
Notes on Dietrich of Freiberg’s De visione beatifica. 

  We read in the questions De homine in the Prima pars of Thomas Aquinas’ Summa theologiae that 

all the powers of the soul, the vegetative, the sensitive, the intellectual, “flow from the essence of the 

soul as from their principle” (Ia.77.6).1 The first two powers are in the soul-body composite as in 

their “subject”, while the intellectual power has for its “subject” the “soul alone”. The soul is the 

form of the body and the intellect is a power of this soul-subject; thus, in Aquinas’ words, “the 

intellect, which is the principle of intellectual operation, is the form of the body” (Ia.76.1).  

  Behind this statement is a profound and revolutionary exegesis of Aristotle’s De anima, which 

Thomas developed in response to the interpretation of De anima which he found in the Great 

Commentary of Averroes (Ibn-Rushd).2 Averroes argued that the agent and possible (or, as 

Averroes calls it, “material”) intellects are separate substances and unique for all humankind, taking 

cues from Aristotle’s own descriptions of the possible intellect in De anima III.4, which states that 

the intellect that “becomes all things” must be “unmixed” and of no determinate nature (hoc 

aliquid), if it is to know all things. The intellect, Averroes maintained, cannot therefore be a power 

subjected in the body, but must be incorporeal and indestructible, in order to be capable of thinking 

universal forms or intelligibles. As the title of Aquinas’ polemical treatise of 1270 (On the unity of 

the intellect against Averroists) indicates, he was especially concerned with showing that these 

intellects, whether the possible and/or the agent intellect, are not unique but, “according to 

Aristotle and the truth of things”, are individuated for every human being and, indeed, are powers 

of the soul. On Aquinas’ reasoning, Averroes has no way of explaining an individual’s experience of 

thought – how hic homo intelligit, “this man thinks” – and is forced to claim that it is not we who 

think but, in a certain way, it is we who are thought. The role of the human in the exercise of 

cognition holds the place of the phantasm, the image, which supplies the determinate intentional 

content for the universal thought that is created by the abstractive power of the agent intellect and 

has the separate possible/material intellect for its subject. By drawing a strong analogy between 

intellection and sensation, where there are evidently two distinct “subjects”3 – the subject of the 

quality and the vision – Averroes certainly invites Aquinas’ criticism that our role in thinking would 

be like a wall which “sees” only insofar as it is “seen”.4  
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   About thirty years after Thomas’ De unitate and Summa theologiae were written, Dietrich of 

Freiberg composed a trilogy entitled On Three Difficult Questions which was comprised of On the 

Animation of the Heavens, On the Beatific Vision, On Accidents. As Dietrich indicates in his preface to 

the trilogy, each treatise is intended as a response to the communiter loquentes – (perhaps 

exaggeratingly) translatable as “run of the mill babblers”– a phrase which, from Averroes at least to 

the Renaissance, is used by commentators to denigrate thinkers who “theologize” and bring in 

confessional dogma to the detriment of more consistent philosophical reasoning.5 It of course 

became a very popular slur among the professional philosophers in the medieval universities. In 

Dietrich’s treatises, the views opposed are recognizably Thomistic and were perhaps being 

promoted by later followers of Aquinas in Paris in the late thirteenth-century. On the Animation of 

the Heavens rejects the theologians’ thesis that God moves the heavens by the mediation of angels; 

drawing on Aristotle and Averroes, the De accidentibus argues for a strict inseparability of accidents 

from their subject that not even the divine omnipotence can undo, a line of reasoning which has 

obvious repercussions for traditional medieval accounts of the ontology of the Eucharist (although 

Dietrich remains silent about this).6 According to Dietrich, the ontologies of substance and 

accidents given by the communiter loquentes are rather reified logical abstractions: just because 

categorical analysis separates “green” from “tree” does not mean that accidents and substances 

hold equal ontological footing – I will return to this momentarily. In the De visione beatifica, the 

central panel of the triptych, Dietrich sets out to show that the mode in which the beatific vision of 

God’s essence occurs is not through what Aristotle calls the possible intellect (that is, through a 

special kind of created species, as Aquinas had argued in the Summa theologiae, Ia.12.5), but 

through the agent intellect.7 And his favourite ally against the theologians and loquentes is… 

Augustine. In comparison to the general, and often vague, references to Aristotle and Averroes, 

