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This article presents a new interpretation and critique of some aspects of Aquinas’s 
metaphysics of relations, with special reference to a theological ^oblem -the relation 
of God to creatures-that catalyzed Aquinas’s and much medieval thought on the 
ontology of relations. 1 will show that Aquinas’s ontologically reductive theory of cat- 
egorical real relations should equip him to identify certain relations as real relations, 
which he actually identifies as relations of reason, most notably the relation of God to

Aquinas presents his metaphysics of relations primarily in discussions of two 
theological problems.· the relations of the persons of the Trinity to each other 
and to the Divine Essence, and relations of creatures to God and of God to 
creatures.؛ The former led Aquinas to formulate an account of real but non- 
inhering relations (since divine persons, simple as they are, cannot be the 
subjects of accidents), and the latter led him to posit relations of reason that 
are true of but nevertheless do not posit anything in God. But Aquinas’s dis- 
cussion of relations in these theological contexts are clearly not intended to

0 References o f Aquinas are taken from opera Omnia, ed. Robert Busa, S.J. Milan: bditoria 
Rlettronica Editel, 1992. Revised edition on the internet, by Enrique Alarcón, http://www.cor- 
pusthomisticum.org/iopera.html, 2005. 1 would like to thank Marilyn McCord Adams, JT 
Paasch, Scott Williams, and two anonymous referees for helpful comments on earlier versions
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be applicable ٢٠ theological cases only. Building on the work of Henninger, I 
develop an account of Aquinas’s views about real relations as they obtain in 
created substances, what Henninger calls categorial real relations (CRRs).2 1 
show that Aquinas has an ontologically reductionist؛(: account of CRRs in 
just the sense that Aquinas thinks that the esse of a real relation is identical to 
the of the foundation of the relation. Then I strike new ground, arguing 
that Aquinas’s account of CRRs yields two surprising conclusions which 
Aquinas elsewhere explicitly rejects. I argue that some relations, namely rela- 
tions between a knower and the thing known, and the relation between God 
and creation, all satisfy Aquinas’s criteria for real relations, and therefore 
should have been identified as such. In these respects I will also part ways 
with Henninger, who strongly defends Aquinas’s view on creation relations 
and knower-known relations as consistent with Aquinas’s broader thought on 
the ontology of relations. Arguing that Aquinas could have said something he 
in fact did not say is, I am well aware, a risky endeavor. The justification for 
the project lies, not in the attempt to fix Aquinas such that, mutatis mutandis, 
he comes out right, but rather in the exploration of the implications ofAqui- 
nas’s reductive ontology of relations.

I. The Aristotelian Approach

As Aquinas understood Aristotle, the ten categories exhaustively divide the 
modes of extramental being. O f these, the category substance was held to be 
ontologically prior to the other nine categories of accidents, inasmuch as the 
existence of accidents is dependent on the substances that they modify. Rela־ 
tion is one of these nine accidental categories.^ In his Sentences commentary, 
Aquinas argues that relations exist in things and not just in the soul by noting 
that relation is one of the categories. He says, “Nothing that exists only in the 
soul is determined to any genus.”4 Aquinas assumed that the ten logical cate- 
gories reflected and were dependent for their truth on ten modes of being. To

2) Mark Henning€r, Relations: Medieval Theories 1250-1325  (Oxford: Clarendon, وا89)ر  
“Thomas Aquinas on the Ontological Status o f Relations.” Journal ofthe History ofPhilosophy 
25:4 ( ول87مر  pp. 491-515, and Some Late M edieva lسمما  ofthe Category ofRelation (Unpub- 
lished dissertation, UCLA, 1984).
3) For helpful discussion o f  medieval views of relations, see, in addition to Henninger’s Rela- 
tions, ]effrey Brower, “Medieval b e o r íe s  o f  Relations,” in Stanford Encyclopedia ofPhilosophy, 
htt^//^am.stanford.edu/emries/reladons־m e ^ a l / .
4) In I  Sent., d.26, q.2, a .l, Corp.
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paraphrase Wippel, he assumed that the order oflanguage accurately reflected 
the order ofbeing.5

From the claim that relation is one of the ten categories ofbeing and one 
of the nine accidental categories, understanding the categories of being to 
demarcate modes of extramental being, it follows that

[FI] e^st elem entally.

And from [FI] along with foe fact that CRRs are intrinsic accidents, it 
follows that

[F2] CRRs posit something real in subjects.

Latinizing Aristotle’s Greek, pros ti, a common term for “relation” in medieval 
scholasticism was ad aliquid, or “to something.” In Aristotle’s definition, a 
relation is something the being of which is to be toward another.^ A meta- 
phor commonly used revolves around the idea of “pointing to” or “looking 
toward.” Thus Aquinas identifies a component of relations that is a respectus 
ad alterum.7

[P3] For any CRR whose subject is ه , there is some “respect toward” a 
term, b y  by virtue ofwhich a is related to b .

But equally important to the truth of relational statements, is the subjects 
being a certain way, namely, being related to its relatum in the way indicated 
by the relational statement. The predicate “whiter than X־” demands a subject, 
y, ofwhich it is said, and the truth o f “y is whiter than x” demands that y be 
whiter than X This feature o fy  was called that upon which a relation (say, 
being whiter than) is founded, ٠٢ put simply, th ̂ foundation of a relation:®

[F4] For any CRR, R, foe subject, ay or something inhering in ay is foe 
foundation ofR,

؟١  John Wippel, “Thomas Aquinas’s Derivation o f the Aristotelian Categories (Pre<Jicaments),” 
in Journal o f  the History o f  Philosophy 25 ( 9 8 7 <(ل
6) Aristotle, Categories 8a 31; Aquinas, In I  Sent, d.33, q .l , a .l, ad 1.
7) In ISent.y d.26, q.2, a .l, ad 3.
8) In I  Sent.y d.26, q.2, a .l, Corp.
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What is denoted by the description, “foundation of a relation,” can be 
considered separately from its being foe foundation of a relation. Thus, the 
whiteness o f j y  which is the foundation of its relation to X y  is simply an abso־ 
lute accident in the category of quality. In addition to absolute accidents, 
substantial forms and supposits can also serve as the foundations of real 
relations, since, e.g., those absolute items in virtue of which Socrates is C O -  

specific with ?lato are the substantial forms of Socrates and of Plato. And, as 
we will see in the treatment of creation relations, the whole created supposit is 
the foundation of the creation relation to God.

