
BUDDHISM COMES WEST 591 
Josa hat (thought to be a corruption of Gotama-Bodhisat) the 
Bu B dha found his way into the menologies ofthc Eastern Churches 
and the Roman Martyrology. The story came with dl the prestige 
of St John Damascene behind it (though the Greek version is now 
known to have antedated him), and, a thousand years later, the 
first printing presses widely disseminated it. For !he story was 
prominent in the LRgetidu duueu, the first of all best-sellers among 
printed books. 

We do not know now how the Buddha-legend first came to 
Jerusalem (to which the first ‘Christian’ versions have been traced), 
nor do we know by what devious deceits or mistakes the legendary 
story of his life and his passing was turned into a witness-bearing 
to the Incarnation. However deplorable it may have been as a 
mualation of history, perhaps there was more truth in it than 
meets the eye. 

AVICENNA AND WESTERN THOUGHT IN THE 
THIRTEENTH CENTURY1 

KENELM FOSTER, O.P. 

HERE was something indefinite about the effect of 
Avicenna on the West in the thirteenth century. Constant T and pervasive as his d u e n c e  was-fiom its beginnings 

in Spain in the twelfth century, through the confusion of its first 
contacts with the Cathedral Schools and the nascent University of 
Paris, down to Albert and Aquinas and Scotus-yet it nowhere 
crystallised into a definite set of doctrines accepted by a clearly 
marked group or school, as did, later in the century, the influence 
of Averroes. Some years ago Pkre De Vaux2 brought into cir- 
culation the term ‘Latin Avicennism’, parallel to the ‘Latin 
Averroism’ which Mandonnet had disclosed in his great work on 

1 This article is based on a lecture given at Cambridge in Much, 1951; one of a series on 
the life, writings and influence of the Arabian philosopher, Avicenna. Avicenna was born 
about the year 980 at Bukhara (to the north-east of the frontier of modem Persia, in what 
is now Soviet tcmto ) and died in 1037. His prodigiously active l i e  w a s  spent in Persia, 
but nearly all his w o z  are written in Arabic. EquaUy renowned u physician and philo- 
sopher, Avicenna shares with the Spanish Arab Averroes (1126-1198) the chief place in the 
intellectual history of Islam in the middle ages. 
2 Noia ef Textes stir Z’Auicennitme Latin uux confins des XIIe-XIIZe sikla. (Paris: Vrin, 
1934.) 
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Siger of Brabant. But Ptre De Vaux’s term, UnLkc Mandonnet’s, 
has not gained general acceptance; there is too much difference 
between the conhed eclecticism at the turn of the century, 
studied by De Vaux, and the clear-cut, far more unified position 
of the Averroists of the 1270’s. More acceptable perhaps as a name 
for that earlier phase is Gilson’s ‘augustinisme avicktmisant’,3 
tho h this denoted originally only one aspect of it-the attem t 

Augustinian tradition of the human mind’s dependence upon 
illumination from God. And in any case one must not overstress 
the Augustinian element in the currents of thought that were 
running at the end of the twelfth century, and that largely derived 
from other sources-Boethius, for example, and Erigena. So far 
anyhow as Avicenna was concerned, whde everyone in our period 
accepts him as an outstanding ‘philosopher’, no one of importance, 
except perhaps Roger Bacon, submits to him without consider- 
able reserves. For Bacon, Avicenna is dux et princep philosophiac, 
the chief commentator and exponent of Aristotlc; and Bacon 
spoke with some authority if, as De Vaux says, he was ‘de tous les 
grands auteurs du XIIe siecle le mieux renseignt sur la vie et les 
oeuvres d’Avicenne’.4 But he was also a mfle eccentric, and his 
homage is exceptional. Avicenna is an auctor continually cited, 
frequently opposed, always to be reckoned with. He is paid a 
constant, if often conventional, respect. St Thomas, for example, 
in the De Ente et Essentia cites Avicenna again and again in support 
of his own very personal theses. True, this work is among the 
earliest of the saint (1254-6), and in the course of time St Thomas 
depended less on Avicenna, quoted him less and bccamc much 
more preoccupied with Averroes. But precisely this shift of 
emphasis is typical of Avicenna’s fortune in the thirteenth century. 
There comes to mind the title of one of Gilson’s valuable studies, 
‘Avicenne et le point de dkpart de Duns Scot’.S It was apparently 
Avicenna’s usual fate to act as a ‘point de dkpart‘. So also, of 
course, was Aristotle; but the hrase is hardly adequatc to his vast 

about 1260, became a force that either dominated or repelled. 

