Chapter Three

The Human Vocation

Having demonstrated the possibility of a rational metaphysics of the sort which traditionally grounded natural law ethics, shown what such a metaphysics might look like, and derived a statement of the moral imperative in its most general form, we need now to address the problem of human nature. This is important because, as we noted in the introduction, the critique of metaphysics has, since the late Middle Ages, been associated with a pessimistic doctrine of human nature, something which persists even among self-described advocates of a natural law or virtue ethics, such as Alisdair MacIntyre. This doctrine has, in effect, served to convince people that they cannot be good and cannot build a just society and that they therefore need not –indeed had best not— even try. In addition to answering the hegemonic pessimism regarding human nature, we also need to provide a positive understanding of human capacities which is sufficiently detailed to provide the basis for the doctrine of virtue we intend to develop in the next chapter. This will mean, among other things, specifying the principal acts of our cognitive and appetitive faculties. It also means assessing, as far as possible, whether or not the human vocation is limited to this world or perhaps extends beyond it, and if so how. 

Our basic thesis is simple. We will show that “strong,” doctrines of original sin and radical depravity, whether religious or secular, in fact derive from a univocal metaphysics which, from the very beginning, pits human development against divine sovereignty (or, the case of secular doctrines, against the development of other human beings) and thus quite literally “sets us up for a fall.” This will be quite apparent in the case of Augustine and his followers, and we will see that is also behind the pessimism of Nietzsche and Freud. We will also show that such doctrines serve to legitimate wrongdoing and injustice by making them seem inevitable. 

But what about Thomas? Doesn’t Thomas also uphold the decision of the Church against Pelagius and for Augustine? And yet his metaphysics is nothing if not analogical. What we hope to show is that Thomas’ position on original sin is really rather different from that of the Augustinians and that his assent to their position and his occasional use of rather Augustinian language is not really fully compatible with the larger design of his system. He is, in effect, submitting to the authority of the magisterium while using this doctrine, with which he is less than fully comfortable, in order to account for a general weakness in human nature which seems incompatible with the original goodness of creation and which might otherwise be inexplicable. 

We feel no such deference to a magisterium which has bent too often and too long to the oppressor’s rod, teaching what the rich demanded, that their sins might be concealed and their power conserved, and which thus now requires teachers of its own. We will attempt to do rigorously and systematically what Thomas and most Catholic thinkers (and indeed most of the Catholic people both before and after Augustine) have done covertly and incoherently. We will offer a doctrine which accounts for human weakness in a way that does not compromise either the essential goodness of human nature or the real and practical possibility of both right action on the part of individuals, regardless of their circumstances and the creation of a just society, while also recognizing the need for a turning towards Esse as such, which is always right there in front of us but we rarely recognize, and for institutions which can help point out the presence of esse in the world and thus facilitate that turn. Specifically, we will show that human beings are, by nature ordered to the good. We seek, in other words, the highest good we know. Our understanding of the Good is, however, limited, so that we know the highest Good –God— only dimly and indirectly, while lesser goods present themselves to us more vividly. We seek the Good, furthermore, under conditions of finitude and in the process pursue strategies which not only involve exploitation and oppression, but which bring into being social structures which form us in ways which ultimately degrades our ability to know and do the Good. These structures do not obscure the Good completely, and thus do not actually render right action impossible, and so our responsibility for what we do remains. But they do deform our understanding of the Good, so that we pursue it in a way which leads to failure and frustration. This accounts not only for the fact that human beings have, sometimes and on a very large scale done things which are truly heinous but also for the general difficulty which we all experience in “being all we can be,” coupled with the fact that we know that we could have done better and are thus culpable for not having done so. Overcoming this weakness requires not only self-discipline and the support of a rightly ordered community but the external discipline of a cosmos which is ordered in such a way as to frustrate our relentless pursuit of lesser goods and show that we are ordered to the pursuit of something higher and also in such a way as to demonstrate the long term unworkability of strategies based on exploitation and violence and the structures to which they give rise. It also requires the manifestation of Esse as such in such a way that we can see through lesser goods to the real end to which we are ordered, and thus the presence of institutions which mediate that manifestation. But all this is always and already present in the cosmos precisely because it is a real participation in Esse as such and even when degraded serves as a window on the divine. 

Whether or not this doctrine is “orthodox” or “Pelagian” is rather a question of semantics. It is Catholic, in the sense of being in accord with the frankly semi-Pelagian sensus fidelum of the Catholic people. And, we will show, it provides the most economical way of accounting for both the dignity and weakness of humanity both individually and collectively. 

Historical Perspectives 

Doctrines of Original Sin and Radical Depravity

There are, broadly speaking, two things which conspired to render strong doctrines of original sin and human depravity credible. The first is a simple matter of fact, which even those of us who reject such doctrines will not contest: that human beings sometimes do truly heinous things, resulting in a world which is full of suffering which, at least on the face of it, appears to be both unnecessary and due to human causes, and that even those who struggle to do what is right often fail miserably. Advocates of the doctrine of original sin and radical depravity have, to be sure, had a rather stronger sense of the latter point than most of us. Romans 7, with its claim that we “cannot do that which we will to do” and its talk of “another law in our members, at war with the law of the mind,” does not resonate for me as it did for Augustine and Luther, but I can recognize the reality to which it points. It is hard to be the best we can be. 

The second factor, however, is rather more subtle. Reading Paul and Augustine and Calvin we find a profound sense of our radical culpability for these failures --a sense that each and every wrong act does, in some sense, merit the infinite wrath of an omnipotent God. For them, human failure is not so much a matter falling short –even culpably short— of a difficult goal; it is first and foremost an act of rebellion against God which, if unchecked, threatens the underlying order of the cosmos. 

In Paul this sense is, to be sure, just incipient, something which is implied by the logic of his argument in, for example the Letter to the Romans. Thus Paul begins by arguing that the Law is accessible to everyone, on the basis of reason (Romans 1:19-20). Human beings have, however, failed to give God the glory he is due (Romans 1:21). The result has been a darkening of the intellect and a progressive descent into knowing and will sin (Romans 1:22-31) which is deserving of death (Romans 1:32). The same is true of the Jews, who have the Law by revelation as well (Romans 2:17-3:6). Paul seems to draw from this the conclusion that it is impossible for people to fulfill the law, knowledge of which only makes us more conscious of our sinfulness (Romans 3:20). Justification comes only through faith in Jesus Christ (Romans 3:21), or more precisely through baptism into his death and resurrection (Romans 6:3-4), a formulation which probably captures a bit more of the real flavor of Pauline Christianity, which was still dominated by the milieu of the mystery religions. 

Paul does not make much of an argument for human inability or radical depravity, beyond suggesting that we do know the law, and that if we could fulfill it we would have long ago, and we have not. This is seconded by his frustration at his own efforts to do what is right (Romans 7:13-24). The real force behind his moral outrage at humanity’s failures, however, seems to come from a sense that sin is an affront to God, who demands that we accord him glory (Romans 1: 21) and submit to His will. Sin is “hostility to God (Romans 8: 7).” 

What is the social basis and political valence of this doctrine? We know from the work of Gerd Theissen (Theissen 1982) and Dmitris Kyrtatis (Kyrtatis 1987) that the Pauline communities, like Hellenistic Christian communities generally, were socially quite diverse. They did not, however, include the most oppressed elements in the Roman Empire (agricultural and mining slaves in the West, peasants in the East). And it is clear from Theissen’s analysis that Paul stood clearly with the wealthier members of the communities he founded. Thus, when the Corinthians wrote to him about a dispute between the rich and the poor in the community, which came about when the richer members of the community refused to share the fine food they had brought to celebrations of the Lord’s Supper, Paul simply advised that the rich show more consideration for the feelings of the poor –not for their stomachs— and eat at home (1 Corinthians 11). Similarly, when the master of an escaped slave complained to him that his slave had claimed that baptism made him a free man, Paul ordered to slave to return to his master (Philemon). Theissen calls this ethic "love patriarchalism."

In these congregations there developed an ethos obviously different from that of the synoptic tradition, the ethos of primitive Christian love‑patriarchalism ... This love‑patriarchalism takes social differences for granted, but ameliorates them through an obligation of respect and love, an obligation imposed upon those who are socially stronger. From the weaker are required subordination, fidelity and esteem (Theissen 1982: 107). 