II. Aquinas on CRRs

Many medieval thinkers would have agreed on the account of relations given 
thus far. It was in their theories of the nature of the distinction between foe 
foundation and the being-toward of relations that medieval thinkers dis- 
agreed, or in the nature of foe distinction between the foundation and the 
relation itself Aquinas’s position is that a CRR is identical in esse with its 
foundation, but distinct in ratio. Furthermore, the being-toward of a relation 
is to be understood primarily in causal terms, that is, a substantial or qualita- 
tive form has an active ٠٢ passive potency to relate its subject to a term. For 
example, Aquinas understands Socrates’ humanity to be that by virtue of 
which Socrates is a member of his species, as well as that by virtue of which 
he has foe relation of co-specificity to ?lato.

Aquinas’s most sustained treatment of relations comes in the first book of 
his commentary on foe Sentences of ?eter Lombard.؟ Here Aquinas distin-

رو  Henninger does ٨٠: and (with the exception o f  this note) I will not discuss Aquinas’s distinc- 
tion between relations ٠٢ relatives secundum dici and secundum esse, ^his distinction concerns 

the ways in which relations or relatives may be described, whether or not the relations in ques- 
tion are real or o f  reason. For example, in Q D P q.7, a.10, ad. 11, Aquinas says that the relations 
right and left are relations secundum esse, because the terms “right” and “left” signify “the rela- 
tions themselves.” Knowledge and sensation, however, are relations secundum dici, because the 
terms “knowledge” and “sensation” signify qualities (of the soul), from which relations arise. 
The terminology o f  the distinction is confusing, since there can be a relation secundum esse 
which is also a relation o f  reason, and there can be a relation secundum dici which is a real rela- 
tion. 1 will not focus on this distinction, concerned as it is with the grammar o f language about 
relations, rather than with the metaphysics o f  relations. For further reading, see STl y  q.13, a.7, 
ad.l; In /  Sent, d.3, q.5, a .l, exp.; In /  Sent, d.7, q .l , a.2, Corp.; and In /  Sent, d.30, q .l ,  
a.2, Corp.
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guishes several times between the esse and ratio of relations.10 The esse and 
ratio are sometimes said to be two modes of being of a relation,11 and some- 
times said to be two ways of considering a relation.^ Put very briefly, the esse 
of a real relation is its extramental being in some subject, whereas the ratio of 
a real relation is the intensional content of a real relation, or an account of 
the nature of a real relation. As a quality, the mode of existence of wisdom is 
accidental inherence in a subject; indeed, naturally all absolute accidents in 
the category quality exist in and modify their subjects. The ratio of a quality 
is just what is intelligible about the essence ٠٢ nature of a quality considered 
as such. So the ratio of a quality is, Aquinas says, a nature posited (as inhering 
in a subject) in the category of quality

But matters are different with the esse and ratio of a relation. The claim is 
that, while relation posits something inhering in a subject according to esse, it 
does not do so by ratio}1

According to ratio— that is, what is intelligible about the essence ٠٢ nature 
of a relation considered as such— a relation is what is referred to another, and 
involves no inherence in a subject:

[P5] According to the م'سآ  of relation, a relation does not inhere in a 
subject,
[P6] ©nly the “respect toward” a term is included in the ratio of a relation.

One might object to this characterization by pointing out that a relation does 
not just refer to another, but refers something X.0  another— it takes more than 
one relatum to make a relation. And, therefore, if the “respect toward a term” 
of a relation is to be included in the ratio of a relation, the subject ought also 
to be. Nevertheless, if inherence in a subject were part of the ratio of relation, 
then nothing could be a relation that did not inhere in a subject, ^ e r e  are 
apparent counterexamples, however, such as relations of reason and the non- 
composite persons of the Trinity.^ On the basis of these counterexamples, 
Aquinas concludes that accidental inherence in a subject is not part of the

10) In I  Sent, d.20, q .l , a .l, Corp.; d.26, q.2, a .l, Corp.; d.30, q .l , a.3, Corp.; d.33, q .l , art.t, 
Corp.
١٠١ In I  Sent, d.20, q .l , a .l, Corp.; d.33, q .l , a .l, Corp.
12) In I  Sent, d.26, q.2, a .l, Corp.
In I (ا3  Sent, d.20, q .l , a .l, Corp.
*٠١ Henninger, Relations, p.16; In I  Sent., d.26, q.2, a .l, Corp.
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ratio of relations. When relations do inhere, they do so because they have some 
absolute foundation that inheres.^

This distinction between the esse and ratio of relation is an important part 
of Aquinass theology and metaphysics for at least three reasons. It enables 
him to argue not only (i) that not every relation is real, but also (ii) that the 
category of relation is in some sense irreducible to other categories even if (as 
Aquinas concludes) the esse of a CRR is identical to the esse of its foundation, 
and also (؛ii) that when a relation is real, it need not be inherent (once it is 
admitted that the foundation may be something other than an accidental form).

Now, if a relation as such is just a respectas ad alterum, then the absolute 
foundation of a relation is distinct in some way from the respectas. We may 
express this as,

[P7] A CRR is identical in ^^w ith but distinct in ratio from its foundation.

If the foundation of a relation changes, there is not only a change in the rela- 
tion, but there is also a change in the subject. The foundation of a relation is 
the subject or some accident of the subject, ^terefore, if a substance gains or 
loses one or more of its accidents, the substance itself undergoes accidental 
change, since the substance both supports the existence of and is character- 
ized by its accidents. But Aquinas denies that when the respectus ad alterum 
ceases when the term is removed (i.e., changes in the relevant way), this 
change in the term causes an accidental change in the subject.^ This entails 
that a subject can lose a relation without undergoing change. But in this case 
the relation couldn’t be a really inhering accident of the subject that is dis- 
tinct from its foundation.

