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I ESSENTIAL ORDER, AT HOME AND ABROAD 

In his magisterial work of natural theology, De Primo Principio (DPP), Duns 

Scotus describes a species of order he calls essential order, before putting essential 

orders to heavy use in a series of dense arguments which purport to establish that 

there exists a First Efficient Cause, a First Final Cause, and a Most Eminent Being, 

and that these three are one and the same: the divine essence.1 Essential orders are 

deployed more frequently, more centrally, and are characterized more 

systematically, in this treatise than in any other part of Scotus’s opera.2 For this 

reason, it makes good methodological sense to turn to DPP to get the skinny on 

what Scotus means by essential order. But Scotus frequently turns to essential order 

in other aspects of his theological and philosophical work. Some of these uses of 

essential order give us a fuller picture of this central concept in Scotus’s 

metaphysical toolbox. So in this essay, I explicate some key aspects of essential 

order, making use (mostly) of DPP, along with some other important texts.  

In addition to offering a general outline of essential order, I argue for three 

main theses. First, from Scotus’s claim  that it is contradictory  that something 

                                                        
1 DPP is generally assumed to be a very late work. Likely it is a compilation of writings taken from 
Ordinatio I. For discussion, see Duns Scotus, A Treatise on God as First Principle (ed. Wolter) 
p.ix–xiii. I use Wolter’s text in this essay. 
2 Pithy treatments of essential orders in DPP may be found in King 2003: 38–42; Adams 2010: 191–
206; Cross 2005: 21–28. 
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posterior in an essential order of dependence should exist without its prior, I think 

one of two results follow, both of which would be unwelcome to Scotus on other 

grounds: either the divine essence is the only essence on which any creaturely 

essence essentially depends, or, some creatures really are essentially prior in an 

essential order of dependence to other creaturely essences, and therefore God 

cannot actualize any creaturely essence without also actualizing every other 

creautrely essence essentially prior to it.  

Second, I argue that while DPP does not offer an explicit definition of 

essential order, it does strongly imply that to be an essential order is to be an order 

which obtains among its relata in virtue of their essential features only, and I 

discuss a non-DPP text which confirms and makes explicit that this is indeed what 

it is to be an essential order. Third, I argue that based on Scotus’s use of essential 

order in a non-DPP text, there is at least one type of essential order which is not 

listed in the inventory of types of essential orders given in DPP.   

 

II ESSENTIAL ORDER IN DPP 

2.1 Properties of being 

Scotus opens his little book with a prayer, seeking, like his theological forebear, 

Anselm, a powerful argument for God’s existence (DPP I.1-2).3 He postulates that 

focusing on the passiones entis is a helpful way forward, and identifies essential 

order as among the passiones entis (I.3). These “properties of being” are special 

insofar as they characterize any being whatsoever, whether actual or merely 

                                                        
3 Hereafter, for the sake of brevity, whenever I cite DPP I will just give the chapter number and 
paragraph number in parentheses, e.g. (I.1–2). 
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possible. Some of these properties are the well-known transcendentals such as truth 

and goodness.4 Others, however, are the so-called “disjunctive transcendentals,” 

which are transcendentals which come in pairs, F or G, such that for any being, x, 

(Fx or Gx) and not (Fx and Gx).5 Perhaps the most famous of the disjunctive 

transcendentals is “finite or infinite”, which divides all being with creatures on the 

left and God on the right.6  

 Scotus identifies essential order as one of the disjunctive transcendentals 

(I.3), since any being is either essentially ordered to another being, or it is that to 

which another being is essentially ordered. Thus, every being stands in a relation 

of essential order to at least one other being. (Ultimately, Scotus holds that every 

being stands in a relation of essential order to every other being, but this does not 

follow merely from the fact that essential order is a disjunctive transcendental.) For 

reasons which, I presume, are supposed to become clear only by the end of the 

book, essential order is deemed the “more fruitful” way of deriving a conclusion 

for God’s existence (I.3). 

 

2.2 The relation of essential order 

In DPP’s order of exposition, the divisions and types of order are given before the 

definition of the relation of order. It may seem problematic to makes these 

distinctions before giving the reader a sense of what it is that is being divided, but 

Scotus tells us very early that, whatever else order is, it is a relation by which things 

                                                        
4 Ord. I, d. 8, p. 1. q. 3, n. 114 (Vat. IV, 206). 
5 Ord. I, d. 39, qq. 1-5, n. 13 (Vat. VI, 414) 
6 Helpful studies include Aersten 2012: 371–432; King 2003: 26–28; Wolter 1946: 82–89. 
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are arranged with regard to priority and posteriority (I.5), such that if two things, 

A and B, are ordered then A is prior to B and B is posterior to A, or B is prior to A 

and A is posterior to B. But priority and posteriority alone clearly underdetermine 

the relation of order. Not every instance of priority and posteriority counts as an 

order, still less as an essential order. For example, temporal relations (e.g., before, 

after, simultaneous) and quantitative relations (e.g. greater than, less than) involve 

relations of priority and posteriority but are not relations of order, in the intended 

sense. 

