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THE PHILOSOPHICAL AND BIOLOGICAL IMPLICA­
TIONS OF EVOLUTION

ONE of the main difficulties in discussing evolution is to pre­
sent the problem in its proper light. There are two principal

causes of misunderstanding in this matter: first, the indiscrimi­
nate use of the term evolution; and second, the complexity of the
problem in its relationship to philosophy, theology and science.

The term evolution implies an idea of becoming, development,
change and even transformation; it is used by Thomists and
materialists alike, and even official 'Church documents, such as
the encyclicalHumani Generis, refer to evolution.1 In fact it is
found in so many different and apparently contradictory state­
ments that the word has become a source of great confusion.
Evolution in its modern context is not in the works of St. Thomas,
so in speaking of a Thomistic concept 01 evolution, or of a Thom­
istic doctrine 01 evolution, the obvious meaning at this point
should be that what we commonly mean by evolution, in modern
language, can be related to the teachings of Thomistic philosophy
in one way or another. Moreover, evolution has dangerous con­
notations; we know that 'some forms of evolution are alien to
sound philosophy and to the accepted teachings of the Church,
viZe polygenism.2 For the purposes of our discussion let us
assume tha,t Thomistic evolution simply means the teaching of
St. Thomas on the formation of the cosmos. Later on, we ahall
determine more accurately the relations between Thomistic phi­
losophy and evolution.

The second cause of misunderstanding is the complexity result­
ing from the fact that the problem of evolution contains so many
different issues. Everyone knows that evolution is a very timely
topic; it is discussed in college classrooms, in scientific journals
as wen as in popular magazines; and even the youngsters in high
school have heard about the missing-link, the Cro-Magnon man,
Charles Darwin and natural selection. Practically everyone, at
least in the teaching profession, is called upon at one time or an­
other, to state his views on the matter, but the problem is usually

1 A.cta Apostolicae Sedis, 1950, p. 575.

2 Acta Apostolicae Sedis, 1950, p. 576.
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brought up in such a way that a precise answer is out of the
question.

The first point in our problem bears upon the possibility of
evolution as a natural process of formation of the cosmos; the
second tries to determine whether evolution is a scientific fact.
Obviously, these are ,twodifferent aspects and if the answer to the
first is negative, then the second question is meaningless. Fur­
thermore, we must determine who shall be in a position to demon­
strate either the possibility or the fact of evolution. Will it be
the philosopher, or the scientist, or the theologian? If the scien­
tist maintains that evolution is a fact, while the philosopher pre­
tends that it is impossible, then one is certainly at fault; on the
contrary, if the philosopher holds that evolution is possible and
the scientist claims that it is a certainty, then both may be right;
or again, a similar opposition may occur between the philosopher
snd the theologian, or the theologian and the scientist. In order
to avoid all misunderstanding, the philosopher's function must be
clearly distinguished from that of the scientist and of the the­
ologian.

I-The Philosopher's Function.

The philosopher's function is to explain all material beings, to
discover the principles, causes and properties of mobile being
which is the subject matter of natural philosophy.3 His starting
point is not the precise information gathered through technical
research, but rather the more universal concepts of motion, prin­
ciples of motion, causality, time, matter, finality, etc.4 On the
basis of these fundamental notions he may try to account for
individual,phenomena and concrete beings, yet the philosopher
must realize that the means at his disposal are inadequate since
the contingency implied in all natural beings is an impediment to
philosophical demonstration.5 If the cosmos were mathemati­
cally ordered, experimental sciences would be useless, since all
reality in nature could be known apriori through deductions
based on the general principles of philosophy.6 As a result, the

3 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 1, lect. 1, no. 1-4.

4 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 1, lect. 1, no. 4.

5 St. Thomas, Contra Gentes, lib. 3, c. 40.

6 St. Thomas, Corno in Anal. Post. lib. 1, lect. 42, no. 3.
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philosopher must realize the limitations brought about by the
material principle which is an intrinsic principle of all mobile
being.7 This is why natural philosophy, whose proper mode of
demonstration is hypothetical necessity,8 cannot demonstrate
contingent events nor contingent beings in nature.9 The philos­
opher needs the help of experimental science in order to complete
his knowledge of the cosmos.10

In relation to our problem we must say that the philosopher
will be helpless if he attempts to demonstrate the contingent
events which have taken place in the course of centuries/1 and
moreover, he will be incapable of drawing necessary conclusions
if he uses the contingent beings in the universe as a basis for his
demonstration.12 The philosopher's viewpoint is necessarily in­
complete and he must limit himself to problems of possibility.
and necessity, while the factual issues which imply an element of
contingency, will be settled by the scientist or the theologian, as
the case may be.13

2-The Scientist's Function.

