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To cut down on the number of footnotes, I have used abbreviations
for a number of titles throughout the text. I list here the central ones
that are used throughout the chapters. There are others, but these con-
cern works that are quoted in only a single section. References to papal
encyclicals and other Church documents are by paragraph and not
page number. For details of editions used of the works immediately

following, please see the bibliography.
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Aurel Kolnai
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Preface

There are three that testify:
The Spirit and the water and the blood,
And these three agree (1 John s: 8)

Anima mea liquefacra est (Song. s: 6)

This book is all about a restoration that is supposedly absurd to at-
tempt. Yet, if philosophy is still about argument, I see no reason why
someone might not hope to make a return to Aquinas; to write the
kind of engaged Thomism that once defined leading Catholic institu-
tions, like the School of Philosophy at Louvain. This book is, if you
like, an attempt within Thomism to imitate the “muscular Christianity
of Paul” (Zizek). Whether the “restoration of the old metaphysics” is
impossible (Marion)! rather depends on what that metaphysics is
thought to have been. No one more than Marion has helped clarify
what “the old metaphysics” was, and even, humbly acknowledge when
he misunderstood it. Still, to abandon the metaphysics of Aquinas at
the moment that the Analytic tradition is finding new inspiration in
his works, and when strains of theology are returning to the “radical
orthodoxy” of the Middle Ages, seems precipitous.

Most basically, this book argues that a return to Thomas’s meta-
physics of the body provides the theologian and philosopher with a
unique analysis of the body: a conception that avoids conceiving of the
body as riven by metaphysical violence. More, it is the failure to adopt
Thomas’s theory of the body as the foundation of contemporary sexual

xi
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politics that well justifies the Church in its remarkable claim that Tal-
mon’s distinction between liberal democracy and totalitarian democ-
racy is now vitiated.?

Presented in these pages is an argument built from the ideas of three
thinkers, some more obscure than others. Thomas, of course, is well
known. However, if asked about his theory of the body, very few theo-
logians and philosophers could speak at any length about what is his
theory. Probably, what would be said would leave Thomas indistin-
guishable from Aristotle. It is never a bad thing to be associated with
Aristotle, of course, but Thomas does have a distinctive theory of the
body, informed by theology and Christian metaphysics. This book
began as a semester-long series of graduate lectures on Thomas’s phi-
losophy of the body given at the Higher Institute of Philosophy at the
Catholic University of Louvain in the autumn of 1999. Ever since I
wrote my dissertation at Louvain in 1994, I had been struck by the fact
that no book-length study of Thomas on the body existed. This is
really quite odd, given that Thomas remains a normative Catholic
theologian and Catholic theology is all about the body if it is about
anything at all: the Incarnation, Eucharist, transmission of original sin,
resurrection of the flesh, bodily assumption into heaven, and so on.
How could Catholicism’s premier theologian not have thought exten-
sively about the body? This book is not meant to be a simple history
of how someone in the Middle Ages thought about the body, although
it has a contribution to make here. To describe Thomas’s theory of the
body certainly requires an approach that one would find in a book
given over to the historical analysis of a medieval thinker. However,
this book is written so as to respond to the fact that the body has
become both a much-studied topic over the last two decades and a
central focus of political interest. People from a host of disciplines in
the humanities and social sciences are only too happy to raid Catholic
authors like Thomas for some choice words about what Catholics are
supposed to believe about the body. And it is on the basis of such
raiding that they assess the worthiness of the Church’s positions over
matters in sexual politics. Discussing contemporary thinkers through-
out the book, my hope is to appeal to historians but more especially to
theologians and philosophers who are surely looking for a developed
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theory of the body that is able to work in a contemporary setting. As I
say, the book is meant to be a work of old-fashioned Thomism:
Thomas as a philosopher-theologian relevant to contemporary debate.
My fear is that it might not satisfy either the historian or the working
theologian—always a risk with a book that aims to address multiple
parties. Nonetheless, I hope to make it clear that such raiding cannot
possibly capture the complexity of Thomas’s thought, ignoring as it
must, the dense metaphysical and theological framework in which
Thomas discusses the body. With this appreciated, the sustained rea-
soning behind Catholic sexual politics demands that the worthiness of
those political positions be honestly reevaluated.

Catholic intellectuals must share some of the blame for such raids
and their consequences. I am constantly amazed at attempts by con-
temporary theologians to construct a new Catholic body: their ideas
are typically very unsophisticated compared to Thomas’s. And yet, this
can hardly be surprising. Of all the bizarre intellectual phenomena of
the last half of the twentieth century one of the most bizarre must
surely be the manner in which Catholic theologians jettisoned thinking
with Thomas and decided to try to go it alone. How any Catholic
could have presumed to think about the Catholic body apart from one
of the top philosophical minds of Western history is quite baffling.
Karol Wojtyla/John Paul II is an exception. Wojtyla cuts a strange
figure. On the one hand, he is the most famous person alive. No other
human in world history has been seen by as many people as John Paul
II. Yet, as a thinker his ideas are little known. His books, and even his
papal encyclicals, are little read. At least, at the Catholic university
where I work in the United States, his books are little read. This too is
a little strange because there is nothing more contested both in univer-
sities and in culture at large—at least in the West—than sexual politics,
and the positions of John Paul II are infamous: he is against contracep-
tion, gay marriage, women’s ordination, abortion, and so on. Yet, sex-
ual politics is a topic Wojtyla has thought a lot about. Thus, while we
all know what he thinks, almost no theologian or philosopher knows
by what reasoning his conclusions were arrived at. It is often overlooked
that in the history of recent philosophy, Wojtyla was ahead of his time.

Very few philosophers have ever written on sex—Plato, famously so;
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Schopenhauer, certainly; but even today it is a topic that not many
philosophers write about. It certainly is not true that there is some
well-worked-out theory of sex and sexual ethics that most people in
the Academy subscribe to and which has filtered down into the popula-
tion at large. Actually, in a very interesting book, noted political scien-
tist Jeffrey Waldron has observed that barely anyone has taken the time
to think out a justification for the idea that all humans are basically
equal to one another. And much less intellectual thought has been
given to the nature of sex than to matters of equality! Certainly, there
is no Heidegger or Wittgenstein standing behind contemporary sexual
ethics. Wojtyla should be given credit for having written two quite
rare books in the history of Western letters, and, of course, Roman
Catholicism generally should be given some credit for at least having
thought at length about sexual ethics.

I ought to stress that while Thomas is definitely a theme in this
book, Wojtyla is not. Consideration of his thinking appears in the
book in three ways. I argue that his ideas have been developed from a
close reading of Thomas. In particular, he has taken from Thomas the
idea of the ecstatic body. I first present Wojtyla as a commentator on
Thomas and as a thinker applying Thomas’s basic insights into the
ecstatic character of being and the good. A large part of his thinking is
given over to the justificatory reasoning for the sexual ethics presented
in Paul VI's Humanae Vitae. In a second way, then, Wojtyla’s thinking
is addressed when considering the ontological character of contracep-
tion in chapter 7. It is in this chapter that Wojtyla/John Paul II be-
comes most clearly a theme of this book. I hope to have shown there
that his position on contraception stems from a complex mix of theol-
ogy, metaphysics, anthropology, biblical exegesis, doctrinal definition,
ethical and political theory, humanism, and phenomenology. Wojtyla
is present in a third way as John Paul II. That is, I have centered my
discussions of sexual politics around some of the papal documents that
are his contribution to the tradition of Catholic social thought. Chap-
ters 4, 8, and 9 are each built around such documents.

Theologians often regard John Paul II as a philosopher in the phe-
nomenological tradition, owing a special debt to Max Scheler. While
there is some truth to this, caution is required. Whereas Wojtyla saw
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in Thomas a grounding of moral norms “under the light of truth” (PC
92) he sees Scheler as defending the idea of a norm as a value, “a
function of pure feeling” (PC 79). Indeed, Scheler’s analysis of values
is ultimately “an oversimplification and obfuscation of the essential
contours of this whole issue” (PC 92), Wojtyla insists. Thomas’s con-
ception of morality is “completely different” from Scheler’s (PC 90;
79; 81-82) and so “we in the Thomistic school,” we are told in 1970,
“should maintain a necessary distance” from phenomenology (PC, 181
and 184). George Weigel puts it well, characterizing John Paul II’s over-
all philosphical stance as “the metaphysical realism of Aristotle and
Thomas Aquinas and the sensitivity to human experience of Max
Scheler’s phenomenology.”® There is a sense in which Wojtyla over-
states the difference between Scheler and Thomas, however. It is Kol-
nai who helps us to see this.

Aurel Thomas Kolnai (1900-1971) is the least known of our princi-
pal authors. He is not famous in any way and barely anyone has read
his books and papers. While I do not think I have to justify my exten-
sive use of an obscure thinker, it is worth pointing out that an interest
in his thought is emerging.* Kolnai’s intellectual formation is remark-
ably like Wojtyla’s, including extensive study of Thomas and Scheler.
However, after living in many countries, he finally settled in England,
teaching at London University, where he became familiar with, and
appreciative of, analytic moral philosophy. A member of the British
intuitionist school, he came to defend a theory of “moral consensus,”
arguing that natural law, especially as found in the ius gentium, ex-
pressed foundational and universal values. Kolnai is something of a
middle term between Scheler and his felt values and Wojtyla/John Paul
IT with his strong emphasis upon norms, reason, and truth. I assume
much of his method throughout. Besides illustrating a certain continu-
ity between phenomenological ethics and Thomas (and interestingly,
British intuitionism), Kolnai is used in this book as a corrective to the
political reasoning found in much of recent Catholic social thought.
Kolnai was hostile to aspects of Maritain’s thought and especially his
critique of privilege in favor of equality and rights. It is incontestable
that contemporary Catholic social thought is basically Maritain’s polit-
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ical philosophy, and in chapters 8 and 9 I show why Kolnai’s theory of
privilege best supports Catholic sexual politics.