Augustine’s works are so carefully cited throughout the De visione that one cannot help but think 

that Dietrich intended the argument to be, first and foremost, a correction of faulty interpretations 

of Augustine’s De Trinitate.8 Among these errors one finds Aquinas’ thesis with which I began, that 
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the intellective power flows from the soul as from its principle. Thus, in On the Intellect and the 

Intelligible, a sister work to the De visione,9 Dietrich writes: “So, according to Augustine, we find 

within the soul a certain inwardness [intraneitatem], according to which she is not joined to the 

body”.10 

  In what follows, I will present some of Dietrich’s reasons for arguing that the intellect is not a 

power flowing from the soul but rather a substance from which flows the essence of the soul herself, 

and consider what difference it makes for the life and operation of the soul that the intellect, this 

“inwardness”, relates to her essence like a heart relates to an animal.11 Like Ficino, Dietrich draws 

on Platonic arguments which he cites from Augustine, which hold that the soul is immortal because 

she is immediately “affected” by eternal truth.12 Dietrich’s purpose, however, is not to prove the 

immortality of the soul, but instead, in both passages cited, that the “intellect-by-essence”, or the 

“heart” of the soul, is a substance. And like Ficino’s “infused light” (it seems), this heart anchors the 

soul in eternity, and is that by which she attains to wholeness and the vision of God. But unlike 

Ficino, we have no account of the how the concrete, desiring individual relates to the supernal 

goddesses and higher forms of thinking. Lacking any trace of Meister Dietrich’s corpus of sermons 

(which were purportedly very good), any pastoral or ethical upshot of these technical discussions 

can be only a matter of conjecture – but thankfully we have Meister Eckhart to imagine what it 

might have looked like. So rather than providing a discourse about the soul as such, I take Dietrich’s 

purpose to be the recollection of the dignity and nobility of the true ground of the soul which is 

overlooked in the rabble of the University of Paris; this is perhaps not a case of a free-thinking 

“philosopher” squaring off against the “theologians”, but of a theologian whose meditations on the 

Scriptural promise showed him that the Parisian professionals of the day had jumped the gun and 

written off a philosophical standpoint which was, in fact, entirely reconcilable with what can be 

dimly discerned in the “Scripture of truth”. 

  And so Augustine bands together with Averroes, Aristotle, Dionysius and Proclus, and charges 

against the commotion and rabble of the communiter loquentes, but there is something more 

serious here than the spectacle of scholastic in-fighting. As Alain de Libera maintains, it is the 

“general constitutive tendency” of the Dominican Rhineland theologians (Albertus Magnus, Ulrich 

von Strasbourg, Meister Dietrich, Meister Eckhart, Berthold von Moosburg) “to accord the two 

canonical forms of Christian Neoplatonism”: the Augustinian and Dionysian.13 This remark is 

prompted by the stark synthesis of Augustine, Aristotle, Proclus and Dionysius made by Dietrich’s 

disciple, Berthold von Moosburg: Augustine’s hidden depth of the mind (abditum mentis) = the 

Peripatetic agent intellect (intellectus agens) = Proclus’ one of the soul (unum animae) = Dionysius’ 
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union (unitio). The identity of the first two concepts was worked out by Dietrich, who paves the 

way for Berthold’s expansive interpretation of his master’s thought. But the core remains the same: 

the innermost ground and principle of the soul’s life is, for these medieval “Albertine” 

Neoplatonists, both intellectual and mystical/unitive. Berthold simply completes this tendency by 

identifying the “inwardness which is not joined to body like a form”, or the light of all thinking, with 

what Proclus calls “mania”.14 

  These elements are already at play in the Prooemium of the De visione, where Dietrich sketches its 

cosmological background using what is sometimes known as the law of divinity (lex divinitatis), 

which he finds in Dionysius and Proclus: lower terms are related to the higher terms through 

middle terms, by means of “communicative proximity” and assimilation. The central thrust of the 

whole argument is present already. If the Scriptural promise is not in vain – “we know that, when 

He shall appear, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is” (1 John 3.2)15 – our assimilation 

to God must be through “the highest in us, which God has planted in our nature”.  Even though the 

lex divinitatis appears rigidly hierarchical, Dietrich is well aware of how, for Dionysius and for 