The scientist is not concerned with problems of necessity or
possibility implied in the mode of formation of the cosmos; this
belongs to the philosopher. If a scientist holds that the universe
has not been created his conclusion may be a consequence of his
atheistic principles; it is not a conclusion of the scientist qua
scientist. Similarly, if a scientist accepts the doctrine of creatio
ex nihilo sui et subiecti his position is the result of sound philo­
sophical antecedents, not of scientific research.

Since the process of diversification and determination of living
beings cannot be observed at the moment, having taken place in
past ages, the scientist tries to reconstruct an unbroken series of

7 St. Thomas, Com. in Anal. Post. lib. 1, lect. 42, no. 3.

8 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 15.

9 St. Thomas, Corno in Anal. Post. lib. 1, lect. 42, no. 3.

10 St. Thomas, Com. in De Sensu et Sensato, lect. 1, no. 2.

11 St. Thomas, Com. in Anal. Post. lib. 1, lect. 42, no. 2.

12 St. Thomas, Corno in Anal. Post. lib. 1, lect. 42, no. 2.

13 In the natural order it will be solved by the scientist; in the super­
natural order, by the theologian.



The American Catholic Philosophical Association 69

plant and animallife to see how all this came about. He tries to
show that one type of living beings has appeared after another,
and that the second is but a modification of the preceding one.
This is done through the discovery and analysis of fossils per­
taining to the different geologieal periods, as weIl as by compara­
tive studies of the living beings actually existing. Such re­
searches belong to palaeontology, geographical distribution, com­
parative anatomy, embryology, anthropology and other related
sciences. The scientific method is that of research, and its con­
clusions are mainly the results of the inductive process, so in
stating his conclusions, the scientist must avoid aIl undue gener­
alizations and aIl unwarranted certainty, even if his discoveries
are authentie and fully substantiated.14 The scope of scientific
investigation is restricted to the contingent elements of the cos­
mos, and consequently, the function of the scientist is to bring
about new data which will complete the work of the philosopher.
Each has his own method; the scientist proceeds through induc­
tion, while the philosopher draws his conclusions by deduction
from the general principles of mobile being. Consequently, in
relation to .the problem of evolution the scientist will be inter­
ested primarily in factual problems, in so far as they cannot be
settled by the philosopher, not in problems of necessity and pos­
sibility which pertain to the philosopher.

3-The Theologian's Function.15

Through an act of infinite wisdom and kindness towards men,
God chose to reveal some of the truths pertaining to the origin of
the universe.16 This revelation, contained in the first chapters of
Genesis, has been the subject of many different interpretations
in the course of centuries. Naturally, the exegete, whose proper
function is to interpret Scripture and to discover the precise
meaning of the Sacred Text, must abide by the decisions of the
Church and follow the methods of exegesis accepted by the
Church. In relation to evolution the exegete is not primarily
interested in the philosophical aspects of the problem although

14 St. Thomas, Com. in Anal. Post. !ib. 2, lect. 4, no. 4.

15 The term theologian is taken in its broad meaning, including the
exegete.

16 Denzinger, Enchiridion Symbolorum, no. 1785.
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he is in a position to judge whether the conclusions of the scien­
tist and the philosopher are acceptable for a Catholic. In this
respect, St. Thomas remarks that in discussing questions of
Scripture two rules must be observed, according to the teaching
of St. Augustine: the first is to hold the teachings of Scripture
without fault; the second is that one should adhere to the truth
of Scripture, and yet be ready to admit some other explanation,
since Scripture can be interpreted in many senses,17 unless the
Church should intervene in the matter. Accordingly St. Thomas,
who was weIl aware of the different interpretations of Genesis,
was very prudent in his own conclusions. He did not see in the
first chapters of Genesis a scientific statement of fact; the crea­
tion of animals and plants according to their own species actu­
ally or potentially is dismissed as irrelevant;18 he admits that the
substance of the sun existed before the fourth day;19 he accepts
two interpretations of the word firmament. 20 The same trend is
also noticeable in his exegesis of the phrase slime 0/ the earth as
applied to the creation of man.21

With the help of these distinctions one can see that the prob­
lem of evolution' really comprises six different issues; the prob­
lem of necessity and possibility as judged either by the philoso­
pher, or the scientist or the theologian; and the problem of fact,
subdivided in the same way. A complete solution would natu­
rally require that an answer be given to all these points. The
second part of this paper is a philosophical approach in relation
to possibility and necessity.

