to this second genus of being. 

2. It must be noted first, that conceptional being in its generality – that is, according to which it 

comprehends every mode of apprehension or knowing by which a thing is, in some way, in 

cognition – is proportional to real, natural being in two ways. 

3. [It is proportionate] in one way according to its generality, that is, insofar as every being can be in 

cognition of some kind, whatever [kind of] cognition it may be. For the cognitive and the conceptive, 

as such, according to their proper notion, bring in the entire universe of existents according to 

another [mode of] being (secundum aliud esse). For no species of being exists in such a way that it 

would be knowable while another [species] would not be, neither could it be more knowable than 

another [species], because the cognitive or conceptive relates per se to the knowable, insofar as 

they are beings, and the parts of being, qua being. This the Philosopher expresses in De anima III 

[III.5, 430a14] in relation to our intellective in particular, namely that the agent intellect is that 

which makes all, and the possible intellect is that which becomes all. 

4. In another way, conceptional or conceptive being is proportional to real, natural being in respect 

to the general modes of being. These modes are act and potency, one and many and the like, as well 

as those modes which are founded in them. Just as these modes descent from the generality of 

being into real, natural beings, so they descend proportionally into that genus of being which is 
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conceptional. Likewise, the notion of being descends into those beings which are conceptional or 

cognitive, just as it does into the other part of the earlier division of being into its parts. Not only do 

act and potency, those substantial modes [of being] in which the notion of cause and effect is 

founded, descend into conceptional beings, but even those substantial modes of being 

proportionally descend into conceptional beings, by which natural beings exist according to the 

rank of a nature concerning the per se ordering of their constitution and procession into being; this 

is because, since [these modes] descend firstly and per se, both into things and into intellect, from 

the generality of being, qua being, so [any] beings [at all] must have their existence according to 

these [modes]. One cannot find something having the notion of being outside of these modes, which 

are the first and per se parts of being, qua being. 

5. There are [in conceptional being], furthermore, the four of those modes which we mentioned: 

that a being exists according to essence, whereby it first differs from nothing; second, that 

something has the mode of substance insofar as this is appropriate to it, that is, having been 

brought into existence from certain principles of a composite nature; third, that there are certain 

accidental forms which are requisite for an action or operation, and of which the most powerful are 

the virtual qualities of beings, as was said; the fourth is the genus of accidental quality, which are of 

the furthest nature and extrinsic movers, not only of nature (so to speak, instrumentally), but also 

are movers of sense, being as it were the proper objects of sense, such as what is actually hot, etc. 

6. These modes of natural being are found in the genus of conceptional beings proportionately to 

the beings of nature, for they descend, first and per se, from the same general notion of being into 

these conceptional beings just as they do among natural beings; they do so, I say, both in respect to 

the existence of these conceptional beings in themselves and in respect to the properties of 

conceptional beings, or conceptional operations. 

3.2.9.7. On the modes of conceptional being in us 

 

1. Therefore, there is distinguished within us, according to the likeness of natural beings, the 

fourfold genera of conceptional or cognitive beings, which has a gradation according to the ordering 

of its institution and procession into conceptional being, as is found per se in this genus of beings. 

This is to say that these conceptional beings the form rank and order of their institution in relation 

to one another within the genus. 

2. The first and most intimate among these are those things which, in this genus, are something 

essentially or through essence as such, namely, something cognitive or conceptive through its 

essence, which belongs to the agent intellect, as was described at more length above. 

3. The second, in respect to this rank and ordering of nature within this genus, is that which is 

found in a procession or constitution from certain principles. Such is our cognitive or conceptive 

[aspect] considered as the possible intellect, the property of which is to think, that is, to read 

inwardly (intus legere), in such a way that it apprehends nothing else than the thing in its 

principles. These principles are the principles according to form or, in other words, the parts of the 

form which are before the whole (ante totum) according to the Philosopher in Metaphysics VII 
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[VII.10, 1035b]. These are, for instance, ‘animal’ or ‘rational’, which exist proportionally in this 

genus just as the principles of the composition of nature do among natural things. 

4. Third in the ordering of entity in this genus of conceptional beings, which recedes more from the 

intimacy of essence, qua essence, is that which is, so to speak, the moving principle in this genus 

(quasi principium motivum). For this principle composes, divides, distinguishes and orders the 

beings of this third [rank] of the genus, which are beings conceived under their simple intentions 

(concepta sub suis intentionibus simplicibus). It does this by abstracting [these intentions] from their 

idols (a suis idolis), as Averroes explains in his treatise On Sense and the Sensed.38 This is our 

cogitative (cogitativum nostrum), which is also called the distinctive power (vim distinctivam) or 

particular reason, and is certainly conceptive of simple intentions which, in this genus of 

conceptional being, are related both to that which has the mode of essence as such, and to that 

which has the mode of substance, which have been described. I say that these [intentions] exist in 

relation to this genus [i.e., beings of the mode of essence and substance], just as virtual qualities in 

nature relate to essence and substance, for these qualities are forms superadded to the substances 

of things, subservient to the generation of nature; so likewise, within this genus of conceptional 

being, these intentions are subservient to intellectual inquiry and apprehension. What exist in the 

imaginative, where things are described according to their idols, in turn support these [intentions], 

just as those forms inherent in a nature, such as quantity, place, time and the like, support natural 

qualities during the generation of beings. 

5. The fourth kind of conceptual or conceptional beings is that which recedes most of all from the 

intimacy of these kinds and is last within this genus. This is the cognitive [power] according to 

sense which, just as it is itself turned toward the extremities and extrinsic features of beings, so it is 

itself the extreme and the extrinsic [point] of this genus. By it, the cognitive and the cognisable thing 

immediately encounter each another according to their extremities, among those things by which 

the cognitive [power] passes from potency into act. 

6. If, however, someone were to ask in what order or rank of conceptional being one ought to posit 

the common sense or the imaginative power, in which a thing is described according to its idols or 

corporeal forms, it must be said that the common sense is of the same order as the particular sense 

and as the powers and operations which are aggregates of these two (i.e., the common and the 

particular senses). For these are both simultaneous in the act of sensing and in leaving off sensing. 

7. The imaginative, moreover, is similarly reduced to the sensitive in virtue of its object. For an 

object sensed and imaged are the same. Accordingly, the imaginative in act is precisely a movement 

from the senses made actual. And, similarly, the imaginative also functions relative to the exterior 

forms of things. However, insofar as the imaginative is found to be a certain reciprocal compositive 

power and a power which segregates the beings of sense and their idols from one another, the 

apprehension of which occurs simultaneously with the apprehension of the cogitative part [of the 

soul], as if with its cooperation – according to this [function], the imaginative is reduced to the 

genus of the cogitative. 

                                                             
38 Cf. Averroes, Long Commentary on De Anima III, comm.20, where Averroes refers to this treatise. 
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3.2.9.8. Our intellect as a conceptional being 

 

1. What was said earlier, that the agent intellect, which is intellectus semper in actu per essentiam, is 

a certain conceptional being, is, I say, spoken almost equivocally when “conceptional being” is taken 

commonly as standing for any cognitive or cognition whatsoever; according to this, even the 

separate beings, which they call intelligences – if they indeed exist – could be called conceptional 

beings, given that they have intellectual cognition and conceive themselves in their very cognition 

through the indifference of the essence of the conceiver and the concept. 