Proclus, the First is still immediately related to any term of the order through that term’s “highest 

perfection” (Proem. 3): each thing, in attaining to its perfection, attains to its highest good, and the 

good is the immediate effect of God; thus each thing immediately relates to God through enacting its 

proportional reception of goodness.16 

  Parts I-III of De visione aim to show how the agent intellect conveys this immediacy to the soul as 

her “summit” and “inwardness”: Parts I and II are positive, showing how the agent intellect relates 

to what is above/anterior and below/posterior; Part III is negative, targeting various forms of the 

argument which states that the beatific vision occurs in the possible intellect. Finally, Part IV is 

synthetic, bringing together these results to give an account of how the beatific vision occurs 

through the agent intellect. If the soul is fully assimilated to her inwardness or her “heart”, then she 

would be immediately related to the divine essence.  

  The allegiance of Augustine, Aristotle and the Arab Peripatetics is struck early on in Part I, and this 

allows us to return to the onto-logical principles of the De accidentibus. Dietrich brings Augustine 

and Averroes together against the communiter loquentes because he finds a fundamental principle 

shared by them concerning the relation of essence, substance and accidents. He begins Part I with 

the thesis that the “agent intellect through its essence is substance”, and immediately adduces the 

patristic trope on the relation of the “image and likeness” in Genesis 1.26: image pertains to the 

order of nature, while likeness pertains to grace. Man, by nature, is made in the image of the Triune 

God. Dietrich must prove, therefore, that the “image”, the intellectus agens, is inherently triune.  
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  Leaving this proof until later, Dietrich begins his assault. The property of image, he maintains, 

cannot be a merely external or accidental configuration to its archetype, for that belongs to the 

mere similarity of a likeness (similitudo). An image is an inward, essential “consubstantiality” with 

its archetype, and is found strictly among things that are identical in essence (God the Son as image 

of God the Father), identical in species (as a child is identical to its parent), or “according to an 

imitation of substantial conformity drawing on the mode and property of the origin” (as mankind is 

made to God’s image).17 He continues: this substantial conformity cannot pertain to an accident. 

This implicitly confronts Aquinas, who claims that the image of God exists in the virtual powers of 

the mind (Ia.93.7). Dietrich argues that the possible intellect, which is nothing before it thinks, 

cannot be the locus of the image, for in that case an infant would not actually be in God’s image until 

he or she starts thinking, which happens only accidentally. What do “essence” and “substantial 

conformity” mean here? What does it mean for man to be an image “drawing on the mode and 

property of the origin”? 

  The notion that what has its existence or activity from another cannot be a substance is central to 

the De accidentibus. To be substance is “to have essence per se and of itself, according to the notion 

of its proper and inward quiddity”, while an accident “is quiddified (quidificatur) and receives its 

essence from another”. 18 It is important to emphasize the dynamism of this ontology. A more static 

view would describe the relation of substance and accidents based on a logical model of inherence, 

where a substance is understood to be a carrier of accidents/predicates, and that they are somehow 

separable because a definition separates them into distinct conceptual units. If this logical 

abstraction is made primary, one might be led into thinking that substance and accidents each have 

a quiddity or “whatness”, the only difference being that the “whatness” of a substance is to subsist 

in itself, while the “whatness” of an accident is to subsist in another.  But for Dietrich the 

perspective of logical abstraction is not primary, and nor was it for Aristotle. The ontology of the 

Metaphysics, Dietrich maintains, points us toward the essential degrees or modes according to 

which something actively “distances itself from nothing”. Only a substance, properly speaking, has a 

quiddity or “whatness”, whereas an accident has quiddity in an attenuated sense.19 Thus, it is the 

very essence of an accident to exist only in receiving itself from another; among accidents “quiddity 

differs from what has the quiddity”.20  A substance, by virtue of its proper quiddity, distances itself 

from nothing and has its essence of itself. From this perspective, there is no point in entertaining 

the notion whether the Jabberwocky, a phoenix, or what have you, has an essence to which 

existence may nor may not be added; instead, we look to quiddity which is the formal principle of 

an essence in act. In other words, quiddity is essentially active, and it is in this sense that substance 

“quiddifies” its accidents.  