As we have seen, Aquinas identifies two ways in which a real relation can 
be destroyed: either through a change in the foundation of the subject of the 
relation or through a change in the term. If there is a change in the term, the 
respectus ad alterum of the relation ceases, and “then the relation is withheld, 
without change made in it [the subject].”^ In other words, the ceasing of 
R in ص does not constitute a change in a. And if R’s ceasing constitutes no 
change in ه , then R was not an accident of a with esse really distinct from 
its foundation, ^erefore Aquinas does not think that the foundation of a

15) I n i  Sent, d.26, q.2, a .l, ad 3.
In I رة1  Sent, d.26, و2م.  a .l, ad 3.
17) In I  Sent, d.26, q.2, a .l, ad.3. Also, In VPhys. lect.3, n.8.
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CRR and the relation itself are really distinet.** This conclusion is corrobo- 
rated by the سآلهء  of the same article, in which A fin a s  says that the esse of 
the relation is founded on something in a thing, for example, the relation of 
equality is founded on quantity. When there is a real relation, the only esse is 
the of the foundation.19

Aquinas recognized that, if the relation R of ه  to ء depends on b\ being in 
a certain way, then if R is something in addition to its foundation, then the 
relevant kind of change in h will produce an accidental change in a, namely, 
the ceasing of R. Consider two white things, a and b. hollowing Aristotle 
Aquinas argues that bs becoming gray, which causes R’ and R to cease, is not 
a change in a. Nevertheless, some account of change must be given, since in 
the gain ٠٢ loss of a relation something new can be said of the subject. 
Accordingly Aristotle and Aquinas after him call relational changes, changes 
per accidens, characterized in the following way:

[?8] A subject, a, changes per accidens when both (a) something can be 
newly affirmed or denied of ه , and (b) a neither acquired nor lost any sub- 
stantial, quantitative, or qualitative form.

Since Aquinas thinks that acquiring or losing a relation is a change peraccidens, 
we can say,

[P9] The acquisition or loss of a CRR, R, in a subject, a, is a change 
per accidens in 20.ه

Aquinas defends this account of the change involved in the acquisition and 
loss of real relations in a non-commentary work, QDP. In q.7, a.8> Aquinas 
repeats the distinction between per se and per accidens change, and claims that 
the acquisition or loss of a relation is merely change per accidens of a subject.21

Holding a contrary position, Robert w. Schmidt, in The Domain o ا*‘ f  Logic According ؛٠  Saint 
Thomas Aquinas (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1966), p. 139, argues that a relation must he 
really distinct from its foundations for the following reasons: a) Aquinas would not have placed 
relation among the categories o f  being if  he did not think they had really distinct أءكءء  and b) 
Aquinas calls relation foe weakest o f  beings (Q D P  q.8, a .l, ad 4; q.9, a.7, Corp.), and wouldn’t 
have done so if  the esse o fa  relation were the same as its foundation. However, as 1 argue below, 
Aquinas’s position is that relation is an irreducible category ofbeing owing to its distinct ratio.
19) In I  Sent, d.26, q.2, a .l, Corp.
20) In VPhys. lect.3, n.7.
211 QDP, q.7, a.8, ad5.
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Unlike absolute accidents such as quality ٠٢ quantity, which remain in a sub- 
ject by inherence, a relation signifies transition (in transitu) from a subject to 
a term, and does not make a composition with its subject.^ Here, in transitu 
is used instead of, but to similar effect as, respectus and its variants. It conveys 
the idea of having an aspect ٠٢ bearing toward something else, but with the 
idea of movement instead of looking. The relevant sense of composition in 
this text would seem to be a joining together of matter and form(s), or sub- 
stance and accidental form(s), as opposed to a mixture of elements (earth, 
water, air, fire) ٠٢ substances (e.g., wine and water). The foundation of a rela- 
tion does make composition with its subject, since the foundation is form, 
but the respectus ad alterum of a relation does not make a composition with 
its subject. If a relation is not the sort of thing that makes a composition with 
its subject, then it is neither matter nor form (nor an element nor another 
substance). Therefore,

[PIO] The “respect toward another” of a CRR does not make a composi-
tion with its subject.

It is safe to conclude, then, that Aquinas does not think that there are really 
distinct relative forms, and that he does think that the esse of a CRR is idem؛- 
cal with the esse of its foundation. Mark Henninger does not explicitly deny, 
as I have denied, that Aquinas thinks there are relative forms, but his account 
is consistent with mine in that he nowhere affirms that Aquinas thinks this. 
However, Henninger does explicitly say that, for Aquinas, real relations make 
composition with their subjects,^ referencing S T  la, q.28, a.2 and In I  Sent., 
d.33, q.I, a.I, in support of this position. Nevertheless, Henninger is also 
careful to distinguish that a real relation only makes a composition with its 
subject in virtue of its absolute foundation, and that the respectus ad alterum 
of a real relation is no entity in addition to its foundation.^ Moreover, the 
texts he cites in support of his claim are both consistent with the claim that it 
is the foundation alone and not the foundation together with the respectus 
ad alterum that makes a composition with its subject, ^erefore, on the 
reducibility of the esse of a CRR to its foundation, and in the rejection of dis- 
tinct relative forms, I take my and Henninger’s accounts to be in agreement.

n) QDP, q.7, a.8, Corp.
اود  Henninger, Relations, p . ل4م  
.Ibid., p. 25 ر*ت
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If there are س  relative forms, sueh that the gain ٠٢ loss of a relation is not 
a change perse in the subject of the relation, what is it about relata in reality, 
in virtue of which they are related? Aquinas holds that each absolute feature 
of a subject is able to become the actualized foundation of a real relation. 
Aquinas therefore understands each absolute feature to have a potency to be 
the foundation of a relation. By virtue of those absolute forms by virtue of 
which one thing can become related to another, a subject has many virtual or 
indeterminate relations “rooted in” these abolute forms, and these virtual 
relations are determined when a correlative comes into being.^ Aquinas 
explicitly identifies the roots of categorical real mutual relations as the foun- 
dations of the relations, and identifies the esse of the relation as the root.^ 
Responding to the problem of how it can be that a is not changed when b 
changes and becomes really related to ه , then, Aquinas reduces the esse of the 
CRR to the esse ofthe foundation (the root), and then ascribes to the root the 
aspect of virtually including a relation to all potential relata, where a poten- 
tial relatum is anything that can change in some relevant way (e.g., can 
become white), w hen something changes in the relevant way, the potency of 
a foundation is actualized. The change in a foundation when it begins actu- 
ally to relate the subject to a term, and the change in a foundation when it 
ceases actually to relate the subject to a term, are examples of per accidens 
change. Aquinas elsewhere calls the foundations of relations causes of rela- 
tions-rem ove the cause of a relation, remove the relation.^ (Note that this 
characterizations ofthe foundations applies to all CRRs, and not only causal 
real relations. Elsewhere, Aquinas distinguishes be^een  real relations based 
on quantity, and real relations based on activity and passivity, and says that 
all mutual CRRs fall under one of these types or the Other.28 But in either 
type of real relation, the foundation ofthe CRR is an actualized power to be 
related. Just as fire has the active power to heat by virtue of its hot nature, 
and does not have that power by virtue of an extra accident inhering in fire, 
so a brown horse has the power to be similar with respect to color to all other 
brown things. The first example is a relation based on causality, and the second 
is a relation based on quantity.) ^erefore

25) In VPhySy lcct.3, n.8.