In order to understand the Thon1istic solution to the problem
of evolution we must keep in mind that for St. Thomas every
natural being acts for its proper end.22 His conception of the
universe is essentially dynamic and teleological; in other words,
the material universe taken as a whole, and in all its individual
parts, is in astate of becoming, not in a haphazard way, but ac­
cording to a preconceived plan. NaturaIly, St. Thomas did not

17 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. 1 pars, qu. 68, art. 1 c.

18 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. 1 pars, qu. 70, art. 2 c.

19 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. 1 pars, qu. 67, art. 4 ad 2 um.

20 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. 1 pars, qu. 68, art. 1 c.

21 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. 1 pars, qu. 91, art. 1 c. and also ad 4 um.

22 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. la 2ae, qu. 1, art. 2 c.
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have at his disposal all the means necessary for scientific inves­
tigation, yet he understood that a full development is never an
initial stage in existence, but rather the result of a long process
oi formation.23 His theory of development is constant through­
out his works; it is applied to the formation of habits,24 to the
order of learning,25 to the development of the more perfeet forms
of society 26 and even to the moment of creation of the human
soul. On this last point, St. Thomas would find no basis whatso­
ever for the modern theory which claims that the human soul is
created at the moment of conception, or shortly thereafter, since
such an assumption rejects the necessity of material dispositions
of the foetus as conditions for the substantial form.

'Vhen Aquinas turns his attention to the formation of the cos­
mos, one must not be surprised to find an application of the same
principles. In the Summa, he quotes St. Augustine from his com­
mentary De Genesi ad Litteram and accepts his teachings, not
as definite solutions, but simply as reasonable explanations con­
cerning the formation of the universe.27 St. Thomas could not
subscribe to the Augustinian theory of evolution as a riecessary
and definite conclusion, since, in the Summa, he was writing as
a theologian and consequently had to admit the possibility of
different interpretations; nevertheless, one can see that he was
in no way opposed to an evolutionistic concept of the cosmos.

Thomistic teaching in matters of evolution is based upon three
fundamental principles of natural philosophy: the nature of
prime matter, the role of finality in nature, and the function of
efficient causality. The following paragraphs are a brief expla­
nation of each.

a-The notion 0/ prime matter. Prime matter is one of the
intrinsic principles oi all mobile substances. It is pure passive
potency, and yet it is a form of nature as defined in the second
book of Physics.28 Strange as it may seem, some philosophers

'23 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 11, no. 2.

24 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. la 2ae, qu. 51, art. 2 c.

25 St. Thomas, Corno in Ethic. lib. 6, lect. 7, no. 1211 (ed. Pirotta).

26 St. Thomas, Corno in Politicorum libros, Prologus, (Ed. Laval).

27 St. Thomas, Sumo Theol. 1 pars, qu. 68, arte 1, c.

28 Aristotle, Physics 192/b/22.
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do not appear to understand that prime matter has a tendency
towards form; they see prime matter as an intrinsic principle,
hut somehow fail to realize its dynamic implications.29 Although
they grant the existence of an appetite related to matter, the ex­
planations tend to become metaphorical. St. Thomas remarks
that appetite, as attributed to prime matter, is not a metaphor,
hut a reality.30 He insists that the constant tendency of prime
matter to other forms accounts for the passing-away and coming­
to-be of all natural beings.:u The tendency of prime matter to
other forms explains the state of tension in all material reality;
furthermore, the union of matter with an individual form is but
a passing victory, never a final conquest.32 Moreover, the appe­
tite of matter proceeds according to an order of perfection, in
such a way that matter is primarily ordered to the imperfect
forms of the cosmos, and ultimately to the human soul.33 As a
result, since they are essential component parts of human nature)
some imperfect forms of being precede the coming of man, unless
a special divine intervention produced them at the very last mo­
ment. In this last instance the production of the inferior forms
of life would be a miraculous event, and consequently beyond
the scope of philosophical demonstration.

