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Abstract

Aquinas’s virtue-based ethics is grounded in his metaphysics, and in
particular in one part of his doctrine of the transcendentals, namely,
the relation of being and goodness. This metaphysics supplies for his
normative ethics the sort of metaethical foundation that some contem-
porary virtue-centered ethics have been criticized for lacking, and it
grounds an ethical naturalism of considerable philosophical sophisti-
cation. In addition, this grounding has a theological implication even
more fundamental than its applications to ethics. That is because
Aquinas takes God to be essentially and uniquely being itself. Con-
sequently, on Aquinas’s view, God is also essentially goodness itself.
Aquinas’s metaphysical grounding for his ethics is thus meant to be
understood in connection with his more fundamental views regard-
ing God’s nature, and in particular his views of God’s simplicity. This
metaphysical grounding confers significant philosophical and theolog-
ical advantages on his ethics.
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Introduction

Aquinas’s rich virtue-based ethics is grounded in his metaphysics,
and in particular in one part of his doctrine of the transcendentals,
namely, the relation of being and goodness.1 This metaphysics supplies
for his normative ethics the sort of metaethical foundation that some

1 For an excellent study of Aquinas’s work on the transcendentals, see Jan Aertsen, Me-
dieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals: The Case of Thomas Aquinas (Leiden: E.J. Brill,
1996).
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Goodness, And Divine Simplicity 781

contemporary virtue-centered ethics have been criticized for lacking,2

and it grounds an ethical naturalism of considerable philosophical so-
phistication.3 The central metaethical thesis of Aquinas’s metaphysics
of the transcendentals being and goodness is that

‘being’ and ‘goodness’ are the same in reference (idem secundum
rem), but differ only in sense (differunt secundum rationem tantum).4

This thesis has a theological interpretation more fundamental than
any of its other applications to ethics, however. That is because Aquinas
takes God to be essentially and uniquely being itself (ipsum esse). Con-
sequently, on Aquinas’s central metaethical thesis God is also essen-
tially goodness itself.5 Aquinas says,

‘for God alone, [his] essence is his being…And so he alone is good
through his essence’.6

And elsewhere he says,

‘God is identical with (idem quod) his essence or nature….God is his
own deity, his own life, and whatever else is predicated in this way of
God’.7

Aquinas’s central metaethical thesis about the transcendentals be-
ing and goodness is thus meant to be understood in connection with
Aquinas’s more fundamental views regarding God’s nature, and in par-
ticular his views of God’s simplicity. The thesis confers significant
philosophical and theological advantages on his ethics. For example, it
entails a relationship between God and morality that avoids the embar-
rassments of both theological subjectivism and theological objectivism
and provides a basis for an account of religious morality different in im-
portant ways from the more commonly known divine command moral-
ity discussed by contemporary philosophers of religion. But, of course,
this is the case only if the central metaethical thesis is combined with

2 See, e.g., Robert B. Louden, ‘On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics’, American Philosophi-
cal Quarterly 21 (1984), 227—236; Gregory E. Pence, ‘Recent Work on Virtues’, American
Philosophical Quarterly 21 (1984), 281—297.

3 I explore Aquinas’s ethics in detail in my Aquinas, Arguments of the Philosophers (Lon-
don: Routledge, 2003).

4 Thomas Aquinas, ST Ia.5.1. Aquinas’s treatment of this thesis about being and good-
ness is a particularly important development in a long and complicated tradition; cf. Scott
MacDonald, ed., Being and Goodness (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991).

5 See, e.g., ST Ia.2.3; Ia.3.4, 7; Ia.6.3. Bonaventure, Aquinas’s contemporary and col-
league at the University of Paris, forthrightly identifies God as the single referent of ‘being’
and ‘goodness’ in his own version of the central thesis, interpreting the Old Testament as em-
phasizing being, the New Testament as emphasizing goodness (see, e.g., Itinerarium mentis
in deum, V 2).

6 ST I q.6 a.3.
7 ST I q.3 a.3.
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782 Goodness, And Divine Simplicity

the doctrine of divine simplicity, as Aquinas means it to be. The doc-
trine of simplicity is not viewed with much favor in contemporary phi-
losophy of religion, however, primarily because it seems thoroughly
counter-intuitive or even incoherent.8 In attributing a radical unity to
God, and to God alone, it rules out the possibility of there being in God
any of the real distinctions on the basis of which we make sense of other
real things. Consequently, it has seemed to many philosophers and the-
ologians to give rise to paradoxical or flatly inconsistent conclusions.
In this paper, I want to present the theological context of Aquinas’s cen-
tral metaethical thesis and his views of the transcendentals being and
goodness by exploring his interpretation of the doctrine of simplicity.