Precisely because Paul does not think it is possible to fulfill the law, he did not require that members of his congregations either act justly or struggle to create a just social order, only that their reign in their most rapacious tendencies. This ethic made Pauline Christianity especially attractive to elements of the Roman ruling classes who were trying to shore up the authority and legitimacy of the Empire in the wake of the serious labor shortage caused by the closing of the limes (Anderson 1974). Specifically, Pauline “love patriarchalism” helped the ruling classes make the transition from exploitation of slave labor, which they had habitually worked to death, to the exploitation of settled, dependent peasants who retained enough of what they produced to be able to breed. At the same time, the Pauline theology strictly ruled out any sort of rebellion against the empire (Romans 13).

In Augustine the association of the emerging doctrine of original sin with an implicitly univocal metaphysics becomes all the more clear. We have already seen, in the first chapter, that Augustine’s metaphysics is somewhat ambiguous. He inherited from Plato –or rather from the Neo-Platonists—a metaphysics of participation which might have led his theology, as it did that of other Christian Neo-Platonists, in a very different direction, one which emphasized the cultivation of human capacities. His social location and biography, however, lead him to focus more narrowly on the problem of order, both social and spiritual, and this deformed both his metaphysics and anthropology. Thus, Augustine’s initial analysis of evil, as simply the privation of the Good, is fully in accord with a Platonic metaphysics of participation. 

There is no such entity in nature as “evil;” “evil” is merely a name for the privation of good (Augustine. City of God. XI: 22). 

Sin, furthermore, is simply a turning from the greater, immutable to the lesser, mutable good.

This failure does not consist in defection to things which are evil in themselves; it is the defection in itself which is evil (Augustine. City of God. XII: 8). 

Thus far there is nothing in Augustine’s analysis which would suggest that human failure either merits eternal damnation or results in a fundamental inability to do good. The turn comes when Augustine asks about the cause of sin. The straightforward answer, and the one which would be coherent with the larger Platonic background of his analysis thus far, would be that we sin because of the relative weakness of our knowledge of higher goods, and especially of God, by comparison with our knowledge of lesser goods, which seem more vivid. But Augustine rejects this option, on the basis of a very thin argument, in favor of the view that our “defection” from God to ourselves and other creatures is “without cause.” When we sin our activity is “futile” and we has “defective causes.” 

… when an evil choice happens in any being, then what happens is dependent on the will of that being; the failure is voluntary, not necessary and the punishment is just (Augustine. City of God. XII: 8).

The defect, furthermore, consists in disobedience of and rebellion against God. Thus According to Augustine, God 

… created man’s nature as a kind of mean between angels and beasts, so that if he submitted to his Creator, as to his true sovereign Lord, and observed his instructions with dutiful obedience, he should pass over into the fellowship of the angels, attain an immortality of endless felicity, without an intervening death; but if he used his free will in arrogance and disobedience, and thus offended God, his Lord, he should live like the beasts, under sentence of death, should be the slave of his desires, and destined after death for eternal punishment (Augustine. City of God XII: 22).

The weakness of human nature, which prevents us from doing what is right, is not so much a direct and natural consequence of original sin, as it is a punishment for our disobedience. 

What is the social basis and political valence of this position? It is important to remember that the Augustinian doctrine of original sin was forged in the context of a double polemic. On the one hand, Augustine was struggling against the Pelagians, who defended underlying goodness of humanity and more specifically the human capacity to do what is right and to cultivate virtue. At the same time, he was defending the Church against the Donatists, who refused to accept the authority of bishops who had collaborated with the Romans during the last persecution. Now Pelagian concern for questions social justice have been well documented. Pelagianism was a monastic ideology which found its core of support among a section of the Romanized Celtic aristocracy of Britain, which seems to have believed that the only way to stabilize the empire was to address some of the glaring injustices which characterized its underlying structure. Intensive cultivation of personal virtue, both intellectual and moral, was an integral part of the strategy of reform. The Donatists, for their part, were first and foremost anti-imperial. Indeed, Donatus of Casae Nigrae, after whom the movement was named, was himself a traditore, i.e. one who had handed the sacred scriptures over to the Roman authorities during the last persecution, but was elected Bishop if Casae Nigrae nonetheless because his reputation for leading raids on the imperial storehouses and distributing free vinegar to the people! The circumcelliones, who appear to have been groups of migrant laborers, and who formed the “shock troops” of the Donatist Church, were fond of wandering into the estates of the provincial aristocracy –the social stratum from which Augustine traced his descent— and crushing the skulls of the landowners while shouting Deo Laudes! (Frend 1957). 

What the Augustinian doctrine does is, in effect, to create an excuse for the rich, by arguing that we cannot, in fact, do what we should, and by arguing that sin and injustice are, in effect, universal, extending more or less equally to everyone. Sure the rich are bad –but so are the poor. At the same time, Augustine provides a basis for the legitimation of authority apart from the wisdom and justice of the ruler. In the case of the temporal power, this authority derives from the need to maintain order in a world dominated by sin and injustice (Augustine. City of God. V: 12-22; XIX: 12-16.); in the case of the Church it derives from the institution of apostolic succession, by which the authority which Jesus vested in the apostles is vested in their validly ordained successors, quite apart from their personal merit. The effect was to admit to leadership the vicious and the unjust, while undercutting the claims of the wise and the just by representing their weaknesses as sins meriting eternal damnation, on par with those of the worst oppressors. Augustinian theology, in other words, legitimated the authority of the Germanic warlords who replaced the Empire as stewards of the temporal power, and of a hierarchy closely associated with them, or in some cases with older elites, which was far from distinguishing itself by its wisdom or its justice. 

Medieval European civilization was, in fact, quite dynamic and progressive. Feudal land tenure patterns, the division of land into demesne, virgate, and commons, gave the peasantry a stake in increasing productivity. Monasteries, which held an ever larger portion of the land, invested the surplus they extracted not in luxury consumption but in activities which promoted human development –including the development and implementation of new agricultural technologies. Feudal Europe made great strides in the transition from human to animal power, invented the three field system, the alpine plough, etc. The period between collapse of the Roman Empire and the middle of the 12th century saw agricultural yields increase from 4:1 to 9:1, the first real increase since the agricultural revolution (Anderson 1974). Higher agricultural yields made possible the development of a rich culture centered at first around monasteries and cathedrals, but eventually around universities which absorbed the intellectual wealth of the more advanced Islamic civilization to the south and east. 
Under such circumstances the doctrine of original sin, which had emerged during the dark days of the Roman imperium, seemed less and less credible. This was especially true for the rising petty bourgeoisie of the towns and cities, and for the philosophers and theologians who drew on the newly rediscovered works of Aristotle to give voice to their experience and aspirations. We will look in a subsequent section what became of the doctrine of original sin in their hands Thomas, who was their theologian par excellence. 
There, were, however, those who defended the increasingly untenable rule of the warlords over the creative classes, and it was above all these who also defended the Pauline and Augustinian doctrine of original sin. This is apparent, for example, in Anselm who, like his predecessors, regards both Satan’s sin (as we saw in the last chapter) and Adam’s, as a matter of disobedience and dishonor towards God. 

Every inclination of the rational creature ought to be subject to the will of God …Nothing is less tolerable in the order of things than for the creature to take away the honor due the Creator and not repay what he took away (Anselm. Cur deus homo I.13)

As far as God Himself is concerned, nothing can be added to his honor or subtracted from it. … But when a particular creature, either by nature or reason, keeps the order that belongs to it and is, as it were, assigned to it, it is said to obey God and to honor him …But when it does not will what it ought, it dishonors God [and] disturbs the order and beauty of the universe (Anselm. Cur deus homo I.15).