  Therefore, sense in which imago Dei “draws on the mode and property of its origin” through a 

“substantial conformity” must consist in the mode according to which it “distances itself from 
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nothing” in a triune fashion, without any accidental disposition.21 Following through on the 

principles put forward in the De accidentibus, where “a quiddity is that by which a thing is most 

formally essentiated [essentiatur] and constituted in being according to a formal act in regard to its 

essence”,  for beings composed of matter and form (i.e., sublunary, corporeal beings), it is “only the 

form which is the quiddity”.22 However, for immaterial forms – “intelligences, the souls of the 

heavens, and the agent intellect” – since they are integrally simple, they have “no extrinsic nature 

which would be accidental”.23 The active “essentiation” or “constitution” of their being occurs 

spontaneously.24 

  Enter Augustine and the hidden depth of the mind (abditum mentis) from On the Trinity XIV, 7, 9 

where there is always an understanding or knowledge (notitia) of things which become manifest 

only when they are brought forward and thought (cogitantur). Dietrich fuses this discussion of the 

abditum mentis with a principle derived from De Trin. IX. What Augustine says there about the 

“image [of God] which is found in the trinity” of mind – understanding – love (mens-notitia-amor) is 

crucial because it allows Dietrich to bring him, Aristotle and Averroes together against the 

Thomistic view:25  

Moreover, [Augustine] adds another argument to this in [De Trin.] c. X [IX, 4, 5]: 

these three [mens-notitia-amor], 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.  

It is the mark of a substance to relate in the same way to itself and to other things. In the case of 

quality, this is fairly obvious: the brown of my coffee does not, of itself, leap across into the white of 

the page – unless I spill my coffee. Even for more diffusive properties such as heat, Dietrich notes 

that the heat by which a fire heats is not found in the same way in the fire and in my cold hands, for 

my hands can be heated without catching fire. For this reason, he calls all accidental forms “forms-

in-another”, not only because they exist only in another, but also because, whether they are active 

or passive forms such as ‘hot’ or ‘cold’, they necessarily tend toward the external.26 Thus 

Augustine’s abditum mentis cannot be the possible intellect which is “nothing before it thinks”, and 

requires an intelligible species in order to act – an intelligible species which necessarily comes to it 
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from the external and directs it toward the external.27 Augustine and Averroes are brought into 

agreement: “exterior cogitation”, once identified with the possible intellect, “knows itself as 

another”.28 

  Thus a fundamentally different ontology animates Dietrich’s position at De vis. 1.1.1 (5) in contrast 

to Aquinas, Summa theo. Ia.93.7, ad 4. An “image”, since it is “substantial conformity”, cannot exist 

habitually within the soul because it is the property of substance/form to exist per se. This holds 

above all for a separate form which is identical to its activity and, therefore, always relates to itself 

and to otherness in the same way:29 

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 extraneous nature, and shining in the 

inwardness (intraneitate) of its essence, necessarily exists intellectually. 

The heart of the soul, therefore, naturally proceeds from God like an image. “To proceed as an 

image, Dietrich says, is to proceed in knowing Him from whom it proceeds, such that this cognition 

is itself the procession and the reception of the image’s essence”.30 But how could such an exalted 

nature and activity be something of the soul while we go unaware of it? 

  To begin answering this question,31 one should first note how Dietrich reverses Aquinas’ view that 

the imago Trinitatis is present in the powers of the soul prior to her acts, even though the image 

more properly belongs to these acts (Ia.93.7).32 What is habitual for Aquinas has shifted to what is 

always active, whether or not we are aware of it, while awareness or Thomas’ “acts” have acquired 

the status of an accident, which Dietrich (using Augustine’s terms) calls the “exterior” or “manifest 

cogitation”, or the possible intellect. Burkhard Mojsisch has put it well: as Dietrich interprets De 

Trin. XIV, 7, 9, the difference of notitia (in the abditum) and the cogitatio (in the possible intellect) 

which brings what is hidden into the “sight of the mind” (in conspectu mentis), is that “cogitatio, 

since it is grounded by the abditum mentis, is nothing other than the abditum mentis in its 

otherness”.33 If it is a question of awareness or evidence, then the agent intellect or hiddenness 
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cannot, by definition, ever appear as itself, for the exterior appearances or manifestations in the 

possible intellect are the vision of the invisible – a genuine “constitution”.34 

  Yet Dietrich insists that the hidden agent intellect does not exist apart from the soul. In fact, it is 

the union of the causative power in an agent intellect with a disposition within the soul which 

constitutes an individual as such.35 Thus, like the heart, in this sense the agent intellect depends on 

its effect. Like Aquinas, then, Dietrich is committed to rejecting the consequences of Averroes’ 