2. Something is properly called c”onceptional”, however, when some existing being cognitively 

grasps something within itself beyond its self-conception within itself.39 Wherefore, by this 

reasoning, to conceive, according to the property of the term itself, is to grasp something in itself 

differing from the substance of the one grasping (aliquid in se capere differens a substantia 

capientis), as when a man grasps sensible things in himself through the senses, or intelligibles 

through the intellect, and so on for other things differing from the substance of man. 

3. Following this reasoning, even the agent intellect can, in a way, be called a conceptional being in 

its ordering to man, that is insofar as the intellection of [this] intellect, which is through its essence, 

can be communicated to man, and in this way can be conceived by man – not only in respect to its 

effect, insofar as it makes things known in us, but even such that, at some moment, it may be for us 

a form with its mode of intellection, by which it thinks itself through its essence, as is discussed 

below. 

4. In the order of conceptional beings, therefore, there are four cognitions or conceptions distinct in 

kind, each of which belongs absolutely to its own proper and determinate genus. By these genera, 

each is determined through nature and per se, and thus belongs per se, according to this property 

and determination, to such a genus, such that it can in no way belong to another genus, as is clear 

from what has been said. 

5. Thus, just as sensation does not come in contact with the operation of the cogitative, which is 

conceptive of beings according to their intentions, so neither can the cogitative be elevated in its 

intellective operation toward the possible intellect, which is cognitive of a thing in its reason or in 

its principles, and only so. And this befits [the possible intellect] per se according to the reason of its 

genus, in which the being which is thought is, so to speak, clothed (vestitur) by its form or species, 

by which it recedes from the propriety of an essence as such, according to the difference of its 

proper genus. For to conceive or to think a being, insofar as it results from some reason and insofar 

as it subsists in these principles, is to think that being according to some form or species, by which 

that being has the mode of a substance, following the earlier distinction of essence and substance as 

such; this is not to think through essence, but through species. 

                                                             
39 Conceptionale autem proprie dicitur, cum aliquod ens existens aliquid in se praeter conceptum suum cognoscibiliter aliquid in 

se capit. 
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3.2.9.9. It is impossible for God to be seen immediately through a species 

 

1. By this reasoning, therefore, this intellective [aspect] does not attain the operation which is 

immediately of a being through its essence – through essence, I say, both on the side of the knower 

and on the side of the known. Rather, this cognition through essence properly belongs to the 

intellect which is intellectus per essentiam semper in actu, and the possible intellect is not of this 

kind. 

2. It is clear from this, therefore, that it is impossible to attain to the immediate vision of God in His 

essence through the possible intellect, even having been made actual through a species, which is 

considered to be its primary act. 

3.2.9.10. The same is concluded from another argument 

 

1. The same conclusion can be reached from another argument. Indeed, every operation elicited 

from a substance, by reason of some formal principle found in that substance, is neither terminated 

nor received in a terminus or object, in which or about which something operates, that is more 

intimate or more formal than what is found in its principle, that is, in the operator. For any 

operation or act that is received in a terminus or object is determined, according to the greater or 

lesser intimacy or externality in the recipient, by the greater or lesser intimacy or externality of the 

one going out and existing in operation, which is considered the principle of this operation. For 

heating is not more intimately received in what is heated than the heat itself exists in the fire. 

2. Therefore, the intelligible operation, by which an [intellect] operates in respect to God on the 

basis of some form principle of this operation, which they claim to be some species in the operator, 

does not attain to seeing God in His essence; for this [vision] is incomparably and infinitely more 

intimate than any principle of intellection, such as a created species, a light of glory, or really 

whatever created thing you might dream up, by which an intellect would act or operate non-

essentially. 

3.2.9.11. Objection and response 

 

1. It does not undermine what has been said if someone were to object that, similarly and for the 

same reason, no created intellect, [even] one which is intellectus per essentiam and which operates 

through its essence, is able to attain to seeing God in His essence, for the divine essence is infinitely 

more intimate than every created being. Thus, from what has been said, [they maintain,] the 

intellectual operation going out from the operating [intellect] through its essence, since it is a 

created being, does not attain to seeing God in His essence. 

2. Two things must be said in response. First, what was said in the proposition concerning greater 

or lesser intimacy or externality must, I say, be understood in terms of the difference of things and 

operations according to genus – or according to a manner (maneriem) having been distinguished, so 

to speak, by a genus – among which there is no passing from genus into genus, as was said above. 
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Following this distinction, then, there are both beings which exist or operate by essence, which are 

the most intimate, and beings which exist according to some species found within them, which is as 

yet something extrinsic to the essence of the thing. Wherefore, what thinks through species does 

not touch what thinks through essence, not on the part of the thinker, not on the part of the thing 

thought, and not on the part of the intelligible operation. 

3. Although the divine essence, by its intimacy and intensive perfection, stands infinitely beyond the 

created intellect which is intellectus per essentiam in actu and which operates through its essence, 

the intellect still grasps that essence finitely, as it occurs to this intellect according to the rank of the 

perfection in its essence. 

4. But this cannot befall the intellect which acts or thinks through a species, so that, say, although it 

is created, the species itself could nevertheless see God in His essence in a finite way. 

5. For this view is undermined by a distance of intimacy (distantia intimitatis) different than that 

which was just mentioned, which held that God is infinitely distant from any creature by His own 

intimacy. This distance, then, is that a being which exists through essence is more intimate than that 

other mode, which is something or some sort of thing [existing] according to species. These differ as 

two different genera. For this reason, no act or operation, according to either of these genera, can be 

altered or belong to another genus. Therefore the intellect which thinks through species is not able 

to attain to seeing God in His essence. 

6. Their objection is dismissed in another way. They might concede the fact that an action or 

operation is not received more intimately or more perfectly in its terminus or object than it is in its 

principle. What is [still] assumed, however, that the intellectual operation of the intellect per 

essentiam would be terminated more intimately and formally in its object than it exists either in 

itself or in its going-out from this intellect, because it [ends] in God through His essence – one must 

say, in order to uproot this nonsense (per interemptionem), that this assumption is false. 

7. For this operation goes out from the intellect according to the same notion by which the intellect 

itself emanates from its principle, God, that is, by seeing Him intellectually and thinking Him, by 

which [operation[ it grasps its own essence from God, as was discussed above. This intellect, then, 

which is intellectus in actu per suam essentiam, does not first have its essence or absolute existence 

and then, by conversion, tend toward God by an intellection posterior to its nature. Rather, the 

relation, the disposition and the intellectual operation, by which it is converted in its intellection 

toward God, are identical; they are identical, I say, since they are that by which the intellect 

emanates from its principle through its essence. For the intellect is converted toward its principle 

by the very same emanation by which it emanates from it intellectually. Therefore, it is not true that 

its intellectual operation is more intimately and more formally received in its object, which is God, 

than it exists in is proper essence, for to emanate intellectually from its principle is to tend toward 

it. 

8. Formality and intimacy are, thus, identical on the part of the principle of its emanation, from 

which it becomes intellectually, and on the part of the terminus of its operation; indeed, its 



73 
 

emanation and its tending are one and the same in every way, the principle of its emanation and the 

terminus and object of its operation are identical for it in every way, and under the same reason. 

9. Thus this object cannot stand. For the agent intellect tends toward Him by its intellectual 

operation, not as to any old object, but as into its principle, from which it grasps its essence through 

intellection. 