ءم؛ةت.س
28) In VM et. 1.17, n.3; Q D P q.7 , a.10, Corp.
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ل ل?] ] The respectas o fa  CRR, R, is the actualization of a power of a foun- 
dation to make its subject, a, really (categorically) related to a term, ء , 
when b exists in the relevant way

One might object that [P ll] actually undermines the claims [P9] and [P10], 
for one might hold that the actualization o fa  power always introduces a new 
form into extramental reality. Then, contra [P10], a CRR would make a com- 
position with its subject, and contra [P9j, the acquisition or loss o fa  CRR 
would be a change per se in its subject. Here we might think of matter’s 
potentiality to become any substance: this power is actualized only when 
there begins to be a new substance. Or consider a log’s potentiality to become 
hot, which is atualized only when the form of heat is introduced into it. But 
these and similar examples do not exhaust the legitimate senses of the actual- 
ization o fa power. Consider a boy’s potentialiaty to become a man: a boy is a 
boy and a man is a man in virtue of the same form. Or consider fire’s poten- 
tiality to heat. If God conserves fire in existence without any surrounding 
bodies, the fire is hot but it does not heat. Introduce surrounding bodies and 
the fire begins to heat.ظ  presence of surrounding bodies actualizes fire’s 
potentiality to heat, but nothing new is added to the fire when it begins to 
heat. [P9], [PI0]> and [PI I] therefore form a consistent triad.

Another possible objection looms. Aquinas thinks that the ten Aristotelian 
categories are at least in some sense irreducible to one another; the categories 
categorize all the flavors of extramental being.^ If a CRR is identical in esse 
with its absolute foundation, however, how is it an irreducible category of 
being? The procedure here is to determine what sort of distinction obtains 
bettveen a real relation and its foundation, and then to determine whether 
this distinction is “distinct enough” to maintain the irreducibility of the rela- 
tive category. Pirst, the rationes of relation and the absolute natures that can 
serve as the foundations of relation are distinct and exclusive. The ratio of 
something absolute includes being or being in a subject, while the ratio of 
relation includes having ٠٢ being a respect toward another. Furthermore, 
the existence conditions of an absolute thing are not the same as the existence 
conditions ofa relative thing, since a relative thing, although it is an Aristote- 
lian accident and therefore belongs to a subject, nevertheless requires for 
its existence a term’s being in a certain way. A real relation is therefore distinct 
in ratio fi*om its foundation^ and has distinct existence conditions from its 
foundation.

2،;) In I  Sent., d.26, و2ء.  a .l, Corp.
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In other work, Aquinas used the distinction that obtains be^een  exclusive 
rationes to profound philosophical and theological effect. Henninger notes 
the famous /)^ d is tin c tio n  between essence and existence, which starts from 
the observation that the ratio of an essence such as humanity does not include 
existence.^ And with respect to the sticky issue of divine simplicity, Aquinas 
argued that the variety of perfections ascribed to God have exclusive rationes 
and are therefore not diverse merely in the act of thinking, but are properties 
ofthe thing itself^* Aquinas holds that something that is one can truthhtlly be 
described under a variety of rationeSy where none of these include or follow 
from others. The distinction applies to creatures as well. The rationes of foun- 
dation and relation are e x c lu s iv e — o n e  neither includes nor follows from the 
o th e r-b u t a CRR and its foundation are just one thing. Unlike God, who 
necessarily has all of His attributes, it is contingent whether or not an abso- 
lute accident is the foundation of a real relation (it is contingent on the exis- 
tence of a term). But when it is the foundation of a real relation, it is one esse 
with at least two rationes. It is in this sense— and only in this sense— drat 
relations are distinct from and irreducible to beings of some other category. 
In short,

[?I I] The respectas of a CRR, R, is the actualization of a power of a foun־ 
dation to make its subject, a, really (categorically) related to a term, b y  

w h e n  b  exists in the relevant way

must be consistent with

[?I] CRRs exist extramentally,
[?2] CRRs posit something real in a subject,
[P4] For any CRR, R, the subject, ay ٠٢ something inhering in ه , is the 
foundation ofR,

and,

[P3] For any CRR whose subject is dy there is some “respect toward” a 
term, b y  by virtue of which a is related to b .

30) in n in g ( .Relations, p. 30 .*؛
31) In I  Sent, d.2, q .l , a.2, Corp.
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CRRs exist extramentally inasmuch as the power to he related and the actual- 
ization thereof are attributes ٠٢ properties of the foundations of relations, and 
these foundations themselves are certain absolute features of subjects. In 
other words, CRRs exist extramentally inasmuch as foundations exist extra- 
mentally. CRRs inhere in subjects for the same reasons. These statements are 
sufficient to maintain the consistency of [PI], [P2], and [P4] with [P llj. As 
for [P3], we have seen that, although the respectus is not an inherent form 
really distinct from the foundation, yet the conditions of its existence are dif- 
ferent from the existence conditions of the foundation. Por the ratio ofrela- 
tion to be correctly applied to ه , the foundations, p and F’, of both a and the 
term, ء, of the relation, must exist in a certain way. Thus, although the rela- 
tion, R, inheres only in a, and depends for its esse on the F of ه  in the sense 
that it is identical in esse with F, yet it also depends for its esse on the F’ of b, 
in the sense that without F’, F would not be actualized or determined with 
respect to its power to relate a to b. In terms of [P3] and [PI I], the respectus 
is identical with the actualized ٠٢ determined power ofF  when a is related to 
b by virtue of F and F’. If [PI]־[P4] and [PI I] are consistent, then, the actu- 
alized ٠٢ determined power of F when a is related to b by virtue of F and F’ 
must be distinct from F. That is, the distinction involved in,

[P7] A CRR is identical in esse with but distinct in ratio from its
foundation.

must be “distinct enough” to constitute relation as a category of being. And, 
as we concluded earlier, a foundation is (for A fin as) distinct from its respec- 
tus by a distinction between rationes that obtains in some sense in the thing, 
and not merely in the intellect. Aquinass theory is therefore consistent with 
the placement of relation as a distinct category of being.