The Claims of the Doctrine of Divine Simplicity

The doctrine of simplicity, as Aquinas understands it, can be sorted
out into several specific theses, the most important of which can be
summarized in three claims.

The first distinguishes God from material objects:

(1) It is impossible that God have any spatial or temporal parts that
could be distinguished from one another as here rather than there or
as now rather than then, and so God cannot be a physical entity.

Aquinas denies that there is any matter in God or that God has any
dimensions,9 and so he rules out spatial parts in God. In addition,
Aquinas derives divine eternality, which includes God’s being outside
of time, from divine immutability,10 which he derives in turn from di-
vine simplicity.11 On Aquinas’s view, then, the doctrine of simplicity
also has the implication that God has no temporal parts.

Next, the standard distinction between an entity’s essential and in-
trinsic accidental properties cannot apply to God:

(2) It is impossible that God have any accidental properties.

Aquinas says,

‘there can be no accident in God. … a subject is related to an accident
as potentiality to actuality, for with regard to an accident a subject is
in actuality in a certain respect. But being in potentiality is entirely
removed from God…’.12

8 The most sustained and sophisticated attack on Aquinas’s position can be found in
Christopher Hughes, A Complex Theory of a Simple God (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1989).

9 ST I q.3 aa.1-2.
10 ST I q.10 a.1.
11 ST I q.9 a.1.
12 ST I q.3 a.6.
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Thirdly, the doctrine of simplicity as Aquinas understands it rules
out the possibility of components of any kind in the essence that is the
divine nature. Even when it has been recognized that all God’s intrinsic
properties must be essential to him, it must be acknowledged as well
that

(3) whatever can be intrinsically attributed to God must in reality just
be the unity that is his essence.

On Aquinas’s view, then, God is his own essence or nature.13 For
Aquinas, it is impossible that there be any real distinction between one
essential property and another in God or between God and his nature.
Furthermore, for all things other than God, there is a difference be-
tween what they are and that they are, between their essence and their
existence; but on the doctrine of simplicity the essence which is God is
not different from God’s existence. Therefore, unlike all other entities,
God is his own being.

In these claims, the counter-intuitive character of absolute simplicity
emerges clearly.14 From those claims it seems to follow, for instance,
that God’s knowledge is identical with God’s power and also with any-
thing that can be considered an intrinsic property of his, such as one
of God’s actions – his talking to Cain, for instance. And it is not only
the drawing of distinctions among God’s attributes or actions that is
apparently misleading. God’s talking to Cain is evidently not really
an action of God’s; it is his essence, and God himself is that essence.
These unreasonable apparent implications of the doctrine of simplicity
lead to further embarrassments for the doctrine. If God’s talking to Cain
is essential to God, it is apparently necessary and thus not something
God could refrain from doing. So if in accordance with the doctrine
of simplicity each action of God’s is in all its detail identical with the
divine essence, the doctrine apparently entails that God could not do
anything other or otherwise than he actually does. But in what sense
then can God be said to have free will? The doctrine of simplicity as
Aquinas understands it thus seems at least in tension with other doc-
trines Aquinas also espouses, such as the doctrine that God’s creating
was an act of free will on his part.

13 ST I q.3 a.3.
14 The most familiar problems of this sort are associated with the claim that there can

be no real distinction between what God is and its being the case that he is; for God, as for
no non-simple entity, essence and existence must be identical. Robert M. Adams has worked
at rebutting the familiar philosophical objections to the essence-existence connection and to
the concept of necessary existence; see his ‘Has It Been Proved that All Real Existence is
Contingent?’, American Philosophical Quarterly 8 (1971), 284-291 and ‘Divine Necessity’,
Journal of Philosophy 80 (1983), 741-752.
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784 Goodness, And Divine Simplicity

Resolving Some of the Difficulties

Many, but not all, of these counter-intuitive conclusions can be dis-
pelled by clarifying the claims of the doctrine of simplicity on
Aquinas’s interpretation of it.