Additionally, the relation of order is irreflexive (II.2), asymmetrical (II.4), 

and transitive (II.6). It is an interpretive question whether these properties define 

the relation of essential order or merely order. In favor of these three properties 

being definitive of essential order (such that some relation R is an essential order if 

and only if R is irreflexive, asymmetrical, and transitive) is that after listing these 

properties in II.2-7, Scotus turns his attention, starting in 2.8, to proving various 

theorems about individual types of essential orders and about relations between 

types of essential orders. The irreflexive-assymmetrical-transitive trio presented in 

II.2-7 therefore appears in context to be all Scotus has to say by way of definition 

of essential order as such.  

Against this reading, however, is that Scotus evidently thinks that some 

instances of order exhibit these three properties and yet are not essential orders. 

This is clear from the distinction between accidentally ordered causes and 

essentially ordered causes, a distinction drawn in III.9-11. Scotus tells us there are 

three differences between these two types of causal series. A and B are essentially 
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ordered causes of some effect C if and only if (i) A is the cause of B’s causing of 

C, (ii) A is prior to B in the order of eminence, and (iii) A’s causing B’s causing is 

simultaneous with B’s causing C (III.11). If A and B fail to satisfy (i), (ii), and/or 

(iii) in their joint causing of effect C, they would constitute an accidentally ordered 

series. But even if merely accidentally ordered it would still be the case that A could 

not be its own cause (irreflexivity), that if A is a cause of B then B is not a cause of 

A (asymmetry), and that if A is a cause of B and B is a cause of C then A is a cause 

of C (transitivity).  

The evidence from Scotus’s discussion of accidentally ordered causes 

seems to me compelling in favor of the reading of II.2-7 in a way in which, if Scotus 

defines anything, he defines only the relation of order, but not essential order. This 

means, however, that nowhere in DPP does Scotus define the relation essential 

order as such.7 We get rich and rigorous description of various types of essential 

orders and how they relate to each other, but no definition of the genus to which 

these various types belong.  

 

2.3 The divisions and types of order 

2.3.1 The order of eminence. Scotus makes four “divisions” of order which result 

in seven types of order. Essential order may obtain in any of these seven types of 

order. The first division is between eminence and dependence. In an essential order 

of eminence which obtains among some pair, A and B, where A is prior to B, A is 

“more perfect and more noble” than B (I.7).  

                                                        
7 Michael Gorman noticed this omission in Gorman 1993: 460–471. 
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2.3.2 The order of dependence. In an essential order of dependence, B (the 

posterior) depends on A (the prior). In Scotus’s explication of the essential order of 

dependence in I.8, he makes a subtle interpretation of (and, arguably, an innovation 

to) a notion of order he finds in Aristotle’s Metaphysics. There, Aristotle identifies 

a type of priority and posteriority in which A can exist without B but B cannot exist 

without A (Metaphysics V, 1019a2-4). On Scotus’s reading, dependence relations 

may obtain even if A (the prior) cannot in fact exist without B (the posterior). A, 

reasons Scotus, may produce its effect, B, necessarily. In this case, A could not 

exist without B also existing. But an order of dependence may nevertheless obtain 

among A and B, if B depends on A and not the other way around. But if A and B 

go together, so to speak, no matter what, then we cannot include ability to exist 

without the other in a definition of what it is for A to be prior in the order of 

dependence to B.  

Scotus therefore says instead that the mark of dependence is that, without 

A, B’s existence “includes a contradiction” while, without B, A’s existence does 

not include a contradiction, and these logical modalities hold whether or not B’s 

existence follows (metaphysically) necessarily from A’s existence, such that in fact 

A (metaphysically) could not exist without B (I.8).  

It is not clear to me what are the full ramifications of Scotus’s view that B’s 

existence and A’s non-existence include a contradiction, while A’s existence and 

B’s non-existence do not include a contradiction (even if, metaphysically, 

necessarily, if A exists then B exists). But it’s worth saying at least a bit about these 

ramifications. To “include a contradiction” is in Scotus’s terminology to be 
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logically impossible, and to be logically impossible is for two or more things (things 

in the broadest possible sense) to stand in relations of repugnance to each other. 

Relations of repugnance (and non-repugnance as the case may be) obtain 

independent of any causal power, including God’s. Scotus elsewhere offers white 

and black as examples of repugnant things; presumably these are repugnant because 

no subject can be white and black at once in exactly the same way.8 Why this 

repugnance obtains is mysterious. The point that needs to be made here, however, 

is that whatever explanation there might be for the repugnance of white and black, 

that explanation emphatically is not that there is no causal power which can cause 

white and black to compose a unity. Instead, the reason why no causal power can 

unite these is because they are, formally, of themselves, repugnant, un-unitable.  

Thus, returning to the dependence of B on A, we can say that Scotus’s 

interpretation of Aristotle here makes dependence relations (or, at least, the 

dependence relations most relevant to the task of DPP) fully explicable in the order 

of essences, rather than existence. This is crucial for the success of the God-

arguments of DPP. In ch.III, after the essential-orders framework has been 

explicated to a satisfactory level of detail in chs.I and II, Scotus announces that his 

God-arguments will reason from premises about the possible rather than the actual, 

since all true (non-tensed) propositions about the possible are necessary, while true 

propositions about (contingent) actual things are only contingently true (III.6). 