III. Consequence One؛ Known-Knower Relations

I would like to transition now to consider two of Aquinas’s views in relation 
to CRRs as I and Henninger have characterized them— the relations bettveen 
a known and a knower and the relations bettveen Cod and creatures. Aquinas 
thinks that this pair of relata are non-mutually really related؟ that is, he thinks 
that while a knower and a creature have CRRs to a known and to God, 
respectively, he thinks that the relation of a known and of God to a knower 
and a creature are, respectively, relations of reason. I consider first knower-
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known relations, and move on to God-creature relations, arguing that in each 
case Aquinas couldhave argued that these are real relations. My aim here Is not 
to argue that Aquinas was inconsistent, Instead, 1 argue that he did not bring 
own theory of relations to bear on all relevant fields.

Why doesn’t Aquinas think that a ،mown has a CRR to its knower? Gne 
reason for denying CRRs in the known is the concern that the known be in 
no way determined by being known. If knowledge did determine the known, 
then the intellect would construct reality instead of discover it. However, 
Aquinas notes several important differences between the category of relation 
and the absolute accidental categories of quantity and quality that should 
assuage this concern. The ratio of relation does not include inherence in a 
subject; something can be relative even when it does not have an ontologi- 
cally irreducible relative accident. Furthermore, even when a CRR is posited 
in a subject, it is only distinct in reason ex parte rei from some absolute thing 
on which it is founded. The motivation for this relegated status of the esse of 
CRRs, we saw, was to preserve Aristotle’s and his intuition that the acquisi- 
tion or loss of a relation does not constitute the acquisition or loss ofform־ a 
change in relation is only per accidens and follows on some other, per sey  

change. But if the gain ٠٢ loss o fa  CRR only changes its subject ءم ?· accidensy  

where this is understood as change without the gain ٠٢ loss of form, then 
there is nothing amiss in positing CRRs in the known. Assume for the sake 
of argument that knowns do have CRRs to their knowers. If my knowledge 
changes, say, through amnesia, and I know much less of the known than I 
did before, then the foundation of my real relation to the known has changed 
(a perse change in me), and therefore the real relations in me and the known 
have changed (per accidens change in both relata). If we seek a foundation in 
the known on which a CRR can be founded, it is anything about the known 
that is intelligible, and these things are real and in or of the thing. I f¿  and b 
are white and are therefore mutually related in color similarity, and if ¿R¿ 
and bR'a are true statements, we can say that what makes these statements 
true is the respective colors o f¿  and b (the foundations), as well as (therefore) 
the applicability of the ratio of relation to each. In treating these relations as 
CRRs, Aquinas would go on to say that the ratio of relation pertains to the 
respective foundations o f¿  and b y  is an intelligible component of the respec- 
tive foundations o f¿  and b y  and is irreducible to the ratio of w h ite n e s s . In 
treating the relations of known and knower, on the other hand, Aquinas 
would deny that the ratio of relation pertains to a foundation in the known 
and is therefore not a CRR. But, since Aquinas thinks that the acquisition or 
loss of any CRR is a change per accidens in a subject ([P9]) and thinks that a
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CRR does not imply composition with the subject ([P10]) and is an accident 
of the subject only inasmuch as it is founded on something absolute in the 
subject,^ why the reluctance to identify the relation in the known as a CRR?

Mark Henninger argues that Aquinass primary reason for denying that the 
known has a CRR to the knower is instead based on a distinction between 
the physical and intelligible orders. Aquinas expresses this idea in QDPy q.7> 
a.10, Corp., saying.

And there are some things to which some are ordered to others but not vice versa, because 
they are totally extrinsic to that genus o f action ٠٢ power which arises from such an order. 
It is clear that knowledge is referred to the thing known, because the knower by an intelli- 
gible act has an order to the thing known which is outside the soul. But the thing itself 
that is outside the soul is totally untouched by such an act, since the act o f the intellect 
does not pass into exterior matter by changing it; so that the thing which is outside the 
soul is totally outside the genus o f intelligible things.^

Accurding to Henninger, the “intentiunal” and “natural” orders are “incum·־ 
mensurable, not of the same type’> [ ٠٠.] Hence [...] there is no real co־rela״ 
tion in the known to the knower.”^  I am less moved by the distinction of 
orders than is Henninger, although I admit that it plays an im p o rtan t-ifn o t 
central— role in Aquinas’s understanding of non-mutual relations. But sim- 
ply being of different orders does not deliver any compelling reason for being 
unable to be mutually really related. If we seek the reason why different 
orders are taken to be incommensurable with respect to mutual CRRs, the 
answer seems to be that such orders have at best one-way causality, and not 
^o-way. For example, in the above text, the knower is related to the known, 
whose form is diffused through the medium and into the organ of the 
knower, but the known is not related to the knower^ because “the act of intel- 
lect does not pass into exterior matter by changing it.” ^erefore, the distinc- 
tion of orders (here, the natural and intentional orders) is relevant to the 
present problem only insofar as a thing of one order acts on a thing of the 
other, and not vice versa. If this is correct, then the pith of Henninger’s 
incommensurable orders objection to mutual CRRs bettveen the knower and 
the known, is exactly what was expressed in the first objection, above, namely, 
that the knower would in some way act on or determine the known. My

Q (ق3 D P  q.7, a.9, ad 7.
33) q,7, a.10, Corp. Trans. £nglish Dominican Fathers (Fugene, OR: W ipf & Stock,
2 4 .p. 59, slightly modified. Also, sria, q.13, a.7, Corp ,(مم
34) Henninger, Relations, p. 36.
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response ro this objection is given above. I conclude, then, that Aquinas 
conld have accomodated mutual CRRs between the knower and the known 
in his ontology.

١٧. Consequence Two؛ God-Creature Relations

^ere 1 mount a criticism of Aquinas’s reasons for denying real relations to 
creation in God. I hinge my treatment of God-creature relations on three 
claims made by Aquinas: 1) the act of creation is reducible to relations 
between God and creatures; 2) the relation in creatures is a real relation; and 
3) the relation in God is a relation of reason. After expounding Aquinas’s 
arguments for (1), I will argue that (2) is most coherent if the real relation in 
question is understood according to the theory of CRRs outlined above. 
Finally, I will argue that (3) should not follow from Aquinas’s own reasoning 
on the natures of relations and of God, and argue that it is more consistent 
with his theory of relations in general to argue that God is related to creatures 
through what I will call analogical real relations.