b-The role 0/ finality in nature. Some of the pre-Socratic
philosophers had developed a system whereby the last explana­
tion of all physical reality was attributed to the intrinsic prin­
ciples of mobile being, without any reference to extrinsic causes.
Aristotle could not admit this materialistic view; he realized that
constancy in natureand its inborn tendency towards id quod est
ultimum et optimum cannot be sufficiently accounted for by
prime matter.34 Aristotle's idea of finality in nature is the key

29 Concerning this statement it must be said that the authors in question
do not make any false statements, but simply omit the key problem of
true hylemorphism, namely a true understanding oi matter in its relation­
ship to form. Such is the case oi Gredt, Maquart, Glenn, Remer among
the textbook authors.

30 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 1, lect. 15, no. 10.

31 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 1, Iect. 15, no. 10.

320tis, Jean Louis, Doctrine de l'Evolut.ion, t. 2 p. 148.

33 St. Thomas, Contra Gentes, lib. 3 c. 22.

34 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 4, no. 8.
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to his entire system of natural philosophy. In the second book
of Physics, Aristotle presents four arguments taken from the
comparison of nature with art and with chance, and also from
the activities of brute animals.35 The first argument is directed
against the explanation proposed by Empedücles, namely that all
natural phenomena are produced by chance. His reasoning obvi­
ously presupposes that there are only two alternatives in nature,
and in order to have all its cogency this proof must be under­
stood in relation with the mechanistic conception of Empedo­
cles.36 The second one is taken from a consideration of human
art, since where there is an end to be achieved the preparatory
steps are performed with a view to the end; now, when a thing
is produced in nature, the early stages lead up to a final develop­
ment in the same way as in the operations of arte Consequently,
we can infer that since human art acts for a purpose in disposing
the means in relation to an end, so also nature is directed by
finality.37 By means of this second argument Aristotle paves the
way for his third demonstration based upon the principle that
art imitates nature. The premise of this third demonstration ia
that a11 forms of art either cooperate with nature in bringing it
to a higher degree of perfeetion, or imitate nature producing an
opus. Now art imitates nature because all the knowledge re­
quired in art has been acquired from nature, since the obj ect of
the human intellect is nature; moreover art proceeds according
to a purpose, therefore we must eonelude that nature acts für an
end.3B The last argument is taken from the activities of animals
whose operations are not the result of art nor of deliberations.
On this basis Aristotle shows that plants and animals produce
what is best suited for their own speeies and consequently aet für
a purpose because purpose is always a goOd.39

In some passages of his works Aristotle even compares nature
to an able administrator who distributes riches according to tbe
necessities of a plan; 40 he even personifies nature,41 ca11s it di-

35 Aristotle, Physics, 199/a/l.

36 Aristotle, Physics, 199/a/5.

37 Aristotle, Physics, 199/a/9.

38 Aristotle, Physics, I99/a/20.

39 Aristotle, Physics, I99/a/23.

4Q Aristotle, The Generation 01 Animals, 744/b/16.

41 Aristotle, Parts 01 Animals, 687/a/15.
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vine 42 and intelligent.43 In his commentary on the second book
of Physics, St. Thomas applies the above arguments to the uni­
verse taken in its entirety, and asserts that nature is nothing else
than divine art in the cosmos, natura est ars divina indita re­
bUS.44 The only difference between art and nature is that the
former is extrinsic while the latter is intrinsic.45 Finally, in the
closing paragraphs of the fourteenth lesson, St. Thomas even
says that if the wood of which a ship is made could receive from
the shipbuilder the capacity to move and place itself in the
proper order, then a ship could be built by nature and the plan
followed would be the same as that of the shipbuilder.46

From the concept of prime matter in relation to its appetite
and from the notion of finality, we may now conclude that prime
matter achieves its purpose in nature when united to the human
soul, the highest form of which it is capable. Consequently, the
union of matter to inferior forms, namely those of brute animals
and plants, is but apreparatory stage for a higher goal, for
prime matter is a principle whose very nature is to desire and to
yearn. If there are any substantial forms endowed with a higher
degree of immateriality than that of the human soul, we must
conclude that such forms are self-subsisting; they are not co­
principles with matter in the constitution of material beings;
they are not parts of the cosmos and do not represent a final step
in its formation. If human nature were not existing, then we
would be forced to conclude that the cosmos is an unfinished
structure, somewhat like a hause without a roof.