to a apt an Avicennian theory of the ‘agent intellect’ to t hp e 

duence.  Nor does it so we s suit Averroes, who, at lcast after 

3 See his axticla in the Archives d’hisfoire doctrinrrle et fi tfhdre du Moyor Age:  1926. 1927, 
1929. 1933. 
4 op. at. p. 57. 
5 Archives, etc.. 1927. 
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AVICWNA AND WESTERN THOUGHT 5 93 
Avicenna did not dominate, nor, as a rule, repel. He contributed 
much, notably to the Thomist synthesis and the Scotist; but in 
general rather as a s t a r t i n  point than as a finished product. 

towards him on the religious issue-so different from what came 
to be the Christian attitude to Averroes. No doubt St Thomas 
nill borrow a principle from Averroes to support his thesis on the 
unity of substantial form, and will, as we shall see, vigorously 
combat Avicenna on the relation of the mind to the ‘agent 
intellect’; and throughout the century Avicenna’s name will be 
linked with an impossibly unorthodox theory of creation. But on 
the whole he does not seem to have been re arded with outright 

a theologian deeply suspicious of infidel phdosophy, yet remark- 
ably well-mformed about it, is fierce against Averroes but com- 
paratively mild, in tone, against Avicenna. Averroes, besides 
repeating all the errors of Aristotle, especially as regards the 
eternity of matter and movement, adds on his own account a 
‘more direct opposition to the truth of our Faith’; hence he must 
be criticised much more vehemently than the Philosopher. With 
this one may compare the courteous opening of the chapter on 
Avicenna: ‘he erred, or seems to have erred, in maintaining that 
in beings composed [of matter and form] there is only one 
form’.6 

But it is time to attempt an ou the  sketch of Avicenna’s 
philosophy as it appeared to the West towards the close of the 
twelfth century clothed in the rough Latin of the period. I speak 
of the Avicenna of the Scholastics, not of the original Avicenna; 
and of his phdoso hy, not of his natural science. So regarded, 

being, and throughout our period he is cited as an authority for 
the psychological priority of this notion; that ‘being and essencc’ 
are what the mind first apprehends.7 Now, in reference to actual 
existence, being divides into the possible and the necessary; and 
again possible being divides into what is simply possible and what 
is possible per se but necessary conditionally, i.e. in relation to a 
cause. For what is caused to exist is thereby virtually or causally 

Symptomatic, too, is t 1 e somewhat hesitant attitude adopted 

hosdty. The author of the De Erroribus Phi H osophorum (1260-74), 

then, he is a min f governed in some sense by the concept of 

6 Text in Mandonnet’s Siger, vol. 2, p. 1, 55. Note that the author rejects St Thornla’s 
thesis of the unity of substantial form. 
7 One example out of many: St Thomas’s Dc Etite ct Ertentia, c. 1, par. 1. 
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necessary, though it remains only possible per se in that it has 
required a cause to bring it into existence. This distinction has 
great importance historically. Averroes rejected it out of hand. 
Real being, he said, simply is per se and necessarily; the mind 
cannot conceive of a dung as at once intrinsically possible and yet 
actually existing. Thus Averroes refuses to draw a real distinction, 
valid in reality extra animam, between a substance and its existence. 
And his refusal is vehement, for in this notion of an existence that 
is actual and yet radically contingent he saw a contamination of 
philosophy by reli ‘on. He expressly charges Avicenna with 
being led astray by t r  e theolo ians, with attempting an impossible 
conjunction of scientdic phfosophy and religious fables about 
creation.8 For of course the notion of contingent existence, 
favoured by Avicenna’s &tinction between the per se possible and 
the necessary-as caused-seemed very congenial to the Biblical 
teaching on the creation of the Universe. Whether that distinction, 
presented by Avicenna, really did harmonise so well with the 
Bible is another matter. The Christian thinkers were mostly 
pretty sure that it did not. But by opening so clear a gap bemeen 
existence and essence in the created world, Avicenna gave the 
thirteenth century a starting point for one of its most keenly 
debated themes. There was, it is true, already in the field Boethius’s 
distinction between p o d  est and quo est, and this was quickly 
related to Avicenna’s. But the latter’s influence was particularly 
strong in this matter-though it is not at a l l  easy to assess; since, 
on the one hand, Avicenna’s use of terms is associated with a 
cosmogony that was at root utterly different from the Christian, 
while resenting a deceptive appearance of similarity; and, on the 