Sin, in other words, is first and foremost a violation of the cosmic hierarchy which occurs when a creature aspires to more than is appropriate for him. It should be noted, however, that even for Anselm --one of the most Augustinian thinkers of the high middle ages-- the inability engendered by original sin is not so much an inability to do what is right in general as it is an inability to repay God for the dishonor caused by original sin and thus repair the torn fabric of the cosmos (Anselm. Cur deus homo I.22-23). It is for this reason, and this reason alone, that the incarnation becomes necessary. 
It is only during the Augustinian reaction of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, as the warlord elites and their allies within the clergy became increasingly concerned about the threat represented by the petty bourgeoisie and their Aristotelian intelligentsia, that Anselm’s doctrine was mobilized in a way which step by step led to a doctrine of inability which would have stunned even Paul and Augustine. A key step in this regard is represented by Duns Scotus, who criticized Aristotelian and Thomistic psychology, which identified the will with the intellectual appetite, on the grounds that such a psychology could not account for the fall of the devil. According to Aristotle vice is fundamentally a result of the fact that, being just barely rational animals still immersed in sensation we see lesser goods more keenly than higher goods and become habituated to their pursuit. But the devil is not an animal at all, and has no sensual passions. If sin is a result of distraction by the passions, he ought never to have fallen. Anselm’s doctrine provided the answer, as well as the basis for a new psychology which distinguished between two aspects of the will: the affectio commodi, which seeks its own development, and the affectio justiae, which seeks what is right. When my development comes into conflict with the rights of another (e.g. God), I am obliged to yield, doing as God commands, loving my neighbor as myself and God above all. The devil, and Adam after him, fell, because they did exactly as Aristotle and Thomas would have counseled: seeking the full development of their capacities, something which could terminate only in divinity. 

Catholic Augustinians (especially in the Franciscan tradition) developed this doctrine in conjunction with a spirituality which was still centered on the imitation of Christ, and especially on the cultivation of a radically self-sacrificial love, even if this was understood as being possible only on the basis of divine grace. They retained, in other words, a Catholic spirituality which was focused on the pursuit of spiritual perfection, but defined perfection in such a way as to put it further and further out of reach. It is one thing to ask that people gradually develop towards the pursuit of higher goods and, after a long struggle realize that the universe is ordered not so much to them as to God, when the cultivation of their capacities is regarded as an integral dimension of that ordering. It is quite another thing to demand that as a condition of acceptability to God human beings purge themselves of any self-will whatsoever. As Luther realized, after considerable personal struggle, that is impossible. Our only hope is that God will choose freely to overlook our persistent sinfulness and declare us acceptable when in fact we are not. 

In Calvin the full implications of the Augustinian approach become explicit. Calvin is quite clear, first of all, that Adam’s sin was not sensual intemperance, but rather pride and infidelity. 

The prohibition to touch the tree of the knowledge of Good and Evil was a trial of obedience that Adam, by observing it, might prove his willing submission to the command of God. For the very term shows the end of the precept to have been to keep him contented with his lot, and not allow him arrogantly to aspire beyond it (Calvin. Institutes of the Christian Religion. II:1.4). 

As a result of this transgression, Calvin argues, the whole order of nature has suffered deterioration (Calvin. Institutes of the Christian Religion. II:1.5). Humanity, furthermore, had withdrawn from it its original justice and has been punished with a nature prone to every vice (Calvin. Institutes of the Christian Religion. II:1.5). This nature, in turn, makes us worthy of eternal damnation. 

Original sin, then, may be defined as a hereditary corruption and depravity of our nature, extending to all parts of the soul, which first makes us obnoxious to the wrath of God, and then produces in us works which in Scripture are termed works of the flesh. This corruption is repeatedly designated by Paul by the term sin (Galatians 5: 19), while the works which proceed from it are termed sins. The two things, therefore, are to be distinctly observed –viz, that being thus perverted and corrupted in all parts of our nature, we are, merely on account of such corruption, deservedly condemned by God, to whom nothing is acceptable but righteousness, innocence, and purity ... Next comes the other point ---viz, that this perversity in us never ceases, but constantly produces new fruits, in other words, those works of the fleshy which we have formerly described (Calvin. Institutes of the Christian Religion. II:1.8). 

The corruption of our nature, Calvin, argues, extends to both the intellect and the will. We retain, to be sure, sufficient intellectual power to excel in the arts and to create and preserve civil order. This is a result of God’s indulgence, which prevents sin extending its power so far as to result in the global destruction of humanity. Indeed, we even have a dim knowledge of God’s existence. What we cannot know, as a result of our corruption, is God’s essential nature and His relations with us, including a true understanding of the divine law (Calvin. Institutes of the Christian Religion. II:2.13-22). Calvin explicitly rejects, however, the view that sin is purely a result of this ignorance (Calvin. Institutes of the Christian Religion. II:2.25). Even if every sin is not willfully malicious, every sin does involve an evil will. Rejecting the scholastic view that original sin consists in a mere weakening of a will which nonetheless aspires to the Good, Calvin argues that this condition of aspiring the Good but not being able to do it is, rather, the situation of the regenerate. In our fallen state we will ill. “Nevertheless there remains in us a will which both inclines and hastens on with the strongest affection towards sin … Thus simply to will is the part of man, to will ill the part of corrupt nature, and to will well the part of grace (Calvin. Institutes of the Christian Religion. II:3.5).

Once again, the social basis and political valence of this position should be clear. On the one hand, the transition from petty to general commodity production, and especially the brutality involved in the primitive accumulation of capital, which was already in full force in Calvin’s time, create a spontaneous experience of human beings as radically depraved. On the other hand, the emerging bourgeoisie, like the feudal warlords before them but more so, required a doctrine which makes what they are doing seem, if not just, then at least no worse than what can be expected from sinful humans. It is thus hardly surprising to find Calvinism supported by some of the most rapacious sectors of the emerging bourgeoisie in England and the Netherlands, who were involved in the most brutal aspects of the primitive accumulation of capital. Ernest Mandel notes, for example, the 

Dutch merchants, whose profits depended on their monopoly of spices obtained through conquests in the Indonesian archipelago, went over to mass destruction of cinnamon trees in the small Islands of the Moluccas as soon as prices began to fall in Europe. The "Hongi voyages" to destroy these trees and massacre the population which for centuries had drawn their livelihood from growing them, set a sinister mark on the history of Dutch colonialism, Admiral J.P. Coen not shrinking from the extermination of all the male inhabitants of the Banda islands (Mandel 1968: 108).

It would not be difficult for people involved in this sort of activity to imagine themselves depraved –and it would be rather a comfort to imagine that everyone else was as well. 

It would be unfair, however, to claim that Calvinism did nothing more than legitimate the brutal process of primitive capitalist accumulation. Just as Pauline and Augustinian theology had helped civilize and soften the brutality of the Roman ruling classes (Theissen 1982, Kyrtatis 1987, Mansueto 1995, 2002a), Calvinism served to soften the brutality of capital and to turn capitalists away from the most brutal and rapacious forms of exploitation –e.g. the slave trade and plantation agriculture—and towards the development of industry. This is true of both Evangelical Calvinists, who stressed the importance of a personal conversion experience, and Liberals who regarded “usefulness to the community” as a sufficient sign of regeneration. Thus Jonathan Edwards was an ardent defender of Indian land rights in Massachusetts, something which ultimately cost him his pulpit, and Samuel Hopkins, that most radical of Calvinists, was among the first Euro-American abolitionists, and was a sharp critic of the increasingly commercial character of the republic. Thus the pivotal role of the Reformed churches in the social reform movements of the nineteenth century which saved the United States from the fate of becoming and agricultural export economy and made it instead the world’s leading industrial power. 

In the long run, for precisely this reason, Calvinism proved inadequate as a capitalist ideology. Calvinism still preached regeneration, and something more was expected of the regenerate than of the reprobate. This might still be workable during a period in which capital could represent itself as a progressive force advocating, for example, industrious stewardship of the resources and talents God had given us and struggling, if not always consistently, against the worst forms of social injustice, such as slavery. Things changed, however, when the internal contradictions of capitalism
 began to require the export of capital to low wage, low technology activities and thus the division of the world by the principal capitalist powers, something which in turn led to brutal world wars. If capitalism is predicated on a certain pessimism regarding human nature which, however, still allows for regeneration and amelioration, then imperialism is predicated on the conviction that regeneration is, quite simply, impossible.

This is the social basis for the emergence, beginning in the late nineteenth century, of radically pessimistic anthropologies which leave no room for authentic human excellence, temporal or spiritual, whatsoever. The most important of these are, of course, those advanced by Nietzsche and Freud.

The case of Nietzsche is important primarily because it illustrates so well the link between univocal metaphysics and cosmological and anthropological pessimism. For Nietzsche the entire universe is governed by a single principle –the will to power. All talk of the right and good and justice are merely means by which the weak attempt to control the strong and rationalize their own failure. Those who lucidly understand the human condition will boldly pursue their own development even –no especially—at the cost of others knowing that, in the long run they too will be swept away by the forces of decay and disintegration that affect all things. 