According to Aquinas, in virtue of being absolutely perfect God has
no unactualized potentialities but is entirely actual, or in act. Neverthe-
less, the atemporal pure actuality that is God can have various mani-
festations and effects in time.15 It is in that way that there is a mistake
in thinking of God’s talking to Cain as one of the things God does in
the strict sense in which a temporal agent’s action is an intrinsic prop-
erty of the agent’s. Aquinas gives this as a standard characterization of
the single divine action: ‘God wills himself and other things in one act
of will’.16 As Aquinas understands it, God’s willing himself and other
things consists in God’s willing at once, in one action, both goodness
and the manifestation of goodness.17 But there is no special difficulty
in understanding goodness to be manifested differently on different oc-
casions or to different persons. On Aquinas’s view, the multiplicity of
the objects of God’s will is no more in tension with his simplicity than
the multitude of the objects of his knowledge is.18

The absence of real distinctions among divine attributes such as om-
nipotence and omniscience is to be explained along roughly analogous
lines. According to the doctrine of simplicity, what human beings call
God’s omnipotence or God’s omniscience is the single eternal entity
considered under descriptions they find variously illuminating, or rec-
ognized by them under different kinds of effects or manifestations of
it. What the doctrine of simplicity requires one to understand about all
the designations for the divine attributes is that they are all identical in
reference but different in sense, referring in various ways to the one ac-
tual entity which is God himself or designating various manifestations
of it. So Aquinas says,

‘the names said of God are not synonymous. This would be easy
to see if we were to say that names of this sort are used to separate
[attributes from God] or to designate a relation of cause with respect to
creatures, for in this way there would be various meanings (rationes)
of these names in accordance with various negations or various effects
denoted. But since it was said that names of this sort signify the divine

15 For a discussion of God’s eternality and God’s relations with time on Aquinas’s ac-
count, see the chapter on divine eternity in my Aquinas, 2003.

16 SCG I.76.
17 For a discussion of the essential connection between divine goodness and the man-

ifestation of it in things other than God, see Norman Kretzmann, ‘Goodness, Knowledge,
and Indeterminacy in the Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas’, Journal of Philosophy 80 (1983),
631-649.

18 See SCG I.77.
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substance, although imperfectly, it is also clearly evident that … they
have different meanings’.19

What Aquinas says about being and goodness in his central metaeth-
ical thesis thus applies, in his view, to all the terms applied to God: they
are the same in reference, but different in sense.

But the difficulties for absolute simplicity canvassed so far are the
easy ones. The hardest one to resolve is the apparent incompatibility of
God’s simplicity and God’s free choice. For all I have said so far, the
doctrine of simplicity still seems to entail that the only things God can
do are the things he does in fact do.20

The Apparent Incompatibility of Simplicity and Free Choice

Since no one whose will is bound to just one set of acts of will makes
real choices among alternative acts, it looks as if accepting God’s ab-
solute simplicity as a datum leads to the conclusion that God has no
alternative to doing what he does. If we begin from the other direction,
by taking it for granted that God does make choices among alterna-
tives, it seems that God cannot be absolutely simple. For the doctrine
of divine free choice can be construed as the claim that some of God’s
properties are properties he chooses to have – such as his being the
person who talks to Cain at t1. But it makes no sense to suppose that
God freely chooses all his properties, so that it is up to him, for exam-
ple, whether or not the principle of non-contradiction applies to him, or
whether he is omnipotent, good, eternal, or simple. Considerations of
this sort evidently require us to draw a distinction between two groups
of characteristics attributed to God: those that are freely chosen and
those regarding which God has no choice.

And this distinction, it seems, cannot be explained as only a reflec-
tion of diversity in the temporal effects brought about by the single eter-
nal activity which is God, or as no more than different manifestations
of a single active goodness. Instead, this distinction appears to express
a radical diversity within divine agency itself, in that some truths about
God – such as that he exists – are not subject to his control, while oth-
ers – presumably such as that he talks to Cain at t1 – are consequences
of his free choice.21

19 ST I q.13 a.4.
20 The question whether God could do what he does not do, or refrain from doing what he

does, is a well-recognized problem in the tradition of rational theology. Aquinas, for instance,
discusses it several times – e.g., Scriptum super libros Sententiarum (SENT) I d. 43, q. un.,
aa. I & 2; SCG II 23, 26-27; QDP q. 1, a. 5; ST I q.25 a.5. I discuss this question further later
in this paper.