Unlike Aquinas in his famous Five Ways, Scotus’s arguments in DPP do not rely 

on the actual existence of any concrete thing; instead, they rely on relations of 

                                                        
8 Rep. IA, d. 43, q. 1, n. 23 (Wolter and Bychkov 2, 527). 
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repugnance, non-repugnance, and entailment which obtain necessarily among 

essences. Therefore, whatever else may be the case about an order of dependence, 

we can say that dependent on A is included in or entailed by what it is to be B, 

whereas that on which B depends is neither included in nor entailed by what it is to 

be A—even if, given the existence of A, the existence of B follows.  

2.3.2.1 Non-causal dependence .The second division of order is a division of the 

order of dependence: causal dependence and non-causal dependence (I.9). The 

third division of order is a division of the order of non-causal dependence into two: 

proximate non-causal dependence and remote non-causal dependence (I.13). The 

fourth and final division is a division of the order of causal dependence into four: 

final causality, efficient causality, formal causality, and material causality (I.15). 

The four divisions yield seven types of order:  

 1. order of eminence 

 2. order of proximate non-causal dependence 

 3. order of remote non-casual dependence 

 4. order of final causal dependence 

 5. order of efficient causal dependence 

 6. order of formal causal dependence 

 7. order of material causal dependence 

In the summary of ch.I, Scotus confusingly says that the investigation has yielded 

six types of order, where the two types of non-causal dependence are counted as 

one (I.16). I don’t know why he did this.  
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2.3.2.1.1 Proximate non-causal dependence. In general, an order of non-causal 

dependence obtains among two things, A and B, which are non-causally related to 

each other but which are causally related, proximately or remotely, to some one 

common cause, C, which is a (proximate or remote) cause of A and a (proximate 

or remote) cause of B. In an order of proximate non-causal dependence, C is a cause 

of A and C is a cause of B, and C could not cause B unless C first caused A. A is 

therefore prior in the order of non-causal dependence to B because A is not a cause 

of B but A’s existing is a necessary condition for B’s existing. This relation can be 

helpfully illustrated though the following figure:  

 

The solid arrows represent causal dependence of the lower (A and B) on the higher 

(C), and the dashed arrow represents a proximate non-causal dependence of B on 

A. Scotus himself offers at least one example of an order of proximate non-causal 

dependence. When some efficient cause (C) produces some material substance, that 

material substance receives both a quantitative form (A) and a qualitative form such 

as a color form (B). A color form does not causally depend on a quantitative form, 

but something’s being quantified is (let us assume, plausibly) a necessary condition 

for its being colored (II.36).  

2.3.2.1.2 Remote non-causal dependence. In an order of remote non-causal 

dependence, D is a cause of A and D is a cause of C, and C is a cause of B, and C 
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could not cause B unless D first caused A. A is therefore prior in the order of non-

causal dependence to B because A is not a cause of B but A’s existing is a necessary 

condition for C’s causing B. This relation can be helpfully illustrated through the 

following figure:  

 

Here, the solid arrows represent causal dependence of the lower on the higher (A 

and C on D and B and C on D), and the dashed arrow represents a remote non-

causal dependence of B on A. Scotus does not give an example of a remote non-

causal dependence but we can concoct one which is in the spirit of his example of 

a proximate non-causal dependence. When some efficient cause (D) produces a 

material substance, that material substance receives both a quantitative form (A) 

and a qualitative form such as a form of color (C). In the presence of a subject which 

has the appropriate sensory power, a colored object causes the presence of the 

“species” or representation of color (B) in the sensory organs of the sensing 

subject.9 Since the color (C) of the substance could not exist without the quantity 

(A) of the substance, and since the color of the substance causes the color species 

                                                        
9 Scotus, Ord. I, d. 3, p. 3, q. 1, n. 334 (Vat. III, 202), cited in Pasnau 2003: 289. 
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(B) in the sensitive subject, we can say that B is both causally dependent on C and 

non-causally dependent on A. The non-causal dependence of B on A is, in this case, 

remote rather than proximate, simply because while both A and B are effects of D, 

B is an effect of D further down the causal chain than A.  

2.3.2.2 Causal dependence. The four types of causal dependence correspond to the 

four types of Aristotelian causes: final, efficient, formal, material (I.15). The four 

relations of order corresponding to these four causes are these: 

 1. Final cause / thing ordered to an end (finitum) 

 2. Efficient cause / thing brought about (effectum) 

 3. Material cause / thing made of matter (materiatum) 

 4. Formal cause / thing formed (formatum) 

In each case, the cause is prior and the effect is posterior. This point may seem 

trivial, but in the case of final causality this leads to an innovative view about how 

an end can be a cause. An end can be a cause, according to Scotus, only if it is loved 

by some intelligent agent and, so loved, “moves” the intelligent agent to effect that 

end; or, more perspicuously, the end is a cause if and only if it is among the 

intelligent agent’s reasons for efficiently causing some effect which is specifically 

similar to that end (II.14-18).10   

 The material and formal causes are called intrinsic causes, because they 

cause a thing precisely by being parts of it (II.26). The final and efficient causes are 

called extrinsic causes, since any final- or efficient-caused thing is not a final or 

efficient cause of itself (II.26).  

