The Absolute Simplicity of God and

.the Distinetion Among the Divine
Attributes: A Comparison of the Thoughts
of St. Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scotus

A Research Paper
Submitted to the Faculty
Of Saint Meinrad College of Liberal Arts
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of Bachelor of Arts

Gregory Passafiume
April, 1982
Saint Meinrad College
St. Meinrad, Indiana




Knowledge and understanding of the nature of God, much
more whether he even exists, is a concern that has occupied
the minds of all since the beginning of man's existence. It
is not a problem that is easily dismissed nor easily resolved.,
Tt will be the intention of this paper to discuss but a small
ﬁart of the questidn of God's nature; yet it is a very im=-

portant one.

In this ?aper.\l infénd to discuss the absoluté'simplim
city of God, tha%.isw the prqposition that God is not compos-
ite ~or made up of parts but rather is alfogether simple or
One. In considering God's absolute simplicity, one must
considér how simplicity is indicative of what we call God
and in what wayévwe canrreasonably admit this. One must also
look to the attributes of God: attributes being those things
which the intellect perceives as constituting the essence
of God. Determination of the relationship between the attri-
butes of God is an essential part of this question. If
one were to hold that God is in reality altogether simple,
then it woﬁld be necessary to hold that all of God's atfric
butes are inseparable for one to be consistent. For to hold
otherwise would be to say that God is made up of ﬁarts or is
composite and therefore not altogether simple. For it is the
essence of absolute simﬁlicity to be One. This will be the

central focus of this paper.



In discussing this I will introduce and treat the
thougﬁts of Thomas Aquinés and John Duns Scotus. For Thomas®
teaching on this matter I will utilize Quéstion Three, Arti-
cle Seven of the Summa Theologica. In this article, Thomas
treats the question of the absolute simplicity of God. Al-
though Thomas would hold that this is a matter of faith, yet
he also'gives several arguments from reason which demonstmate'

that God is indeed altogether simple.

I will also introduce the Scotian notion of formal
distinction. This is a distinction which Scotus devised as
an intermediary between real and logical distinection. This
will provide the to00l necessary for further discussion of
how Scotus views the distinction between God‘'s attributes.
Utilizing the formal distinction, I will show how Scotus is
able to admit that God‘'s attributes are more than just logic-

ally distinect.

Even though Thomas in his Summa never talks directly
about the distinction between the divine attributes, I will
attempt a Thomist reply to Scotus® admission of a formal

distinctioﬁ between those attributes.

In the Seventh Article of the Third Question in his
Summa, Thomas concerns himself with whether God is altogether
simple. This article depends on and is a synthesis of many
points and demonstraticns of previous articles. The diffi=-

culty with this question is that created things. which are



images of God, are composite. And among created things,
composition is better than simplieity, as is brqught out in
the second objection. Thus, chemical compounds are better
than elements, and elements better than the parts that com-
pose themel The body of the article provides many arguments
from reason which have their foundation in doctrines from the
preceding articles and in the truths that God is first Being,
the first Cause, pure Act and celf-subsisting Being. He
demonstrates the absolute simplicity of God in the foliowing
five ways:

(1) From the previous articles in this question, he has
shown that in God there is neither composition nor quanti-
tative parts; His nature does not differ from his suppositﬁms
His Essence does not differ from His Being: in Him there is
no composition of genus and difference; and in Him there is
no composition of subject and accident,2 From this, Thomas
demonstrates that there is no composition in God, physical
or metaphysica1,3

(2) The second way is that every composite is posterior
to its component parts, and is dependent on them. Buﬁ God is
first Being and therefore altogether simple.u In understand-
ing what Thomas is saying here, Qe must realize that every=
thing that is composite follows from its component parts.

It follows in terms of nature. if not also in terms of time
: because the composite itself is a result of the parts and is

dependent on anything preceding it. Therefore, from this,
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we can conclude that God is altogether simple.

(3) In thé third way Thomas begins by indicating that
every composite has a cause. But God is the first uncaused
Cause and therefore not composite.s To understand the major
premise in this argument, we must_look at what Thomas means
in it. He is saying that things in themselves ﬁhich are
different can not unite unless something caused them to do
so. In other words, it is impossible to have an uncaused
union of different things.7 And since truth has it that God
is the first Cause, then it is evident that He is not com-
posite.