may be called ‘extrinsicism’, that is, of a lacing the sources of 

world; and this in virtue of his conception of essence; but this 
conce tion remained, it would seem, for most of the Scholastics 
some&ng of an enigma, so that, until St Thomas, no one came 
down decisively either for or against the creation-theory of 
Avicenna with an adequate1 worked out metaphysic of hls own. 

its d u e n c e  in the hrteenth century related to three captial 
8 See GiLon, r u l e  el I’Esence, pp. 6247 (Paris, 1948); and on this subject generally, 
M.-D. RoIand-GcdXs edition of the Dc Ente ef Bmtio (Lc Sanlchoir, Kain; 1926). 

other K and, Avicenna’s thought worked in the hection of what 

the being and intelligibility of the sensib P e world outside that 

The Avicennian notion o ty essence must now be considered, and 
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themes: creation; the nature of material substance; and the nature 
and activity of the intellect. 

Mention has been made of the ‘possible’ and the ‘necessary’. 
Both these terms refer, in Avicenna, to essence or quiddity, that 
by which any being is what it is and is definable by an intelligence. 
Now Avicenna conceives of essence in a curious apartness or 
isolation. Thus an essence as such neither exists nor does not exist. 
It is true that Avicenna (if1 understand him aright in this diflicult 
matter) does not seem to have thought of essence apart from the 
intrinsic per se possibility criticised by Averroes; and this is 
because he thought that the alternative to saying that an essence 
was possible per se was to say that it was impossible per se; and if‘ 
essences are that which God renders actual by creation, they 
cannot be impossibilities per se. Not even God can do the impos- 
sible. But apart from this inconsistency, if it is such, what is 
characteristic of the Avicennian essence is pure isolation from al l  
relations to existence or non-existence, to singularity or plurality. 
Equinitas est eqirinitas tuntum. If existence were of the essence of 
‘horseness’, horses would not be conceivable except as existing. 
Again, if singularity were of the essence of ‘horseness’, there 
could be only one horse. And yet if plurality were of its essence 
there could be no such thing as u horse. ‘Horseness’ simply 
prescinds from being and non-being, from the singular and the 
plural. In the mind indeed it can become a universal predicable of 
many subjects, and in reality a singular existent subject; but only 
throu h something happening to it in each case. All through our 

something to which additions are made fiom outside itself. We 
find St Thomas, as he shapes his own philosophy, now accepting, 
now rejecting, this ‘extrinsicist’ emphasis, though he tends on the 
whole to reject it. Thus he refuses the Avicennian division of 
unity from being, on the ground that this is to confuse the unity 
that any being has and must have, in virtue simply of being, with 
the unity it may have in virtue of being one of a series. The former 
is metaphysical unity, the latter quantitative or mathematid.9 
Again, St Thomas will expressly mention Avicenna, often linking 
his name with Plato’s, when he attacks, as he frequently does, the 
view that the forms of material things, and intelligible forms (or 

perio d Avicenna will be associated with this notion of essence as 
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‘ideas’) in the mind, come to those things and to the mind, from 
an extrinsic principle in each case. ‘Some’, he remarks, ‘such as 
Plat0 and Avicenna, have maintained that all forms come &om 
extrinsic causes, a& extrinseco’.lO One ‘extrinsicist‘ thesis indeed, 
and a fundamental onc, St Thomas does accept, the ‘real’ distinc- 
tion between essence and existence; and hc cites Avicenna in 
sup ort of it. To what extent, however, this Thomist thesis is 
r d y  a development of Avicenna’s is a difficult question. I shall 
only touch on it here in the course of a few remarks. on the 
historical setting of thc theme of creation in the thirteenth century. 