                                                        
10 See also the important discussion in QMet. V, q. 1 (OPh III, 395–411). 
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 Scotus tells us that any material substance essentially depends on at least 

one cause in each type of cause, and that the four causes are themselves essentially 

ordered in their joint production of a material substance: the final cause moves the 

efficient cause to give form to matter (II.33). For this reason the finitum, effectum, 

materiatum, and formatum are one and the same substance, where each term picks 

out the substance in relation to one of its four (types of) causes. Notice that the 

cooperation of the four causes in their production of a single effect must be one of 

the non-causal essential orders of dependence, since each type of cause has a 

different sort of causality and therefore they do not compose a causal series when 

they produce their joint effect. This is the point of Scotus’s distinction between 

causes which are essentially ordered in their causing, on the one hand, and, on the 

other hand, essentially ordered things which are causes (II.33). The four causes are 

essentially ordered in the latter way. The efficient causal and final causal series 

which Scotus eventually argues terminate in God are essentially ordered in the 

former way.  

 Not every causal dependence is essentially ordered in this former way. As 

we have already had occasion to note (section 2.2), Scotus distinguishes between 

essentially ordered causal series, and accidentally ordered causal series. Both sorts 

of series equally satisfy the conditions for order, but an essentially ordered series 

meets three additional criteria. To repeat what was said in section 2.2, A and B are 

essentially ordered causes of some effect C if and only if (i) A is the cause of B’s 

causing of C, (ii) A is prior to B in the order of eminence, and (iii) A’s causing B’s 

causing is simultaneous with B’s causing C (III.11). It follows from this that a series 

Formatted: Font: 12 pt, Not Superscript/
Subscript

Deleted: s

Formatted: Font: 12 pt

Formatted: Font: 12 pt, Not Superscript/
Subscript



of essentially ordered causes really is a series only of causes: if A is in an essentially 

ordered causal series with B, then A is the cause of B’s causing, not (qua member 

of essentially ordered series of causes) B as such. In our example, C would not be 

part of the series of essentially ordered causes which comprises A and B, and this 

is because (in the example) C is the terminus of the series—it is C, and not C’s 

causing (e.g., some further term, D) which is the joint effect of A’s causing B’s 

causing. Of course, C is still essentially ordered to A and B, as effectum to efficient 

causes (or finitum to final cause, as the case may be). In short, the series A-B is a 

series of causes which are essentially ordered in their causing, while the series A-

B-C is a series of essentially ordered things, two of which are causes.   

 

2.4 The relata of essential order 

One interpretive challenge of DPP concerns exactly what are the relata of essential 

orders. Given that essential order is identfied early on as a property of being (I.3), 

and therefore the essentially prior and the essentially posterior disjunctively 

transcend all being, we should expect that anything whatsoever, taking thing in the 

broadest possible sense, is essentially ordered in at least one way to at least one 

thing distinct from it. And this is in fact the case, as it turns out. However, there are 

two complicated moments elsewhere in DPP worth thinking about in connection 

with the question about the relata of essential order.  

 The first focuses only on essential orders of causal dependence. Here there 

appears to be an inconsistency between the relata given in Scotus’s introduction of 

the four types of causal essential order (I.15), and the relata given in Scotus’s later 
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distinction between essentially and accidentally ordered causal series (III.9-11). In 

I.15, the essential order is between cause and effect, e.g., between the efficient 

cause and its effectum. But in III.11, the essential order is between cause and cause, 

or, strictly, between a cause and another cause’s causing. Here the appearance of 

inconsistency can be resolved if we simply take all essentially ordered causal series 

as instances of the canonical cause/effect division, where causings are the relata of 

the series. An essentially ordered series of causes orders things’ causings and only 

things’ causings. Thus, in an essentially ordered series A-B-C-D, where A-B-C are 

essentially ordered in their causing, A’s causing B’s causing’s C’s causing is the 

causal series which brings about D, where A’s causing is a cause (of B’s causing 

C’s causing) but not an effect, B’s causing is both a cause (of C’s causing) and an 

effect (of A’s causing), and C’s causing is an effect (of A’s causing B’s causing). 

Therefore, there is no inconsistency between I.15 and III.9-11 on the question of 

the relata of essential orders of causal dependence.  

 The second complication focuses on the beginning of Scotus’s argument for 

a first efficient cause. Scotus says that his goal, here in ch.III, is to demonstrate that 

in the three essential orders of efficient causality, final causality, and eminence, 

there is “some one nature which is simply first (III.3, my emphasis).” The first 

theorem of III.4 is given a few lines down: “Some nature among beings can produce 

an effect (III.4, my emphasis).” The proof of the theorem argues that if something 

can be produced then something can be productive; but something can be produced; 

therefore something can be productive. In his proof of the antecedent, he asserts 

that something is contingent, and glosses contingency as being “possible to exist 

Formatted: Font: 12 pt

Formatted: Font: 12 pt, Not Superscript/
Subscript



after not existing.” But anything which exists after not existing exists because of 

something other than itself, since it is not the case that there is a contingently 

existing x but no existing y such that y causes x, even if x=y. Therefore something 

can be productive (III.5).  