Nietzsche differs here from Paul and Augustine and Calvin in only one essential respect. These latter thinkers all believed that there was one being of infinite power, whose rule could not in fact be broken and to whom it was, therefore, wise to submit. Being thus secure in his rule, this being could also afford to be generous with his rebellious subjects and provide for those who had rebelled some means of redemption, though this was a free gift which he was by no means obliged to bestow on them. Nietzsche, on the other hand, regards all power as finite. There is no one to whom we know in advance we must submit and there is none who can redeem us from the fate which ultimately awaits us (Nietzsche 1889/1968).   The universe is a zero-sum game in which everyone ultimately loses.

Freud takes Nietzsche’s basic insight and transforms it into the basis for a fully developed psychology. Human beings are endowed with two primary drives: eros, or desire (especially sexual desire) and thanatos --aggression or the death instinct. Unlike other animals, however, we have large brains and opposable thumbs rather than large claws or stomachs which can digest grass. We can survive only by transforming our environment through work, something which requires discipline and cooperation. This, in turn, requires the sublimation of our drives through a long process of socialization. The key link in this process is the famous Oedipal crisis. The child, seeking to phallically possess the mother, is frustrated and forced to repress this desire. In the case of the male child this comes about through fear of castration by the father. The resulting trauma results in anger and frustration which the child eventually turns against himself, effectively breaking off a piece of the death instinct and constructing what Freud calls the super-ego. In the case of the female child the process is less traumatic. She merely recognizes that she is already castrated and experiences herself as inadequate and in need of a man. Because of this her super-ego is less well developed and women are more instinctual and less moral. In either case human beings are condemned to a life of frustration. What we really want is to rape our mothers and eat them for a snack. Instead we must work what we eat and confine our sexual passions to context of a monogamous marriage.

The political implications of this analysis are clear. The principal causes of human frustration lie not in one or another social structure, but in human nature itself which wants something (the opportunity for unfettered aggression and sexual conquest) which it cannot have. There is little point in trying to build a more just social order. It will merely result in further frustration by requiring of human beings even more sublimation, something which is hardly possible on a large scale. Freud, in fact, regards religious experience, when it is not simply the result of an infantile neurosis based on fear of the father, as a result of just precisely this sort of excessive sublimation, which drains human energy form the business of work and monogamous marriage to the cultivation of an “oceanic feeling” of identification with all things (Freud 1927/1928, 1930).

In the case of all these thinkers it is an underlying univocal metaphysics, which makes the difference between God and the universe purely quantitative, and thus sets up an opposition between divine sovereignty and human development, or else eliminates God from the picture entirely, which leads to pessimism regarding human nature. It is a univocal metaphysics which makes it impossible to understand how our pursuit of divinity might actually do honor to God and it is univocal metaphysics which makes our drive to grow and develop a threat to the similar growth and development of other creatures, rather than a participation in an undivided power of Being which excludes all zero-sum games. 

We need now to turn to Thomas’ approach tot his problem, and see what difference an authentic metaphysics of esse makes for our understanding of human nature. 

The Thomistic Alternative

If one wanted to make Thomas look as if he assented to the Augustinian doctrine of original sin, this would not be difficult to do. Thus, in his consideration of the casu diaboli, Thomas says that Satan’s sin consists in a failure to be subject to God as he should have been (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I:1:63:1), and that he desired to be like God in a disordered way, seeking to have by his own power what he could have obtained by divine grace, and that he furthermore sought dominion over others (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I:1:63:3). This is fully in accord with Augustine’s position.

The same is true of Thomas’ treatment of original sin, which he treats as deriving from a failure to remain subject to God.

Now the whole order of original justice consists in man’s will being subject to God, which subjection, first and chiefly, was in the will, whose function it is to move all other parts to the end, as stated above, so that the will being turned away from God, all other powers of the soul became disordered. Accordingly, the privation of original justice, by which the will was made subject to God, is the formal element in original sin, while every other disorder of the soul’s powers is a kind of material element in respect of original sin. Now the lack or order of the other powers of the soul consists chiefly in their turning inordinately to changeable good, which lack of order may be called by the general name of concupiscence (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I-II:82:3). 

This all sounds like traditional Augustinian doctrine. 

If we look more closely at Thomas’ analysis, however, we find something very different. First, as if to let us know that he his actually rather uncomfortable with the whole doctrine, Thomas prefaces his discussion with a statement which suggests that he upholds the doctrine of original sin only because it is a defined dogma. 

According to the Catholic Faith we are bound to hold that the first sin of the first man is transmitted to his descendants by way of origin (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I-II:81:1). 

This is not something that Thomas does every time he addresses a defined dogma, and thus cannot be dismissed as a mere convention or an attempt to ensure that his students know which doctrines are definitively taught and which are not. 

Second, and more important, however, is the fact that his understanding of the whole logic of sin, original or otherwise, is very different from that of the Augustinians. Sin, for Thomas, is always and only a result of intellectual failure. This is the full text of his analysis of how Satan, who was free from sensual passion, could have sinned.

Mortal sin occurs in two ways in the act of free choice. First, when something evil is chosen, as man sins by choosing adultery, which is evil of itself. Such sin always comes of ignorance or error. Otherwise what is evil would never be chosen as good. The adulterer errs in this particular, choosing this delight of a disordered act as something good to be performed now, from the inclination of passion or habit, even if he does not err in his universal judgment, but retains a right opinion in this respect. In this way there can be no sin in the angel, because there are no passions in the angels to fetter reason or intellect, as is manifest from what has been said above (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I:59:4); nor again could any habit inclining to sin precede their first sin. In another way sin comes of free choice by choosing something good in itself, but not according to the order of due measure or rule, so that the defect which induces sin is only on the part of the choice which does not have its due order (except on the part of the thing chosen); as if one were to pray without heeding the order established by the Church. Such a sin does not presuppose ignorance, but merely absence of consideration of the things which ought to be considered. In this way the angel sinned, by seeking his own good, from his own free choice, without being ordered to the rule of the Divine Will (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I:63:1). 

. 

While Thomas is careful here to avoid saying that Satan’s sin is the result of ignorance, a position rejected by the Augustinians and thus theologically suspect, he effectively attributes the sin to an intellectual failure of another sort –a failure to understand correctly how things work. The reference to praying in a way contrary to the order established by the Church makes it sound as if the failure is almost technical in character. Thomas does not, to be sure, spell out the precise nature of Satan’s technical error, but it is apparent when we set the passage in the context of the Summa as a whole. Satan sins because he seeks to become divine by means of his own power, something which is quite simply impossible. A contingent being cannot become divine by its own power, and any attempt to do so will result in disorder, both in the being that sins and in the universe as a whole. 

Sin, angelic or human, original or actual, always originates in an intellectual failure, something which is ultimately a result of finitude.

What about the question of inability? For the Augustinians our inability to do what is right is punishment imposed by God. Having refused to subject our will to His, He makes our passions rebel against our will. For Thomas, on the other hand, inability is a natural consequence of sin itself. It is, furthermore, not connected specifically with original sin, but is rather a result of mortal sin generally. For Thomas, the principal effect of sin is a disturbance in the order of the soul, which inhibits our ability to grow and develop and thus reach our natural end. 

Now the disturbance of an order is sometimes reparable, sometimes irreparable. For a defect which destroys the principle is always irreparable, although if the principle be saved, defects can be repaired by virtue of that principle … Now in every order there is a principle by which one takes part in that order. Consequently if a sin destroys the principle of the order by which man’s will is subject to God, the disorder will be such as to be considered in itself irreparable, although it is possible to repair it by the power of God. Now the principle of this order is the last end, to which man adheres by charity. Therefore, whatever sins turn man away from God, so as to destroy charity, considered in themselves, incur a debt of eternal punishment (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I-II:87:3)
This punishment is not externally imposed, but rather a natural result of our turning away from God. Now the question, of course, is just what sort of action could actually destroy charity. Thomas regards as mortal any sin which puts something else above the love of God, or even above love of neighbor, but then seems to qualify this by saying that it is enough to avoid mortal sin that our lives be ordered habitually to the last end, even if they are not actually so ordered in each and every particular (Thomas. Summa Theologiae. I-II:88:1:a2). What makes a sin mortal, for Thomas, in other words, is not so much the fact that it is an offense to God, but rather the fact that it involves such a profound disruption in the order of the soul that we actually stop pursuing Being as such. And what we do not seek we will not find, unless it is once again shown to us by One who intervenes to help us once again find our way. 