c-The /unction 0/ etJicient causality. One of the most com­
mon obj ections is that evolution contradicts the principle of effi­
cient causality.47 On the one hand, some modern Thomists
think that if the philosopher appeals to divine intervention in
order to explain the formation of the cosmos, then he is proceed­
ing as a theologian not as a philosopher; 48 on the other hand,

42 Aristotle, On the Heavens, 271/a/33.

43 Aristotle, Parts 0/ Animals, 658/a/23.

44 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 14, no. 8.

45 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 14, no. 8.

46 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 14, no. 8.

47 Glenn, Psychology (1948), St. Louis, Herder, p. 153.

48 Maquart, Elem·enta philosophiae, Paris, Blot (1937), vol. 2, p. 522, 529.
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they firmly hold that an inferior cause cannot produce a su­
perior being.49 They conclude that the philosopher is unable to
solve the problem of evolution, since he would by the very fact
reject the principle of efficient causality, or propose a miraculous
solution which would not pertain to philosophy. Consequently,
each species has been created as it is and continues in existence
through successive generations. Such is the fundamental objec­
tion as presented in many textbooks of philosophy.50 Others
offer a solution calling for a mitigated form of evolution, re­
stricted to the so-called scientific species oi living beings, but re­
ject evolution as applied to the philosophical species. This is a
via media, a compromise solution, advanced bec~use the argu­
ments presented by science offer achallenge to philosophers.51

The statement that a cause must be proportionate to its effect
is certainly true; no disciple of St. Thomas could ever deny it.52

Although the obj ection is valid against materialistic evolution, it
has no bearing whatsoever on our problem, because the Thom­
istic solution admits the necessity of divine intervention and
holds that such a mode of causality is natural and in no way
miraculous. The question is to determine what kind of cause
will be required in nature so that prime matter may be able to
attain its goal. Since prime matter is pure passive potency, it
cannot actively produce any determination. Now matter is a
principle of mobile being, and it has a purpose in the cosmos,
namely that of making possible the realization of substantial
forms which cannot even exist without matter, as in the case oi
brute animals, plants and non-living substances; or which cannot
fully operate as in the case oi the human sou1.58 Moreover,
prime matter is not equally ordered to all forms at a given time
as we have already stated.54 Therefore, we must conclude that

49 Glenn, Psychology (1948), St. Louis, Herder, p. 153; Gredt, Elementa
philosophiae, Friburgi, Herder (1937), t. 1, p. 490.

(S() Maquart, Elementa philosophiae, Paris, Blot (1937), vol. 2, p. 513 sqq.

51 Gredt, Elementa philosophiae, Friburgi, Herder (1937), t. 1, p. 489;
Hugon, Phil. Nat., Paris, Lethielleux (1920), t. 2, pars prima, p. 304 sqq.

52 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 6, no. 11.

53 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. Iib. 1, Iect. 15, no. 10.

54 St. Thomas, Contra Gentes, lib. 3, c. 22.
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there is some sort of active cause whose function is to prepare
matter, and ultimately educe the form from the potentiality of
matter. St. Thomas says very clearly that all passive potency
must have a corresponding active principle, otherwise prime mat­
ter would be absolutely useless, because it could never serve its
purpose in nature. This active cause must be proportionate to
the highest form of which prime matter is capable.55

'At this juncture we may conclude that the activity of an effi­
cient cause is natural in the cosmos, because it corresponds to a
natural need of the passive principle, and since the human soul
ean come into existence only by creation,56 then we must admit
that divine intervention is natural, at least in the creation of the
human soul. Furthermore, it also follows that divine causality
is a natural intervention in the production of the inferior beings
of the cosmos, since they are essential and preparatory steps for
the production of man. Finally, even though we must conclude
that the cosmos has evolved under divine causal activity, we do
not exclude the role played by secondary efficient causes and
instrumental causes. On this point St. Thomas holds that, al­
though divine causality is self-sufficient and does not require the
help of inferior cooperators, still God chooses instruments in all
the works of Divine Providence so that aU creatures may take
part in divine activity.57 In relation to our problem it is quite
difficult to determine the function of these inferior causes, but we
must maintain the principle at all costs; such fu~her determina­
tion would belong to experimental science rather than to phi­
losophy.