 In the following paragraph (III.6), Scotus makes clear the significance of 

his use of “nature” in the first theorem and its proof. In his God-arguments he 

prefers not to rely on premises about actual contingent things, which are “evident” 

but not “necessary,” but prefers instead to use premises and conclusions about the 

possible since these, if true, are necessarily true. Making natures the relata of the 

essential orders invoked in the God-arguments stays neutral between actually 

existing and merely possible things, allowing Scotus to argue from “some nature is 

producible” to “there actually exists a nature which is the first efficient cause” 

(III.18).  

The details of this or the other two “primacy” arguments need not detain us 

here. The point to draw is that Scotus’s argumentative strategy demands that the 

relata of essential orders are natures rather than concrete things. Given the way 

Scotus actually deploys, in ch.III, the apparatus of essential order developed in chs.I 

and II, it is plausible to think that not just in the God-arguments but anywhere there 

is essential order, the relata are natures and not concreta. Where actually existing 

things are essentially ordered, plausibly it is an order which obtains because of the 

natures of the actually existing things—perhaps what makes these essential orders 

is that they are orders due to essence or nature. On this broad picture, when concrete 
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things are in essential orders, they are there not qua concreta but because they’re 

attached, so to speak, to the natures they instance. 

This is speculative, of course, but the speculation is grounded a bit by the 

consideration that essential orders of eminence explicitly obtain among natures 

(essences) (I.7). Natures or essences are not explicitly identified as the relata of 

essential orders of dependence, but reading the relata of these essential orders of 

dependence in this way helps to make some sense out of a difficult passage 

considered earlier. In I.8, Scotus says that what is posterior to the prior in an 

essential order of dependence may or may not follow necessarily from the prior, 

but whether it does or not, positing the prior without the posterior includes no 

contradiction whereas positing the posterior without the prior does include a 

contradiction. Earlier on, I reasoned on Scotus’s behalf that this use of the language 

of contradiction suggests that Scotus is trying to make essential orders of 

dependence fully explicable independent of the causal power of actually existing 

things. Given this project, it makes sense that the relata of essential orders of 

dependence, like essential orders of eminence, would obtain among natures, or 

among concrete things insofar as they instance the natures they do. This 

interpretation of Scotus finds support in in QMet VII, q.1, n.17, where Scotus says 

that the essential order of an accident to a substance is founded on the essences 

(quiddities) of each, and not their concrete instances. This interpretation is also the 

view we find in Quodlibet XIX, which I discuss later. 
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2.5 Priority, Posteriority, and Contradiction  

Before leaving DPP behind, I would like to offer an argument that Scotus’s account 

of essential orders of dependence implies a startling result, one which Scotus 

himself would have been unlikely to welcome: for any x and for all y, if x is 

essentially dependent on y and y is not God, then not even God could produce x 

without producing y. Given DPP’s explication of the dependence of the posterior 

on the prior in terms of the contradiction which ensues if we posit the posterior 

without the prior (I.8), it seems to follow that, if everything in the world is 

essentially dependently ordered to everything in the world—as Scotus himself says 

at III.49—then anything at all to which God is prior in any essential order of 

dependence, but which is also posterior in any essential order of dependence to 

anything other than God, requires the existence of every created prior on which it 

depends, on pain of contradiction. This entails that if God wants to make a 

particular giraffe currently living at the Cameron Park Zoo, he must also make, on 

pain of contradiction, everything which is essentially prior, in any order of 

dependence, to that giraffe. This would leave only those things which God makes 

immediately, without any secondary causes, free to occupy other possible worlds 

without the baggage of essentially prior members of this world. This seems like a 

severe restriction on divine power.  

I see no reason to attribute this view to Scotus; I only claim that it seems to 

follow from things Scotus says in DPP I.8. If in fact it does not follow, I think it 

would be for roughly the following reasons. Return to our particular giraffe. Since 

it exists in the actual world and is not itself a First (uncaused) Cause, we know that 
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it is essentially dependent on at least one prior term in an essentially ordered 

efficient causal series. But remember, the relata of essential orders are not, strictly 

speaking, actual things but the essences of actual things. So we need to be very 

careful in identifying what it is exactly upon which the giraffe is essentially 

dependent. And we need to be very careful in identifying what exactly about the 

giraffe makes the giraffe essentially dependent upon whatever it is essentially 

dependent upon. Given that essences are the relata of essential orders, we may be 

forced to say something like this: in a highly general sense, the giraffe is a 

producible individual essence, and this means it is essentially ordered to at least 

one efficient cause. But, at this highly general level, it does not follows that, say, 

the actual giraffe’s actual parents are among its efficient causes. All we need, so to 

speak, to get this particular giraffe, is some efficient cause or other with power 

sufficient for bringing about this particular giraffe—actualizing this particular 

individual essence. And for all the DPP framework tells us, this could be some other 

giraffes, or an angel, or God directly. If so, then if we imagine this particular giraffe 

on the scene without having the particular giraffe parents it in fact has, we are not 

imagining something contradictory; we are in fact imagining some alternative route 

to the production of this particular giraffe. And in this case, the “startling result” I 

mentioned above would not in fact follow from the DPP framework.  