The underlying logic of the Thomistic position is thus quite different from that of the Augustinians. Sin is a result, first and foremost of our finitude which leads to intellectual failure. These intellectual failures can be of two sorts. On the one hand, we may misunderstand the nature of the highest Good and thus seek it in a way which dooms us to failure –or rather think we are seeking the highest Good when in fact we are seeking something quite different –e.g. quantitatively infinite power rather than the undivided power of Being as such, which belongs to no one, but simply Is. On the other hand, because of the limits of our intellectual powers, the highest Good is known only dimly, and we may be distracted by lesser goods which appear to us more vividly, and eventually become so absorbed in the pursuit of these goods that we forget God entirely. In either case, when the disorder becomes habitual, we can so radically lose our way that only divine intervention can help us find it. 

In Thomas, to be sure, this logic is rather concealed –perhaps intentionally—by a concern not to appear to contradict defined dogma. There are, furthermore, aspects of his doctrine that need further development. What is the relationship between habituation and social structure? What does it mean for Necessary Being, which is always present in everything that exists, to “intervene” to help us find our way? What we will attempt to do in the remainder of this chapter is to spell out a complete and consistent Thomistic doctrine which answers these questions and offers a credible account of human weakness without concession to the Augustinian doctrine of original sin. 

Elements of Human Psychology

We have already shown that all human action begins with cognition. We have also already analyzed briefly the nature and dynamics of human knowledge. What we need to do here is simply to set what we said earlier within the context of our larger argument. The material basis of the intellect lies in the human nervous system. Two factors are of particular importance here. First, like other higher animals, human beings are capable of complex sensation. Data which is gathered by the internal senses is formed into images and stored in the nervous system in what neuropsychologists call “dispositional representations (Damasio 1995).” With appropriate stimuli, these areas of the nervous system become excited and recreate the experience which gave rise to them. While it is difficult to show the existence of an “onto” relationship between image and objective reality, research does show that the patterns of neurons which fire when monkeys are shown a triangle actually resembles the object they have been shown. It is, furthermore, difficult to understand how animals could survive were there not some sort of similarity between image and object. Second, the complexity of the human nervous system makes it possible for us to form links between images. It is this linking of images with each other into complex patterns which constitutes the material basis for properly intellectual knowledge.

Which ideas we actually develop, however, depends on the operation of structural factors, and specifically on the operation of the Agent Intellect, which we have identified with human society itself. Living in a given society we actually live its structure and become connatural with it. The images we garner from the senses are then illuminated by these structures, revealing certain aspects of the real nature of things while leaving others concealed or obscure. Thus Durkheim (Durkheim 1911/1965) demonstrated that participation in simple band societies provide a basis in experience for the idea of whole and part, relationship, and a rudimentary idea of the connectedness of things. Participation in a tribe, with a complex kinship system, provides a basis for the development of more complex schemes of classification, and thus a rudimentary sense of structure. Later the Soviet philosopher Bogdanov (Bogdanov 1928/1980) pointed out the role of the village community, in which each individual has a definite function in the context of a complex division of labor directed towards a common end, for the emergence of the idea of organization, and of the universe as an organized, meaningful system. The Soviet neuropsychologist Luria, in the 1920s and 1930s, showed that certain more complex intellectual operations, especially higher abstraction, presuppose involvement in more complex social interactions (Luria 1974/1976). 

As we noted earlier, this approach provides a solution to the old debate regarding the unity or plurality of the Agent Intellect (von Steenberghen 1980). The social system is both one and many. It is "one" in the sense that it is ultimately a single interconnected system, prior to the individual, which informs his/her particular intellect from the outside. It is many both in its internal diversity and in the sense that it is internalized, and internalized differently by different individuals, so that however dependent we are on our social context for the basic forms of our thought, there is no group mind which is doing our thinking for us. 

We have also noted that this approach, far from leading to an irreducible relativism, effectively reconciles epistemological and metaphysical realism with the sociology of knowledge. There can, on the one hand, be no doubt that human societies, like the sensory systems of various animal species, are finite and can reveal only part of the systems which they perceive. There is, furthermore, no doubt that the part of reality which is revealed by these structures is selected by the needs of the social systems in question, just as animals develop those senses which serve their adaptive strategies. But abstractions which help a society to survive and flourish must disclose something important about the way the universe really works, just as well adapted sensory systems disclose something important about an animal's environment. Ideas and systems of ideas which lead to stagnation and decline are probably flawed in some way. And this is all we really need in order to show that abstractions are not merely social products which have no relationship whatsoever with the organization of the universe, but rather products of an interaction between human beings and the world which discloses real if limited truths, truths which can be tested in practice and then serve as the basis for further development. 

This, in turn, points us towards the teleological principle of intellectual knowledge: i.e. immediately the intelligible object itself, which we always and only grasp only partially, and ultimately the Truth as such, the principle which, to the extent that are able to comprehend it, at once explains and orders all things. All knowing, however limited by the material constraints of the human nervous system and the structure of the society in which it takes place, is always and only a search for the Truth. As the inadequacies of our ideas come to light we cannot help but struggle for a higher synthesis which stretches the limits not only of existing ideologies by also of the social structures in which they are grounded, and ultimately, perhaps, even of the bodies which are the present condition and instrument of our knowing. 

Once we know something, our appetites respond either by seeking it or by seeking to avoid it, depending on whether or not it is good for us. Appetite, like cognition, operates at both a sensual and an intellectual level. The sensual appetites are those that depend only on sensory knowledge. We see a beautiful woman and are drawn towards her; we catch the scent of a simmering tangine and seek its source. In either case the pursuit may be more or less arduous, inspiring not only desire for the object, joy in possessing it, and a loving concern that it continue to be there for us, but also hope that we will actually attain our goal and a certain daring in the pursuit. Or perhaps it is the foul order of death that we smell, and respond with aversion to the sensation, sadness at what caused it, and hatred for the loss, as well as despair at the fact that we too will someday die, fear that that day might come sooner rather than later, and anger at the bare fact of this limitation. 

This is, of course, nothing other than the traditional Aristotelian account of the passions. It is, furthermore, like the Aristotelian theory of knowledge, increasingly well substantiated by recent developments in neuropsychology. Images, as Damasio (Damasio 1995) points out, are always associated with definite body states –a pounding heart, a tightening in the chest—which we experience as passions, and which are simply our body’s response to what it knows to be goods or evils. 

I insist here on the Aristotelian passion rather than the term emotion which is more usual in our day out of concern to emphasize the point first made by Mary Daly in Pure Lust (Daly 1984), namely that the term emotion is often used in modern psychology as though it were something which has no relationship to the outside world. Passions on the other hand are real responses to real goods or real evils –responses which may be limited, and which might sometimes prompt us to act rashly, imprudently, or without considering the bigger picture, but which are, in themselves, quite valid. Thus the emotion of anxiety is simply a state of mind without aim or purpose; fear on the other hand is the state of a body responding to a perceived threat. It serves the purpose of making us avoid unnecessary danger. 

Note that the good being sought here, or the evil to be avoided, is simply that of the individual organism. Without intellect we can be aware of no higher good. And note that our appetites may well have evolved under conditions rather different from those in which we now live. Thus our desire for more fat and more salt and more sugar than is really good for us now that we can be assured of a steady supply. But the fact that the goods to which our senses and passions order us may be limited and that there may be some lag in adapting our appetites to new ecological conditions, does not mean that they are not goods. There is nothing wrong with wanting what our bodies are naturally disposed to seek, in order to realize the ends for which they evolved: nutrition growth and reproduction, and the sheer enjoyment of sensation and locomotion.

The intellectual appetite or will forms the sensual appetites or passions just as the intellect forms our sensory cognition. The complexity of the human nervous system allows links to be formed between images which are the biological basis for abstract concepts. And just as individual images are linked with body states, so too are these complexes of images linked with complexes of body states which are more nuanced and multidimensional than any individual passion, but which nonetheless presuppose passion and build on it. 

In order to illustrate just how this works, let us return to the beautiful woman we mentioned above, but let us assume that being human beings rather than mere animals we not only see her and desire her and seek to possess her, but that we engage her in conversation and find that she is even more wise and loving than she is beautiful. Now, growing within our desire and joy and sensual love, there will be a higher love which values her wisdom and her other virtues as something valuable in their own right. Much as we might desire to hold her in our arms and caress her and perhaps do more, our highest aim will be to enjoy conversation with her and to ensure that her wisdom is shared as widely as possible. This will temper the ardor of our pursuit, so that if and when we hold and touch her it will serve to enrich our intellectual relationship, and so that we will be able to take into account something else of which our intellect also informs us: namely her will and her desires, as well as any other commitments that we or she may have. Any daring we show in pursuing her will be refined into real courage. We will, for example, not hesitate to risk losing her by being honest about faults we have or faults we see when doing so will help one or the other of us to grow. We will, in short, make the right choices, and act with justice, giving all things their due. 