21 This apparent diversity is clearly expressed by Aquinas in such passages as these: ‘God
necessarily wills his own being and his own goodness, and he cannot will the contrary’ (SCG I
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786 Goodness, And Divine Simplicity

Nor can this distinction be explained away as an instance of referring
to one and the same thing under different descriptions in ways suited
to human minds, which can acquire only fragmentary conceptions of
the absolute unity that is God. Recourse to the human point of view
appears to be unavailable as a basis for explaining the apparent distinc-
tion between necessary and freely chosen divine acts of will. Moves in
that direction would either present the necessary acts as really indeter-
minate or deny free choice to God, by suggesting that the appearance
of free choice in God is really only a consequence of certain extrin-
sic accidental properties of his or by presenting the apparently freely
chosen acts as not really choice on God’s part.22

Nonetheless, it is abundantly clear that Aquinas takes God to be pos-
sessed of choice or liberum arbitrium;23 he argues for it vigorously in
a variety of places. It is also clear that for Aquinas liberum arbitrium
is the power for choosing among alternative possibilities. In addition
to the standardly cited passage in ST I q.19 a.10, for example, Aquinas
says in QDV q.24 a.3,

‘there remains to God a free judgment for willing either this or that,
as there is also in us, and for this reason we must say that free choice
is found in God’.

In particular, Aquinas holds that God was free to create or not to cre-
ate, that God’s creating was not brought about in God by any necessity
of nature.24

Furthermore, in his argument for God’s free will in ST, Aquinas ex-
plicitly draws the distinction which raises the worry to which I have
called attention here. He says,

80); ‘in respect of himself God has only volition, but in respect of other things he has selection
(electio). Selection, however, is always accomplished by means of free choice. Therefore, free
choice is suited to God’ (SCG I 88); ‘free choice is spoken of in respect of things one wills
not necessarily but of one’s own accord’ (ibid.). Notice that even though God’s existence and
attributes are conceived of here as being willed by God, they are expressly excluded from
among the objects of God’s free choice. This diversity is discussed further later in this paper.

22 Cf. in this connection, e.g., Nelson Pike, ‘Omnipotence and God’s Ability to Sin’,
American Philosophical Quarterly 6 (1969) 208-216; Thomas V. Morris, ‘The Necessity of
God’s Goodness’ in Anselmian Explorations: Essay in Philosophical Theology (Notre Dame,
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1987), pp. 42-69; William Rowe, ‘The Problem of Di-
vine Perfection and Freedom’, in Reasoned Faith, ed. Eleonore Stump, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1993), pp. 223-247.

23 The notion of liberum arbitrium is not equivalent to our notion of free will but is rather
a narrower concept falling under the broader concept of freedom in the will. For more expla-
nation of Aquinas’s understanding of liberum arbitrium, see the chapter on free will in my
Aquinas, 2003.

24 See, for example, SCG II.23.
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‘Since God wills his own goodness of necessity but other things not
of necessity… with respect to those things which he wills not out of
necessity, he has liberum arbitrium’.25

Here, then, Aquinas distinguishes between acts of will necessary for
God, such as the will for his own goodness, and acts of will not neces-
sary for God, such as the act of will to create. How is this distinction
not a real distinction in God? Furthermore, it seems, on the face of it,
that this analysis attributes contingency to some of God’s acts, such as
God’s act of will to create. But if some divine acts are contingent, then
it seems that God does have accidental properties, properties such that
God could exist and have properties other than these, contrary to the ex-
plicit claims of the doctrine of divine simplicity, as Aquinas expounds
and defends it. The central claims of the doctrine of divine simplicity
as Aquinas understands it thus still seem falsified by Aquinas’s account
of free choice in God.

God’s Accidental Properties

It helps considerably in this connection to look more closely at
Aquinas’s understanding of the nature of accidental properties.