Aquinas’s account of the act of creation is construed along Aristotelian 
lines. Creation is a production that is distinguished from the production of 
particular beings by particular beings, since unlike natural productions, pro- 
duction totius entis has no substrate. In general, if*  is produced, it is pro- 
duced out of something that itself is not־*. Logically analogous, if there is a 
production totius entis— o f the whole of being— then not-being is that “out 
ofwhich” it is produced. Creation is therefore ex nihilo.35

Aquinas argues that God has the power to produce without a substrate by 
distinguishing be^een  beings that are limited in act, and a being that is pure 
act.^ A finite being is act limited by form. In composite beings, form is hm- 
ited by matter. These metaphysical limitations prescribe the range of a sub- 
stance’s causal power— omne agens agit, secundum quod est actup  But since 
God is subsistent esse, the range of God’s causal power is being itself As fire 
has power to make things hot, God has power to make things exist.

35) Aquinas argues for creation ex nihilo in several texts and in diverse ways, most ofw hich  do 
not concern me in the present inquiry. Cf. Q D P  q.3, a.3; SCG  II, cap. ل6ث  S T  la, q.45, a .i. 
Interestingly, in In I  Sent, d.5, q.2> a.2, Corp., Aquinas argues drat the Son is generated ex nihilo 
and explains that when it is asserted that something is ex nihilo all that is asserted is «٠« esse ex

ه,ةت ״־،,״.
.Ibid (و7
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In natural production there is a distinction be^een  the activity of produo 
tion and the relation that the effect has to its cause; the activity precedes the 
effect, but the relation is in some sense posterior to the effect. Since God does 
not act on a pre-existing substrate, the act of creation involves no process of 
becoming, or, as A fin a s  says, its being and its being made are simultane- 
O U S .38 In creation, therefore, the activity of production and the relation which 
obtains once the effect has been produced are simultaneous. Aquinas there- 
fore ch a ra c ter izes  the act o f  cr e a tio n  itself as a relation of a creature to the 
principle of its being.3؟

To clarify the conclusion that the act of creation is a relation of the crea- 
ture to the creator, it is necessary to make two distinctions. First, the act of 
creation is distinct from what is created. Subsistent beings are created, and 
the relations of dependence on God are “concreated” with them and are not 
altogether identical with them.^ The second distinction is between the act of 
creation taken “actively” and taken “passively”. Active creation signifies the 
act of God as such, “understood with” (1cointellecta) a certain uncreated rela- 
tion to creatures. Fassive creation signifies a real relation “٤٨ the mode of 
change.”*؛ It is “in the mode of change,” because Aquinas has analyzed the 
act of creation on the model of natural production, and a relation of the 
product to the producer is what remains when a production has reached its 
term (the product). The relation is real because the production is real and, to 
this extent, is like natural productions, which produce per accidens a relation 
of the product to its cause.

Gn the surface it is strange that God’s creative action should be identified 
in the creature as something in the relative category, since relations, like all 
accidents, are understood as posterior to their subjects. But, of course, the 
creative action must be prior to the creature.ظ  creation relation is therefore 
different from other accidents in that it is necessary to a substances existence. 
As we have seen, Aquinas tries to capture this necessity by claiming that this 
special relation is “concreated” with the subject.^ Utilizing the current inter- 
pretation of CRBs, I will argue that Aquinas nicely navigates this dialectical 
tension, avoiding two absurdities— on the one hand, claiming that the ere- 
ation relation is prior to its subject, rendering its accidental status unintelligi-

38) 5 r1 a , q.45, a.3, ad 2; سمو  q.3, a. 1, ad 11.
39) Q D P q.3, a.3, Corp.; s r i a ,  q.45, a.3, Corp.; ،؟CG II, cap.18, n. 2.
*٠١ QDP, q.3, a.3, ad 7; see also Q D P  q.3, a.3, Corp.
*١١ Q D P  q.3, a.3, ad 2; see also ،؟CG II, cap. 17.
42) Q D P  q.3, a.3, ad 7.
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ble; and on the other hand, claiming that the creation relation is posterior to 
its subject, rendering unintelligible the account of produced being.

It is important to recall at this point some of the features ofCRRs. A CRR 
is identical in esse with but distinct in reason ex parte rei from its foundation. 
In this respect, the category of the relative is irreducible to any absolute cate- 
gory. The foundation of a CRR can be an inhering (absolute) accident, the 
substantial form, or the supposit itself Aquinas describes potential founda- 
tions of CRRs as having powers to be related in radice, which are activated 
necessarily when a subject changes in a relevant (relation producing) way.

Bearing these features in mind, we can turn to several texts in which Aqui- 
nas explicates the creaturely relation to God. In Aquinas says that this 
relation does not follow from the principles of the subjects being.^ This is to 
note that being dependent for its existence on God is not included in the 
absolute ratio of any essence; it is simply a necessary condition of existence 
for anything other than the divine essence. The creation relation is a non- 
definitional yet necessary p ro p e ^  of every substance.**

In QDP q.3, a.3, ad2, Aquinas responds to the objection that if the ere- 
ation relation is something real in foe creature, then it too is created and 
must therefore have a real relation to God; and if this new real relation is ere- 
ated then it too has a creation relation, and so on ad  infinitum. Aquinas 
responds that foe relation, taken strictly, is not created but concreated, and is 
not properly speaking a being (a supposit), but something inhering,45 In the 
third response he adds that, since a relation is an accident, according to its 
esse it inheres in a subject (foe created supposit) and is posterior to its sub- 
ject.*  ̂ But according to the ratio of the relation— the divine action taken 
passively-the relation is in some way prior to the subject.*^

In 5TTa., q.45, a.3, Aquinas argues that, “creation posits something in crea- 
tures according to relation only,”48 for reasons given above. Passive creation is