It remains to thank both people and institutions for help in making
this book possible. Essays that are incorporated here have been read,
and usefully discussed, at Loyola Marymount University, Leuven, and
especially at the International Theological Institute, Gaming, Austria.
Thanks are due to my early teachers in philosophy who, despite the
fact that I was pretty rough material, did seem to enjoy teaching me or
were willing, at least, to sit through tutorials with me. Here Arnold
Zuboff, Bill Hart, and Brian O’Shaughnessy, all at London, deserve
special thanks. A special thanks also to John Seward, Peter Kwasniew-
ski, and Michael Waldenstein, all of Gaming. John pointed me in the
direction of St. John of the Cross as a great interpreter of Thomas—
and I hope this book helps to confirm this. Peter’s essay in The Thomist
on Thomas’s theory of love® introduced me to vital material, and Mi-
chael’s original work on the connections between Thomas’s theology
and that of Wojtyla/John Paul II has soothed my nerves when making
related claims. I owe a substantial debt to their thinking and thank
them for their love of Thomas. I would also like to thank the Directors
of Loyola College’s Catholic Studies Program, Father Joe Rossi, SJ,
and Paul Bagley, for the financial support they gave for my trip to
Gaming, and for their gracious support in many other ways since my
first coming to Loyola. I must thank students at Leuven, Loyola, and
Gaming for provocative interactions; and especially Kate Leahy and
Jamey Becker of Loyola. Colleagues in the Departments of Philosophy
and Theology at Loyola College are to be thanked, but none more
than Stephen Weber for hours of wonderful philosophic companion-
ship and D. G. Leahy for some vital discussions. Whatever theological
wit I have is owed to Steve Sherwood, with whom I first began think-
ing about theology. Friends to be thanked include: Jorg Tellkamp, Alin
Christian, Dave Zinder, John Betz, and Trent Pomplun. Teachers and
colleagues who have made this book possible, whether through impor-
tant questions or other assistance, are Carlos Steel, Linda Zagzebski,
Marilyn McCord Adams, Mark Morelli, Sr. Mary Beth Ingham, Rudi
Visker, Jozef Isewijn, and Robert Wielockx. In this regard, no one has
been more important than the late Jos Decorte, who promoted my
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dissertation and later allowed me to teach his classes at Leuven. Here I
must also thank two schoolteachers in Preston for their earlier, but no
less crucial, interest and help: Mr. Anderson at St. Cuthbert Mayne
High School and Mrs. Roche at Newman College. For the gifts of
family life which cannot be tallied, I thank my parents, my sisters
Janine and Diane, and especially Jennifer, my wife, and my children,
Julia, Charlotte, and Beatrice.

This book would never have been written but for the contributions
of all of these people. I am profoundly grateful for the influence of all
of them.

Lastly, I must thank those who showed confidence in the manu-
script. Steve Fowl at Loyola and Greg LaNave at Catholic were always
encouraging. Enormous thanks to Merold Westphal, who proved to be
the shepherd, and to the editors of the series at Fordham, Fr. Joe Koter-
ski, SJ, and Fr. Romanus Cessario, OP. I hope their confidence in the
text is not betrayed. Thanks also to Helen Tartar, Chris Mohney, de-
signer Liz Cosgrove, and Patricia B. Cadigan for their many editorial
gifts.






Chapter One

DESIRE AND VIOLENCE

But sacrifice is no more. The blood that is spilled, is spilled atrociously, and
only atrociously. There was a spirituality of Christ’s wounds. But since then,
a wound is just a wound—and the body is nothing but a wound . . .

—]J. L. Nancy, Corpus

Thomas’s analysis of the body rests on a peculiar metaphysical claim,
and some might think this claim alone makes any putative restoration
absurd; yet, I do not think this ought to be conceded directly. From
Aristotle, Aquinas draws the idea that matter desires form (ScG II, c.
23 and c. 40; III, c. 4, para. 4). In his Commentary on the Physics,
Aquinas asks if perhaps this is meant metaphorically, as Avicenna in-
sists. Thomas, with Averroes, prefers to think that Aristotle meant it
quite literally (I Phys., lect. 15, n. 136). Indeed, for Thomas, prime
matter is a principle of desire (De Verit., q. 22, a. 4).! While Descartes
may have transformed nature into dead matter, others of the metaphys-
ical tradition, at least until Schopenhauer, have agreed with Thomas.
Schopenhauer scoffs at anyone who would think that iron filings are
pulled toward a magnetic body; rather do they desire to be united with
that body. Leibniz explains that the monads are centers of desire seek-
ing perception. Augustine in the City of God sees each aspect of nature
as tripartite in structure, imitating the Trinity, and especially as centers
of desire imitating the Father. This passage impressed Schopenhauer,
as did ones he found in Suarez, but he could just as well have applied
to Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, and Aquinas for a related understanding
of desire throughout nature.
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What is most interesting is not that Aquinas is a part of this meta-
physical tradition but the manner in which he explains the relationship
between desire and its object, the relationship between matter and
form. In his concept of the concreatum?—and it is unusual in the pe-
riod—Thomas argues that matter and form are always already inter-
nally related; in other words, that desire is always already united to its
object. This is the import behind a common image in Thomas: natural
inclinations attain their ends as an arrow attains its inclination from
the archer’s act of shooting (ScG 111, c. 24, para. 4; c. 2, para. 2). That
desire finds satisfaction in its object when attained (ScG 111, c. 2, para.
4) is the significance of the concreatum and marks Thomas’s metaphys-
ics with a certain serenity (Gauthier) that is quite exceptional in the
metaphysical tradition. The material world with which we are familiar
is in its inner structure a host of such concreata. The term is quite
dense, for not only does it emphasize that the material world is a cre-
ated world, it also telegraphs that there is a relationship between the
components of material things, of which things the human is a very
special kind. As will be seen, that relationship for Thomas is essentially
one of desire, order, and peace. Indeed, in a sense to be explained, I
show that the relationship is ecstatic. That is, the desire of the parts for
one another deposes each in the service of the other. That the concrea-
tum is a reflection of the metaphysical order as such is shown in chapter
2, and how its ecstatic dynamism shapes human moral experience is
the topic of chapter 3. Why Thomas developed this concept in opposi-
tion to Averroes’s description of material composites as congregatum
is explained shortly. It is in contrasting Thomas’s concept with the
aggregatum of Giles of Rome that I hope to show why one can claim
an exceptionalism for Thomas. Christian theologians and later Western
philosophy did not follow Aquinas’s lead, and this is seen as early as
his student, Giles.

It is quite important to note that the metaphysical basis of the con-
creatum is present in Thomas’s Sentences. Here (II Sent., d. 12, q. 1, a.
1, ad 3) Thomas makes a distinction between matter as a principle of
desire and the way of being possible for that principle (ratzio possibili-
tatis). This is important because, although Thomas will use the concrea-
tum in the Summa contra gentiles and link it to his powerful theory of



Desire and Violence 3

ecstatic being, he does not develop there his quite exceptional theory
of concupiscence. The metaphysics of such a theory is already present
in Thomas’s earliest works, but it is only in the Summa theologica that
Thomas, making use of distinctions from Aristotle’s political theory,
develops the idea of a cultivation of sensuality. In chapter 3 we shall
see how central this idea is to Thomas’s analysis of the body. Aristotle’s
Politics began circulating in the West only around 1260, so it is no
surprise that Thomas would integrate some of his thoughts about this
text only later than this date. In fact, concupiscence is barely spoken
about in the Summa contra gentiles, though it will be readily seen that
his theory of concupiscence is but an application of themes from the
Summa contra gentiles. It is the combination of Thomas’s analysis of
matter (Sentences), theories of substantial composition and ecstatic
being (Summa contra gentiles), and concupiscence (Summa theologica)
that together generate his distinctive theory of the body.

Because desire is always already united with its object, and has—at
the very least as a promise—already attained a fullness of being, desire
is at peace. By contrast, Schopenhauer views desire as will and violence.
For him the body is an expression of the will, and the will is at war
with itself. Indeed, since desire is the very core of the world, existence
as such is violent. Where Schopenhauer posits a fundamental division
interior to desire, between a will that can never be satisfied by its repre-
sentations, Thomas internally relates desire and the various forms it
becomes. Schopenhauer’s division has had a remarkable history. In his
work on Freud, Ricoeur has spoken of the opposition between desire
and culture, “the terrible battle for meaning,” noting that desire consis-
tently fails to attain its cultural form on account of the “backward drift
of affectivity.”® In The Rebel, Camus casts life as “only an impulse that
endlessly pursues its form without ever finding it. Man is tortured by
this . . .” And one could keep adding to this list: Lacan, Bataille,
Foucault, Deleuze, Haraway, and so on. Schopenhauer’s division can
also be found in his predecessors. Leibniz builds an original imperfec-
tion into the desire of the monad such that it always fails to attain the
perception it desires. The antecedents go back much further though,
at least till Averroes, and it was to his conception of desire and its

object as congregatum that Thomas was certainly reacting, in part. The
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Summa contra gentiles, however, has not only Arabic philosophers like
Averroes in its sights but includes, I think, Christian thinkers among
the gentiles.

It has been thought that Thomas wrote the Summa contra gentiles
as a handbook for Dominican missionaries, to better prepare them for
meeting Muslim intellectuals while on missions. More recently, the
idea that the text was written as a response to pagan science, philoso-
phy, and theology has become more common. Yet, one should add to
these ideas that Thomas was also responding to the dominant neo-
Augustinian metaphysics of the body. There is certainly a relationship
between the thirteenth-century version of this metaphysics and the
commentaries of Averroes. In comparison, Thomas’s metaphysics is a
form of exceptionalism, standing apart as it does from the Averroist-
Augustinianism much favored both at Oxford and Paris. It is, of
course, terribly old-fashioned to claim an exceptionalism for Thomas
(de Libera); it brings back all those memories of a narrow, neo-
scholastic insistence that Thomas’s thought stands head and shoulders
above all the other philosopher-theologians of the period. Nevertheless,
with respect to all those scholars who have labored hard during the last
twenty years or so to demonstrate that great thinkers were liberally
spread abroad in the Middle Ages (and I think I can include myself
among these scholars), it remains true that Thomas has a unique,
philosophically powerful theory of the body that can best not only his
immediate peers but those who stand with him as part of the Western
philosophical tradition.

When Thomas replaced Averroes’s description of the material sub-
stantial composite as a congregatum with his concreatum, he likewise
replaced the neo-Augustinian description of the same, the aggregatum.
The aggregatum is cast as a plurality of either forms, substances, or
things (res) which are combined to greater or lesser degrees through a
dominating, primary form:? the forerunner of Leibniz’s dominant
monad as a “subject of adhesion” that exhibits “compressive force”
(Deleuze). Neo-Augustinians agreed with Thomas, of course, that
stones, plants, animals, and humans were all material substantial com-
posites, but they articulated anew both Augustine’s sense that the body
and the soul are not intimately related (evident in Augustine’s theory of



Desire and Violence s

sensation) and—what follows from this—that there is no metaphysical
intimacy between God and creatures.