The first thing to notice here is that although Aquinas denies that
there are any accidental properties in God,26 he also claims that it is
possible for God to do things he does not do (possit facere quae non
facit). So, for example, in a passage that deserves quoting at length,
Aquinas says,

‘Some have supposed that God acts as it were from the necessity of
nature, … in such a way that from the divine operation there can result
neither other things nor another order of things, except what is now.
But we have shown… that God does not act as it were from the neces-
sity of nature but that his will is the cause of all things and also that his
will is not naturally or of necessity determined to these things. And
so in no way is it the case that this course of things comes from God
of necessity in such a way that other things could not come [instead].
Others, however, have said that the divine power is determined to this
course of things because of the order of divine wisdom and justice,
without which God does nothing. But since the power of God, which
is his essence, is nothing other than the wisdom of God, it can appro-
priately be said that there is nothing in the power of God which is not
in the order of the divine wisdom, for the divine wisdom embraces
the whole potency of [divine] power. And yet the order introduced in

25 ST I q.19 a.10.
26 ST I q.3 a.6: ‘in Deo accidens esse non potest’. See also QDP q.7 a.4: ‘absque omni

dubitatione, tenendum est quod in Deo nullum sit accidens’.
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788 Goodness, And Divine Simplicity

things by the divine wisdom, in which the formula of justice consists,
… does not exhaust (non adaequat) the divine wisdom, so that the
divine wisdom is limited to this order. … And so we must say uncon-
ditionally that God is able to do things other than those he does’.27

Elsewhere he says,

‘although God does not will to do other than he does, he can will other
things; and so, speaking unconditionally (absolute), he can do other
things [than he does]’.28

Aquinas emphasizes this point in speaking of God’s liberum arbi-
trium or free choice. God creates freely, on Aquinas’s view, and the
freedom at issue in God’s willing of creation, unlike God’s willing of
his own goodness, does involve alternative possibilities. Aquinas says,

‘the divine will is related to opposites, not in such a way that he wills
something and afterwards wills it not [to be], which would be incom-
patible with his immutability, and not that he is able to will good and
evil, because [this] would suppose defect in God, but because he is
able to will or not to will this’.29

So, on Aquinas’s view, in this world God wills, for example, to cre-
ate, but it is not necessary that God create; it is possible that God not
create.30 There is therefore another possible world in which God exists
and does not will to create.

Thomists have typically supposed that Aquinas’s claim that God has
no accidents is consistent with his claim that God could do other than
he does.31 But how are these positions to be reconciled? If God can
do other than he does, then it is possible for God to exist as God and
yet will differently from the way he actually does will. In that case,
however, on our current way of thinking about modality, the way God
actually wills is not necessary to him. Hence, that God wills in the way
he does is a contingent fact about God and God’s willing in this way
is an accident of his. And yet Aquinas holds not only that God has no
accidents but even that God is his own nature; and so, since the nature
of God is invariable, it seems that God must be the same in all possible
worlds in which he exists.

In my view, it is unreasonable to suppose that Aquinas is guilty of
a large, explicit, obvious, and uncomplicated contradiction. A more
reasonable explanation of this apparent conflict in his views is there-
fore that Aquinas’s modal claims do not mean what current notions of

27 ST I q.25 a.5.
28 QDP q.1 a.5 ad 9.
29 QDV q.24 a.3 ad 3.
30 Cf., e.g., QDP q.3 a.15.
31 See, for example, Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, The One God, (St.Louis and London:

Herder, 1943), pp.190-191 and pp.511-512.
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modality would take them to mean. In what follows, for the sake of
brevity, I will concentrate just on the problems generated by Aquinas’s
denial that God has accidents.

When Aquinas himself describes an accident, he does not categorize
it as a property a thing does not have at a time but could have had
at that time (or has at that time but could have not had at that time),
or in any other way that suggests he is thinking of accidents in terms
of synchronous possibilities across different possible worlds. Instead,
he characterizes an accident entirely differently, namely, as something
that has being but in an incomplete sort of way.32 So, for example,
he says,

‘because essence is what is signified by a definition, it must be the
case that [accidents] have essence in the same way in which they have
a definition. But they have an incomplete definition, because they can-
not be defined unless a subject is put in their definition. And the rea-
son for this is that they do not have being per se, devoid of a subject.
Instead, as substantial being results from form and matter when they
come together in composition, so accidental being results from a sub-
ject and an accident when an accident comes to a subject. ….That to
which an accident comes is a being complete in itself, subsisting in
its own being, which naturally precedes the accident which comes to
it. And so the conjunction of the accident coming [to a subject] with
that to which the accident comes does not cause that being in which
a thing subsists, by means of which a thing is a being per se, but it
causes a certain kind of secondary being, without which a subsistent
thing can be understood to be…. And so from an accident and a sub-
ject is not produced something that is one per se but only [something
that is] one per accidens’.33

It is clear from this passage that Aquinas does not characterize an
accident as any property a thing has in some but not all of the pos-
sible worlds in which it exists, so that every feature a thing fails
to have in all the worlds in which it exists has to count as an
accident.