() In every composite there must be potentiality and
actuality, but in God there is no potentiality but He is pure
actuality. Therefore God is not compositee8 Thomas® major
premise of this argument is easily understood. If we discuss
compdsition in regards to essential or natural unity of a
thing, we have matter and form which are the elements of
potentiality and actuality respectively. If, on the other
hand, we are talking about the accidental unity of a compo-
sition we have substance and accident which are elements of
potentiality and actuality respectively.9 In terms of the
composition of essence and existence (essenée being the
element of potentiality and existence being the element of
actuality) Thomas shows in a previous article that God's
essence is His existence and that existence is Pure Act,

And if we accept as truth that God is Pure Act, then it is



evident that God is not a ccmposition.

(5) The final way is that in anything composite, none
of its éafts can be-predicated of the whole. 1In everything
that is composite, there is something which is not it itself.
This, however, cannot be said of form beecause in form itself
there is nothing besides itself. Therefore, since God is

10 In:bther

absolute form, He can in no way be'coﬁposite,
words, what Thomas is saying is that in anything composite

there is no part of that thing that can-be bredicated of the
whole. In the example of man, there is no par:t of man which
is man. But in God, being altogether simple and not compo-
site, whatever is in Him is God. If we take the example of
air we see that parts of the air are air but not the whole

air. But in God.whatever is in Him is the whole of God and

11 Accepting the truth that God is pure

not a part of Him.
fﬁnm'and the principle that in form itself there is nothing

besides itself, it follows then thét God is not composite.

Before going onto a discussion of the distinetion
between the divine attributes and what a Thomist notion of
that would be, it might be appropriate if we look at the
. v;arious. types of distinctions that.can be made between two
| or more things. The %wo most basic types of distinction are

the real.and the iogieal distinction.

A real distinetion is‘a - ‘distinction which exists be-

tween two separable things or beings. The Scholastics had

l



four signs that would indicate a real distinction between

two things. They are: (1) One of them could change without
the other changing. It would be a contradiction to say that
the same thing changed and did not change. (2) The two can
be separated from each other and both will continue to existe-
for nothing can be separated from itself. (3) One is pro-
duced by the other--for nothing can produce itself. (&) If
there were a real opposition between the two things, in

which case it could be reduced to a contradiction@lz

As can be seen, in a real distinction one is distin-
guishing between two separable things that are not just
separate in the mind but in reality. This is not so with a
logical or virtual distinction. A distinction of this sort
is a purely mental distinction with no objective distinetion
in the thing itself. It lies between two concepts of the o
same being. But the thing itself does offer us a reason for
making the distinction so there is a foundation in reality

for a logical distinction.13

Scotus found it necessary to introduce the notion of a
formal distinction to that of real and logical distinction.
This formal distinction is something less than a real dis-
tinection and more than a logical distinction made in the mind.
It is an objective distinction between two formalities and
not between aheﬁth;ngﬁand another. The properties of these

formalities are as follows: (1) The'formality is not =
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a distinet physieal thing but something less than a thing.
(2) Each formali%y has its own proper identity. Because of
the simplicity of the formality, it may not be possible to
define it but if it could be defined, the definitions of the
two formalities would be essentially different. (3) Since
the formalities exist by virtue of the existence éf‘a thing
and do not have their own distinct existence, they are in-

sepafableelu

Most of the Scholastics rejected this theory of formal
distinction‘altogether. For them, there is no possible
middle position.betwesen real and logical distinection. They
think that the formalities vefer to either itwo beings or one
and that the formal distinction is contradictory because it
is éupposed to exist only in the mind and-not only in the

mindol5

According to the Thomist point>of view, there exists
a logical distinction between the divine attributes. It is
a logical one because it is(nonaexisteht previous to the
mind®’s consideration of it. This, at first, may not be clear
but nonsider the line of reasoning. In God, there is no real
foundation for coneceiving anything in'potentiality: for
whatever is conceived in God must be conceived zs pure act.
Now, God's nature as we know it or conceive it contains His
attributes more than just logiecally or wirtually; they are