With de Finance, I wonder at the sense of sacrilege that must have
been felt by neo-Augustinians when reviewing Thomas’s argument that
although creatures as composite and multiple in parts contrast with
God’s unity and simplicity (ScG 1I, c. 45, para. 2; III, c. 20, para. 2
and 6), creatures nevertheless possess a degree of unity and simplicity
that befits recipients of God’s communication of likeness and wisdom
(ScG 1L, c. 1, para. 1-3; c. 2, para. 2; III, c. 54, para. 10). For his part,
Thomas senses sacrilege, a limitation placed upon God’s generosity
and power, in the neo-Augustinian refusal to think of the creature as a
unity. Where Thomas sees nature as a reflection of God’s glory, as a
setting of the deus revelatus (ScG 11, c. 2, para. 3), neo-Augustinians
approach in humility a transcendent God, though certainly not yet a
deus absconditus. It is not, of course, that the neo-Augustinians doubt
creation—as had Averroes—but that they give metaphysical voice to a
spirituality in which the creature approaches God, but only through
an intensification of the good fight that has to be fought.” Thomas,
evoking the monastic tradition, speaks of desire that comes to rest and
peace as having attained szabilitas (ScG 111, c. 48, para. 3). This, of
course, was a primary spiritual quality desired by St. Benedict for his
monks. When Thomas rejects (ScG III, c. 26, para. 12) theories of
desire that make lack essential to desire—Averroes thinks that matter
desires on account of a diminutionem contingentem sibi—he may have
had in mind the gyratory monk—the very worst kind of monk in St.
Benedict’s opinion—as a spiritual sign of such a view of desire. It is
not only that there is a continuity in a violent conception of material
substance between thirteenth-century neo-Augustinian thought and
modern thinkers like Schopenhauer and Leibniz, but there is also a
similar lack of intelligibility among creatures. This medieval lack of
intelligibility that besets creatures that do not brightly reflect the glory
of God will become the darkness characteristic of nature in Romanti-
cism, and both are contested by Rahner’s description of Thomism as
committed to the “luminosity of Being.” Thomas insists on the intelli-
gibility of creaturely existence, affirming that a knowledge of nature is
intimately related to a knowledge of God (ScG 1I, c. 2, para. 2). The
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entire movement of the Summa contra gentiles rests upon this principle,
for Thomas insists there that nature is evangelical: that the material
world incites desire for God, that in “the goodness, beauty, and de-
lightfulness of creatures” is a likeness of God that will help people to
love God (ScG 11, c. 2, para. 4). Such could not be the case, of course,
if the material substance was fragmented, unintelligible, and violent.”
When reading Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, like everyone else, would
also have had before him the commentary of Averroes. By comparing
the Thomistic and Averroan commentaries, whether their respective
commentaries on the Physics, Metaphysics, or De anima, it becomes
clear that Thomas develops a quite different theory of matter from that
found in Averroes. While the two agreed that matter desires form (De
pot., a. 4, a. 1, ad 2), Thomas, from the outset, I would argue, had
before him the task of developing a theory of matter compatible with
the bodily resurrection (see TB, 240). In his Destructio, a text which
Thomas did not know, Averroes describes resurrection as a substantial
union between a human soul and a celestial body. Thomas explicitly
rejects such a theory—obviously a common one and not particular to
the Arab philosopher—as it denies the possibility that the bodies we
have in the here and now will be resurrected. Thomas’s deep philo-
sophical objection to Averroes is the implication that if the material
principle of our bodies cannot participate in beatitude in some fashion
similar to our souls, then metaphysically a discord has been built into
the human. Our material principle will be forever other than God and,
if directed to God at all, is so in a fashion constitutively different from
the directedness of the soul. And such is indeed the position of Aver-
roes. For him, matter, although potency, is a substance, being and a
thing (res) which exists through itself prior to form (and thus creation)
and thus matter is a principle whose desire is not interiorly constituted
by form.® This being so, there is no reason to think that God could
ever be a principle of satisfaction, though perhaps one of fascination,
for matter. The variance between desire and its object is compounded
in Averroes through his division of earthly and celestial matter. This
division of the matter of the world (universum) was hotly contested
by Thomas and other Christian thinkers. Averroes distinguished these

matters in a number of ways, casting celestial matter as a substance in
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act, for example, while maintaining that terrestrial matter was potency
(albeit of a metaphysically robust sort). Yet, more important by far is
what follows from this characterization of celestial matter. While
earthly matter has a desire for form, however at variance it might be in
principle from form, celestial matter itself, as in act, does not as such
have a desire for form at all, nor does Averroes anywhere say that it
does. The celestial soul that is attached to this celestial matter—the
two together making the celestial animal—indeed has a desire for God,
but its body does not. Celestial souls drag their bodies around with
them as they strive to imitate the perfection of God, and yet hopelessly
so, for their desireless bodies are perpetually recalcitrant to union with
God.?

Just as the Schopenhaurian will is never satisfied by its representa-
tions, nor monads by their perceptions,'® so Averroes’s metaphysics of
desire—and his metaphysics is not as far from Plato’s as is commonly
thought by contemporary scholars!''—is signed by the “backward drift
of affectivity” (Ricoeur). If desire cannot find its satisfaction, it is hard
to see what metaphysical basis there could be for peace: it is, in fact, a
short step to take from Averroes to Schopenhauer. If to Thomas’s eyes,
Averroes’s metaphysics is one of hopelessness—a metaphysics in which
the hope, consummation, and peace of union of desiring and desired
is forever withheld—it requires only a slightly more assertive spirit, or
a less courageous one, to see annihilation as a resolution of the intolera-
ble variance of desire and its object.

It is perhaps Schopenhauer who most forcefully brings home all the
implications of an Averroan-like conception of desire. If desire and its
object are not intimately related there is little reason to think that as
they come into contact with one another the result will be especially
merry. Schopenhauer speaks of the war internal to the will, and thus
the world, and casts this as a metaphysical original sin. Similar visions
of metaphysical violence are not hard to find. In Galen, the aberrations
of the intrinsically antirational passions are a consequence, as is all
disease, of primitive fracturing among the component parts of the
body;'? Machiavelli understands the city to be riven by a natural vio-
lent opposition between the nobility and the common people;'
Thomas Hobbes makes Augustine’s lust to dominate metaphysical (a
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principle of the natural law no less!), as do Spinoza'4 and Hegel;'> and
even Adam Smith, for whom Hobbes was the arch enemy, describes a
primordial “corruption of the moral sentiments” in our natural pro-
clivity to admire aesthetic perfection and complexity more than vir-
tue.'¢ Freud cast human existence as a combat of two immortal forces,
aggression and libido;'” and, at times, Carl Schmitt'® when he argues
that the friend-enemy distinction (and the war that stands as an ever-
present possibility inside this distinction) is cast as an intensification of
the struggle constitutive of human life.

As early as his Sentences (1252—56), Aquinas was developing a very
different theory of desire and the body, a theory that would be system-
atically argued for in his Aristotelian commentaries (1270—73). I agree
entirely with Van Steenbergen who saw in Thomas’s commentaries an
attempt to give to the Latin world an entirely non-Averroan commen-
tary tradition. As I shall show in this book, Thomas’s attempt to dis-
place Averroes failed; at least, Thomas’s most brilliant student, Giles of
Rome, preferred the insights of Averroes to those of his teacher. In this,
I think Giles is pretty representative of the period: and I shall certainly
treat him as representative of the Averroist-Augustinian tradition.!
Rémi Brague has argued that the general task that faced the theologians
of the Middle Ages was to diminish the Greek inheritance of the exteri-
ority of God to the world.?* Following Brague’s insight, a history of
the period could be written which would show, I think, this process
coming to fulfillment in Aquinas and thereafter a reaction—stimulated
by the Condemnations of 1277—in which the Thomistic proximity is
rejected in favor of a new exteriority. Thus, if, in Averroes, God and
the world are ultimately divided, in Giles, God and the world are ulti-
mately united, but this unification is not rendered without its moments
of violence. As shall be seen in chapters 6 and 7, it is a commonplace
of the philosophical and theological tradition to conceive of self-
mastery in terms of violent self-rule; to assume that material substantial
compositions are held together through violence; and even among
theologians, to understand the reforming powers of grace as the violent
suppression of nature. Thomas objects to all three of these violent
analyses but sees all three are related to a central problem: the failure

to see the natural world as a setting for the deus revelatus. Thomas saw
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clearly that in dividing the world into two different orders of desire,
Averroes had in principle so reduced God’s governance of the world as
to make its exercise inevitably one of violence. For God’s presence
must make itself felt through impressing itself upon the otherness of
the material principles. Indeed, one of these principles—the celes-
tial—is indifferent to that presence and yet a necessary cosmological
avenue, as it were, if that presence is to be felt in the terrestrial realm.
It is hardly a surprise, then, if God is unable to satisfy earthly desire.
Aquinas appears to see in Averroes a conception of a metaphysical, but
not a theological, God: actually, Thomas seems to have seen in Aver-
roes’s works what al-Ghazzali saw before him. Thomas is quite clear
about the catastrophe that follows upon Averroes’s choice of the meta-
physical instead of the theophanic: if the matters of the world are dis-
tinct (ScG I, c. 40, para. 5) and as a consequence there are three
organizing principles in the world, the world becomes monstrous (ScG,
C. 40, para. 3), with violence now structural.