43> QDP q.3, a.3, ad 3.
44) In ĉ؛ ling the creation relation a non-definitional yet necessary accident o f  the creature, I do
not mean to imply, o f course, that the creation relation should be thought o f  as a proprium  o f
the creature, as risibility is a proprium  o f  humanity, l^sibility is a non-definitional yet necessary 
accident in the sense that it follows from the essence. But a creation relation does not follow  
from the essence o fa  creature; otherwise, every essence would be created, and there is no reason 
to suppose that Atkinas thinks that every possible essence must be created.
45) QDP q.3, a.3, ad 2.
46) QDP q.3, a.3, ad 3.
47) Ibid.
48) 5 r1 a , q.45, a.3, Corp.
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the real relation in creatures to the principle of their being. Thus, although 
the subsistent creature is signified as the term of the act of creation, with the 
creative act preceding the product, the subsistent is really the subject of the 
creation relation, “and is prior to it in being, as the subject of an accident.”^  
In ex^icating this confusing move, Aquinas malees a strong statement that 
will serve to point us toward a more satisfying account of the creation rela- 
tiom “creation taken passively is in the creature, and is the creature,” since the 
creation relation is identical in with the created supposit.^

Creation relations are in one sense similar to causal relations like father 
and son in that the foundations of such relations are not an inhering form, 
but the supposit itself If م  and b  are both white, then a is similar to b with 
respect to whiteness. But if a is the father of b y  then b  is the son of d y  full 
stop. This is because the foundation of the relation of sonship to a is the sub- 
sisting individual, b  itself The creation relation is a similar case. The created 
supposit itself is the foundation of a relation of dependence on God.

But being a foundation ،^implies being prior to. A natural objection then is 
that a created thing cannot be the foundation of the creation relation, since 
this would entail that the created thing is prior to its being created. Nor can 
the relation be prior to the creature, since this would make something in an 
accidental category prior to and a condition for the existence of a substance. 
In general relations cannot be prior to substances, but in the case of creation 
relations the substance cannot be prior to the relation. But on the current 
interpretation of Aquinas’s theory of relations, the quandary is resolvable. 
Aquinas treats the passive creation relation as a CRR, and these are identical 
in with their foundations but distinct from them in reason ex parte ٢«*. 
Therefore, passive creation and the created supposit are one in esse but have 
distinct rationes. Understood as the supposit of a given essence, only the defi- 
nition of the essence is included; understood as a created supposit, the ratio 
of being dependent on God is included. I admit that in the passages that deal 
explicitly with the creation relation, this reductive interpretation is not the 
most natural reading. But, in light of other passages, in which Aquinas is 
more directly concerned with the nature of relations in general,** the texts on 
the creation relation gain intelligibility not otherwise available. The objection 
that there is a vicious circle of priority on Aquinas’s account is resolved once

٠٠١ S T  la, q.45, a.3, ad 3.
50) s r i a ,  q.45, a.3, ad 2.
50 See especially. In I  Sent, d.26, 2. و , a .l; q .l , a .l, ad ؛ؤ  In VPhys. lect.3; In VMet.y lect.17; 
Q D P q.7 , aa.8,9.
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the identity ofsupposit and relation is asserted, since the reason for holding 
the priority of the supposit over the relation— that it is the subject of inher- 
ence of the relation— is moot.

Aquinas consistently and emphatically denies that God has a real relation 
to creatures.^ ظ  only real relations he attributes to divinity are the interper- 
sonal relations of the Trinity.”  Three features of godhead are supposed to 
make real relative accidental predication repugnant: simplicity, immutability, 
and aseity. However God is related to creation, one must be able to say on 
^o m istic  terms that God is simple, immutable, and completely independent 
from anything other than Godself. If relations introduce an inhering acci- 
dent, if they introduce per se change, or if they make God dependent on ere- 
ation, then He is not really related. In the context of denying relations of 
God, Aquinas thought that real relations would introduce all three.

Aquinas frequently precedes his conclusion that God is not really related 
to creatures by arguing from analogy: just as the known is not really related 
to the knower, so too God is not really related to the creature. But he has at 
least two ways of using the knower-known analogy. The weaker and less 
interesting is stated in QDP q.3, a.3, Corp.: in related things, one depending 
on the other but not conversely, there is a real relation in the one that is 
dependent, and in the other there is a logical relation.^ This argument is 
clearly false, since parity of reason should make all dependence relations non- 
mutual, but then (for example), all relations of active (efficient) causation 
would be relations of reason. Moreover, Aquinas explicitly identifies active 
efficient causal relations as CRRs in QDP q.7, a. 10, adl and ad2.

The second, given in QDP q.7, a.IO, Corp., is not as clearly false. Suppose a 
relation were a really distinct inhering accident. Aquinas is concerned that if 
the object known is really related to the knower, then in knowing its object 
the knower somehow changes it— in short, the intellect partially determines 
or shapes reality. Analogously, Aquinas is at pains to maintain God’s immuta- 
bility, and therefore denies that in creating, the existence of the creature 
introduces a new accident in divinity.

If one assumes that when a causes a change in b and becomes really related 
to b as its active cause, that a changes, then God can’t be really related to

52) For example, Q D P  q.3, a.3, Corp.; q.7, a.10, Corp.; q.7, ة.لل , corp; Q D V  q.3, a.2, ad 8; q.4, 
a.5, Corp.; S C G II, C.12, n.3; 5 r1 a ., q.45, a.3, ad 1; In ISent.y d.26, q.2, a.3, ad 1; d.30, a .l,

خ  Q D V q.4 , a.3, Corp.
54) QD P  q.3, a.3, Corp.; see also Q D V q A , a.5, Corp.
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creatures, at the risk of compromising divine immutability. But Aquinas does 
not think that acquiring a new CRR is a changeur se. Recall Aquinas’s dis- 
tinction between perse and per accidens change with respect to relations, made 
in In VPhysics, 1.3, n.8. On the basis of this text and QDP q.7, a.8, Corp., 1 
concluded that

[P8] A subject, a, changes per accidens when both (a) something can be 
newly affirmed or denied of م , and (b) a neither acquired nor lost any sub- 
stantial, quantitative, or qualitative form,

and

[P9] The acquisition or loss of a CRR, R, in a subject, af is a change 7كم * 
accidens in a.