If we admit the three principles previously explained then it is
possible to see why evolution is necessary. When God created
prime matter, He had a purpose, namely to produce mankind.58

Man is a composite being; in a physical sense, he is a body snd
a spiritual soul; metaphysically speaking, he is a rational animal
including also plant life and animal life, as weIl as non-living
matter. In order to produce man animal life was required; ani­
mal life presupposes plant-life; and this last one calls for an or-

35 St. Thomas, Contra Gentes, !ib. 3, c. 22.

56 St. Thomas, Summa Theol. 1 pars, qu. 90, art. 2, c.

57 St. Thomas, Contra Gentes, lib. 3, c. 77.

58 St. Thomas, Contra Gentes, lib. 3, c. 22.
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ganization of non-living matter. Each order of being presup­
poses the previous one according to a temporal sequence, since
prime matter does not immediately tend to the highest form; in­
formation is correlative to the dispositions of matter at a given
moment.59

This last statement may come somewhat as a surprise because
the relation between matter and time is oftentimes overlooked.
Some are inclined to see but an accidental relation between both,
as in the theory that the human soul is created at the moment of
conception, thereby rejecting the necessity of complete disposi­
tions as conditions for the coming of the human soul. The
reason of the Thomistic doctrine on the relation between matter
and time is that matter is incapable of having a11 its perfections
at once, since they are very often mutua11y exclusive. The only
beings not submitted to the necessity of successive informations,
and consequently of time, are those which do not include a prin­
ciple of further determination because they are immaterial.60

The dispositions of prime matter with a view to the human
soul are effected by means of a natural divine intervention acting
as an equivocal cause. There is nothing miraculous in this ac­
tion of God upon the cosmos, because God simply operates as an
active principle corresponding to the passive appetite of prime
matter. According to the principles of Thomistic philosophy, we
must maintain that evolution, understood as a natural process
taking place in time, whereby the inferior forms of inorganic
substances and of plant and animal life have come into existence
before the more highly specialized categories of living beings and
especially before the production of man, and by a natural inter­
vention of God in the cosmos, is a necessary conclusion based
upon the notions of prime matter, finality in nature, and efficient
causality as contained in the works of Aquinas.

We may now rightly conclude that Thomism is not alien to all
forms of evolution. Natura11y, a11 Thomists reject materialistic
evolution which tries to explain the formation of the cosmos sim­
ply through the forces of nature and the exigencies of matter.
Nevertheless, fixism is not the only alternative and rightly so
because fixism is but a consequence of materialism. Fixists can

G9 St. Thomas, In Sente lib. 2, dist. 5, qu. 2 art. 1.

60 St. Thomas, In Sente lib. 1, dist. 19, qu. 2, art. 1.
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maintain their position only because they lose sight of the part
played by finality in nature, and as a result are obliged to omit
all reference to equivocal causes. The result is that divine inter­
vention becomes miraculous; Divine Providence is an attribute
whose existence is known only through revelation; and the world
is like a huge machine going around in circles and merely repro­
ducing itself through successive generations. Such are the logical
conclusions of fixism, but they are not Thomistic.

On the contrary, teleological evolution conceives the cosmos as
a work of divine art; 61 God has been preparing the world from
the beginning of time for the coming of man. In the course of
centuries different manifestations of plant and animaI have ap­
peared; some have come and gone even before the advent of
man. None of the different species of living beings is a necessary
part of the cosmos; each species is contingent, indefinable, tran­
sitory, and the cosmos can be conceived without the help of any
one of them in particular.62 Just as human nature can be de­
fined without any reference to any individual, so also the cosmos
can be conceived without the accidental concretions of inferior
life; but, on the other hand, just as human natu];e cannot be
understood nor defined without a necessary relation to the con­
cept of vegetative and animal life, so also the cosmos cannot be
conceived without man and his essential component parts.

Evolution in its Thomistic sense bears no similarity whatso­
ever to its materialistic counterpart, other than being an explana­
tion of the formation of the cosmos by successive steps; the for­
mer is intrinsically dependent upon divine activity at every
moment; the latter is frankly atheistic. Thomistic evolution is
not transformism, since a brute animaI is not transformed into a
man, nor non-living matter into living matter; rather it could be
called progressive evolution, since the matter which serves as an
intrinsic principle of an inferior being is still capable-with the
help of more specific determinations brought about through the
activity of an adequate efficient cause-of being one of the in­
trinsic principles of a higher being.68

61 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 14, no. 8.