Why Averroes made this distinction belongs to the history of astron-
omy, but this reason should be quickly reviewed here. It has already
been seen that his distinction is philosophically interesting, for it re-
veals Averroes’s fundamental metaphysical commitments. So, likewise,
the Christian reactions to the distinction also reveal fundamental
choices made. It was a commonplace of the Middle Ages to note that
while in the celestial sphere no generation and corruption was ob-
served, such did define the terrestrial sphere. Averroes argued that the
difference was well accounted for by positing two structurally different
matters. As we have seen, Thomas rejected this explanation as a dimin-
ishment both of God’s revelation and our desire for union with God:
God’s unity is reflected in the unity of the world, Thomas insists.
Rather does Thomas preserve the distinction between the two realms
by arguing that there is a single principle of matter (or desire) in the
world (ScG 1I, c. 44, para. 11; III, c. 4, para. 4), but the way of being
possible (ratio possibilitatis) is many. Thomas thus argues that the speci-
fication of desire, the ratio that the principle of prime matter comes to
have, is determined entirely by the form (II Sent., d. 12, q. 1, a. 1, ad
3; I Phys., lect. 15, n. 1315 I Gen. et corr., lect. 9, n. 725 De pot., q. 5, a.
3). This allows him to argue that prime matter as a principle is the



10 Ecstatic Morality and Sexual Politics

same matter in the celestial and terrestrial realms (“a principle common
to all bodies” [ScG 11, c. 44, para. 11]) but the rationes of its desire are
different because the forms are different. Celestial forms are able to
freeze (ligare) the pure potentiality of prime matter, whilst terrestrial
forms freeze the potentiality of prime matter for a limited period only
(ScG 11, c. 16, para. 9; III, c. 20, para. 4). Thomas’s contribution here
is to enter into the interior structure of the desire of matter and this
allows him to account for the observed phenomena without conceding
the two-matters theory of Averroes. When Giles of Rome reviewed this
solution, he took a middle path. He rejected the solutions of Averroes
and Thomas equally but took something from both of their theories.
He rejected Averroes’s division in matter but kept his metaphysical
commitments and in so doing transformed Thomas’s distinction be-
tween matter as a principle and the way of being possible of that mat-
ter. In so doing, he makes an important intervention in the history of
ideas, one with quite a subsequent history, and especially with regard
to the philosophy of the body.

Giles changes Thomas’s distinction from that between matter as a
principium and its way of being possible as a ratio possibilitatis to a
distinction between matter as a 7es and its way of being possible as
a modus rei. Giles has thus converted Thomas’s distinction into the
metaphysical framework of Averroes, in which matter has a much
denser metaphysical character than is found in Thomas. Giles argued
that because Thomas’s distinction was not based upon a res-metaphys-
ics, Thomas had ended up repeating Averroes’s division of two differ-
ent kinds of matter. Giles argued that matter as a principium whose
potentiality is utterly ordered to form has too little metaphysical char-
acter to avoid simply being absorbed into the actuality of form: and, if
this is so, then celestial matter is a matter of a different actuality to
terrestrial matter. Giles argued that in Thomas there is no genuine
material or potential principle at all, and thus individual material sub-
stances are not really composed. If creatures are not really composed,
then Thomas’s insistence on the unity of the creature as an imitation
of the unity of God becomes even more scandalous: Thomas’s desire
to articulate the unity of the creature has pushed him into seriously
diminishing the sense in which creatures are composed at all.?! Thus,



Desire and Violence 1r

Giles defends the idea of the aggregatum as a whole composed of a res
(matter), a modus rei (a manner of desire), and a res (form) and in
so doing, he preserves prime matter as pure potentiality; secures the
distinction between the celestial and the terrestrial; and strongly marks
the creature as composed and different from God.

As will be shown in some detail in chapter 6, this transformation is
full of implications for how one conceives of the flesh, that is, the
relationship between reason and sensuality in the embodied soul. Mat-
ter, in Giles, is now a thing (res) having a much greater metaphysical
independence than in Thomas. Indeed, I think the division among the
parts of the composite undergoes a further intensification in Giles than
one even finds in Averroes. In Thomas, the concreatum is a unity of
two principia, form and matter, which together through their internal
relation establish one thing (res), an individual substance. The congreg-
atum of Averroes is already a loosening of the tight Thomistic bond—
ultimately, a bond to be explained in the intimacy between desire and
its object—and form and matter become substances that together make
an individual substance a composite of two more primary substances.
The aggregatum of Giles—but a term common to many neo-Augustini-
ans—is an even looser composition of matter and form with each cast
as things (res) and thus the individual material substance as a thing
composed of two other things. Actually, what might be called “elabo-
rate plurality theses”crossed the boundaries of the different mendicant
orders. Giles was the intellectual authority of the Augustinian Order
and, in comparison to some, a moderate on this issue: the Dominican
Robert Kilwardby and the Franciscan Richard Middleton both
thought of each component of the aggregatum as a substance, form,
act, and thing,.

While there has been much dispute as to whether it is appropriate
to speak of a neo-Augustinian movement in the thirteenth century,
and who might be a part of it, there are, I am sure, ample grounds for
grouping a range of Christian thinkers who through the concept of the
aggregatum gave metaphysical expression to psychological and phe-
nomenological descriptions found throughout Augustine’s works. Both
the Confessions—one of the more optimistic works—and the Cizy of
God include descriptions of the fragmented self held together by vio-
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lent self-mastery. The texts that speak about these efforts in respect of
sensuality—texts which speak of war and conflict among the parts of
the soul—are famous, of course, and one can find similar texts in Plato,
Giles, Descartes, Kant, and Rahner, among many others. Giles is espe-
cially eloquent when putting this into a metaphysical register:*? since
the human being is a composite of matter and soul, and since flesh is
the meeting point of the material and mental faculties of the soul, flesh
has its origin in two distinct things, the thing that is matter and the
thing that is soul. It seems to be a rule that where there is greater
metaphysical division there is a greater possibility for conflict: at least,
this rule appears confirmed when examining the flesh in Giles, Des-
cartes, and Kant (see chapter 6).

This chapter has dealt with some of the primary metaphysical theo-
ries of desire found in the Middle Ages. I have claimed an exceptional-
ism for Thomas that stems from his concept of the concreatum. 1 have
argued that the basic significance of this idea is that it helps Thomas
to build a metaphysics of peace. Because the human as a composite of
matter and form is a concreatum, the place where matter and form
combine in lived experience, the passions, is already always ordered to
peace. How this metaphysics allows Thomas to develop a unique the-
ory of the lived body is explained in the next two chapters. Thereafter,
how this theory of the body has been used by the Church to develop
its sexual politics will be a primary concern. It is argued that not merely
is the Church’s sexual politics defensible but that it is more theoreti-
cally cogent than the alternatives. More fundamentally yet, if all can
agree that a moderation of violence is a good, then the Church’s sexual
politics will have to be embraced by those seeking to limit the effects
of the culture of death.



Chapter Two
ECSTATIC BEING

All creatures desire the divine likeness and in so doing desire their own
perfection. This is possible, for all being in Thomas’s conception is
ecstatic. Through examining this idea in the present chapter, it will be
possible to see that the metaphysics of ecstatic being in the Summa
contra gentiles (I11, c. 24, para. 6—9) allows Thomas to describe a philo-
sophical anthropology in which the desires of the human reflect a
moral hierarchy (ScG 111, c. 63, para. 1-8) and to establish a foundation
for his natural law theory (ST I-I1, q. 94, a. 2). The four-part (ecstatic)
movement of human desire and its corresponding moral hierarchy will
be discussed in this chapter. The basic argument is that the human
body made ecstatic satisfies pseudo-Dionysius’s dictum: Bonum est dif-
Sfusivum sui.' In Thomas’s hands, of course, this dictum also captures
the giving and generative character of Being and all that participates in
God’s act. As de Finance puts it, “T'acte est essentiellement généreux.”?
If we recall that this dictum is said of God (ScG III, c. 64, para. 9),
then the structure of human desire can be seen to imitate the structure
of Being itself (MD, para. 11). Chapter 3 will examine the basis for the
ecstatic structure of the body in the relationship between reason and
sensuality. Chapter 5 will complete the argument by claiming that nat-
ural law is rooted in eternal law, the expression of God’s wisdom and
love, and so directs humans toward an increasing ecstasy in imitation
of God’s own nature: “divine love makes ecstasy insofar as it makes the
appetite of man tend into lovable things” (divinus amor facit extasim

I3
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inquantum scilicet facit appetitum hominis tendere in res amatas [ST
II-1I1, q. 175, a. 2]).

The meaning of the term “ecstatic” in the following is at once ethi-
cal, metaphysical, and theological. The argument relies on the Diony-
sian maxim that the good is diffusive of itself. Thomas especially
discusses ecstasy in relation to this maxim. I argue that the maxim is
true in both an ethical and a metaphysical sense, and that Thomas
himself makes this argument. I later argue that this double sense is
more deeply underwritten by Christ as an exemplar of the love that
wounds the lover. Again, this is an argument that Thomas makes and
this is why, for example, I think Thomas’s natural law is thoroughly
Christological. It is also why Thomas’s analysis of a basic part of the
metaphysical order, the material composite (and one such composite is
the human being), can be identified as having an ecstatic structure. As
the text will illustrate, “ecstatic” is used here to capture a Thomistic
insight that the parts of the world are deposed in service one for an-
other. I call this “Ecstatic Thomism.” Having identified the way in
which ecstasy structures Thomas’s ethical, metaphysical, and theologi-
cal thought, I show throughout that Karol Wojtyla’s thought on these
matters is thoroughly Thomistic in just this sense. Because this is little
appreciated, I do not think the power of his sexual ethics has really
been recognized: that is, a rejection of Wojtyla’s sexual ethics is also a
rejection of Ecstatic Thomism. Kolnai’s emphasis on privilege as a re-
sponse to an objective moral order is the political counterpart to Ec-
static Thomism. For privilege deposes man as the measure of political
order. It shifts the centre of political gravity from the sovereignty of
the individual and leaves man simultaneously exposed and elevated
through social order.

Natural appetite seeks the divine likeness as its own perfection (ScG
III, c. 24, para. 6), and the higher in the scale of goodness a natural
appetite is, the more does it desire “a broader common good” (c. 24,
para. 8). Thomas provides four examples to demonstrate this principle.
An individual seeks its (proper) good to preserve itself in existence,
say, when an animal desires food. An individual can also act in a way
appropriate to the species, as when an animal seeks its “proper good”

in the “protection of individuals belonging to his species.” Seeking
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continued existence and the protection of the young belong to “the
essential character” of an animal but in different modes, under the
mode of individual and the mode of species. A third mode is that of
genus, and here Thomas gives the example of the heavens: a planetary
body “seeks its proper good” as an equivocal agent, that is, by support-
ing the generation of terrestrial phenomena that are quite different in
character from its own celestial being. Here, the individual bodies of
the heavens help to sustain the genus of terrestrial being. In a fourth
and last mode, God, “Who is beyond genus,” as befits “His own good-
ness” “gives existing being to all.”