Or consider the tangine. As rational animals we will respond to its scent not only as the promise of a tasty meal, but as an opportunity for intelligent conversation. And knowing that all human beings need meals and enjoy tasty ones, and that all human beings have something to bring to the common table of our discourse, we will will that everyone partake of this meal and not only ourselves, and will be willing to eat less if that is the only way to ensure that all are fed, both physically and intellectually. And we will make our shared meal an occasion for building community and deliberating regarding the common good. 
Our ability to love in the higher sense, or to will justice, depends on our sensual passions just as our capacity for abstraction depends on our capacity for sensation. Without images from which to abstract, there is no knowledge of intelligibles; without passion there can be no justice, which is after all simply a complex of passions joined together and ordered to a higher end. 

It should be clear at this point that our level of moral development depends, in general, on our level of intellectual development which, given what we have said thus far, it follows more or less directly and necessarily. The clearer our vision of higher goods, the greater the degree to which our sensual appetites will be formed by the will and ordered to the pursuit of these higher ends. This formulation does, however, require some clarification.

First, it is important to be clear just what sort of intellectual development leads to moral development. We have distinguished (Mansueto 2002b), following the Thomistic tradition, between three different degrees of abstraction. The first, totalization, involves abstracting from concrete particulars to the class or category to which they belong: e.g. from Fido and Fifi to the category of dog. This sort of abstraction is effectively universal and everyone who possesses language is capable of it. The second degree of abstraction, formalization, involves abstracting from matter entirely to the form or structure of a thing. This is what mathematicians do, and it is the basis of what passes for science in the modern era. We have shown that formalization emerges only in societies in which market forces play a significant role and becomes the “ideal of knowledge,” i.e. the standard by which other forms of knowledge are judged only in societies organized by generalized commodity production. While both of these two degrees of abstraction might contribute to the development of various intellectual virtues, including prudence, neither directly bears on our ability to see higher goods. This is a function of transcendental abstraction, which abstracts from things to the ends to which they are ordered, and ultimately, by way of either a mythological or scientific cosmology to the Good which draws all things to itself. We have shown that the capacity for transcendental abstraction is rooted in the experience of belonging to communities which are ordered to definite ends clans, villages, community organizations, trade unions, political parties, religious communities, etc. and is eroded by the development of generalized commodity production. This is because people experience a market society as a system of only externally related atoms (individuals) or quantities (prices) without any global purpose.

It is important to be clear that the while transcendental abstraction can be joined to formalization –this is what we philosophers do when we rise to first principles by means of the dialectic— and that while this specific type way to knowledge of the Good is ordinarily cultivated by formal education of some sort, the capacity for transcendental abstraction as such does not depend on formal education but rather on actually doing the Good and thus being connatural with it. While learning is one path to wisdom, the wise are by no means found only or even primarily among the learned. 

This brings us to our second point. In order to do the Good we must know the Good. But our ability to know the Good depends in significant measure on the structure of the society in which we live. The effect of social structure is, furthermore, both global and local. It is global in the sense that it is by living certain structures and becoming connatural with them that the images we garner from the senses are illuminated and their intelligible content reveal. What we can know is thus dependent on the social structure. It is local in the sense that social structures which cultivate right action will cultivate people who are connatural with the Good and will know it. Another way of putting this is to say that the choices we make, while informed first and foremost by our knowledge of the Good, are also influenced by past choices, which have habituated us to certain patterns of action. And it is not only our own past choices to which we become habituated, but those of the many millions of human beings who have come before us and who by their choices have crafted the structure of the society in which we live. This structure affects us not only by providing rewards for some types of action, which may not always be the most virtuous, and by punishing other types of action, which may not always be vicious, but also because it informs and constrains the whole way in which we think about the Good. 

It is in this way precisely that we can explain how human beings, who are by nature ordered to the Good, in fact fall so far short of their potential and often commit acts which are quite vicious. Let us trace out this process in some detail.

Realization of our appetites, intellectual or sensible, requires action. Human cognition, like any conceivable material cognition, is thus not only theoretical but also practical. We do not simply enjoy directly the object of our knowledge. Rather, in understanding it, we discover ways to make such enjoyment possible. While this may involve something as simple as picking a piece of fruit off a tree, the specifically human way of securing the objects of our enjoyment is by actually bringing these objects into being through labor. This means reorganizing physical, biological, or social relationships in order to create a more complex, highly organized system than previously existed. While at the simplest levels this labor may appear simply as a means to an end quite distinct from itself, it soon becomes an end in itself, the unique means by which we participate in the self-organizing activity of the universe and the drive of matter towards ever higher levels of organization. Cultivating fruit trees or vines, or tending sheep, initially just a means of securing a more reliable supply of certain foods under particular ecological and technological conditions, soon become enjoyable activities in their own right, as we strive to produce the best wine and the finest cheese we can. This is even more true where the object of labor is itself the social form of matter. Building relationships and enjoying them are one and the same act. The same thing is true for the arts and sciences, for philosophy, and for religion. 

But human beings engage in all of these actions under conditions of finitude. Imagine a cluster of village communities developing in a fertile river valley. Initially, perhaps, when the population is very small, they can survive by means of a haphazard horticulture, planting when it gets warm, or just as the river recedes and harvesting when the crops are ripe. As population increases and they begin to strain the carrying capacity of the land they have less margin for error in deciding when to plant and they need to make more systematic use of river, planning ahead for floods and using the water to irrigate drier land further from its banks. This in turn requires cooperation between the villages. Perhaps there is already a shrine or temple of some sort where the peasants from one or more of the villages come together to celebrate certain feasts. The priests associated with this temple must already have a way of knowing when the feast should be celebrated –probably because they pay attention to the motions of the heavenly bodies. Gradually these priests begin to devote more and more of their time to astronomy and develop a reliable calendar. They may also plan and coordinate the construction of irrigation systems. Grateful for the way in which these innovations improve their productive capacity, the peasants shower their priests with gifts, allowing them to devote full time to their intellectual pursuits. Population grows, the arts and sciences flourish, and the cluster of villages becomes a city. Note here that finitude and scarcity were actually catalysts for development, by requiring the society to develop new knowledge and new technologies.

Imagine now that this fertile valley is relatively small and that beyond it lie great steppes which are far less hospitable. The land is either too dry to cultivate or yields so little that the people must spend all their time cultivating vast fields just in order to survive, leaving no time for the arts and sciences. Or perhaps it is more effective for them simply to herd domesticated animals. Naturally they desire the same goods enjoyed by their neighbors in the river valley. One day, while selling animals in the market, one of their shepherds notices a new sort of tool for sale, a metal plowshare with a sharp edge. The edge is so sharp, in fact, that he cuts himself. 

The rest, of course, is (quite literally) History. Plowshares are beaten into swords and pruning hooks into spears and our flourishing temple city is soon paying tribute to conquering warlords from the steppes. Or perhaps they fight off the invaders only to become conquerors and exploiters themselves. Soon the cultivation of the intellectual virtues and an ethic of service to the community gives way to ruthless violence and a craving for luxuries. The beautiful objects which once graced the temples are now part of the booty of the conqueror. Gradually it begins to seem to members of both societies that the conditions of life and thus life itself are the result of violence and conflict. Generous offerings to the gods and their priests give way to bloody sacrifices, perhaps even of human beings. The peasants are drained of more and more surplus and get less and less in return, either individually in terms of increased productive capacity, or collectively, in terms of their contribution to human civilizational progress.

Or perhaps there are no roving tribes on those steppes. As our city becomes more developed some of its more enterprising priests or craftsmen or peasants realize that there must be other cities like it elsewhere in the world. They begin to explore, bringing with them the best their city has to offer, hoping to trade for goods as yet unimagined. Eventually complex trade networks emerge building links between cities and civilizations. But some members of each of these cities are better situated to take advantage of the possibilities of trade than others, and prosper, while others decline, going into debt and eventually losing their land rights and being forced into servitude. Those involved in trade, meanwhile, forget the curiosity which first motivated them and become obsessed with the pursuit of wealth, which they are now accumulating at such a rate that they soon displace the old priestly families associated with the sanctuaries, or else corrupt them and turn them into moneygrubbers as well. Parents no longer raise their children to pursue wisdom, but rather to seek wealth, actually instilling greed and avarice as if they were virtues.