62 Otis, Louis Eugene, Doctrine de l'evolution, t. 2, p. 28 sqq.

G3 St. Thomas, Corno in Phlls. lib. 1, lect. 15, no. 10.
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This explanation of evolution is an integral part of Thomistic
philosophy and constitutes a true demonstration; even so it does
not solve the problem of fact. It does not give adefinite answer
to the question whether the cosmos was formed through different
periods as explained above, or whether it was produced inde­
pendently of the exigencies of time. The philosopher is not in a
position to solve this issue. Just as the philosopher is unable to
prove that the world has been created in tempore or ab aeterno,
although he can demonstrate that the cosmos could have been
created ab aeterno,64 so also the philosopher is unable to deter­
mine how the world has attained its present state of perfection.
The reason is that both creation and the further development of
the cosmos are acts of a divine free-will, and consequently un­
demonstrable. We may know what took place, either by revela­
tion, if God chose to tell us, or by scientific research if the scien­
tist can show conclusively that there is adefinite chronological
order between the different forms of life and also a causal rela­
tion by which one proceeds from the other. Then the conclusions
oi experimental science would simply confirm the affirmations of
Thomistic philosophy. The philosopher simply proves that if
the cosmos has been formed according to the natural exigencies
of its intrinsic principles and to the proper mode of causality im­
plied by finality and efficiency, then it has evolved from a primi­
tive state to its actual perfection.65 The philosopher's conclusion
is always hypothetical, because the knowledge of the realization
of the condition is beyond the realm of philosophy; it belongs
to revelation and to experimental science.

Historically, the problem of evolution has been a cause celebre,
somewhat like the controversy that centered around Galileo. In
both instances there is a basic confusion. St. Thomas had
warned against hasty conclusions in matters relating to astron­
omy; he had written very clearly that the Ptolomean hypothesis
is nothing more than a working hypothesis,66 but the theologians
snd philosophers as a rule accepted the Ptolomean system as ab­
solute truth. In regard to evolution something similar has taken
place during the last century. Philosophers thought that they
could present adefinite answer to the problem of fact. They

64 St. Thomas, Summa Theol. 1 pars, qu. 46, art. 2.

65 St. Thomas, Com. in Phys. lib. 2, lect. 15.

66 St. Thomas, Com. In de Coelo, lib. 2, lect. 17, no. 3.
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failed to see that the philosopher cannot prove contingent events
in nature; such issues do not belong to philosophy. On the other
hand, some scientists held materialistic views of the universe un­
acceptable to sound philosophy simply because they believed
that science is all-embracing. This confusion was brought about
because the scientists believed themselves to be philosophers, just
as philosophers assumed that they could judge any and all affir­
mations of science.

Unfortunately Thomistic philosophy has been associated with
. these confusions for too long a time. Some philosophers have

even suggested that Thomism is outdated and consequently in­
adequate to solve our modern problems.61 On the contrary if
Thomism is understood in all its implications I am sure that it
can always be tbe guiding principle of human thought.

LUCIEN DUFAULT

Oblate College
Natick, Mass.

COMMENT ON FR. DUFAULT'S PAPER

I am deeply honored to be asked to comment on this fine paper
by Fr. Dufault. The honor is greater because this is one of

the genuinely Thomistic papers given. We have learned to ex­
pect this kind of fidelity from Fr. Dufault. It is certainly re­
freshing to hear a problem, and one which is as important in con­
temporary thought as is the problem of evolution, discussed from
a strictly Thomistic point of view. Too often we hear papers on
this subject which go on ad nauseam about accidental questions
and trivial distinctions to the extent that either there is no time
left to speak about the problem itself or the audience has becon1e
so bored that the solution offered is lost to them.

Fr. Dufault has come directly to grips with the problem in his
paper. With the principles of matter finality ~nd efficient caus­
ality he has placed the problem in its philosophical perspective.
The brevity of his analysis can be excused by the exigence of a
paper of this nature. The principles are there and can be elab­
orated in the discussion to follow.

87 Acta Apostolicae Sedis, 1950, p. 573.