Thomas describes a metaphysical order which in ascending in per-
fection becomes increasingly ecstatic as the more perfect members of
the order find their proper good in sustaining, protecting, and promot-
ing other members of the order that are increasingly remote from
themselves. It is, if you will, a metaphysics of charity. “Hence it is said
by some people, and not inappropriately, that ‘the good, as such, is
diffusive,” because the better a thing is, the more does it diffuse its
goodness to remote beings” (ScG III, c. 24, para. 8). As the human
person is the most perfect being in nature (perfectissimum in tota na-
tura), having the greatest worth amongst creatures (dignissimum in
creaturis [ST 1, q. 29, a. 3; De potentia, q. 9, a. 3]), the human person
is most thoroughly structured by the ecstatic character of being. From
the individual who sustains and protects its own being one moves by
increasingly ecstatic stages to God, Who in giving being to all other
things conserves them. For divine love makes ecstasy (divinus amor
facit extasim ) as all things seek the divine likeness as their own perfec-
tion. God moves all being as an object of desire (ScG 1III, c. 64, para.
4), including the desire of matter (Sc¢G III, c. 3, para. 3), and thereby
brings them to perfection (Sc¢G III, c. 3, para. 5). Insofar as a creature
attains the object of its desire, and its acts attain stability (stabilitas), it
simultaneously constitutes its own identity and offers itself in a rela-
tionship to others. Creatures are intrinsically structured to an other-
directedness through which they yet attain their own proper good (ST
I, q. 19, a. 2): they are thus internally ecstatic, a consequence of their
being good and so interiorly propelled to communicating that good:
bonum est diffusivum sui> There is then an inner unity in Thomas’s
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conception between ecstasy and generosity (generositas: producing well/
noble birth); or, in other terms, between love of the other and love of
self. Indeed, it is quite accurate to say that there is the good of others
written into the definition of appetite as such, and thus others are
included in the definition of what it is to be a human person. This
central principle is, in Thomas’s mind, the foundation of the ecstatic
dimension of the body: for if the body is desire, and after some fashion
for Thomas it certainly is, then the body has a propensity for the good
of the other; and if the body is part and parcel of what it is to be a
human person, then the human is always interiorly other-directed. The
passage to which we will turn shortly (ScG 1II, c. 63, para. 1—9) will
show how this description of ecstatic being is a metaphysical-ethical
description of human desire.

That these passages establish a metaphysical ethics was not missed
by the Jesuits. The Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics (1593) that
belongs to the Cursus Conimbricensis begins with these passages from
Thomas, and the first disputatio of the Jesuit commentary is designed
to provide a metaphysics for the ethical positions to be defended. The
Portuguese Jesuits (the text is a compilation of notes from various Jesuit
professors edited by Fr. Manuel de Géis)* do not link these passages to
Thomas’s theory of love, however; nor do they link them to another
of Thomas’s passages, which I think is crucial for his account of moral
hierarchy (ScG III, c. 63, para. 1-8). Nonetheless, the fact that the
Baroque Jesuits recognized the intrinsic relationship between Thomas’s
ecstatic metaphysics and ethics is important.”> The Coimbra commen-
taries had tremendous success throughout Europe in both Catholic and
Protestant universities and colleges. For this reason, we should not
perhaps be so quick to accept Levinas’s comment that the history of
Western philosophy is flawed because metaphysics was given a priority
over ethics. In Thomas’s conception of ecstatic being we seem to have
a simultaneity between the two. I shall argue later in this chapter (as
well as in chapters 4 and s) that there are profound, and as yet unex-
plored, convergences between Levinas and Thomas. And, as shall be-
come clear, it is less the case that the body expresses the law “Thou
shalt not kill” but more a propensity to serve the common, and ulti-

mately, the universal, good: which may, as the natural law makes clear,
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include the need to kill so as to love the other. The greatest confirma-
tion that the simultaneity of metaphysics and ethics as conceived by
Thomas and some Jesuits was common intellectual currency comes
from an unlikely source: de Sade. The fundamental drive of de Sade’s
philosophy was to see the dis-incarnation of God. The target picked
by de Sade was God’s proxy, the natural law: and, as everyone knows,
de Sade thought up many ways to contravene the natural law. Never-
theless, despite all of these ways, de Sade’s desire was frustrated, for the
very continuation of things in being promoted Christian morality.
Thus it is that de Sade conceived of the greatest exaltation to be hurling
the sun at the earth so that both might be destroyed in the cataclysm
that would follow.® The fantasy of de Sade reveals him to have had a
deep understanding of Christianity’s metaphysical ethics, an under-
standing that may lead to a useful correction of Levinas’s history of
Western thought.

The ecstatic structure of a creature is also a function of its status as
a concreatum. This is not only because the kind of desire the matter
has is a consequence of the identity given to matter through its creation
with form but more importantly that matter as desire is nothing other
than an orderedness to form and act (nibil igitur est alind materiam
appetere formam, quam eam ordinari ad formam ut potentia ad actum (1
Phys., lect. 15, n. 138; ScG 11, c. 23 & c. 40]). That is, matter is perpetu-
ally ecstatic in that it is intrinsically directed to form, and is so, without
remainder, as it were. A contrast with Giles’s aggregatum will show the
significance of this. The aggregatum for Giles is a composition of two
res which cannot be internally related and hence give the basis of a real
distinction (if not separation). Giles precisely develops this model to
distance his idea of matter from that of Thomas, for whom matter is
nothing other than an orderedness to form. To capture the metaphysics
of Giles with an image, it might be appropriate to think of the material
composite as built of matter and form cast as two magnets but with
their charges opposed, and so while able to be in close proximity a
residual distance always remains; indeed, a certain interior instability is
never absent from the material substantial composite in Giles’s concep-
tion. In Thomas, form and matter have always ecstatically reached out
the one to the other.
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The metaphysical order of ecstatic being—individual-conservation,
species-offspring, genus-community, universal-God—is expressed in
human desire. Human appetite is a set of ordered movements from
conservation (individual), to family (species), to civic life (genus), and
to God (universal). Thomas presents this theory at ScG I1I, c. 63 (para.
1—9). Thomas begins his presentation with the highest human “type of
desire” whose act is “knowledge of truth.” The satisfaction of this
appetite is pursued through contemplation and will be brought to final
contemplation only in the “vision of the First Truth” (para. 2). A sec-
ond lower desire is a consequence of human rationality and is “a cer-
tain desire . . . to manage lower things.” Its satisfaction is found in
“the work of the active and civic life” and its object is “that the entire
life of man may be arranged in accord with reason, for this is o live in
accord with virtue” (emphasis original). That is, this desire and its act
is the ostiarius, the desire and act that allows the contemplated divine
law to suffuse the “entire life of man,” including his sensuality. Thus
Thomas writes that “prudence, that is, political prudence, ministers to
wisdom, for it leads to wisdom, preparing the way for it, as an ambassa-
dor for a ruler (sicut ostiarius ad regem)” (ST 1-11, q. 76, a. 5). As with
the first desire, this desire will be fully satisfied only in the visio dei
when “reason will be at its peak strength, having been enlightened by
the divine light, so that it cannot swerve from what is right” (para. 3).
The virtue of prudence thus perfects the desire to manage our lives
rationally, both in relation to others and to ourselves. Thomas then
discusses three applications of “political prudence” (para. 4—6) which
are matters for the virtue of justice. These passages will be discussed in
chapter 3. The “third desire of man” is “to enjoy pleasures’” (para. 7),
and this is typically done, says Thomas, “in the voluptuous life.” This
appetite is concupiscence or sensuality and must be managed through
the cultivation of temperance, while a fourth desire for “preservation”
(para. 8) is the irascible appetite to be managed through fortitude.
Thomas explains that in the visio dei the blessed will “attain perfect
sempiternity” and the irascible appetite will thus be wholly satisfied
(para. 8). About concupiscence, Thomas adds:

However, the most perfect delight is found in this felicity [the
beatitude of the visio dei]: as much more perfect then the delight
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of sense, which even brute animals can enjoy, as the intellect is
superior to the sense power; and also as that good in which we
shall take delight is greater than any sensible good, and more
intimate, and more continually delightful . . .

(ScG I1I, c. 63, para. 7)

In “the vision of the First Truth,” an intelligible good, the Being that
is the Trinity will be communicated to concupiscence and grant to it
“the most perfect delight.” Crucially, this intelligible good is not
merely greater than any sensible good but it will be “more intimate”
to us than any sensible good can be. That intelligible goods are more
communicable than sensible goods relies on Thomas’s metaphysical
principle that matter is a principle of individuation. The full implica-
tion of this principle for the body and desire—that the bodily ex-
cludes—will be discussed in the next chapter. Here, it is important to
note that Thomas argues that concupiscence can become intimate with
a purely spiritual or intellectual principle. The visio dei, in which the
most intellectual of principles comes to characterize a person and her
desires, is an intensification of the virtuous life, in which sensuality is
characterized by reason. In this intensification, when God becomes
intimate to concupiscence, and when concupiscence imitates God
more, sensuality becomes ecstatic, opening to a wider good. Through
the virtuous life, and finally and definitively in beatitude, bodily desire
rises to God in ever greater intelligibility, universality, and generosity.
If, on the contrary, bodily desire moves away from God it becomes
evermore “deaf to reason” (Plato), particular, and closed in upon itself.
To begin to capture the implications of the ecstatic structure of
desire as presented by Thomas in these passages, we can ask: what is
the consummation of desire for each of the four levels of human desire?
As we move through these four levels it will be seen that the least
ecstatic desire converts its object into itself while the most ecstatic
desire is converted into its object. The hierarchy begins with the desire
for preservation, with nutrition as a good example (ScG 1II, c. 89, para.
8). Here, food is absorbed into the creature, as the creature impresses
its form almost totally upon the nourishment. Although Thomas is not
known for his physiological reflections, theories of digestion in which
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food is converted into blood which then becomes a matter for the
heart’s natural heat to operate upon as form were commonplace in the
thirteenth century.” At this level of desire, the other barely appears.
With the next level, however, a crucial intensification of relatedness to
the other can occur. While natural appetite first structures all beings to
conserve themselves, in a second moment it structures sensuality (that
of animals and the human animal both) to an ecstatic involvement
with another. The desire for pleasure can be—but as we all know is
not always—a desire in which the conversion of the other to the self
can be transformed. In the case of offspring (ScG 1V, c. 45, para. 3),
although the child is impressed with something of the form of the
parents (their one flesh), nevertheless this impression is not at all total.
Another genuinely appears at this level of desire and therewith the
parents’ desire is made ecstatic (quando appetitus alicujus in alterum
fertur, exiens quodammodo extra seipsum [ST 1-11, q. 28, a. 3]). While
in the case of nutrition, the other is absorbed into the form of the one
desiring, in the case of offspring the emergence of another compels the
parents to a life of service; they become related to one who has a lawful
claim to education and cultivation (ST I-1I, q. 94, a. 2).