From thc view that existence is something ‘added’ to essence 
a& extrinseco, it follows that all essences derive existence ultimately 
&om an extrinsic principle whch can only be described as pure 
cxistence, or as the primal unity in whch all distinctions vanish. 
God, for Avicenna, is utterly one, both as undivided in himselfand 
as unique; and a certain insistence on the divine unity was re- 
garded as characteristically Avicennian.11 

Now t h s  stress found an eager and somewhat unguarded 
welcome, in the last decades of the twelfth century, with certain 
inheritors of the more or less neo-Platonist tradition, derived &om 
Boethh, fed by the Areop itc and by Scotus Erigena and 

tradition’, as it has been called,l2 a particular stress was laid on 
form as the principle of unity and intelhgbility in being. Form was 
realised perfectly in God and participated in varying degrees by 
creatures, which derivcd from and returned to God according to 
the measurc of their unity, stability and intellectuality. Thus 
metaphysics went hand-in-hand with religion. And this tradi- 
tion was, in part, Augustinian. For what do certain great passages 
of the Confenions express, if not a yearning towards the eternal 
Unity and Clarity? Augustine, indeed, was the unequalled master 
of t h i s  expressed concord of thought and religion, of this move- 
ment of the mind into itself and above itseE this reaching towards 
an Object at once most intimate and most sublime: interior infimo 
meo et superior s ~ m m o  meo.13 But not in all aspects would t h  
vision be controlled by the faith of St Augustine; nor was it 

developed by the great Schoo 7 of Chartres. In &IS ‘De Unitate 

10 Quodlibet IX, a. 11. 
11 One example out of many in St Thomas: Itr XI Setif., D. 1, Q. 1, a. 1. 
12 By P. H. Vicaire in Revue de Sc. Phil. et Thiol., XXVI, 3, pp. 449, 5s. 
13 Co&.s., III, 6. 
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AVICENNA AND WESTERN THOUGHT 597 
likelv, in the long run, to accommodate itself at all points to the 
Chrktian doctrine of creation and a clear distinction between 
Creator and creature. With the opening of the thirteenth century, 
pantheism appears at Paris in the teachrng of Amaury de Bsnes, 
only to be promptly condemned at a provincial synod of bishops 
held in the same city in 1210. In 1215 the condemnation was 
approved by the papal legate, Robert of Courson, and in 1225 
Pope Honorious III ratificd a censure passed on Erigena’s De 
divisione nutime, which, it is commonly agreed, had influenced 
Amaury. Meanwhile this Erigenian current had met and mingled 
with the new influence of Avicenna, as may be seen in the 
anonymous Liber de causis primis et secundis, often attributed to 
Avicenna, but really the work of a Christian author writing 
between, approximately, 1180 and 1215.14 As anothcr factor in 
the rather tan led situation, we must note, also in 1210 and 1215, 
the first prohi t itions on the use of the libri naturales of Aristotle in 
the University of Paris, together with commentaries on them, 
commenta, suninrue; and it is probable that these terms refer to the 
translated works of Aviccnna. In part these prohibitions were 
provoked by the matenalism of David of Dinant, who was 
condemned with Amaury, but more generally the new aristotelian- 
ism, s t i l l  confused withneo-Platonist accretions and with Avicenna, 
was felt to menace the Christian teachmg on the fact and manner 
of creation. This anxiety continued in varying degrees, and was to 
prove a fruitful excitant in thc formation of Thomism. With 
Avicennds name it was linked, especially, as regards three 
propositions: that God created necessarily, and therefore ctern- 
ally; that the first effect of creation was one being, not many 
(ex uno non provenit nisi unum) ; and that thc divine causation was 
passed on from this frrst cffect downwards through a series of 
intermediate spiritual causes, the last of whch, the so-called ‘agent 
intellect‘, was the immediate cause of the human intellect and of 
all the forms of the material world. Associated more particularly 
with Aviccnna was this theory of intermediaries-rendered more 
awkward for the thcologians by the fact that Peter Lombard 
himself, the officially approved Master of the Sentences, had 
taught a modified version of the same idea; so that we find St 
Thomas in the Summa obliged to refute, along with Avicenna, and 