3.2.9.12. A direct argument against the fourth position 

 

1. Furthermore, in support of the proposition that it is impossible for the possible intellect, having 

been made actual through a species, to attain to the immediate vision of God in His essence, it can 

be argued thus: the possible intellect, being made in act through a species, is not an essence 

standing, of itself, in absolute being, but is rather a form-in-another, just like any forms superadded 

to substances by which [these substances] complete their operations, such as heat in fire, cold in 

water, or the potencies and powers of living things by which they fulfill their vital operations. Every 

substance performing its operation through a form differing in itself from its substance tends, by its 

operation or action, toward another outside itself. For this is the intention of nature in distributing 

these forms to beings of this kind, that beings should tend toward one another by these forms, each 

of them toward another outside itself, so that they might mutually communicate their perfections 

among themselves, be they active, passive, or some other mode. 

2. Therefore, that which thinks through the possible intellect made in act through the species, 

operates only concerning something outside itself, since the species is itself a form-in-another 

within what thinks. 

3. So, if the possible intellect is said to think itself at some moment, it still thinks itself as another, 

according to the Philosopher in De anima III [429b9], which is to say, through its own act and as 

another from itself. For it does not think itself through that act under which now it stands, 

whenever it thinks, but [through that act] under which it had, at some other moment, stood. Strictly 

speaking, therefore, it is not converted within itself or into its proper subject, just as no active 

substance acts upon this form or upon its own substance according to some form existing within it. 

For fire neither acts upon heat itself by its heat, nor upon its proper substance; heat itself neither 

acts upon itself, nor its proper subject. 

4. If, therefore, the possible intellect, strictly speaking, is neither converted within its essence nor 

within the intimacy of its proper subject because of an opposite respect tending outward from this 

intimacy, it is thus impossible for it to attain to thinking the divine essence as such. The divine 

essence as such, in its essential mode, is more intimate than every nature, not only because, by the 

simplicity of His substance and the infinite perfection of His essence, He recedes away into His 

secret inwardness, wherein dwells light inaccessible, I Timothy 6 [v.16], but truly because this 

inwardness or intimacy is found in Him according to the notion of the causal order; by this, through 

the production of creatures, an order of beings is woven together, beginning from the intimacy of 

the divine perfection and goodness and proceeding outward, according to greater and lesser 

[degrees], according to the distance of beings from the first principle itself. 
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3.2.9.13. Objection and response 

 

1. But now there appears to be an object directed against what has been said, namely, that a 

substance having within itself a certain form superadded to itself tends by its operation toward 

another outside itself and not within itself. For according to this, [so the objection runs,] it would 

seem that, even if, by its thinking, the abditum mentis or agent intellect were to be for us a form, we 

would not, through it, be able to attain to the vision of God in His essence, who is the most intimate 

of all beings. 

2. One must reply to this that, when it was said that, by a form, which is a form-in-another, a thing 

tends toward the external, this is true for forms which are merely forms-in-another and only the 

principle of the operation of a substance. These forms have no operation within themselves, so as to 

be able to operate something of themselves, since they are not substances, but are, rather, simply 

superadded to substances, like certain formal, accidental dispositions. The agent intellect, however, 

which is intellectus in actu per essentiam, is not of this kind, but truly, in its essence, is a substance 

having its proper operation of itself which is, from time to time, communicated to man in this life, so 

that he thinks with that by which this intellect itself thinks, that is, by the intellection which is its 

essence, as was said above. 

3. Wherefore, according to this reasoning, man tends toward and attains the beatific vision in that 

intimacy which is the divine essence; this cannot possibly occur through the possible intellect 

immediately [in relation] to God, in whatever way one supposes the possible intellect to think. 

4. So much for the third principal part of those four which were proposed to be illustrated at the 

outset of this treatise. Blessed be the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

 IV. ON THE MODE OF THE BEATIFIC VISION 

4.1. Prooemium 

 

1. It befalls us now to consider the fourth and last of these [considerations], namely, how the 

beatific vision is fulfilled in us through our immediate union with God through the agent intellect. 

2. Now, it was shown above that this intellect, which Augustine places in the abditum mentis, is the 

most supreme and noblest thing which God has planted in our nature. According to the law of 

divine order, in the disposition of beings the inferior touch the superior by what is highest in them, 

and are conjoined with the superior according to their assimilation to them. This is why Proclus 

[says] in proposition 143 [Prop. 147]: “Every highest rank of a divine order is assimilated to the last 

term of the supra-adjacent rank”. The comment [to this passage] is: “For if there must be continuity 

in the divine procession and each order must be bound together by the appropriate mean terms, 

the highest terms of the secondary ranks are of necessity conjoined with the ends of the firsts. Now 
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conjunction [occurs] through likeness. Therefore, there will be a likeness between the initial 

principles of the lower order and the last members of the supra-adjacent”. 

3. Our highest, most ultimate and most immediate conjunction with God occurs, therefore, through 

the agent intellect [for three reasons]: because it is supreme in us by rank; because it is most similar 

to God by that likeness, which is the image of God, and which, before everything else within us, 

shines out most of all, as was already shown at length; and because its intellectual operation is its 

essence and, accordingly, whatever it is and whatever it operates, it is whole and operates through 

its essence. 

4. This intellectual cognition, which is through essence, is more intimate on the part of the knower, 

because nothing as intimate to the substance of a thing than its proper essence, and is more perfect 

and intimate on the part of the thing known, because it is more penetrative of the known, reaching 

all the way to its essence as such. 

5. The possible intellect in no way attains such perfection, nobility and intimacy in thought, no 

matter in which of the distinct ways discussed above one supposes it to think. 

6. Now, concerning the mode by which this fulfilled through our immediate union to God by the 

agent intellect – which is the abditum mentis according to Augustine in On the Trinity XIV, c.13 and 

14 [XIV, 7, 9-10] and XV, c.63 and 64 [XV, 21, 40] – it is difficult to determine with complete 

certainty. But allow me to conjecture about it with probability from an argument. We are 

constrained from what has been concluded already in this way; we ought to seek the mode of our 

oft-mentioned union to God in the beatific vision in the agent intellect, since it has been shown that 

it will not possibly be through the possible intellect.  

4.2. On the views of the philosophers 

4.2.1. These views are exposited 

 

1.  Having first of all supposed a confidence (fiducia) in God’s succour for a task so arduous, the 

assiduous zeal of the philosophers, who have discussed this same question, or at least one very 

similar, helps in treating a matter so bold. 

2. Now, the Commentator asks about this in On De anima III [comm.36], and, after his inquiry, 

concludes that it is possible that the agent intellect, at some moment, is united to us like a form, and 

that by it we would think all beings; as he says in On the Book of the Physics,40 it is by this intellect 

we would be governed by the same principle by which the heavens are governed. It is now united to 

us as regards the common mode of thinking, according to which its action differs from its essence. 

For its action is [sic] the intelligible forms in us, of which it is the principle and cause. 

3. Our question, however, is whether it can, at some time, be united to us according to its action and 

its essence – for its action, which is its essence, indeed is its very intellectual operation within itself 

                                                             
40 Cf. Averroes, In Aristotelis Metaphysicam XII, comm.38. 
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– such that, from this union, we would think by intellection and the same intelligible mode by which 

it itself thinks.  

4. For this, it is necessary that it be united to us as a form. No operation goes out from something, 

nor is exercised by something, unless according to some formal principle found within the operator. 

Now, from this reasoning, we do not now, in this life, think by the intellection by which it thinks, for 

in this life it is not united to us like a form, but only as the principle of intellections in us. 