But doesn’t it seem as if Aquinas should have defined an accident
in just this way? Of the ten Aristotelian categories, all nine other
than substance count as accidents; and the category of substance is
the category including individuals and their essences. So anything
non-essential to a particular thing is in fact an accident. And since
the essence of a thing is the same in every possible world in which
it exists, any feature a thing has in some but not all the possible

32 For more detailed discussion of Aquinas’s account of accidents, see the chapter on
Aquinas’s metaphysics in my Aquinas, 2003.

33 De ente et essentia c.6. 34-35.
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790 Goodness, And Divine Simplicity

worlds in which it exists will apparently have to be an accident,
even on Aquinas’s metaphysics. It seems, then, that on Aquinas’s
own views an accident must be any feature of a thing which that
thing could have but doesn’t have to have – that is, any feature
which a thing has in some but not all the possible worlds in which it
exists.

If this were Aquinas’s position, however, then he could hardly main-
tain that God has no accidents but that God could do other than he
does.

In the passage cited above, Aquinas’s account of accidents empha-
sizes the metaphysical incompleteness of accidents, and it may be that
this emphasis points us in the right direction for understanding his posi-
tion about accidents and God. On Aquinas’s view, an accident is what
has only incomplete being. It doesn’t have subsistent being or being
per se, and its addition to something produces only an accidental unity,
and not unity of the sort that is produced by the conjunction of matter
and substantial form, which produces a substance. An ordinary created
thing can be other than it is just in those parts of it that are metaphysi-
cally insubstantial, so to speak. A created thing is metaphysically lim-
ited enough that only some of its metaphysical parts, its invariant or
necessary metaphysical parts, have complete being; and so its variant
features, those it has in some but not all the possible parts in which
it exists, have the sort of incomplete being Aquinas attributes to ac-
cidents. That is why, for created things categorized by means of the
Aristotelian categories, it is true that any feature a thing has in some
but not all the possible worlds in which it exists will be an accident.
God, on the other hand, is metaphysically perfect and unlimited. And
so, in the case of God, Aquinas seems to be thinking, even what is vari-
able about him across possible worlds (as distinct from across time)
has complete being.

If this is right, then this is the sense in which we should understand
that God has no accidents – not that God is exactly the same in all
possible worlds in which he exists but that there is nothing at all meta-
physically incomplete or insubstantial about God in any respect, even
though God is not the same in all possible worlds.

These remarks about Aquinas’s understanding of the modal terms
at issue in the doctrine of simplicity are only allusive and suggestive,
not precise or analytically explanatory. But that they are roughly on
the right track is further confirmed by the way Aquinas argues to the
conclusion that God has no accidents. So, for example, as a quick and
supposedly decisive argument in the sed contra of the relevant question
in QDP, Aquinas says this:

‘every accident is dependent on something else (habet dependentiam
ab alio). But there can be nothing of this sort in God, because
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Goodness, And Divine Simplicity 791

anything that depends on something else must be caused, but God
is the first cause [and] in no way caused [himself]’.34

If by denying accidents of God Aquinas were trying to argue, in ef-
fect, that God is the same in all possible worlds, then it isn’t at all
clear that God’s non-dependence would count as an acceptable argu-
ment for it, even on Aquinas’s own views, since, as we have seen,
Aquinas argues in various places that (non-dependent) God can do
other than he does. The inference from non-dependence to sameness
across possible worlds doesn’t hold for Aquinas.