That this level of desire is made open to the other is a consequence
of sensuality being impressed by reason (LR, 108; 116—117). In the rule
of reason over sensuality, a double ecstasy opens up within the person.
Sensuality in obedience to reason overcomes a propensity internal to
its nature to convert the other to itself (LR, 105)—we shall discuss the
metaphysical reasons for this below—but so too reason, if its rule over
sensuality is just, overcomes a possibility (though not a propensity) to
transform sensuality inordinately into itself. The obedience of sensual-
ity to reason that was one of the great gifts of God to Adam and Eve
should not be misunderstood. This obedience was not a collapsing of
sensuality into reason, it was rather that sensuality was guided to s
true satisfaction by a reason that had in view the good of all the parts
of human nature (the intricacies involved here will be discussed in the
next chapter).

Yet, to many today, the privileged role Thomas has for reason will
seem implausible. There is probably no concept more embattled than
that of rationality. The attack has really been led by post-modern theo-
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rists, and almost always with the concept of Kantian reason in mind.
Thomas would join in these attacks (!) and insist simultaneously that
his concept of reason is utterly different from Kantian reason. Kantian
reason is an autonomous law-giver and self-legislating. It is a conse-
quence of this autonomy that Kantian reason is not ecstatic and differs
from Thomas’s conception on two counts. In Kant’s moral theory,
there must be a moral relationship to the self before there can be a
moral relationship to the other. The other is external to my morality
as such. The internal other, sensuality, is always external to the life of
reason in Kant’s thought.® Sensuality relates to reason only as a threat
and thus reason seeks to control it through an autocratic rule so as to
nullify the movements of sensuality and therefore to nullify the internal
other as such.” The internal other can never even appear in a moral
relationship with reason (LR, 154) but only ever be a victim of the
brute assertion of reason’s autocratic rule. For the human as animal
rationale, says Kant, is nothing other than presium vulgare. In Thomas,
as has been seen, the ecstatic nature of reason places reason in an always
constituted immediate moral relationship to the external other, as well
as the internal other, sensuality.

Thomistic reason is a governor or monarch with a dynamic of cre-
ativity that is an artistry imitating the divine artistry of wisdom. God
creates in wisdom (ScG 11, c. 24, para. 4; VS, para. 40—41) as an artist,
says Thomas (ScG 11, c. 2, para. 2), and in looking to govern according
to the mutual proportion between things, reason acts, if I could put it
this way, as a constitutional ruler, a guardian of received divine law. It
is still more the image of reason as an artist under the patronage of
God that Thomas wishes to emphasize. He does so in a remarkable

passage that deserves to be quoted at length:

For, so far as their appetite moves their members, they [animals]
are said to move themselves, and in this they surpass inanimate
things and plants; but, so far as appetition in them follows neces-
sarily upon the reception of forms through their senses and from
the judgment of their natural estimative power, they are not the
cause of their own movement; and so they are not master of their

own action. On the other hand, form understood, through which
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the intellectual substance acts, proceeds from the intellect itself
as a thing conceived, and in a way contrived by it; as we see in
the case of artistic form, which the artificer conceives and con-
trives, and through which he performs his works. Intellectual
substances, then, move themselves to act, as having mastery of
their own action. It therefore follows that they are endowed with
will.

(ScG 1L, c. 47, para. 4)

It is worth following Thomas closely here. He wants to explain human
freedom and begins with the case of animals, noting that they have no
will because they are not free. This phrasing is unusual: something is
not free because it has a will, but has a will because it is free. Thomas
argues that animal appetite moves necessarily upon the reception of
forms by bodily cognitive powers and after the judgment of natural
faculties such as the estimative power. By contrast, the human has will
because the human intellect devises, contrives, and invents (excogitio).
It is on the basis of the intellect’s contrivings (excogitata) that the
human responds to the environment. It is this distance from the life of
the senses and the imagination, a distance generated by the freedom of
the intellect to invent and devise, that is the foundation of human will
and the capacity for self-mastery. This capacity of the intellect to create
its conceptual life is the most fundamental site of freedom within the
person—human action is free because the intellect is free on account
of a capacity for concept-creation—and yet it is not a freedom of self-
legislation but the artist’s freedom of inventiveness under the patronage
of God. It is not then a question of autonomous freedom—a self gener-
ating its law—but an ecstatic freedom with a self essentially involved
in practices of service in which the self is already and always given over
to others. Self-mastery, for Aquinas, is never the absolute self-mastery
or autocracy insisted upon by Descartes and Kant. The artistry of rea-
son is (should be) an imitation of divine wisdom (Prologue, Commen-
tary on the Politics, para. 1), an expression of reason’s ecstasy toward
God (as artists eschew state patronage, and as many acknowledge that
the Romantic ideal of individual inspiration is now tired, there has

never been a better moment for the Church to reclaim her role as the
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patron of the arts).!® Pickstock says nicely, “the placing of imitation
ahead of autonomy suggests that, for Aquinas, borrowing is the highest
authenticity which can be attained. One must copy in order to be, and
one continues only as a copy, never in one’s own right.”!!

The double ecstasy of sensuality in relationship with reason and
reason’s own movement toward sensuality is a condition for the possi-
bility of a third ecstatic moment: at this level of desire; rational self-
government makes possible the appearance of another in a social and
political sense. Self-government, rooted in a double ecstasy that is
nothing like absolute self-mastery or a rule of self by one sufficient unto
himself, is always the foundation of political government: a rational life
of virtue for the common good of one’s own whole person is a condi-
tion of a rational life of virtue for the common good of society as such.
The self-command of ecstatic reason is precisely a rule of self in which
a standard other than oneself takes hold. Reason engages in a just rule
to the degree that it concerns itself with the mutual proportion of
parts, and the same standard determines a life of virtue in relationship
to the political good. We see here that a virtuous politics can only be a
politics of humility since humility is a condition for ecstasy. The diffi-
culties involved in this politics of humility—where one sets oneself in
mutual proportion to another—is made more intense by the fact that,
for Thomas, the rule of reason over sensuality is founded on a moral
authority that must by moral persuasion evoke consent and obedience
from sensuality. When this model of self-government is applied to the
rule of government of the common good of society it is evident that
government must first and foremost be moral government. There can
be no such thing as a neutral state, nor indeed a Church that ceases to
proclaim itself as a moral and political authority.

With the fourth level of desire, and here we are able to use Thomas’s
definition of ecstasy in its fullest sense (extra connaturalem apprehensio-
nem rationis et sensus [ST 1-11, q. 28, a. 3]), we reach a level at which it
is possible for intellectual desire to be satisfied through Truth when
Truth impresses His identity upon the lover. Here, desire is converted,
having completed a movement of humility, and made into the Other.
A (spiritual) food now converts desire rather than desire converting

(physical) food. The visio dei,'> as Thomas says, occurs “by imposition
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of a new form” (ScG IlI, c. 53, para. ), that is, the intellect comes to
reside “in (a new) position” (per novae formae appositionem), having
taken on “the likeness of the thing understood informing ic” (ScG 111,
c. s1, para. 3; emphasis is mine). The intellect is now outside its original
position because it is now understanding “through something ozber
than itself” (ScG I1I, c. 52, para. 5; emphasis is mine). We thus under-
stand how Thomas can insist that the visio dei is connatural to human
desire (ScG III, c. 54, para. 8) despite there being an infinite gap be-
tween God and creature: the ecstatic structure of desire, the concrea-
tum, is a natural (if potential) bridge between the natural and the
supernatural. Thomas can cogently speak of the created intellect being
united in an act of understanding with God while remaining “far away
from God in its being” (ScG II, c. 54, para. 3). It is important to note
here that the conversion of the desire of the intellect into its desired
object, God, is not the satisfaction of desire in the sense of its cessation.
Desire, Thomas tells us, is perpetually ecstatic in the visio dei. No finite
object can satisfy the natural desire of the intellect, but once desire
comes to the infinite object, desire is incited further to know more
intimately the object now present to the lover (ScG 111, c. 50, para. 5).
Desire before the infinite God now possesses “an unmoving stability”
(ScG 1I1, c. 48, para. 3)—here the Dominican Thomas surely pays his
respects to the spiritual insight of Benedict—in which desire is perpet-
ually drawn out of itself in wonder at Who the lover beholds fixedly
(ScG I1I, c. 62, para. 9).

The appetite for self-conservation which reduces all objects to itself
is reversed in the appetite for the visio dei: a natural centeredness on
self is constantly being absorbed and transformed by an ecstatic other-
centeredness. Thomas’s explanation of the visio dei helps to show that
his account of the four-part structure of human desire is itself struc-
tured by the theory that human desire, precisely because it is human,
is desire having a matter/form composition. In Thomas’s most meta-
physical analysis of desire, the openness of matter as a principle of pure
potentiality, a potency toward being informed, always makes of desire
a movement beyond itself, even unto supernatural completion.
Thomas can thus speak of God and human “mutually united” (ScG
III, c. 52, para. 4), for the human is now like God, marked by generos-
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ity, being diffusivum sui. Discussing Thomas’s metaphysics, Wojtyla

writes:

The inner measure of a being’s perfection necessarily moves out-
ward, so to speak, transcending the being itself: the perfection of
a created being always causes that being to tend toward the ulti-
mate end that is God, by virtue of the being’s own resemblance
to God. The higher this perfection, the more the being tends
toward God, for the better it represents God’s perfection in the
world. In this view, perfection itself is already a tendency: perfec-
tion is “charged” with purposiveness.