5. However, [the discussion about] the way in which this agent intellect relates to the essence of the 

soul has its more opportune and proper place in our treatise On the Intellect and the Intelligible.41 

Here, therefore, I see the principal inquiry to be whether in the beatific vision, at any rate, the agent 

intellect will be united to us as a form, and whether through it we could attain to the vision of God 

in His essence. It consists, then, in this mode, by which this vision is fulfilled through the oft-

mentioned [agent] intellect immediately [related] to God. 

6. In order to show that this intellect is at some moment united to us as a form, [the philosophers] 

use an argument gathered from two positions. The first of which is what is taken from Book II of the 

De anima,42 namely, that whenever two things come together into one essence, or even into one 

action or operation, and one of the two is more perfect and nobler than the other, the more perfect 

is the form for the less perfect. From this reasoning, the Philosopher takes the soul to be the form of 

the body, both of which come together into one substance. Similarly, he says that knowledge is the 

form of the soul.43 The same would appear also among operations or actions; for where, in some 

action, principal and instrumental causes come together, the principal cause is more formally 

related to the instrumental, as is clear in an art that is the principal cause and more perfect than the 

instrument of the art, which moves according to the form of the art.  

7. From this, therefore, they argue for the proposed thesis. For two things concur in order to move 

the possible intellect, namely the agent intellect, which is the principal cause in moving the possible 

intellect to its act, while the second and less principal cause are the things intellected in us. 

Therefore, according to this reasoning, the agent intellect will be the form of these intellections; this 

agrees with that the Philosopher says, that the agent intellect relates like light to things intellected. 

8. If, then, one adds to this deduction what Al-Fārābī, Alexander and Averroes say, namely, that 

things intellected of this kind, or intelligible species in us, are identical to the possible intellect 

made in act – that is, insofar as the possible intellect is ours – it is clear that the agent intellect, in 

every intellection, is united to the possible intellect like a form. For it in and from it the proper and 

determinate reason of everything intellected in us shines forth into the mind; indeed, without this 

reason of a thing it would be impossible to think anything. This reason is itself the form of the 

intellected thing, in which the thing itself is thought. 

                                                             
41 Cf. Dietrich of Freiberg, De intellectu et intelligibli, II, 1-12. 

42 Cf. Averroes, Great Commentary on the De anima II, comm.24. 

43 Aristotle, De anima II.1,412a16-22. 
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9. Having descended from the first of all intellects or intelligible principles, which is God, the agent 

intellect, according to the order of proper essential causes, is the ultimate, proximate and most 

determinate principle of intellection in us. For the intellectual light of the first cause is determined 

in this intellect according to that mode by which the power of a superior or prior cause in the 

essential order is determined in a second or posterior cause, and flows more into the effect of the 

second cause than the second cause itself, as the first proposition of the Book of Causes says. 

Wherefore, we have many passages from Augustine concerning the eternal rules and incommutable 

reason present to our mind, in which we think whatever it is we think, as he says. 

10. Therefore, according to this essential order, things intellected flow into our possible intellect 

from the prior eternal reason, which is God. And they flow from the agent intellect, insofar as the 

light of eternal reason is determined in it. Thus, not only is the agent intellect united to us as a form, 

insofar as it is the reason of intellections in us, as was said, but, indeed, even God Himself [is], 

insofar He is the highest reason of intellections in us (in which reason we think whatsoever we 

think); and we gaze upon this eternal reason by the vision of the mind in this life, as Augustine 

writes in On True Religion, c.53 [XXXI, 57], where he says that the incommutable truth is seen by the 

mind in this life, when anyone judges by the truth, and that this truth is God, c.54 [XXXI, 58], and 

[likewise] in many other chapters following this. 

11. But since to think something in its reason or by its reason, insofar as it is the reason of 

something as such, is not to think the thing through its essence as such, this determinate reason of a 

determinate thing is not adequate to the totality and amplitude of what is intellectus semper in actu 

per suam essentiam which, by virtue of [its essence], is the likeness of the whole of being, thinks all 

things through its essence and embraces the total universe of beings by its amplitude. So likewise, 

this aforesaid [determinate] reason falls short in this, since one cannot conclude by it that the agent 

intellect becomes a form for us through its essence and that we would think with that intellection 

by which it thinks, which is its essence by which it intellectually embraces all things; likewise, 

although we attain to God, who is the highest reason of intellections in us, insofar as He is the 

reason of things, as was said, we do not from this, however, see Him in His essence as such. 

12. In this way, these deductions of the argument complement the first. For the philosophers say 

that, through the increase in the speculative sciences, in respect to their number and the habits of 

speculation, a man is able to attain to the totality or universality of speculations, or at least arrive to 

the rank of such perfection, so that he would be in his ultimate disposition and in the supreme limit 

by which our intellectual [aspect] touches the separate intellects, just as inferior beings, according 

to the superior in them, attain to the superior beings by what is inferior in them. 

13. Now, although some determinate and proper reason within the agent intellect corresponds to 

each determinate being, either from [principles] prior to that thing by nature or as something 

brought out from what is posterior to the thing, in which [reason] each being is thought, there is 

not, however, some single common univocal reason corresponding to the totality or universality of 

beings, which would be adequate to the total universe of beings; only the universality of this 

intellect, as is found in it essence, so corresponds to the universality or totality of beings. 
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14. The explanation for this is that, although the proper reason of a thing declares what it is or 

[declares] its formal parts, out of which such a reason is composed, these [parts] have the aspect of 

a principle in relation to the thing, of which they are the proper reason – of a principle, I say, both 

according to reason of existing and according to the reason of being known or thought. However, a 

reason conceived by the power of the agent intellect concerning separate beings – if indeed such 

pure intellects exist – does not have the notion of a principle in respect to them. For then the agent 

intellect would be the principle of intelligibility for these separate beings and the principle of 

existence in the genus of intelligibles, which is impossible. 

15. The same must be said concerning the reason conceived concerning the total universe of beings. 

16. Therefore, if the agent intellect is properly the form of intellections in us, as was said above, it 

cannot, however, be the form of the intellections of beings separate from us, or even [the form] of 

the universe of beings according to their proper reasons which declare ‘what it is’, as we have just 

said. It is necessary, in thinking such things, that the agent intellect becomes a form for us through 

its very essence.  

17. But this is enough concerning the position and the arguments which certain [philosophers] 

bring forth in order to prove that it is possible for the agent intellect to be united to us as a form 

through its essence, according to which its action is its very essence. 

4.2.2. These positions are rejected 

 

1. However, these arguments seem neither to have efficacy of themselves nor do they suffice for 

what is proposed. 

2. From what we have said, it is clear that the first deduction is faulty. 

3. Furthermore, what they add secondly concerning the progress in speculative [habits] is not 

sufficient for concluding the proposition. 

4. For, if we suppose that someone, at some time, were to attain to the highest rank of perfection in 

speculative [habits], even this perfection would not suffice, since [there is] no perfection of 

[multiple] speculations in act, for one person is unable to speculate about many things in act by the 

same mode of thinking by which we usually speculate about thoughts; neither does the perfection 

of speculations in habit suffice, because speculations in habit are speculations in potency and are 

led out into actuality through the intellect in act. 

5. Moreover, the possible intellect, considered as purely intellectual and separate, is not the subject 

of a habit, for it is simple. For a habit, since it is a certain disposition, form parts of the possessor 

(est habentis partes). 