interpretation of Aristotle which cannot account for how Hic homo intelligit. So it is in us, but not as 

an accidental power, and yet we are unaware of it. How does one become aware of it? Following a 

long tradition of interpreters of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics X.7, Dietrich holds that it the highest 

kind of life for a human being is the intellectual life. In the Ethics too, there is a similar ambiguity, 

where the highest “in us” is also the “divine in us”. Here, Dietrich is emphatic: the the principle of 

the intellectual life is the agent intellect, and so it must be “interior [intraneum] to the rational soul”, 

that is, “if the rational soul should be said to live by the intellectual operation of the possible 

intellect”.36 Thus, from another angle, we see that the awareness of that highest life necessarily has 

the possible intellect for its locus.  

  “Man is called rational or intellectual because it is possible for him to know by the possible 

intellect”.37 We recall how in Thomas’ On the Unity of the Intellect the discussion is concerned with 

the status of the possible intellect, which is for Averroes the “subject” of thoughts, and specifically 

whether it is either unique or individuated. In line with the reversal of Thomas’ Ia.93.7, ad 4, 

Dietrich’s critique of Averroes’ account of the possible intellect does not begin with questioning its 

unity but its substantiality.38 Substantiality appears to belong to the agent intellect alone, whereas 

the possible intellect, considered in its ordering to the agent intellect, is only accidentally constituted 

in existence, and is therefore a “form-in-another”.39 As Dietrich says in De visione, even though the 
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possible intellect appears to “exceed its subject” since it knows “other things”, it still is not a 

substance because that act comes to it from “another intellection”.40 The possible intellect depends 

on a species in order to think and, when it thinks, it becomes identical to that species; thus, its 

intellection and its very existence comes to it from without. 

  Man, therefore, is not a thinking substance because he thinks for the same reason that the possible 

intellect is not a thinking substance. Rather, it is only what both thinks and is thought (i.e., relates in 

the same way to itself and to otherness) which is a thinking substance.41 There is within the soul a 

principle with stands in immediate relation to divine goodness, because it “proceeds like an image”: 

by thinking God, it thinks itself by the same thinking, and receives its determinate essence. Hic homo 

intelligit because his summit is this identity of thinking and being-thought. In a way, this is a return 

to Averroes after Aquinas: the union of the human with intellectual substantiality is reckoned in 

terms of a shared object of intellection. For Averroes  it was the (intellectum speculativum), but for 

Dietrich it occurs in the possible intellect’s “conversion” to the active intellect by contemplating the 

“reasons” of things in its light.42 

  In Part IV of the De visione beatifica, Dietrich claims that ultimate felicity occurs at that moment 

when the agent intellect relates to the soul no longer as its efficient essential cause, but as its formal 

essential cause, when, in other words, the agent intellect no longer makes the possible intellect 

think and simply transcends it, but when there is a complete assimilation of the lower to the higher. 

Dietrich insists that this exalted state cannot be attained by nature in this life, since our mode of 

knowing through the possible intellect always relies on phantasms (even though the possible 

intellect only thinks, and only is constituted by, the agent intellect).43 In this life, our knowing is 

always phenomenal, and always bound to what appears in “manifest cogitation”. Given the 

immediacy of the intellectus per essentiam semper in actu to God, this entails knowing in the mode 

of the divine intellect itself, and the agent intellect is always in that state:44 

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 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. 
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The agent intellect, even when it thinking what is exterior to itself is essentially with itself. 

Blessedness consists in being unified with this activity.45 As we have seen already for Meister 

Dietrich, the agent intellect, the “heart” of the soul, is the very essence of the soul under the mode of 

a cause, and the full union with this, the perfection of our nature as imago Dei or capax Dei, remains 

an eschatological promise.46 Man is not a given res cogitans, but the transcendence of himself 

toward the substantiality of intellect. Before a different audience, and within another philosophical 

framework where the role of the agent intellect is even more ambiguous, Meister Eckhart describes 

the experience of this union in his own consummate way:47 

When I stood in my first cause, I then had no “God,” and then I was my own cause. I 

wanted nothing, I longed for nothing, for I was a free being, and the only truth in 

which I rejoiced was in the knowledge of myself. Then it was myself I wanted and 

nothing else. 

Eckhart’s reasons for bringing into this life what Meister Dietrich had reserved for the next would, 

however, require a whole new discussion. 
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