contained more so actually, that is, in reality. In other



words, since what we conceive in God (His attributes) is in
actuality (Pure Act) and existent in the entity itself, then
the foundation for this conception is real and existent before
the mind's consideration of it. For those attributes are in
reality existent in God and not dépendent on any mind's con-

sideration of them for their existence..®

This, however, is not true for the distinction we make
between the attributes themselves. The distinctions we make
between the divine attributes are non-existent previous to
the mind‘s making those distinetions. The Thomist holds
that all the divine attributes include one another actually
and implicitly, Thereforé, any distinction we make between
them is one that is in the mind alone and not in the thing
itgself. In other words, "The attribufes are formally in God,

but not formally dis‘tinc‘te“l7

Scotus maintains that there is at least a logical foun-
dation for the distinection between the divine attributes
because of the very fact that we give names for those differ
ent attributes and differentiate among them. But he goes
further to admit a formal distinction between the attributes
in God which is previous to the mind‘'s consideration of them
Scotus holds that since natures have an intelligible identity
of their own, there is a formal distinction between the dif-
ferent attributes which correspond to those natures actuzlly

found in God., Now, this distinction it must be noted, is


http:existence.16

something less than a real distinction and this plurality of
formalities which he posits does not destroy the absolute

unity or simplicity of God.ls

It is only in this”way that we can know that God acts
in ways that are consistent with the different attributes
that ére in Him and that we conceive in Him. In this way,
we know that God punishes out of His jusﬁice aﬁd pardons out
of His mercy. This necessitates that the divine attributes
be formally distinct, that is, something more than logically
distinct,19 The basis for this distinetion, it must be re=-
membered, is the existence in reality of formally distinct

20

entities. Seotus® reasoning as to how he can admit a

formal distinction between the divine attributes and not
destroy the absolute unity of Infinite Being is best expressed
as follows:
"Sinee Scotus does not accept the real
composition of essence and existence, he
can attribute several formal entities to
- any being without disrupting its actual
unity. The formalities thus conceived
are therefore both really distinct formal
entities in the thing, and really one as
sharing in the actual being of the whole-
whose pérts&theﬁ“areo"21
The Thomists® answer Scotus with his notion of fbrmal
distinction by saying that this formal distinection which he
posits between the divine attributes if it is anything more
than a logical distinction and has existence before the mind®s
consideration of it, then it is already 2 real distinction

even though it may be slight. This, then, would be contrary
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to the absolute simplicity of God. To the Thomist, "Scotus
ends in extreme realism and in a certain anfhropomor@hism,
since he posits in God a distinction that exists only in the
min 0"22
Nevertheless, Scotus views this formal distinction as
an intermediary between real and 1ogica1 distinction. And
as was presented before, Scotus does not accept the notion
of the real composition of essence and existence and so he

can attribute several formalities to one being, without dis=-

rupting or destroying the unity or oneness of that being.

As can be seen, Thomas and Scotus have two opposing
views on how the divine attributes are distinet in God,
yet they both hold to the principle that He is absolutely
simple and not composite. They both pfesent reasonable
argumehtation which leads them from their notions about the
divine attributes to the absolute simplicity of God. It
would seem that the problem lies in the way that each has
structured their metaphysics; they both have different ways
of understanding and explaining reality even though they

probably had wery similar worldviews.

Scotus has long been noted as the “Subtle Doctor" which
may give some insight into some of the notions and ideas he
devised, in this case, the formal distinction. It may be
that Scotus has gotten toc subtle and has made more out of
the distinction between the divine attributes than was actu-

ally necessary or warranted. It seems that the structure
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and ideas that Thomas presents are adequate to understand the
distinction between the divine attributes and the simplicity
of God. Scotus, by introducing the formal distinction, seems
tovhave confused the issue more rather than shedding anymore

light on the question.

Despite Scotus' subtlties he, like Thomas, tried to
preseﬁt ideas and notions which were comﬁatible with those
ideas and notions which he believed from faith in the pursuit
of understanding the truth about God. In this case, that is

the belief that God is One and altogether simple.
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