For these reasons, if a real relation is newly attributed to God when c is ere- 
ated and becomes really related to God, then there is not per se change, but 
only كم7־  accidens change. But Aquinas introduced this distinction precisely to 
deny that when a changes and a and b are newly co-related, b also changes; 
b only changes per accidens. Likewise, it does not seem repugnant to divinity 
to claim that when c is created, c and God are co-related. God’s active ere- 
ation relation is no more and no less a change than his creative activity itself.^ 

If one assumes that a relation is a kind of accidental form that is really dis- 
tinct from its foundation, then God can’t be really related to creatures, at the 
risk of compromising divine simplicity. But Aquinas does not think that a 
CRR is really distinct from its foundation. The nature of the distinction 
of a CRR from its foundation is closely connected to the conclusion that 
the acquisition or loss of a relation is merely a per accidens change. If the 
change that occurs in a when it gains a new relation to b is meant to be 
understood in non-hylomorphic terms (per accidens and not per se change) 
then Aquinas is not picturing a relative accident as a distinct form inhering 
in its subject. Indeed, Aquinas says that the esse of a CRR is founded on 
something absolute in the subject.^ From this, and from Aquinas’s insistence 
that the acquisition or loss of a relation is only change per accidens, I con- 
eluded that, for Aquinas,

55) Whether ©٢ n©t Aquinas’s understanding ©fG©d’s creative activity is itself c©nsistent with ail 
he would like to say about divine immutability is a separate issue. See sria, q.9, a .i.
56) In I  Sent, d.26, q.2, a .l, Corp., ad3.
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[P7] A CRR is identical in esse with but distinct in reason exparte ٢«* from
its foundation.

Aquinas admits that God’s simplicity can accommodate distinctions of rea- 
son exparte rei.57 O f course, the divine attributes are identical with the divine 
essence, and theologians in Aquinas’s strain would never admit that a real 
relation to creatures would be among these idntial-yet-d is^c^in-reason 
features of godhead. Accordingly, the claim that there is nothing repugnant 
in attributing a real relation to God that is founded on and identical in esse 
with God, but distinct in reason exparte rei, awaits trial.

If one assumes that real relations to creatures are in God, but remembers 
that whatever is in God is in God essentially, then God is essentially related 
to creatures, ^his view makes the existence of the creature an essential condi- 
tion of God’s being. As such, God could only be really related to creatures 
at the risk of compromising divine aseity. So if it is possible to argue on 
^o m istic  grounds that God has a real relation to creatures, it must be possible 
to characterize this real relation without making it one among many divine 
attributes which are identical in with but distinct in reason exparte rei 
from each other. The active creation relation will be contingent, while God’s 
attributes such as wisdom will be necessary.

If God is really related to creatures, then clearly the kind of real relation he 
bears is the active cause of the created effect. For Aquinas, creation taken 
actively is the divine action itself It is a feature of Aquinas’s theory of real 
relations that foe esse of the relation is its foundation— in fois ease the divine 
essence— but that the foundation considered with its respect toward another 
has a ratio different from that which it has when considered as absolute being. 
The reality of the relation is the foundation itself expressing its power to be 
so related. On this clarified view, the divine action itself—identical with the 
divine essence— is the foundation of the real relation to creatures that begins 
at God’s creative act. This change is neither substantial nor accidental in 
hylomorphic terms, but can be described as a per accidens change, where fois 
is understood as foe new applicability of a ratio (of being related to creation) 
to God. I have called these new relations “real” as opposed to “categorical 
real,” because God is outside all categories. Nevertheless, the whole project of 
Aquinas’s natural theology requires there to be important similarities between 
natural causation and divine, such that Aquinas relies heavily on the catego- 
des of activity and passivity to explicate his doctrine of creation.

57) In I  Sent, d.2, q . l ,  a.2, Corp.
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Mark Henninger argues that Aquinas’s primary reason for denying that 
دت  has real relations to creatures has to do more with the transcendence of 
God than with any of the attributes I have considered here.̂ ® Henninger cites 
QDP ٩٠?, a.10, Corp., in which Aquinas stipulates that for any two things to 
be mutually related by real relations, the foundations of the relations must be 
of the same genus. God, being outside all categories of being, shares no gen- 
era with creatures, ^erefore, God has no real relations to creatures. We can 
respond to this position in two ways. First, recall from the discussion of 
knower-known relations in section III that I claim and argue that what moti- 
vates the claim that beings of disparate orders cannot be mutually related by 
real relations is that beings of the really related order are effected or deter- 
mined by beings from the other order, and not vice versa. As I argued in 
section III, so here: since a real relation does not introduce a new form, since 
it does not make composition, and since a subjects acquisition or loss of a 
real relation is not a. per se change in its subject, the incommensurable orders 
objection is moot.

Second, Aquinas’s analogical understanding of being requires that, even 
though God is outside all genera, God is yet similar enough to created being 
such that homonymous predicates affirmed ٠٢ creatures and of God can fttnc- 
tion as a middle term in syllogistic reasoning about the existence of God.^ 
God’s agency in creation is to be undertook analogically, not univocally. 
Aquinas understands univocal agency to be that whereby an effect has the 
same specific nature as its cause, as when a man generates a man, ٠٢ heat 
makes things hot.^ God’s nature, ipsum esse, is not communicated in creation 
(because God is simple and infinite),61 but what is created is something simi- 
lar to divine essence in an imperfect way, such as wisdom, which exists in 
rational creatures accidentally and deficiently but in God substantially and 
perfectly. Applying this similarity-with-difference to the real relations that, I 
have argued, can be affirmed of God on ^ o m istic  grounds, we must charac- 
terize these relations primarily in negative terms, that is, as implying com- 
position in God and not implying God’s dependence on creation. But they 
do not fail to be “real” relations in any salient sense that we have discovered 
in this study. Gn my view, then, Aquinas has the philosophical resources to 
affirm real relations in God toward creatures— analogical real relations.

58) Henninger, Relations, p p . و־لو9م
In I (و5  Sent, d.8, q .l , a.2, cnrp.; sria, q.13, a.5, cnrp.
In I ا60  Sent, d.8, q .l , a.2, Corp.
60 S ^ la , q .l 1 , ءو.ه  enrp.
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Here I have been concerned to show that the interpretation of Aquinas’s 
theory of CRRs offered here adds coherence to Aquinas’s account of the ere- 
ation relation in creatures, but that Aquinas himself did not apply the theory 
to a traditional problem of classical theism in a way that he could have. 
Aquinas’s theorizing makes room for affirming real relations of God, and in 
general allows us to speak of a divine ^«¿.tt’-mutability {per accidens change) 
that doesn’t compromise the desiderata of Aquinas’s doctrine of God. God’s 
active creation relation is no more and no less a change than his creative 
activity itself
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