(PC, 77)

The fundamental import of Thomas’s description of the composition
of matter and form as a concreatum is that desire has a natural propen-
sity to glory (lux gloriae), that is, such composites are always to some
degree or other ecstatic since the principles upon which they rely are
so ordered to one another: thus the flesh is a concreatum, with reason
and sensuality ecstatically united to one another. It is here that we can
return to the significance of the theory of composition in Giles of
Rome. Thomas’s insight at this point is that any conception of matter
other than that of matter as a principium of potentiality reduces the
degree to which matter has a propensity to go beyond itself. It might
be thought that the inverse holds, that Giles’s notion of the aggregatum
which has it that there is an otherness internal to the composite be-
speaks a greater logic of ecstasy. Such otherness, however, is in fact a
“closing,” for it is precisely Giles’s point that the res-status of both
principles means that they resist one another. The modus rei that is
generated in matter by the form, that makes desire into a desire of
some particular sort, cannot draw matter itself, but merely one of its
modes, into an intimate relationship with form. The modal intimacy
achieved bespeaks only a more profound remaining opposition.
Sensuality, argues Thomas, becomes generous when taken up ecstat-
ically into the life of contemplation and reason. As sensuality becomes
more thoroughly structured by reason, it becomes more intimate with

God and therewith more diffusive of itself. While Thomas’s deepest
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reasons for arguing that sensuality independently of reason cannot be
ecstatic will be addressed in the next chapter, it is worth noting here
an odd fact: the thinkers most commonly thought to newly valorize
the body, those who are often celebrated for liberating us from the
Christian oppression of the body, see the body as metaphysically
caught in violence. Foucault regards the “soul” as no more than a
technique of power which is a prison of the body,'? an example of that
power which aims at the domination of the body. The body, however,
is a point of resistance and as such outside of power, yet always perpet-
ually linked to power as an adversary in a “sphere of force relations.”
Of these power or force relations, Foucault writes, “their existence
depends on a multiplicity of points of resistance: these play the role of
adversary, target, support, or handle in power relations. These points
of resistance are present everywhere in the power network.” Though it
might be thought that Foucault seems to grant in Rousseau-like fash-
ion a pure innocence to the body—and certainly many liberal Ameri-
can commentators would wish him to have said this—he is quite clear
that such purity cannot exist: resistances “are the odd term in relations
of power; they are inscribed in the latter as an irreducible opposite.”
The body resists power in its “inflammations” which “fracture unit-
ies”! but is hardly innocent of power itself. There is a tinge of regret
about this in Foucault—and so perhaps a hint of Rousseau after all—
but no such regret is found in de Sade or Bataille, who are both happy
to celebrate this violence of the body.

Matters stand no better with Merleau-Ponty. Recalling both the
neo-Augustinian aggregatum and Leibniz’s composites cohering through
“compressive force,”!> Merleau-Ponty describes the expressive body so:
“Despite the diversity of its parts, which makes it fragile and vulnera-
ble, the body is capable of gathering itself into a gesture which for a
time dominates their dispersion and puts its stamp upon everything it
does.”'® For him, flesh is the opening of desire, a desire operative in,
and constituted by, vision, “a combat which at times has no victor.”
This opening of desire is a peculiar ecstasy for the terms involved as it
establishes a “line of fire between them.”'” Being itself is in conflict
and “my glance” which diminishes the “aggressiveness” of being “takes
up its dwelling in being with authority and conducts itself there as in
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a conquered country.”'® These passages are of a piece with Merleau-
Ponty’s Marxism,"” where human relations succumb to “inevitable ter-
ror,” though with the Revolution this terror will be superseded in a
new reciprocity.?® How this initial starting point in terror can ever be
superseded given Merleau-Ponty’s violent conception of flesh itself is
unclear (I will make more of this point when treating of Gaston Fes-
sard’s treatment of dialectic in chapter 9). On some occasions, he seems
to have realized this problem and thought that one kind of violence
(Marxist) was at least preferable to another (capitalist).?! Certainly, he
courted the idea of a violent resolution to terror and rejected as a
“pious dodge” those who wanted to separate politics from Machiavel-
lian viri.2? This should hardly be surprising since there is an historical
continuity between the ideas of Machiavelli and those of Marx.? Like
Foucault, he seems trapped between his metaphysical commitments
and those of his liberatory politics.>

It is worth pausing at this point to make clear some fundamental
claims. Thomas’s argument is that a life of contemplation and a rea-
soned embodiment is a life of greater generosity than a life of sensual-
ity. Such a life is more diffusive of itself—that the good is diffusive of
itself and that this is itself a good thing is a combined metaphysical
and moral datum—and that this is in imitation of the willed ecstatic
character of God?® is also assumed by Thomas. These claims combined
are a powerful argument against progressive liberal theology, philoso-
phy, morals, and politics. Thomas’s ecstatic morality is effective against
such a theoretical position because both share a central assumption:
both want a diminishment in violence and an increase in justice.
Merleau-Ponty, albeit a Marxist, is nevertheless clearly a philosopher
committed to progressive humanitarianism, much like any liberal, and
so too, perhaps, Foucault. Anyway, it is undeniably true that when
these Continental ideas travel to England and America they are recast
in a progressive liberal mode. As the argument of this book unfolds, I
think Thomas will be seen to have the better of the argument and that
his ecstatic law-based conception of ethics and politics delivers a goal
supposedly shared by all of these thinkers: a moderation of violence.

Most basically, Thomas argues that the more flesh participates in

reason the more generous flesh is, the more other-directed it becomes.
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A typical progressive liberal appropriation of Merleau-Ponty and Fou-
cault, and deep down such an appropriation may not be at all a betrayal
of their basic commitments, is to cast them as heirs to Rousseau: to
conceive of the body and its sensuous nature as not only good but
essentially unproblematic, more, as salvific. On such an account, once
the violent structure of mediation between humans, whether rational-
ity, the state, social inequality, and so forth, is eliminated, intercorpore-
ity will secure peaceful coexistence. Against such a conception, Thomas
affirms the reality of original sin, that is, and this is important, that one
of the dimensions of a double-aspected sensuality is a narural propen-
sity to desire to dominate the other. A rational self-mastery that em-
phasizes the other natural propensity of flesh to ecstasy is necessary to
moral life. Actually, such a conception is by no means alien to the
liberal political tradition itself. Hobbes is absolutely clear that human
nature includes a natural propensity to hurt the other and that a ratio-
nal exercise of this propensity is necessary if it is not to contradict itself.
It is equally true, of course, that other liberal theorists would balk at
this: Montesquieu identifying the desire for power over others as
bound up with institutions and Rousseau with the inequalities of so-
ciety.

John Paul II has spoken glowingly of Levinas’s contributions to an
ethics promoting life. He regards Levinas’s synthesis of the person and
the law as “a testimony for our age” and clearly sees his own 7heology
of the Body as in continuity with the Biblical personalism he finds in
Levinas.? I think this appraisal is absolutely correct and as the argu-
ment develops over the coming chapters, I hope to show that had
Levinas had a deep knowledge of Aquinas®” he would have found an
ethics close to his own. In saying this, I do not propose a “Levinas
chrétien,” as Edith Stein once proposed an “Husserl chrétien” but
rather do I see Aquinas as a corrective. One might say that Aquinas is
a suitably moderated Levinas. Aquinas, as is well recognized now, is
quite separated from “une philosophie en radical rupture” (as found
in Heidegger), as is Levinas, but he is also quite separated from “une
philosophie rationnellement idéaliste” to which Levinas is clearly an
heir: Levinas’s loyalty to Descartes, Malbranche, Kant, and Husserl is
evident.?®
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To some, Levinas’s emphasis on the morality written into the face
prior to reason is a further affirmation of the flesh, for through the
flesh, as Milbank puts it, Levinas longs for a “pure encounter of mutu-
ally exterior subjects without mediation.”? Whereas Levinas is critical
of the priority of metaphysics over ethics, Thomas synthizes the two at
a level as “pre-original” as aimed at in Levinas (TO, 105) and can agree
with Levinas that there is a law “Do not kill” in the face. For Thomas,
however, this norm is a rational norm; a norm structuring our natural
appetite on account of a participation in eternal rational law (ST I-II,
q. 91, a. 2). Nor, it should be added, would Thomas accept Levinas’s
assumption that intellect is intrinsically in opposition to its object, or
intent upon assimilating the object to itself in an adequation. Such a
conception of the operation is an inheritance of German Idealism, and
one, it seems to me, which the onto-theological criticism of Aquinas
relies too heavily upon. Levinas assumes a world (essence) of violent
clashes’**—hence Levinas’s interest in Pascal’s aphorism 243>'—which
reason tries to pacify (TO, 94; OTB, 4), but only by making a theme
and an object of “the foreign being” (TO, 97-98). Thomas rejects such
a construal of reason but, more fundamentally, and without reducing
the other to the same or vice-versa (TO, 105), rejects Levinas’s starting
point: that a “null-site” cannot be interior to essence, or, as Thomas
will have it, the natural law places the “null-site” anteriorally in es-
sence. Just how thoroughly Thomas’s double aspect theory of the body
anticipates Levinas’s rapport social will be shown in chapter 5. Regard-
ing how to understand reason, Thomas (ScG I1I, c. 25, para. 6) makes
a distinction between tending toward an end “by way of assimilation”
and “by way of cognition.” The former is the method of non-intellec-
tual things that seek to appropriate objects converting them to them-
selves, as in digestion, for example. However, “by way of cognition” is
quite different, for here the object to which the intellect tends gives
birth to itself in the intelligible order. Thomas writes: “when the intel-
lect understands something different from itself, the #hing understood
is as the father of the word [concept] conceived in the intellect: how-
ever, the intellect itself gives birth rather after the fashion of a mother
as in her there happens a conception.”? Thomas here asserts the ma-
ternity of the intellect. It is this maternity which rationally orders sen-
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suality, ordering it to the law, that delivers the other in the “null-site”
of the wound of the loving flesh.