6. Moreover, the agent intellect is the active principle of intellections which makes all things, 

according to the Philosopher in De anima III. But the relation of an active [principle] and [the 

relation] of a form are not coincident in a single, numerically identical relation, and are not 

mutually compatible with one another. Because of this, then, [the agent intellect] cannot be 
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conjoined to us so as to be united to us through essence insofar as it is the form of intellections, 

since, according to this, it is the active principle of these [intellections]. 

7. That consideration which was added concerning the proper reasons of separate beings and also 

of the total universe of beings proceeds, I say, from the same [assumption] which the philosophers 

presuppose in the preceding arguments, and which can also be denied, namely, that the agent 

intellect is, through its essence, the form of those intellections in us, of which it is also the principle 

and cause. This is disproved by our arguments just given. 

4.3. Arguments in favour of the proposition 

 

1. One must proceed otherwise as regards this proposition by supposing what is assured us by the 

Scripture of truth, given that it cannot be concluded by reason alone that we shall behold God in the 

clarity of His essence in the blessed life. Our inquiry, however, concerns the mode by which this will 

be fulfilled in us. And, so far as it occurs through our intellectual [aspect], it is impossible, as has 

been shown, that it occur through the possible intellect immediately [related] to God, and so, 

necessarily, it occurs through the agent intellect. 

4.3.1. Concerning two prerequisites 

 

1. Two theses are required for the consideration of this matter. The first pertains to the ordering of 

conceptional beings, among which I also intend to include those intellectual beings whose entity 

exists per se in the universe of beings. From this it follows that their ordering among themselves is 

per se, according to Boethius in the Consolation [III, m.2]. For every order which is per se and 

essential, since it terminates in its extremes and does not carry on infinitely, is thus per se and 

essentially dispositive of medial things according to the diverse ranks of the perfection and nature 

of those things which are included within the order. Therefore, it is necessary that a certain 

immediacy be found among those things contained within such an order, namely, of any one thing 

the other nearest it, according to the rank of its nature. 

2. Now, since these conceptional or intellectual beings, as well as their operations, are formal beings 

and forms, there is found among them, then, an order of formal causes; the property of such an 

order is that the more formal and the less [formal] are arranged according to their dispositions, 

which is, so to speak, [the disposition] of form in relation to matter, considered as the superior in 

respect to the inferior, and that of matter in relation to form, considered as the inferior in respect to 

the superior. According to this disposition, one of these beings conceptionally or intellectually flows 

intimately into (intimatur) another, just as the first cause intimately flows into the intellect which is 

intellectus per essentiam semper in act; for this intellect intellectually flows (fluit) from its primary 

cause into existence by thinking that cause, and our possible intellect, in respect to its form by 

which it is in act, intimately flows into our cogitative which is immediately subordinate to the 

intellective. This is so for all other conceptional or intellectual beings among which a certain 

immediacy is found, according to the argument touched upon already. 
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3. Therefore, that which is highest and at the supreme and ultimate limit of intellectuality, 

according to [its] genus in respect to the possible intellect, touches the separate intellect by that 

disposition and coexistence which is, so to speak, that of matter in relation to the form, by reason of 

the immediacy which is found among the disposition of an order of formal causes. 

4. In addition, it must be considered that, in the disposition and in the essential and causal ordering 

of forms to one another, two things are found: first, that what is more formal, simpler and nobler in 

the superior form is found contracted, more determinate and less perfect in the inferior, just as, in 

the example we have from the Book of Causes [prop.1], concerning existing, living, rational, so 

[likewise do] the intellective, cogitative, imaginative and sensitive relate to one another. 

5. Although these are interrelated in this way, they are not always included within the [same] order 

of formal causes, as [for example] when they are found in diverse beings, and one [rank] without 

the other, as the sensitive without the imaginative in imperfect animals, in which imagination is not 

distinguished from sense, or likewise [when] the sensitive [is found] without the cogitative, as in 

perfected beasts, and so on for the rest. In such cases the cognitive in one being does not have the 

form of the cognitive in another. 

6. Given that some forms stand within the order or disposition of formal causes, it is thus necessary 

that one of them is form for another; this can only occur when are found within the same [order], 

such as the intellective, cogitative, imaginative, sensitive [are found] in man. This is proper to a 

causal order among forms. In this way alone is the perfection of one form causally determined in 

another – that is, if they are in the same [order]. 

7. It must now be asked what and of what kind is this supreme-according-to-genus and ultimate 

limit of intellectuality in respect to the possible intellect. 

8. The second prerequisite is needed for this consideration. Just as, in any natural thing (and so that 

our discussion might be especially of natural substances), there is found that which exists through 

its essence, so likewise that, which exists according to some respect founded in the essence, since it 

is posterior in thought to the essence, is not numbered with the essence. This is proper to a relation 

with its foundation. Now, in any given substance, we find its proper reason which imports the ‘what 

it is’ to be this essence; this reason proper to the thing is not, however, numbered with the essence. 

For, just as in the example given, so it is for essence and its proper relation (proprio respectu). 

9. Among these three, namely essence, relation and proper reason, the essence as such belongs to 

intellect and to a more absolute consideration, since it is absolutely received of itself. According to 

its relation, however, it looks to some ordering of itself toward another. According to its reason, 

what is found in the essence is ‘what it is to be this essence’ (quod quid est ipsa essentia). For the 

proper reason of a thing is that by which, in a reasonable way, the thing is what it is by reason of its 

quiddity and natural propriety. Thus, the proper reason of a thing – according to our mode of 

thinking, at any rate – has the notion of a principle in respect to the thing of which it is the reason, 

both according to the notion of existence and according to the notion of the thing’s intelligibility. 

10. At this point it must be noted that what is said here applies not only to composite things, but 

also to simple things. For although a simple quiddity is itself simple through the real indifference [of 
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the essence to existence] according to Avicenna,44 nevertheless, the more simple and perfect 

something is within its genus, the more diverse reasons it has. For, just as the perfection of a simple 

being gathers itself within the simplicity of its essence, so it extends a plurality of reasons in diverse 

causal relations in regard to those other beings of which it is the principle, just as unity exists in 

relation to numbers and the point in relation to dimensions. Therefore, just as the proper reason of 

a thing, the quiddity (taken to mean the same thing as “reason”) and the essence of the thing itself 

are not numerically different, so the plurality of reasons do not multiply the quiddity or essence of 

the thing. 

4.3.2. Proceeding to the proposition 

 

1. With these notes in hand we proceed to the proposition. 

2. The folllwing can be gathered summarily from what has been said: conceptional or intellectual 

beings, as well as their conceptional operations, are formal beings and forms, and are beings per se 

within the total universe, and consequently have a causal order per se, as is found in the disposition 

of formal causes to one another, and within which a certain immediacy is found, as was said. 

3. Since, then, this causal order, in which formality is causally determined from one into another, is 

integrally preserved, it is reasonable that the entire disposition of this order should be found in a 

being which participates in the intellect by which it apprehends the quiddities of things in their 

proper principles, and than which nothing is superior in this genus if not the separate intellect, 

which thinks by its essence. And in this a certain immediacy is found between this intellect and that 

[separate intellect]. Wherefore, it is possible, even reasonable, that this superior should become the 

form of this inferior. 