14:Ed. in De Vaux, op. cit., pp. 80. 5s. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.1951.tb04633.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.1951.tb04633.x


598 BLACKFRIARS 

in the same article, his own text-book of Catholic theolog .15 

implied an unacceptable idea of God, it was not at first clear just 
how t h i s  idea differed from the Christian one, nor how it could 
be refuted. Here was a philosopher who, dividing essence from 
existence, declared that God confcrred existence, yet also that he 
conferred it necessarily. God, in this view, is bound by his own 
nature; and this is a pure self-difflsive liberality. ‘Liberality’-the 
term, as applied par excellence to God, is repeatedly, by St Thomas, 
linked with the name of Avicenna. But if God must be thought 
of as ‘liberal’, does this cancel his seK-sufKciencyr And if seif- 
s&ciency implies, ultimately, self-xxistence, is it possible to con- 
ceive of the divine existence as including, not limiting, the divine 
liberality? It is the problem of the relation of being to goodness, 
which St Thomas strove to solve by deepening the concept of 

. But in the first half of the century the Christian effort to 
this threat to the doctrine of creation took the form, 

broadly speaking, of, first, a reassertion, largely rhetorical and 
dogmatic, of the divine omnipotence, and, secondly, a distinction 
between ‘natural’ action (per modum nuturue) which is not predicable 
of God, and ‘voluntary’ action (per moduni voluntutis) which is. 
Both these defences wcre elaborated magnifccntly by William of 
Auvergne (I 180-1249), that fiery and engaging personality whose 
polemical preoccupation with, yet considerable respect for, 
Aristotle and Avicenna, combined with a total unawareness of the 
special danger of Averroism, is typical of the first half-century. 
But W&am is a secondary figure. After the mid-century, with 
the maturer Aristotelianism of Albert the Great now largely 
achieved, the time was ri  e for a more finished synthesis. St 

in the De Potentia, and &ally in the Summa. Enough here to say 
that his solutions involve a thorough re-examination of the conse- 
quences of regarding God as pure being (ipsum esse .cirbsistens); 
establishing the transcendent freedom of his creative act and its 
immediate contact with each and every creature. 

As regards the physical world, the chef thirteenth-century 
problems concerned the nature and interrelation of form and 
matter-and of matter especially perhaps. Avicenna’s conception 

But whde it was clear that Avicenna’s cosmogony as a w B ole 

Thomas explored the prob P em of creation in the Contra Gentiles, 

15 I, 45,s. On this matter see A. Forest: La Srrrrrhrre Mktuphysiqrte du Coricrct Selon St 7%. 
D‘Aquin; apec. c. 2 (Paris: Vrin, 1931). 
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of essences in the abstract, apart &om the conditions of their 
concrete reahation, probably favoured the view that this realisa- 
tion took effect, in the physical world, only through matter, the 
principle of imperfection and disunity and so of the diversity and 
multiplication of individuals in the same species. Indeed, the term 
signatu, applied to matter in t h i s  sense (muteria signata quantitate), 
probably came in with the translations of Avicenna.16 It was used 
to formulate the theory of matter which St Thomas, following 
Albert, was to elaborate in the course of his long polemic against 
the notion of ‘spiritual’ matter associated with the Franciscan 
school and with the Jewish phdosopher Avicebron. Yet the 
Avicennian theory itself did not entirely satisfy St Thomas; it left 
matter not related closely enough to form. For St Thomas any 
physical h g  is matter-in-formed; and while the Arab‘s logic 
aided the construction of a theory of genus and species in h e  
with this \<ex., he did not esca a running fire of Thomist 

embodied a manner, and in particular for representing, ‘platoni- 
cally’, the production of bodies as a ceaseless flow of forms from 
an inwiaterial principle: ‘As Plato maintained that the forms of 
the sensible realities we experience arc the effect of immaterial 
substances, so too did Avicenna’.l7 So we come to our thrd and 
last theme, the nature and activity of the intellect. 