Perhaps this is right. I confess I do not know. In favor of this reading which 

blocks the startling result is the obvious fact that Scotus would deny that God can 

make this particular giraffe only by making everything else by which he has in fact 

brought about this giraffe. Nevertheless, against this reading which blocks the 
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startling result, I’d like to say that if this really is the teaching of the DPP—namely, 

that this giraffe is not essentially dependent on its parents strictly speaking but on 

any essence at all with power to produce this giraffe—then it is not clear to me how 

to identify any essential orders of dependence other than the essential dependence 

of all things (except God) upon God. Consider the giraffe. If it essentially depends 

not on its parents but on anything with giraffe producing power—which its parents 

in fact had but which many other things have or might have, and which God has 

necessarily—then the giraffe might turn out to be essentially dependent on just one 

thing, God, or God insofar as he is able to produce the giraffe. If it is essentially 

dependent on anything besides God, then of course it is still also essentially 

dependent on God. But I see no reason for supposing that it would in fact be 

essentially dependent on anything besides God. God, so to speak, is sufficient all 

on his own for the production of this giraffe, precisely under the aspect of—or the 

characterization of his essence as—able to produce this giraffe. If God in fact ropes 

in secondary causes to produce this giraffe, then this is a contingent fact about the 

world he decided to make, and not a necessary fact about what it would take to 

produce this giraffe. But somehow I don’t think the DPP essential orders framework 

was intended to eliminate creaturely efficient causes from the realm of essential 

orders of efficient causal dependence.  

 

III ESSENTIAL ORDER ABROAD 

 Leaving aside, unresolved, this question about Scotus’s I.8 claim that the 

essentially posterior considered without the essentially prior includes a 
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contradiction, I turn now to consider two non-DPP texts, one of which clarifies one 

unclear aspect of DPP and the other of which complicates the essential orders 

framework given in DPP.  

 

3.1 Essential order in the Incarnation 

In Quodlibet XIX, Scotus asks whether the unity of Christ’s human and divine 

natures consists in the dependence of the human nature on the Word (or the Son, 

the second person of the Christian Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit). His 

affirmative answer is that the human nature essentially depends on the Son and 

therefore the unity of the divine and human natures is a unity of order.  

According to Scotus, the terms of this union are, properly speaking, an 

individualized human nature (and not a concrete human person) with the Son. The 

Son has numerically the same divine nature as the Father and the Holy Spirit, but 

each divine person has its own distinguishing, “incommunicable” feature, i.e., a 

feature which cannot in principle be in common between two or more things. So 

there is a question about how exactly this individualized human nature can be united 

with just the Son and not with the whole Trinity, or the divine nature itself.   

Michael Gorman has offered a clear explication of Scotus’s answer, which 

clarifies an important point about the relata of essential orders, and on which I here 

rely.11 The gist of the answer is that, in hypostatic union, the individualized human 

nature and the Son stand in an essential order of dependence in which the human 

nature is dependent on the Son, but the Son is the prior relatum of this essential 

                                                        
11 Gorman 1993: 460–71. 
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order of dependence in virtue of its incommunicable feature and not in virtue of the 

divine nature (and there is nothing else to the Son in virtue of which it could be the 

relatum of an essential order).12     

 An objector objects that the Son cannot be the term of an essential 

dependence in virtue of his incommunicable feature, because this feature is that in 

virtue of which the divine nature is concretized in the individual person of the Son, 

but essential orders have to do with essence.13 The objection trades on the claim 

that essential order obtain only among (inter) essences. 

 Scotus’s reply does not deny the crucial claim that essential orders obtain 

among esssences. His move is to distinguish a narrow and broad sense of essential 

order, and argue that the Son can be the term of an essential order of dependence in 

the broad sense. In the narrow sense, essential order does indeed obtain only among 

essences. But in the broad sense, which Scotus also calls “per se priority,” essential 

order may obtain both among quidditative and among hypostatic entity.14 

 As Gorman glosses the distinction, Scotus does not here deny that essential 

order obtains among essences or natures. Instead, the key move is to distinguish 

between communicable and incommunicable essential features and argue that, at 

least in a broad sense, even an incommunicable feature of a hypostasis (or concrete 

substance) can be that in virtue of which a thing stands in an essential order to some 

other thing. Consider the following distinction: on the one hand, the Son, who is 