4. I say “this is reasonable” and I do not say “it is necessary”, because this [relation] does not occur 

by the necessity of an order which is found in natural providence, but obtains strictly from the 

grace of God and from good merit, which pertains to the order of voluntary providence. For 

voluntary providence is the completion and consummation of the order of natural providence; 

Augustine distinguishes this duplex ordering within the universe [in] On Genesis VIII.45 

5. Since the agent intellect is last in the order of separate intellects – if they exist – and immediately 

[above] us, it is necessary that, in the union of the separate intellect with us, it be immediately 

united to us as a form in respect to our possible intellect made actual. This [occurs] by reason of the 

immediacy which is found between these two intellects. Thus we would think by the same thinking 

by which the agent intellect thinks, namely through its essence. This is what the philosophers call 

the acquired intellect (intellectum adeptum). 

                                                             
44 Avicenna, Metaphysica, V.5. 

45 Augustine, De Genesi ad litteram, VIII, 24, 45. 
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6. The mode by which this oft-mentioned intellect is able to become a form for us in thinking, so 

that we would elicit its own intellection through it, as though through a certain formal principle in 

us, can be gathered from what has already been said. 

7. For it is evident that the possible intellect becomes actual according to itself. Otherwise, it would 

not be able to receive this union with this oft-mentioned intellect, for, considered in its purely 

intellectual [aspect], it is, in itself, a possible being and pure possibility, as was said above. 

8. Likewise, it is necessary that the possible intellect become actual as regards the supreme and 

ultimate limit within the genus of its intellection, so that, by what is supreme in it, it would 

approach the separate intellects by what is inferior in them, which is the agent intellect. 

9. Therefore, just as sensation and imagination tend toward the same object, although according to 

diverse ranks in the mode of apprehension, so likewise the imaginative and the cognitive tend 

toward the same [object], although the cogitative [does so] in a simpler and more intimate mode 

than the imaginative, for the imagination apprehends the thing vested with its idols, while the 

cogitative [apprehends] the thing denuded of these idols, as the Commentator says.46 Now, the 

species of simple intentions, which exist in the apprehension of the cogitative, are [its] immediate 

subject according to their ultimate disposition, [whence arises] the necessity that our intellectual 

[aspect] be united to them as regards the possible intellect made actual through the intelligible 

species. So, because of this, it is necessary that our possible intellect, as regards its intelligible 

species, and the cogitative, as regards the conceived intentions of things, tend toward the same 

[object]. Likewise, one thing is formed from the intelligible species and the cogitated phantasm 

(phantastico cogitativo), as much as composite of matter and form [is one]; and so the possible 

intellect made actual, in respect to its intelligible species, becomes the form of the cogitative, in 

respect to its phantasm; for it is impossible to think without phantasms according to the 

Philosopher [De anima III.7, 431a16]. 

10. In this way, therefore, all things are interrelated as regards the ordering and diverse ranks of 

conceptions, within which a certain immediacy of each to its neighbour is found, as is now clear. 

11. The same necessarily holds in what has been proposed, in respect to the ultimate rank and the 

supreme limit according to the genus of the intellection of the possible intellect in its ordering to 

the agent intellect, namely, that both of these intellects tend toward the same object by their 

operation. Otherwise, these two intellects would be disparate from each other and their operations 

would be separate; they would not have that comparison to each other, which is of form to matter, 

nor the immediacy which is required for their mutual union. Such a comparison, and disposition of 

these to each other according to this immediacy, is rooted in a ordering to the same object. 

12. From the diverse reasons of things having an immediate relation one another, one attends to 

that which is formal among the things conceived or apprehended, and by which such a [formal] 

object is apprehended and, as a consequence, the immediacy of these [reasons] to each other. 

                                                             
46 Averroes, Great Commentary on the De Anima, comm.6. 
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Ultimately, [one notices that,] matter and form tend toward the same object as a unit (unite), and 

chiefly and most immediately according to the more formal [principle] in them. 

13. The immediacy of the possible and agent intellects to each other is considered, according to the 

genus of either as regards the immediacy of those two modes by which something is apprehended 

through the intellect. The first consists in intellectually apprehending the quiddity of a thing in its 

determinate reason and its per se properties, which kind [of apprehension] belongs to the possible 

intellect of itself. This mode of intellection cannot pass beyond this genus. 

14. The other way consists in apprehending the thing intellectually through its essence, so that the 

essence itself, as such, is both the reason of thinking and of the thing thought (ratio intelligendi et 

res intellecta), which is proper only to the separate intellects. 

4.3.2.1. The diverse modes of thinking a thing in its reason 

 

1. Just as, in this genus and mode of intellection which is proper to the separate intellects, there is a 

diverse ranking among these separate intellects in which, according to what is lower in them, they 

touch and have immediacy to the other genus just mentioned (that is, [that genus] as regards the 

mode of intellection proper to the possible intellect), so, likewise, there is a diverse ranking within 

this same genus in which a thing is apprehended in its reason and not immediately through 

essence. One can, furthermore, arrive to what is supreme in this genus. I say “what is supreme in 

this genus” because this genus and mode of intellection, which is proper to the reason of a thing, 

and more proper to the possible intellect, is distinguished into two different manners or modes. 

2. One of these [manners or modes] is the proper reason of a thing by which we apprehend 

something through the possible intellect; this intellection, qua intellection, flows into the possible 

intellect through the causal efficacy of the agent intellect. The agent intellect through its essence 

cannot be the form of these intellections, for the disposition of an efficient cause and a formal cause 

do not coincide in the same thing in the same respect. 

3. Neither, [conversely,] can something efficiently occur in the possible intellect through the agent 

intellect when thinking the separate intellects, by which we would think what their essence is 

through some reason confected from formal principles prior in thought (which are prior to the 

whole), by which their quiddity would be designated directly and formally, both according to [their] 

reason of existence and the reason of [their] being known. The reason for this is that there is no 

phantasm of them which is collected from sense-cognition, for the genus of phantasms exists only in 

the faculty of the agent intellect so that it might make the possible intellect actual by them. So, then, 

the agent intellect through its essence cannot be the form of the [possible] intellect thus made 

actual by the agent intellect. 

4. This, therefore, is one way of apprehending something in its reason through the possible intellect. 

5. Another mode, however, is that by which a thing is apprehended in its reason through the 

intellect, with “intellect” taken widely, so as to include what belongs to the particular reason and 

the estimative [function] of the particular reason. This mode occurs whenever [something] flows 
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into our rational cognition from some principle higher than the agent intellect, which exceeds [this] 

faculty of nature. This mode of cognition is proper to the prophets who speak by the inspiration of 

the Holy Spirit, and in so doing are constituted as prophets. For Pharaoh had in himself the dream 

of cattle and ears of corn, but he was no prophet by this; rather, Joseph, who interpreted [this 

dream, was a prophet], according to Augustine, because he recognized the significance of the ears of 

corn and the cattle, being inspired by a higher light.47 

6. Now, such expressions of significant dreams occur to us in our sleep from the mingling of certain 

separate spirits, according to Augustine [in] On Genesis XII.48 Yet the intelligences and their 

significations descend from some separate principle, which is intellectus per essentiam, as the 

Commentator says in his treatise On the Divination of Dreams and the Philosopher indicates in his 

book On Good Fortune. 

7. Since these revelations occur concerning particulars or practical matters, their apprehension or 

certitude does not follow from the reason which says ‘what it is’, which is proper to beings as such 

and universals, but follows from a certain interior instinct glistening within the minds of the 

prophets. This instinct might be called the reason of the thing cognized, both in respect to the 

thing’s coming to pass or its existence, and in respect to its certitude. 

8. This [second] mode has been introduced incidentally for the sake of greater clarity concerning 

our principal proposition. It does not, however, mediate between the possible intellect and the 

agent [intellect] in the beatific vision. 