At first sight, Avicenna’s theory of the soul might seem 
positively congenial to Christian teaching; and so it seemed to 
many when it first came into the West, and even long after. It 
emphatically differentiates the rational soul &om the body. It is 
true that, as Avicenna admits no principle except matter of 
individuation within a species, one must su pose that, for him, 

happens then to the soul after death? Does it merge into a single 
common soul z Avicenna does not say so, but William of Auvergne 
thought this the consequence of his principles, and heartily 
denounced Avicenna, along with Aristode, for den g individual 

human individdty to that in man which is precisely not the soul. 
On the other hand Avicenna certainly teaches that the soul is in 
fact individual and does not exist before its body. Yet it is not for 
16 Roland-Gosselin, op. cit.. p. 11. 
17 Summa Theol.. I, 110. 1 ad 3. 

criticism for having conceived o p“ form in too extrinsic and dis- 

souls differ simply because they have d erent bodies. What 

immordty.  One senses the Christian’s horror at x” e reduction of 
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him, in thc Aristotelian sense, the body’sform. It uses the body, 
and even needs it, but in itself it is a thing apart, a substantia 
solitaria.18 

Twenty-five years ago M. Gilson set out to answer the question : 
‘Why did St Thomas criticise St Augustine?’, and he did so by 
tracin the effort of a series of Christian thinkers, from the mid- 

doses of Avicenna. But for my purpose the chief interest of 
Gihon’s conclusions (which have of course been questioned in 
detail) lies in the light they throw on the reaction of St Thomas, 
who worked out his own theory of the ‘agent intellect’ in terms, 
chiefly, of a critique of that ‘platonism’ to which, on the question 
at issue, he likens the teaching of Avicenna. This teachmg, St 
Thomas observes, was consonant with what Avicenna tau ht 

find their proper and sufjticient causes, not in other bodies, but in 
an active separated world of spirits. Similarly, the soul receives 
intellectual knowledge from an ‘active intellect’ outside and above 
it. It can indeed do s o m e k g  to facilitate its reception of intelli- 
gible forms from outside; but this selfdisposing activity of the 
soul is not properly intellectual; it is an exercise of imagination. 
The cause of the intelligible ideas as such is wholly extrinsic. 

Against this St Thomas reiteratcs his fundamental objection: 
‘ T h  theory would eliminate the proximate principles of realty’. 
The activity of any t h g  must be explained, as far as possible, in 
terms of that thing itself. 19 Ifthinlung, as distinct &om imaginin , 

w i t h  the individual man; but not intrinsic in the Platonic sense, 
i.e. an inward possession of intelligible forms which the soul 
recovers by a sort of reminiscence, by a return into itself, away 
&om the body and the senses. For if that is how man attains 
knowledgc, what is he doing with a body z If it is fundarnentally 
natural for the soul to grow wise by withdrawing from thc body, 
then its union with the body must be fundamentally unnatural. 
Broadly speaking, that is the Thomist objection to Plato.20 And 
Avicenna, for St Thomas, started from the same basic supposition 
as Plato: that the human intellect by nature bears directly upon 

twelft ph century on, to mix the Augustinian tradition with strong 

about bodies. In Aviccnnian physics, he says, the forms of bo ! ies 

is a human activity, the root of it must be human-a princip ii e 

18 M h g a  Mandomet II, p. 48 (Eibl. Thorm’sre XIV; Paris: Vrin. 1930). 
19 Q dc Vcr. X, 6. 
20 2 S.T. I, 84.4~. 
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intelligible forms in act. Yet, Avicenna was less consistent than 
Plato; for, conceiving the source of intellectual Me to be outside 
the soul, he med to explain the soul's approach to this life as an 
exercise of the senses and imagination. H i s was an inconsistent 
Platonism.21 