In a fashion similar to Levinas, one might think that the Scottish
Sentimentalist tradition affirms sensuality over reason. There is the
same deprecation of the intellect, Adam Smith citing Malebranche fa-
vorably, that the passions justify themselves through cultivating a rea-
sonableness.?® In another sense, however, the sentiments are rational at
a deeper level since they are structured by the natural law.?* And at
any rate, the sentiments do not establish an “encounter . . . without
mediation” (Milbank) since they are ordered by the impartial specta-
tor, a “demigod” because in part social and in part rooted in the natu-
ral order.*> Smith’s position is not then a simple assertion of the moral
power of the sentiments but relies on natural law. Of course, the prin-
ciples and explanation of natural law might not be the same in Smith
and Thomas but the point here is to recognize that ethics is not reduc-
ible to pre-rational sentiment or “passion.” Similarly Levinas’s rapport
social, as I shall show in chapter §, shares not a little with what might
be called Thomas’s “natural norm analysis.”

It must be acknowledged here that Thomas’s argument is much less
effective against someone like Bataille. As his Story of an Eye makes
clear, there is a frisson to be enjoyed in a neo-Nietzschean bathing in
violence. I am not sure that more can be done than simply to acknowl-
edge that Thomas is ineffective against such an affirmation of violence.
I know of no real argument that can be made against someone who
glorifies violence: no assumptions are shared, and this makes argument
ineffective.

Amongst contemporary thinkers, it is, perhaps surprisingly, to
Nancy we should look for a theory close to that of Thomas. Some of
the surprise might be that one would expect to look toward a Catholic
like Rahner for such a theory, or, put differently, one would have
expected a more obviously Catholic thinker. Another aspect of the
surprise might lie in the fact that Nancy owes a debt to Merleau-Ponty
and yet it has been seen that his theory of flesh relies on a metaphysics
of violence. The phenomenological sensitivity of Nancy shows that
Thomas’s undeniably metaphysical approach gains confirmation.
There is a discontinuity between Merleau-Ponty and Nancy for, of
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course, Nancy is not at all invested in a Marxist metaphysics as was
Merleau-Ponty. It strikes me that Nancy’s theory of violence is
close—if not as completely sketched—to that of Thomas. Nancy is
eloquent on the violence done to the body but does not say enough
about how the body itself can be constitutive of violence.

Nancy clearly sees the double-aspect of the body, “the double struc-
ture.”? Like Thomas, he sees being and the body as ecstatic, although
he also acknowledges the mass, density, and impenetrability of the
body. And like Thomas, he affirms the always present possibility of the
body’s transgression: he appreciates the degree to which the body is
caught up in “the irresistible imperialism of the Same and the I” (TO,
110). There is something rather than nothing because bodies are always
“between repulsion and dissolution,” for “bodies run the risk of resist-
ing one another in an impenetrable fashion, but they also run the risk
of meeting and dissolving into one another” (BP, 206). Surely, an
insight of Trent is acknowledged here. Nancy writes, “the ab-solute is
what is detached, what is placed or set apart, what is shared out. This
sharing is itself ab-solution” (BP, 204). Thus, the body needs to be
absolved; the lust for domination that is concupiscence is always an
ever-present possibility where there are bodies. The teaching of Trent
is acknowledged here, just not named by Nancy: and yet I cannot
believe he would balk at being Tridentine. Yet, I wonder if the philoso-
pher who likes to “advance a Catholic theological thesis” now and
again would balk at being Wojtylian? Wojtyla makes the self-same
point. Speaking of the relationship between the sexual urge (sensuality)
and the will (rational appetite), he writes:

And [the will] commits this capacity, its natural and noble poten-
tiality, to the other person concerned. It desires the absolute
good, the unlimited good, happiness for that person, and in this
way compensates and atones for the desire to have that other
person, a person of the other sex, for itself. We have here, of
course, been speaking of the sexual urge only in one particular
aspect. For the will does not merely combat the urge: it simulta-
neously assumes within the framework of betrothed love respon-
sibility for the natural purpose of the instinct.

(LR, 137)
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Nancy corrects Lingis, who casts the body as a passivity awaiting the
inflammation of touch, and does so by identifying the ecstatic quality
of the body: “But the skin is always exhibition, exposition, and the
minutest look is a touching that brushes against it, and exposes it once
more” (BP, 205). Exposition, exscription, the “ex” of exszasis is a conse-
quence of the “absolute, separated and shared out bodies” (BP, 206).
Echoes of psuedo-Dionysius are heard in the joy of the body, “this joy
takes place as the very ex-position of this body. This joy is its birth, its
coming into presence . ..” (BP, 204). The body is diffusive of itself—
and the birth motif here should be noted as we will return to it in the
next chapter—and so, Nancy writes, “the sense of the body is given as
the place of sense, as its circumscription and its exscription, as its end
and its birth . . .” (BP, 204). For Thomas, circumscription is not as
such negative, it is simply an aspect of the body. It is only negative if
circumscription is separated from exscription, which is a violence to
the other and to the self for being is normatively ecstatic, that is, simul-
taneously circumscription and exscription.

The normative structure of the Thomistic body is for spirit and flesh
to be interinvolved, for spirit to be suffused by flesh and for flesh to be
suffused by spirit. Spirit without flesh is missing moral knowledge just
as flesh without spirit is missing moral knowledge. Nevertheless, as will
be seen in the next chapter, there are profound metaphysical reasons
behind Thomas’s insistence that it is the rule of reason that provides
for a broader and deeper moral knowledge than sensuality. Nancy rec-
ognizes the central reason: “A body does not have a weight, it is a
weight. It weighs, it presses against other bodies, onto other bodies”
(BP, 198-199). The Tridentine Nancy might in the following passage
be thought to deny Thomas’s metaphysical priorities. He writes, “7he
body has the same structure as spirit, but it has that structure without
presupposing itself as the reason for the structure. Consequently, it is not
self-concentration, but rather the ex-centration of existence” (BP, 200;
emphasis is original). Nancy wants to insist here that the body is natu-
rally ecstatic, and Thomas could not agree more. However, it is because
sensuality is naturally suited to obey reason—which is itself ecstatically
deposed and not a Plotinian self-concentration—that the body is natu-
rally ecstatic and this despite the fact that sensuality is rooted in matter,
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the principle of individuation. Nancy himself cites Thomas’s notion of
materia signata as a correct description of the body (BP, 194). In
Thomas, materia signata is, as well as a description of the principle of
individuation, a description of the concreatum: a description of matter
marked by form and ultimately, as will be seen, by Christ’s wounded
flesh; and the description of sensuality as naturally suited to obey rea-
son is but an anthropological application of the concreatum. It is also
the basis for Thomas’s unique analysis of the politics of the flesh, the
topic of the following chapter.

The normative Thomistic body is thus circumscriptive and ex-
scriptive (see TB, 33). Nancy, seemingly condemning our culture,
speaks of our having not merely wounded the body but having turned
it “into nothing but a wound” (BP, 205). This happens when the
absoluteness of the body—its two dimensions—is removed.?” Our cul-
ture no longer recognizes the ecstatic body and the wound is not a
wound of life but only of death, “the wound [that] closes the body”
(BP, 205). It is evident (and further discussion will follow) that I could
not disagree more with Milbank when he argues that the introduction
of Aristotelian hylomorphism into Christianity was unfortunate and
“a modified form of Spinozistic materialism would be preferable,”?
since it is only the inheritance of Aristotle’s hylomorphism that enables
us to understand the problem of the body and the passions as well as
how the body can become ecstatic. By considering the work of Gaston
Fessard in chapter 9 we shall see how politically disastrous it is to

ignore the Aristotelian conception of the human.



Chapter Three

THE POLITICS OF THE FLESH

The Summa contra gentiles (111, c. 63, para. 1-8) describes a four-part
movement of human desire. It is clear from these paragraphs that
human desire is naturally other-directed and in an increasingly ecstatic
way as one moves through this fourfold hierarchy. Thus, human desire,
eros, is, as John Paul II puts it, “a primordial sacrament,” a sign of
man’s “particular likeness to God” (TB, 76). The cardinal point in
Thomas’s analysis of the ecstatic movement of desire, and thus the
body, is the claim that the ecstasy of sensuality is not found in pleasure
as such, but pleasure guided by reason. It is also upon this claim that,
as I hope to have just shown, the abiding interest of Thomas’s theory of
the body rests. This ecstatic development of desire rests upon Thomas’s
conception of inferior reason as the ostiarius, the doorkeeper who opens
sensuality to the rule of reason, the kingly rule of divine law (sicur
ostiarius ad regem [ST 1-1I1, q. 76, a. 5]). In this chapter, I shall discuss
in greater detail the relationship between reason and sensuality, in par-
ticular, why Thomas uses political analogies to explain their interac-
tion, and why Thomas insists that it is only when sensuality is taken
up into a life of contemplation and reason that it exhibits generosity.
To demonstrate this last, some of Thomas’s most fundamental meta-
physical commitments will be examined.

The sense powers, Thomas says, can be considered as natural powers
(quod appetitus sensitivus est virtus organi corporalis [ST 1-11, q. 17, a.
71), operating from instinct, and in this sense they are ordered to one
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thing and have no relationship to virtue. But, in another manner, the
sense appetites of irascibility and concupiscence are rational by partici-
pation in the higher power of the soul. Unlike the nutritive power, the
sense appetites or sensuality (ST I, g. 80, a. 2) are naturally suited to
obey (nata est obedire) the command of reason (operantur ex imperio
rationis) and thus are able to be the subject of human virtue (ST I-II,
g- 50, a. 3; - 56, a. 43 ST I, q. 80, a. 25 LR, 194-195). For Thomas,
sensuality is a frontier within human nature that is simultaneously soul
and body, matter and form, the site of transition within the human
person between the “determinate operations” of impersonal nature
(ScG 1I, c. 66, para. 2) and the command over self characteristic of
human freedom. These two facets stand in “mutual order” (ScG III,
c. 81, para. 4; ScG IV, c. 52, para. 2). Rather than division and opposi-
tion then, Aquinas articulates a gradation within human nature that
partakes of both constituent principles. For this reason, Thomas ex-
plains the relationship between reason and sensuality in terms of a
political community. Reason, he says, rules sensuality by a political and
royal rule, as when a governor rules over free men. Which is to say,
rational appetite as the superior has the role of commanding the lower
sensitive appetite but also the responsibility to ensure that the sensitive
appetite is able to satisfy its legitimate wants. The model of a political
community is designed to alert the reader that the human is a compos-
ite of needs that must be brought into a well-ordered community of
mutual satisfaction.

Reason does not have an absolute authority over the senses so that it
can command the senses in any manner it wishes. The intellect governs
sensuality because “the end of the intellect is the end of al