Note that in both cases the chain of events we are describing was set in motion not by some underlying human depravity and not by some free and clear choice for a lesser good. It was, rather, set in motion by a desire for civilizational progress. Our nomadic tribe had no road open to it but conquest if it was to develop; our merchants were only taking the next step in the exploration of the world, a step which was essential if their society was not eventually to stagnate. But both choices led to the development of exploitative social structures, and together set the world on the road to capitalism, which makes the cultivation of authentic virtue difficult at best and perhaps impossible for those who are embedded exclusively in capitalist social relationships. 

It is in this context that it becomes possible to understand just how human beings would not only be distracted from the pursuit of God by lesser goods, but also how we might misunderstand the highest Good in a way which leads us to pursue something else under its name. Societies which survive, grow, and develop by means of conquest and exploitation, whether military or commercial, survive, grow, and develop by means of the quantitative extension of their wealth and power, rather than the qualitative deepening of their creativity. If we live in such a society, then (given the theory of knowledge we have outlined above) we will inevitably come to understand the first principle in a way which reflects this way of life: as quantitatively rather than qualitatively different from the phenomena of our day to day experience. And when we seek God, we will seek not Being as such, but rather the infinite extension of our control over the labor and resources of others –and we will fail. This radical misunderstanding of the first principle will, furthermore, not only serve to legitimate oppression; it will color the way in which we resist oppression, so that even struggles for liberation become deformed by it and ultimately fail. 

And yet as difficult as the actual course of human history, set in motion by the two choices we describe above, has made the path of virtue, it has not made human beings incapable of either individual or collective salvation. This is true for three reasons. First, exploitative social structures simply don’t work in the long run. Thus the civilizational collapse at the end of the Bronze Age, as the exactions of the warlord state undermined innovation and social progress; thus the perpetual crises of the new wave of empires which developed after 200 BCE to capture as much as possible for the Silk Road trade for exploitative elites; thus the current crisis of capitalism. Second, and more important, while life in an unjust society may deform our character, it does not and cannot destroy our natural ordering to the good. Given the capacity for wisdom and love, we human beings are never really satisfied with anything less. That is why people in every society, no matter how unjust, have challenged the hegemony of the warlords and moneymakers, whether politically, by struggling to build a more just social order, spiritually by reminding people of their ordering to higher ends, or both. Third, God is always there, right before our eyes, and Her incredible beauty as a lure which even the hardest heart cannot resist forever. This is the real meaning of divine grace, that even after we have turned away from God and are pursuing Nothing rather than What Is, Death rather than Life, God is right there in the simplest things waiting for us to rediscover Her. 

There are, furthermore, virtues humanity would never have known –least not fully-- were it not for the regimes of conquest and trade. The experience of warfare has forced us to cultivate fortitude in a way which would not otherwise have been possible, and it is due to trade that we have been forced to learn new languages, both literally and figuratively, to understand visions of the Good different from our own, to learn from them, and to defend our views by means of an appeal to a reason which at least aspires to universality, rather than to experiences those in other cultures do not and cannot share.

It might be possible to dress this doctrine in Augustinian clothing and claim that it is in fact an interpretation of the doctrines of original sin on the one hand and divine grace on the other. Structural sin binds us fast; God’s grace, in the form of Her own attractive power and the internal contradictions of unjust social structures, sets us free. But this would not really be true to the spirit of either the doctrine I have proposed or of Augustine. My analysis of the constraints imposed by social injustice on the cultivation of virtue involves no real doctrine of inability and is thus Aristotelian and Pelagian in spirit rather than Augustinian. And while I have no difficulty using the term grace to describe either the incredible beauty of God, which leaves us dissatisfied with all finite goods, or the stern discipline by which She frustrates our injustice and leads us back to the path of knowledge, the grace in question is not really Christian, at least in the Augustinian sense. One thinks instead of YHWH at once correcting and comforting the people of Israel, or even of the Hellenic Athena, drawing people into conflict in part at least to force them to come to terms with their own limitations, while all the while standing at their side counseling them on the ways of wisdom. 

The Transhistorical Vocation of Humanity

This difference becomes clearer when we consider the implications of our analysis for what Christians have historically called eschatology or the doctrine of last things. It should be clear from the analysis of human nature which we have elaborated thus far that human beings are structured in such a way as to endow us with a dual vocation. By means of abstraction from the images we garner from the senses, we rise to knowledge of the categories to which things belong (totalization), of their underlying structures or essential natures (formalization), and to the End to which they are ordered (transcendental abstraction). The very physical constitution of our bodies then disposes us to do something with that knowledge. Unlike other animals which either have or may be in the process of developing intelligence and sapience, such as the parrots and dolphins, we are structured in such a way as to be able to transform our environments. We do this first of all by making tools, which allow us to survive in ecological niches which we would otherwise find inhospitable. These tools then dispose us to specific forms of cooperation –group hunting, village communities cultivating common lands, temple complexes managing complex hydraulic systems—which in turn, by the mechanisms we have outlined above, dispose us to understand the End to which we are ordered in a specific way. Social structures and ideologies which facilitate the authentic development of human capacities survive; those which do not lead eventually, depending on how destructive they are, either to civilizational collapse or to social revolution, and are replaced by forms more adequate to both the material conditions of human development and to its ultimate End. 

From this point of view it would seem that that End is nothing other than the cultivation of virtue and the progress of human civilization itself, where progress is understood as the creation of structures which encourage the cultivation of virtue. And in so far as civilizations can achieve what no individual can, there can be little doubt that in a certain sense at least the goal of civilizational progress is a higher one than that of individual virtue. The development of new technologies, the creation of wealth, the establishment of political communities which encourage creativity and justice, and the progress of the arts, the sciences, philosophy, and religion: this is what human beings can do that no other species, at least on this planet, can. Indeed, it is something even Thomistic angels cannot do, elevated as they are above the material and thus above the possibility of progress and change. Clearly civilization building is, if not our only task as human beings, perhaps our most unique one.

But what about the fate of the individual human person? We don’t need philosophy to tell us that human beings, in general, believe that death imposes a tragic limit on their development and frustrates the desire for Esse which seems constitutive of our being. There have, historically been four different approaches to this question. The first, shared by most nihilists and materialists, is that much as we may want to live for ever, there simply isn’t any good reason to believe that we will. Our senses tell us that when the bodies dies so to does the soul. Memories of past lives and reports of intercourse with the dead are dismissed as the products of wishful thinking which have never been confirmed in a way which is public and reproducible. Progressive (e.g. dialectical) materialists allow that we live on in our contributions to the human civilizational project and the cosmohistorical evolutionary progress, but to believe in anything more than this is, once again, merely wishful thinking.

This view is unassailable from the standpoint of a science which stops short at formalization. In order to make this point we need only make reference to Frank Tipler’s baroque fantasy in which human beings re-engineer the entire universe in such a way as to make it into a giant supercomputer capable of running perfect emulations of all that have ever lived –and all who have not—for what will seem like forever (Tipler 1994). The effort required to imagine how eternal life might be possible within the context of the world view of modern science makes it clear why so many who are informed by this view regard the idea as ludicrous.

From the standpoint of a science informed by transcendental abstraction, however, matters are not so simple. We must ask not only how things are structured but to what End that structure is ordered. And it is not entirely clear why, if our end was finite, our desire would be for the infinite. This is why Thomas believed that it is possible to demonstrate philosophically the immortality of the human soul. Against the hermeneutic of suspicion advanced by the party of nihilism and despair, the true dialectician advances a hermeneutic of hope.

The question is just what eternal life for human beings might look like. And here philosophy begins to run up against its limits. The answer historically suggested by most Aristotelians is that as we develop intellectually we gradually become identified with the agent intellect. That part of us which is so identified endures; that part of us which is not dies with the body. For those who, like ibn Sina, maintained the plurality of the potential intellect, this immortality might look something like a mystical union with the lowest member of the angelic hierarchy. For those who, like ibn Rusd, maintain the unity of the potential as well as the agent intellect, it seems rather like saying that our ideas live on –but we do not (Avicenna 1025/1981, Averroes 1175/1978)). 