                                                        
12 Quodl., q. 19, n. 3 (Vivès XXVI, 260–262); English translation in John Duns Scotus, God and 
Creatures, nn. 10–11 (Alluntis and Wolter, p. 420–421).  
13 Quodl., q. 19, n. 5 (Vivès XXVI, 265–266); English translation in John Duns Scotus, God and 
Creatures, n. 19 (Alluntis and Wolter, p.423). 
14 Quodl. q. 19, n. 9 (Vivès XXVI, 469–470); English translation in John Duns Scotus, God and 
Creatures, n. 29 (Alluntis and Wolter, p. 426). 
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incommunicable, is a term of an essential order; on the other hand, the Son, in virtue 

of his incommunicable feature, is a term of an essential order. Gorman’s reading of 

Scotus sides with the latter. Gorman concludes, “Thus, something is in an essential 

order in the broad sense whenever it is in an ordering relation by virtue of some 

essential feature that it has [whether communicable or incommunicable]; it is in an 

essential order in the narrow sense whenever it is in an ordering relation by virtue 

of some communicable essential feature that it has.”15  

 The upshot of the Quodlibet XIX deployment of essential order is that we 

get some confirmation about the speculative conclusion in section 2.4, above: a 

relation R is a relation of essential order if and only if R is a relation of order (a 

relation defined by irreflexivity, asymmetry, and transitivity) which obtains among 

or in virtue of essences/natures.    

 

3.2 Essential order in human procreation 

The second text to consider, in Ordinatio I, distinction 3, part 3, question 2, 

introduces what appears to me to be a type of essential order additional to the seven 

types outlined in DPP. The topic of the question is whether the intellect is the total 

cause of knowledge in the soul. Scotus thinks it is not, and developes his own view, 

which is, roughly, that the intellect and the object of understanding concur in the 

production of knoweledge. In the context of explaining this concurrence Scotus 

offers an example taken from human procreation.16 The example is easier to explain 

than the topic it is designed to illustrate, so I concentrate on the example in order to 

                                                        
15 Gorman 1993: 467, emphasis mine. 
16 For a similar use of the example, see Lect. II, d. 25. q. un., n. 73 (Vat. XIX, 254).   
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show that Scotus recognizes an additional type of essential order not captured in 

DPP.17 

 In this text, Scotus distinguishes two types of essential orders. The first is 

straighforwardly an essential order of causal dependence: “a higher cause ‘moves’ 

a lower cause in such a way that the lower does not act unless moved by the 

higher.”18 The example here is the causality a human hand exerts when it moves a 

mortar and pestle to grind wheat.  

 The second type of essential order offered in this text is the one that interests 

us. In this type, “the higher does not move the lower, nor does it give the latter the 

power by which it moves.”19 Yet the higher and lower concur in the production of 

some effect. Consider a mother and father. Neither alone can produce offspring. 

Embryology as understood in Scotus’s time held that the father contributes the seed 

and the mother contributes auspicious conditions for the seed to develop into a 

human fetus. Given this embryology, Scotus identifies the father as the more perfect 

agent in human procreation and the mother as the less perfect. Nevertheless, in an 

act of procreation, the mother does not receive her causality from the father, the 

way the mortar and pestle receives its motion from the hand. Moreover, the father 

cannot procreate all on his own. (The father’s cooperation with the mother is not 

like God’s cooperation with creatures in many creaturely effects, in which God 

could but does not produce the whole effect all by himself.) Instead, father and 

                                                        
17 Ord. I, d. 3, p. 3, q. 2, nn. 496–498 (Vat. III, 293–295). The entire distinction has been translated 
recently in Duns Scotus, On Being and Cognition (van den Becken). 
18 Ord. I, d. 3, p. 3. q. 2, n. 496 (Vat. III, 293–294); English translation in Duns Scotus, On Being 
and Cognition (van den Becken), p. 225.  
19 Ibid.  
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mother each contributes something without which the procreative effect would not 

come about. It is not merely the case that “two causes do the job better than could 

one cause alone.”20 Instead, the effect, a new human life, is a “more perfect” effect 

than either father or mother could produce on his or her own.21 As Michael Fatigati 

says, “The mother and father could each produce things apart from one another 

(chopped wood, cooked food), but nothing they produce apart from one another is 

quite as perfect as what they are able to cause together (a child).”22 

 Efficient (and final) causal series are very “top-down” in DPP. God’s 

causing causes the causing of every created efficient (or final) cause all the way 

down to some creaturely effect which is not itself a causing. In this top-down way, 

efficient causes are always cooperating in the production of joint effects. The single 

example we have in DPP of causes cooperating for some joint effect in such a way 

that the causes are not themselves ordered top-down in a causal series, is the 

cooperation of the four causes in the production of a material substance. But in this 

instance, the four causes are not themselves causally ordered to each other. 

(Recalling an earlier distinction, discussed in section 2.3.2.2, above, they are 

essentially ordered things which are causes, but not causes which are essentialy 

ordered in their causing.) But in Scotus’s procreation example, it appears that we 

have two efficient causes which together produce a common effect, but which are 

not themselves essentially ordered in such a way that the prior (the father) is an 

efficient cause of the causing of the posterior (the mother). If there is any DPP-

                                                        
20 Pasnau 2003: 292. 
21 Ord. I, d. 3, p. 3, q. 2, n. 496 (Vat. III, 293–294); English translation in Duns Scotus, On Being 
and Cognition (van den Becken), p. 225.  
22 Fatigati 2013: 9. In the same vein, see Cross 2014: 128–131. 
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typical essential order here, it is an essential order of eminence: Scotus identifies 

the father as the “more perfect” cause than the mother. But a mere essential order 

of eminence is insufficient to explain their cooperatively efficiently causing a 

human life, nor does the text suggest that this order is sufficient.   