But Avicenna was also an inconsistent Aristotelian. We must 
reahe that St Thomas accepted Aristotle's critique of Plato. The 
Platonic world of pure forms participated intuitively by the 
human mind was for h m  no longer philosophcally tenable. The 
objective basis of such intuition had been removed. But on the 
side ofthe subject the case was not so clear. To Avicenna at least, 
as S t  Thomas interprets him, it was clear that if intelli 'ble forms 
exist, they exist in an intellect and as actually intellecte cr . Aviccnna 
threw the cmphasis on mind, and on mind in act.22 Where else, 
he thought, could intehgible forms exist? Meanwhile, Aristotle 
had introduced the notion of the intellectus agens, so bringing the 
D e  Attitiin to a sort of clunax where the noblest part of the soul 
stands revealed : separabilis, inipassibilis, immixtus et in actu secundum 
substantiam. And all &us exactly suited Aviccnna. Nothing less 
could satisfy his demand, as a subject for intelligible forms, of a 
knower in act. But, so far as the human mind was potential only, 
it could not be that subject, that knower. As St Thomas formulates 
it, putting as tersely as possible the case against his own view, 
intellectus possibilis and intellectus agens cannot share the same 
substance; for the same thing cannot, with rcspect to the same, 
be at once in act and in potency.23 Hence the Avicennian intellectus 
"gens exists as a separate, spiritual substance outside the soul. 

At once Avicenna was involved in insuperable difIiculties. But 
at once his critic also was involved in the neccssity of explaining 
(a) how the mind could be at once the active source of its own 
understanding and in potency to intelligibles; and (b) how the 
senses subserve understanding without being a mere excitant 
(against Plato) or the sole intrinsic dispositive cause (against 
Avicenna). What was needed, in fact, was a review of the whole 
relation between the mind and the material world. It is beyond 
the scope of thrs lecture to consider the review that St Thomas 
provided. Enough to say that it sprang right out of his critique of 

21 Contra Getu., 11, 74 passitn. 
22 cf. QQ. de Ver. X, 2c. 
23 Q. de Anim, a 5 ad 2; S.T. I, 79, 4. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.1951.tb04633.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.1951.tb04633.x


60a BLACgFRIARS 

his predecessors; and to suggest that the ultimate term of all  the 
Christian thinker’s criticism of the Arabs was a demonstration of 
the intrinsically intellectual, and therefore spiritual, character of the 
individual human soul. 

In this lecture I have kud the em hasis on Avicenna’s encounter 

over-emphasis. For the thirteenth century was intellectually 
extremely complex. But in general its fascination consists in its 
having witnessed the first encounter, on a high and sustained 
level, of Christianity with an alien philosophy. If one may draw 
morals from history-and why not?-I would draw two &om 
this: that if Christians are bound to love their neighbours, they 
should love their neighbours’ minds; and that ifnon-Christians 
are bound to love truth, they may find some in Christians. Truth 
is hard to gain and to keep, but it can be shared; at  least ifDanre 
(who learned much &om the Arabs) is right, who saw Paradise 
united in the ‘vero in che si queta ogni intelletto’.24 

with the mind of St Thomas, an CF so run the risk, no doubt, of 

CATHOLIC WRITING 
G ~ R D  MEATH, O.P. 

R EVELYN WAUGH once wrote, in a letter, I thmk, 
to a Catholic newspaper, that it is the business of the M novelist to portray man ‘against a background of 

eternal values’. Few novelists and few critics have been sufficiently 
clear-headed to attempt such a succint definition. In making lus 
point so neatly, Mr Waugh has disclosed the dilemma in which 
the modem poet and novelist fmd themselves, a dilemma which 
is fairly represented in this passage &om Elizabeth Bowen’s own 
notes on novel-writing : 

‘Great novekts write without pre-assumptions. They 

‘To write thus would be the ambition of any noveht who 

‘Does this mean he must have no an Ie, no nioral view- 

maintaining the conviction necessary for the novel; (b) incap- 

write from outside their own nationality, class or sex. 

wishes to state poetic truth. 

point? No, surely, without these he wo L f  d be (a) incapable of 

24 ‘in the truth that brings all minds to peace’. (Par. xxviii, 108.) 
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