There is additional confirmation for this way of understanding
Aquinas’s concept of accidents in the reply Aquinas himself makes to
a putative objector who raises the very sort of worry which has been at
issue here. The objector says,

‘What is not necessary to be is equivalent to what is possible not to be.
Therefore, if it is not necessary that God will something of the things
that he wills, it is possible that he not will this, and it is [also] possible
that he will that which he does not will. And so the divine will is
contingent with respect to either of these. And in this way it is [also]
imperfect, because everything contingent is imperfect and mutable’.35

In his reply, Aquinas does not deny that God can will other than he
does; he denies only that God’s ability to will otherwise than he does
entails that there is anything in God which is imperfect or changeable
over time. He says,

‘sometimes a necessary cause has a non-necessary relation to an ef-
fect, and this is because of a defect in the effect, and not because of a
defect in the cause…. That God does not will of necessity something
of the things he wills happens not on account of a defect in the divine
will but on account of a defect which belongs to what is willed in ac-
cordance with its formula (ratio), namely, because it is such that the
perfect goodness of God can be without it. And this is a defect which
accompanies every created good’.36

I am glad to say that it is beyond the scope of this paper to give with
any depth or precision a positive account of Aquinas’s understanding
of the notion of having an accident, but the evidence amassed here is
enough to show clearly that Aquinas does not understand the concept
of an accident as it would be understood in contemporary philosophy.
In particular, he does not automatically take any property anything has
in some but not all possible worlds in which it exists as an accident
of that thing. However exactly Aquinas does understand the notion of

34 QDP q.7 a.4 sed contra.
35 ST I q.19 a.3 obj.4.
36 ST I q.19 a.3 ad 4.

C© 2023 Provincial Council of the English Province of the Order of Preachers.

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12874 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12874


792 Goodness, And Divine Simplicity

having an accident, it is clear, then, that for him the denial that God has
accidents does not entail that God is the same in all possible worlds in
which he exists.

Conditional Necessity

Nonetheless, a problem remains. Even if we grant Aquinas more than
many readers at this stage will be ready to concede, namely, that the
claim that God can do other than he does can be reconciled with
Aquinas’s claim that God has no accidents, there is still some question
whether Aquinas is entitled to hold, as he does, that all composition in
God is ruled out. On the face of it, it seems that some composition must
remain. That is because we can make a distinction – an apparently real
distinction among intrinsic characteristics of God – between those di-
vine acts of will that are the same in all possible worlds and those that
vary across possible worlds. If we can make such a distinction, then it
seems that God cannot be simple. In my view, this is the most difficult
form of the objection that divine simplicity and divine free choice are
incompatible.

The problem is that the distinction seems, on the face of it, to be a
real distinction in God’s nature, between the metaphysical ‘softness’ of
willing to create (for example) and the metaphysical ‘hardness’ of will-
ing goodness.37 Willing to create characterizes God’s nature in only
some possible worlds, while willing goodness characterizes it in all
possible worlds; therefore, it seems that there are at least two different
sorts of characteristics in the divine nature, distinguished from one an-
other by having or lacking the characteristic of obtaining in all possible
worlds.

Aquinas, I think, would have supposed that this line of thought con-
fuses a logical distinction to which we have every right with a meta-
physical distinction for which there is no basis. On Aquinas’s account
of God’s will, God wills himself and everything else he wills in a sin-
gle simple act of will. Because some but not all of the objects of that
single act of will might have been other than they are, we are warranted
in drawing a logical distinction between the conditionally and the ab-
solutely necessitated objects of that single act of will; but nothing in
that warrant licenses the claim that the act of will is not entirely one,
that there are two really distinct acts of will, or one act of will in two
really distinct parts. Even if we should go so far as to say that with
regard to some but not all of its objects God’s will itself might have
been different from what it is, this counterfactual claim shows us again
only a logical distinction among the objects of the willing and not a

37 Christopher Hughes raised an objection of this sort to an earlier version of this position.
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metaphysical difference within the divine will itself. What the logical
distinction picks out is a difference in the ways in which the single act
of divine will is related to the divine nature, on the one hand, and to
created things, on the other. But the mere fact that one thing is related
in different ways to different things does not entail that it has distinct
intrinsic properties, only distinct Cambridge properties. The difference
between the relationship of the divine will to the divine nature and the
relationship of the divine will to creatures stems not from a metaphysi-
cal difference in the divine will itself but from metaphysical differences
among the diverse objects of that will.

An analogy may help clarify this part of Aquinas’s position, even
though it is fully suitable in only a few respects. If some woman, Mon-
ica, looks directly into a normal unobstructed mirror, then in a single
glance she sees herself and other things. On any such occasion, Monica
invariably sees herself, so that in the context of the example her seeing
of herself is necessitated in some sense. But what she sees besides her-
self will vary from context to context and so is not necessitated. We
might therefore draw a warrantable logical distinction between the ne-
cessitated seeing of herself and the non-necessitated seeing of other
things. Still, that logical distinction provides no basis for inferring that
there is a real distinction within Monica’s act of seeing. Her act of
seeing remains a single undivided glance in spite of its being properly
subjected to our logical distinction. The basis for the logical distinction
is not some division within Monica’s glance but is rather the difference
among the objects of her glance and the different ways in which those
objects are related to Monica’s one undifferentiated act of seeing.