 I do not myself see a way of mapping this particular example of a causal 

essential order of dependence onto the framework of DPP. What I would like to 

suggest is that we have here a hybrid type of essential order of dependence. In a 

straightforward essential order of efficient causation, A and B produce their effect 

C by A’s causing B’s causing of C. But this does not obtain in the present example. 

In a straightforward essential order of non-causal dependence, A is essentially prior 

to B because their common cause C, must produce A in order to produce B. But in 

the mother-father-offspring case, it looks like we have a hybrid, in which the 

father’s efficient causality stands in an essential order of efficient causation 

terminating in God, and the mother’s efficient causality stands in an essential order 

of efficient causation terminating in God, and the father is essentially prior to the 

mother (at least in the order of eminence), but their joint effect, the offspring, is 

efficient-causally essentially ordered to both mother and father. With reference to 

the earlier figures used to represent essential orders of non-causal dependence, we 

could illustrate this hybrid case in the following way:  
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Recall that dashed arrows in the figures for non-causal dependence represented a 

non-causal dependence of the lower on the higher, while solid arrows represented 

a causal dependence of the lower on the higher. Here, the dotted arrow represents 

neither causal nor non-causal dependence. It is instead what we might call an 

ordered co-causal dependence, where the lower is posterior to the higher but both 

are required for the production of their joint effect. Despite the lack of causal 

dependence of one upon the other, the mother and father’s joint production of their 

offspring offers no fundamental counterexample to the DPP’s top-down approach 

to efficient causality, insofar as mother and father each is connected up, ultimately, 

to God, in an essentially ordered efficient causal series which efficiently causes 

each parent’s individual causal contribution of to their joint offspring. Nevertheless, 

what this picture requires is a supplementation of DPP’s account of essential order, 

a type of essential order, represented by the thick arrow, which is not captured by 

any of the seven essential orderes distinguished in DPP.  
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IV CONCLUSION 

There are many other places in Scotus’s opera in which he deploys essential order. 

Most of these are easily assimilable to the DPP framework. For example, Scotus 

argues that God is worthy to be loved the most because he is first in the essential 

order of eminence, and love (by nature) ought to be in proportion to the goodness 

of the lovable object.23 He thinks the Church is essentially ordered to Christ in a 

way analogous to the world’s essential orders to God, and thinks each of the seven 

clerical orders of the Church is essentially ordered to the celebration of the 

Eucharist; these orders are plausibly construed as (at least) final causal orders.24 He 

thinks that the body parts of a fetus, prior to that fetus’s reception of an animal soul, 

compose efficient- and final-causal essential orders to each other and to the 

organism whose parts they will become.25 And he thinks a human act of will is 

essentially ordered to the divine will, and this order is plausibly construed as an 

essential order of efficient causation.26  

 The two non-DPP examples of essential order I have considered here tell us 

something about essential order which we don’t learn from DPP. The Quodl. XIX 

text confirms and makes explicit something which is at best only implicit in DPP, 

namely that essential orders are orders which obtain among their relata due to 

essential features of the relata. And the Ord. I.3.3.2 text gives us a new, hybrid sort 

                                                        
23 Ord. III, d. 27, q. un., n. 47 (Vat. X, 68–69). 
24 Rep. IV, d. 24, q. un., n. 14 (Wad. XI.2, 778; Vivès XXIV, 357). The text printed as Rep. IV in 
the Wadding and Vivès editions is currently being edited by Oleg Bychkov, who kindly shared his 
collation of mss of the text to confirm the authenticity of this part of Wadding’s Rep. IV.  
25 QMet. VII.20.48. For an argument that efficient causing and final causing are the two orders which 
obtain here, see Ward 2014: 103–106. 
26 Rep. II, d. 37, q. 2, n. 6 (Wad. XI.1, 401; Vivès XXIII, 193–194). 
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of essential order which cannot be explained fully in the terms of any of the seven 

orders distinguished in DPP.  

 

 

Deleted: Perhaps the most startling result of this study, 
however, is that essential orders of dependence turn out to be 
such that the posterior not only depends on the prior but 
could not exist and could not have existed, even by divine 
power, without the series of prior terms on which it 
essentially depends. 

Formatted: Font: 12 pt
Formatted: Font: 12 pt
Deleted: ¶
¶
¶
¶
¶
¶
¶
¶
¶
¶



Page 17: [1] Deleted   Ward, Tom   9/13/19 5:13:00 PM 
 

Page 19: [2] Deleted   Ward, Tom   9/17/19 1:21:00 PM 
 

 

... [1]
Formatted

... [2]

... [3]
Formatted

... [4]
Formatted

... [5]
Formatted

... [6]
Formatted

... [7]
Formatted

... [8]