9. Yet another mode of apprehending something in its reason which declares ‘what it is’, and which 

belongs to the possible intellect, consists in the fact that the proper reason of a cognized thing 

declares ‘what it is’. This reason, I say, is confected out of other formal modes and, so to speak, from 

parts of the form, which are prior to the whole – at least, according to our mode of understanding. 

And thus intellection flows into the possible intellect, not from the agent intellect – for in this kind 

of thinking exceeds the faculty [of the agent intellect] – but from a separate principle. 

10. We are speaking here of that mode of intellection by which a separate principle is thought in its 

‘what it is’ and, most of all, [by which] first of all principles, God Himself, [is thought]. For the more 

perfect and simpler something is, the greater plurality of formal reasons declare ‘what it is’; 

however, as we have said, these are not numbered with the its essence but, nevertheless, according 

to our mode of understanding, the essence, qua essence, is distinguished from the quiddity or the 

reason which indicates ‘what it is’. 

11. Now, since this reason, at least according to the mode of thinking, has the notion of a principle, 

both according to the reason of existence and according to the reason of knowing the ‘what it is’, 

[and since] this mode of knowing or thinking the thing in its reason is proper only to the possible 

intellect, there is nothing in vain in the universe of beings, most of all as regards what belongs to the 

                                                             
47 Augustine, Super Genesi ad litteram, XII, 9, 20. 

48 Augustine, Super Genesi ad litteram, XII, 9, 20. 
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first of all principles. Likewise, this mode of thinking the first principle is appropriated to the 

possible intellect, namely so that it might think Him as regards ‘what it is’. 

12. This, then, is the highest limit and supreme rank of intellection to which the possible intellect 

can aspire, according to the mode of intellection proper to it, which is to think a thing in its reason. 

“Supreme”, I say, for three [reasons]. First, in respect to its object, which is the highest in the order 

of intelligibles, namely God; second, in respect to the reason which says ‘what it is’, by which it 

thinks Him, which [reason] is confected out of some, so to speak, formal parts, which are prior to 

the whole according to our mode of understanding and yet not enumerated with the essence – 

nothing in nature is superior to these, just as nothing is superior to the quiddity of the divine 

essence; third, in respect to the origin of this reason in the intellect. For [this reason] immediately 

flows from God into the intellect, as from a formal principle of intellection, in which God Himself is 

according to the ‘what it is’. It does not befall the faculty of the agent intellect to produce such a 

reason, for it does not act upon the possible intellect made actual unless upon phantasms gathered 

from the things of sense. 

13. Since, therefore, as we have said, the reason of thinking (ratio intelligendi) something in its 

‘what it is’ does not form a multiplicity with the thing thought, most of all in the case of simple 

beings, so it is necessary that, in the intellection by which it thinks God in His ‘what it is’, God 

Himself be the reason in which He is thought, and that He Himself fashion the reason by which He is 

thought in His ‘what it is’. 

14. Between this mode of thinking the first principle and the mode by which the separate intellect 

thinks Him there is no other medium – nor can [such a medium] even be imagined. 

15. Therefore, by reason of this immediacy among the order of causal forms, by which the formality 

of the superior form is causally determined in the inferior [form], it is necessary that the separate 

intellect, which is the agent intellect, be united to us by the mediation of the possible intellect,49 and 

that it be united to the possible intellect itself as its form – “united to the possible intellect”, I say, 

having been made actual according to the supreme rank and ultimate limit within the genus of that 

intellection by which God is thought in His ‘what it is’. 

4.3.2.2. We return to the proposition 

 

1. Following this argument, then, through the agent intellect we think with the intellection with 

which it thinks, which exists through its essence, and by which it is always converted back into God 

– and in this the beatific vision is fulfilled which has been assured us by the Scripture of truth. 

2. And this is one of the modes by which God communicates Himself according to common law and 

permanent status. I say “according to the common law” so as not to include that privileged 

communication by which He communicates Himself to human nature in the unity of person. 

“Permanent status” I wish to be understood as excluding those modes by which He communicates 

                                                             
49 Cf. Averroes, Great Commentary on the De Anima, III, comm.20. 
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Himself in this life through the sacraments, through grace and through the virtues, if indeed such 

things pertain to this life.50 

4.3.3. The proposition is declared 

 

1. For the declaration of the proposition, it suffices to consider five more modes beyond these, by 

which the fecundity of the divine goodness communicates itself. These five which we consider in 

God, although they are one and the same in the divine substance and [are] the divine essence itself, 

differ in reason; it is from the diversity of their reasons that diverse modes of grounding and self-

communicating arise in God. 

2. In God we find that which is the divine essence, as such. Now, this is the divine ‘what’ (quid 

divinum), according to the notion of its quiddity. Every essence, universally, is something according 

to the notion of its quiddity. We consider this quiddity in Him insofar as He is, proportionally, some 

nature, and by speaking according to a certain similarity, by which nature is its own principle of 

motion, in that it is per se. Fourthly, we consider in Him that He is the proper reason of any given 

thing, and this in two ways: in one way according to the reason of existence of any given thing, 

according to which each thing is produced and, in another way, according to the reason of 

intelligibility, in which each thing is thought, as Augustine says in many places. 

3. In any of these five modes there is found a distinction of ranks differing by some reason, 

according to the distinction of which the diverse ranks of divine communication proceed forth. 

4. If, then, we consider the divine essence insofar as it is essence, the diverse grades of perfection 

are understood as differing only by reason, by which [grades] the separate intellects – if indeed 

they exist – proceed forth from God according to the diverse grade of their essential perfection. 

These, as has been often said, proceed forth from God intellectually, that is, by thinking the divine 

essence. 

5. Let us, then, consider the divine essence in its ‘what it is’, as such. Since this ‘what it is’ depends 

on some reason designating the ‘what it is’ both according to the reason of being and according to 

the reason of intelligibility, there is similarly found [in this order] difference according to diverse 

ranks of these reasons which designate ‘what is God’ and which differ by reason alone. According to 

these diverse ranks of these reasons the possible intellect is formed for thinking God in His ‘what it 

is’. This belongs to its state in patria. 

6. The divine essence, insofar as it is a nature, similarly introduces ranks differing according to 

reason: the [divine] nature, as such, is the reason of origin and of the distinction of divine persons in 

that way according to which the nature is the reason of active generation in the Father, in the Son 

[it is the reason] of passive generation, and likewise of the procession of the Holy Spirit. 

                                                             
50 Accepting A.-S. Robin Fabre’s emendation of “etsi” where B. Mojsisch’s edition has “et si”. 
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7. But if we consider God insofar as He is the reason of any being proceeding into existence, 

according to this, it is clear that diverse grades of such reasons are similarly reckoned in [Him], by 

these [reasons] the diverse grades and order of creatures proceed from Him into existence. 

8. Now, in the fifth place, namely, [when God is considered] insofar as He is the reason of 

intelligibility of any given thing, it is clear that, similarly, one finds the diverse ranks and ordered 

reasons of perfection, by which a thing is thought. 

9. Although thinking something in its reason, which declares the ‘what it is’, taken in this way, 

which pertains to the possible intellect, is different than the thinking which is through essence, 

which belongs to the separate intellect, nevertheless, in the concurrence of these two oft-mentioned 

intellects, by which God is seen in His essence, that mode of intellection which belongs to the 

possible intellect relates materially indeed – if I may speak more expressly – is the material of that 

higher intellection, which is more proper to the agent intellect. 