Even ibn Sina’s view is, however, unsatisfactory from the standpoint both of our analysis of human nature and our metaphysics. First, our analysis of the nature of the agent intellect is rather different than ibn Sina’s. For him the agent intellect was, in effect, an angelic intelligence, the least of a whole hierarchy which emanated necessarily from the Necessary Existent. For us the agent intellect is simply human society. While it might be possible to argue that human society possesses consciousness and will, we have not done so and so mystical union with human society is, in any case, hardly a satisfying vision of the eternal life. More important, however, is the fact that what we humans aim at is not simply knowledge of what is possible for human civilization, but rather at knowledge of God. And the God we aim to know is not simply Knowledge but Esse as such –the very power to create. Coupled with the fact that we humans are structured not simply to know but also to create, this means that a purely contemplative eternity does not seem particularly satisfying and is not, in any case, really in accord with human nature. 

This is why many philosophers have found themselves attracted by visions of human destiny which transcend what philosophy can demonstrate: the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim visions of resurrection and paradise and the Platonic, Neo-Platonist, Buddhist and Hindu visions of rebirth and reincarnation. While none of the many variants of these visions admit of definitive demonstration, what philosophy can do is to determine whether or not any of them are contrary to reason or to what we already know about the world, and to assess the extent to which they fit with what we can demonstrate about God and the universe. From this point of view a whole class of doctrines regarding resurrection and paradise can be ruled out, as contrary to philosophical theology and anthropology. This is the case with any doctrine which makes eternal life the free gift of a sovereign God who bestows it either on everyone or on a body of the elect without respect to their actual level of development. Such an eternity is either impossible, because humans have not developed to the point of being capable of it, or it is the result of a sort of spiritual rape, in we are made capable of it in spite of ourselves. It also contradicts everything we have discovered about the nature of God, who acts first and foremost as final cause, drawing all things to Herself by teleological attraction, and whose infinite power is thus fully compatible with the finite but real freedom of Her creatures. 

Rather more attractive and reasonable is the Catholic variant of this doctrine, according to which God infuses the capacity for eternal life, namely the potential for caritative wisdom, and aids us in cultivating that capacity, so that eventually we actually merit and are capable of the eternity we actually desire. Two points are, however, in order. First, we should note that there is a real ambiguity in the Catholic understanding eternal life, in that the doctrines of the Beatific Vision and of the resurrection of the body are not fully integrated with each other. Thomistic anthropology and metaphysics explains just how the Beatific Vision –an eternal vision of God in Her essence as a disembodied soul-- is possible. But Thomas also acknowledges that we are not complete human beings without our bodies (Thomas. Summa Theologiae 1: 76), and the idea of a body which is not also a limit is logically incoherent. Second, Catholic doctrine requires, in effect, that all but the most developed human beings have a second life after this one in a sort of painful utopia called Purgatory where we complete the hard work of spiritual development which, through lack of time or effort we have left undone. But isn’t this just a way of importing into Catholicism something like a doctrine of reincarnation?

There are, furthermore, grave problems with traditional Catholic eschatology from the standpoint of the problem of personal identity  --the question of what makes us the specific individuals we are and the same people from one moment to the next. It is not possible or appropriate in this context to discuss comprehensively what has become one of the most controversial problems in philosophy. Suffice it to say that personal identity cannot be ascribed either to our matter, as most Aristotelians would have, since evidence suggests that all of the atoms in our bodies change out every seven years. Nor can personal identity be identified with our structure or form (i.e. our physical, biological, and psychological constitution), since that changes over time. And a resurrected human being would furthermore, have both different matter and a different (i.e. “glorified”) form than s/he had before death. 

The metaphysics which we outlined in the previous chapter may be helpful in this regard. Being, we said, is fundamentally organization. To exist contingently, as we do, means first and foremost to be related –it means to seek Being. And what we are –our essence-- is determined by our structure. What we are is first and foremost a specific way of seeking Being, a way which, however, is constantly changing, constantly growing and developing. And this growth and development, by its very nature, implies loss and letting go –it implies dying to what we were before in order to become what we seek to Be. Now this is true even within the scope of a single lifetime. Our bodies mature and then age and our personalities change –hopefully for the better. I am, thankfully, no longer the same person that I was when I was four. I have less hair and more wisdom. Those who resist this sort of radical change –who cling to outmoded and immature identities— are precisely those who have the most difficulty growing. The continuity of our existence is that of a trajectory of change, not that of a stable self. 
Now what is true within one lifetime must be even more true of the transition between this life and any possible future existence. There is, on the one hand, nothing in our cosmology or metaphysics which rules out life beyond death. On the contrary, the drive towards being and the complex of relationships which we helped to shape and which in turn made us what we are at least partly independent of this or that particular body. To be more specific, we are born with certain potentials, we cultivate that potential, and when we die we leave behind a new set of potencies. And since God acts as final cause, drawing potency into act, we have every reason to believe that those potencies will in time once again be activated. Death is, on the other hand, a far greater crisis than any we undergo within this life, and we should thus expect that the change which results will be much greater. As with the “little deaths” we undergo while living but more so, we will slough off what has not been working to concentrate either on developing existing strengths or cultivating new ones. We will be different, albeit for reasons which can be understood adequately only in the context of our pasts. Perhaps the best analogy is that of a society which undergoes a revolution. It is different –no longer an absolute monarchy but rather a democracy, no longer a capitalist society but rather socialist. But its democracy and its socialism bear the stamp of the past. They are part of an ongoing tradition. 

  For all these reasons it is the doctrine of rebirth or reincarnation, now associated most especially with Buddhism and Hinduism, but once quite widespread in the West as well, which seems most adequate. We humans aspire to a degree of development which no one life –indeed no finite number of lives— can give us. And yet we know that nothing in the universe is without purpose. And so we hope reasonably in a series of lives which will allow us, perhaps over an infinite expanse of time, to realize our End. And yet realizing that End also means letting go of who we are now –it means overcoming, as the Buddhists teach— that attachment to a self which, ultimately, simply doesn’t exist. Nothing has inherent existence except Being itself and Being is, as we saw in the last chapter, not Substance or Self but rather a radical generativity which lives by creating.

Our approach to this doctrine will, to be sure, bear a distinctive stamp. There is nothing in our analysis to support the contention, central to earliest Buddhism, that life is essentially suffering. Life is, rather, desire, a desire which is initially misguided and believes itself to be a desire to have when in fact it is a desire to create. Suffering disciplines us by helping us to overcome this illusion. Human development, furthermore, does not consist exclusively or even primarily in overcoming the illusion of self, but rather in the cultivation of our creative capacities. It is just that the full development of these capacities requires that we transcend the illusion of self and learn how to tap into the power of Being as such. Our  furthermore, is not to pass over into paranirvana understood as extinction or even as a kind of refined bliss, but rather to continue to grow towards God, becoming more than merely human. Here the imagery, if not the specific doctrine, of the Dasabhumika Sutra (The Sutra on the Ten Stages) and the Bodhisattvabhumi is especially compelling. As we grow and develop, both within this lifetime and from life to life, we grow in creative power, eventually becoming capable of emanating a Buddhaksetra and ripening to maturity myriad sentient beings. We become, in other words, creators and teachers in ways that we cannot now even imagine. 

The human vocation is, in other words, at once to realize the full potential of our humanity, both individually and collectively and to transcend humanity by developing our creative powers in a ways and to degrees which mere humanity does not make possible. This process of growth and development is always also a letting go, not because anything in the universe is intrinsically unworthy of our love, but because what we really love is not having but creating and this means, in the end, not even having ourselves. 

In this progress we are at once called and driven forward by the incredible beauty of God who incites in us a desire for something which is beyond imagination and beyond understanding, but which we imagine and struggle to understand nonetheless, and by the hard discipline of matter, which simply will not allow us to do (at least not for long) things which do not promote our own development and the authentic progress of human civilization. Even death and civilizational collapse, which put an end to bad experiments and remind us that even good ones are not absolute, serve to point us towards higher Goods and refine the precision with which we aim at the divine  
We need now to turn to a consideration of the precise character of human excellence and learn how to cultivate it. 

� I am referring here to the tendency, noted by Marx (Marx 1867/1976) and further explained by Lenin (Lenin 1916.1971), for the rate of profit to fall as the economy becomes technologically more advanced, so long as emerging technologies do not enjoy a monopoly rent on innovation and so long as wages cannot be reduced to compensate. 
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