If this line of thought is right, then Aquinas has all he wants or needs
with regard to God’s single act of will and its differing objects. The
fact that we can distinguish conditionally from absolutely necessitated
aspects of God’s will shows us an appropriate logical distinction but
provides no basis on which to infer a metaphysical distinction within
the divine will itself. There is a necessary relationship between God’s
willing and God’s nature considered as an object of his willing be-
cause his will is by definition a wanting of the good and God’s nature
is goodness, on Aquinas’s view. But any other things God wills for the
sake of goodness are such that goodness is realizable without them,
and so the connection between God’s will and these objects of his will
is not necessary. Therefore, the distinction between those aspects of
the divine will which could have been and those which could not have
been otherwise reflects a difference in the ways in which the divine
will is related to itself and to other things. And these different rela-
tionships give rise to different counterfactual truths – e.g. ‘God might
have willed not to create’; ‘Even if God had not willed to create, he
would still have willed himself’. But although the differing relation-
ships and differing counterfactuals imply that God is not the same in
all possible worlds, they do not show that in any given world God’s
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act of will is not one single metaphysically indivisible act. They pro-
vide the basis for drawing a conceptual distinction among Cambridge
properties of God’s will, but because the distinction arises just from
considering the different ways in which the divine will can be related
to its objects, they do not constitute a metaphysical distinction among
God’s intrinsic properties any more than Monica’s single glance is in-
trinsically divisible because of the different sorts of objects to which it
is related. But absolute simplicity rules out only metaphysical differ-
ences within God’s nature; it does not and could not provide any basis
for objecting to logical or conceptual differences. And so the concep-
tual distinction between those aspects of the divine nature which could
have been otherwise and those which could not is compatible with the
doctrine of simplicity.

Conclusion

Aquinas’s central metaethical thesis, worked out in the context of his
metaphysics of the transcendentals, provides a sophisticated grounding
for his virtue-based ethics. It constitutes, as it were, a grand unified
theory of goodness, within which his account of human morality is sit-
uated, as a particular application of the general theory. When the cen-
tral metaethical thesis is combined with Aquinas’s theological views,
especially his understanding of the doctrine of divine simplicity, then
the theological interpretation of the central metaethical thesis consti-
tutes the basis for a religious ethics that makes God essential to hu-
man morality but without tying morality to God’s will. The result is a
metaphysically grounded, objective virtue ethics which is theological
at least in this sense that it is ultimately based in God’s nature. But the
success of this way of grounding and understanding ethics depends on
Aquinas’s interpretation of the doctrine of God’s simplicity, which has
seemed to many scholars to be the least acceptable part of Aquinas’s
philosophical theology. In this paper, I have tried to show that some of
the problems apparently raised by the doctrine of simplicity stem from
misunderstandings of the claims Aquinas takes to be constitutive of the
doctrine. When those claims are properly understood, and in particu-
lar when they are understood in terms of Aquinas’s own metaphysics
and modal theory, they look considerably less open to attack. Although
a full defense of the doctrine would require considerably more work
on Aquinas’s metaphysics and modal theory, the considerations I have
raised here go some way to dispel some of the common objections to
the doctrine.38

38 Aquinas on Being, Goodness, and Divine Simplicity. In Die Logik des Transzenden-
talen. Festschrift für Jan A. Aertsen zum 65. Edited by M. Pickavé, 212–25. Miscellanea
Mediaevalia 30. Berlin and New York: W. de Gruyter, 2003. At various stages in the lengthy
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process of thinking about Aquinas’s views of divine simplicity, I have received useful com-
ments and questions from William Alston, Bowman Clarke, Leon Galis, Joshua Hoffman,
Christopher Hughes, William Mann, Deborah Mayo, Alan McMichael, Philip Quinn, Gary
Rosenkrantz, James Ross, Joseph Runzo, Christopher Shields, Richard Sorabji, Robert Stal-
naker, James Stone, Theodore Vitali, and John Wippel.
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