10. Thus the one intellectual vision is fulfilled, by which God is seen in His essence, as it obtains in 

that intellection, with which we commonly think through the possible intellect. Although that 

apprehension or cognition, by which our cogitative [aspect] apprehends something through a 

sensible image (phantastice), is different from that [cognition] by which something is intellectually 

known, nevertheless, there is no thinking without a sensible image. So it is necessary that, in order 

to think something, an intelligible species become the form of sensible images, and that it is united 

to them as a form – in this way a single intellectual operation is fulfilled. 

11. One must note in this proposition that the divine being, since it is simple in the highest sense, 

not only gathers within itself the perfections of all genera and the reasons of all, as regards the 

procession of things from Him into existence according to the proper reason of each, but even truly, 

of Himself, through the perfection, plenitude and immensity of His essence and quiddity, He shines 

forth with innumerable reasons by which His essence, in its ‘what it is’, can be designated according 

to the notion of intelligibility. In these reasons a manifold order (nonnullus ordo) is found according 

to the perfect and more perfect, the distinct and more distinct (clarum et magis clarum), according 

to the notion of intelligibility. 

12. Hence it is that, for the possession of the beatific vision of Him clearly and yet more clearly, He 

flows [into the possible intellect] according to diverse reasons, in which, by the possible intellect, 

His ‘what it is’ may be known more and more perfectly. According to these diverse reasons of 

greater and more clarities found in the possible intellect, the possible intellect is informed more or 

less clearly and intimately by the separate intellect, which is united to it as a form. For the acts of 

active things are in the patient in proportion to this or that disposition. 

13. In this one finds the diverse rank of beatitude according to the diverse rank of the vision of God 

in His essence. 

14. It is clear from what has been said, then, why, in this life, we do not think through this oft-

mentioned agent intellect nor do they, who are separated off from that blessed life. For to those, 

who are strangers to that blessed life, and to us, who press on in this life, [the agent intellect] is not 

united as a form, according to its action and to its essence, as the Commentator says On De anima III 
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[comm.36], but is merely united to us through intellections in act or intelligible species, which are 

its action, in the sense that its action differs from its essence. 

4.3.4. Response to objections 

 

1. What has been said is not undermined if someone were to oppose the dictum of the 

Philosopher,51 who says that it is impossible for there to be some noble habitus in us of which we 

would be ignorant. 

2. First, I say, it does not undermine what has been said because the agent intellect always thinks. 

Although the stupidity of some declares itself to be ignore the noble intelligible operation of this 

intellect, which is its essence, among the learned, however, there is no doubt of this thing; for all of 

our intellectual acts according to exterior cogitation, which exists according to the possible intellect, 

flows from this interior, oft-mentioned agent intellect by an essential intellection, as Augustine says 

in On the Trinity XV c.63 and c.64 [XV, 21, 40]. For, without its interior, essential and hidden 

intellection, it could not possibly make all thoughts in us according to the possible intellect, in 

which it is possible that all things become, according to the Philosopher. 

3. Likewise, this does not undermine what has been said concerning the intellection of the agent 

intellect, from the words introduced from the Philosopher. The Philosopher speaks of habits which 

are truly habits in us. However, those things which exist intellectually in the agent intellect, are not 

habits and do not exist in it in the mode of a habit, as though they were in memory, which is the 

habit of knowledge in us, as Augustine says in Confessions X c.7 [X, 9, 16]. Rather, they exist there in 

the light of its own intelligence, which is its essence, as has so often been said. Wherefore, the words 

of the Philosopher which they introduce, are not to the point. 

4. What we have said about the agent intellect becoming a form for us by the mediation of the 

possible intellect in the beatific vision seems to be obviated by the fact that, by nature, we [already] 

have both of these intellects. Now, the agent intellect is a certain natural thing in its substance, and 

is a substance substantially subsisting in its nature. The possible intellect, however, is a certain 

conceptional being which is naturally constituted (naturatur) only by conception, and is a thing 

spread out over another in the mode of an accident and perfecting it – that is, [perfecting] an 

intellectual substance, whose substance does not consist in thinking itself, as is the case for a soul, 

or a man, or an angel; it belongs to these to think accidentally, not essentially. Therefore, according 

to this logic, it does not seem possible that the agent intellect could be united to the possible 

intellect as a form [is united] to matter. For a real being does not seem capable of uniting with a 

conceptional being, and neither is a substance [capable of uniting] with an accident. 

5. In response to this it must be understood that conceptional being, as such, is everything which 

exists intellectually, not only as regards the conceived thing in that its conceived or thought, but 

also as regards the intellection or conception itself; by virtue of these, something is a conceptional 

being. Thus “conceptional being” is common to every intellect and belongs to each per se. 

                                                             
51 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, II.19, 99b25. 
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6. Additionally, it belongs to every intellect that it exist outside the genus of categories and that it 

does not exist within any categorical genus, both because simple [things] are beyond the 

coordination of categorical genera, and because the categorical genera are distinct according to 

natures and the natural modes of beings – by this difference, the natural is distinguished from the 

conceptional.  

7. Some of these conceptional beings are posterior to things and natural beings, such as sensitive 

apprehensions; “they are posterior”, I say, both as regards their origin from natural things and as 

regards that propriety of their essence, by which they are something conceived from a natural thing 

in respect to its exterior dispositions or the forms of a natural being, such a sounds, colours and the 

like. 

8. However, the intellectual conceptions of any given intellect belong to [the order] of beings, as 

regards those things which are prior in [beings] and more intimate, such as the essences of things, 

their quiddities and such things which exist in beings according to these; and this does not occur in 

just any mode, but rather as they shine forth and subsist from eternal reason, as Augustine says in 

many places. So, likewise, according to this argument, these intellectual conceptions, by reason of 

their essence, are prior to natural beings and, furthermore, they are abstracted (abstrahunt), as 

such, from the nature of substance, of quantity, quality, and every other genera, qua categorical 

genera. “They are abstracted or independent”, I say, not as a universal is from the particular, or the 

more [general] is from the special, but as the simpler, more intimate and nobler [is abstracted] from 

those things which do not exist in this way. 

9. Therefore, something is counted among these intellectual conceptions in that it is such a 

conceptional being, which must not be reduced to the nature of a substance or of an accident, or of 

matter or form, for these are the principles of natural beings which exist in some categorical genus. 

10. Since, therefore, there is a rank and per se order among these oft-mentioned intellectual 

conceptions, as was treated above, and, according to this, there is even discerned a certain 

immediacy of those things to other things which are included within this order – having 

circumscribed, from either of these intellects, the notion and propriety of substance and accident, 

properly belonging to those things which are grasped according to the genera, by which the 

categories are distinguished – nevertheless, by reason of the oft-mentioned immediacy in the genus 

of conceptional beings, one can be united to another, just as a form is united to matter. 

11. These two beings have a per se ordering according to the rank of their entity and an immediacy 

to each other, insofar as they are qualitative beings (entia qualitativa); one is the form of the other, 

and the operation elicited from both is one operation. For the unity of their ordering to each other 

and [their] immediacy, insofar as [they are] qualitative beings, introduces their relation to one 

another by reason of a qualitative act in one of them, and a qualitative potency in the other. 

Consequently, there will be a disposition here of form to matter. 

12. And so it goes for these two oft-mentioned intellects – namely the agent and the possible – in 

the beatific vision, by reason of their ordering and the immediate qualitative relation of one to the 
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other, by which they are united in the single operation of the vision of God in His essence, who is 

blessed throughout the ages. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


