Philosophy of Being - A Reconstructive Essay in Metaphysics. By Oliva Blanchette. Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2003,  pp xxiii + 563. ISBN: 0813210968

Peter Harris, Memorial University of Newfoundland

There are two ways in which to read this very considerable essay in metaphysics. The first way is to read it as the latest essay in what has generally been termed “neo-Thomist” philosophy. Read in this light and in this tradition, we are presented with a work of great thoroughness and systematicity which is clearly the fruit of many years of teaching and research. Apart from an occasional reference to Gilson and Lonergan, Blanchette for the most part takes Aquinas’s interpretation of Aristotle as his starting point and does not embroil himself in other neo-Thomistic studies. This has the advantage of avoiding the distraction of sifting through the various strands of Thomistic interpretation of the last century and allows the reader to deal directly with a single line of interpretation. Blanchette works through the discernment of “being” in the distinction between the formal properties of propositions and their affirmation in judgements of existence. As I understand it, the notion of being into which, as Avicenna had noted, all other conceptions are resolved, has three aspects: essence or quiddity, this-or-that-ness or haecceity and existence or the act of existence. Further exploration of being, thus characterised, calls for the recognition of its “analogical” character. 


I am not sure that all Thomists will agree with Blanchette’s account of analogy, which he identifies as a species of “equivocation” (repeatedly, e.g., pp. 121-122). The more usual account is to distinguish between three types of predication: univocal, equivocal and analogical as reducible to neither of the others. Blanchette proceeds through a discussion of the transcendental modes or properties of being, largely along traditional lines, though he does not at this point make much of the traditional property of otherness or difference (“aliquid”). This is surprising after his espousal of “haecceity” which is central to argument that being is not abstract but concrete. He does, however, add “Being as Active” and “Being as Universe” in his endeavour to avoid the abstractness of the empty notion of being with which Hegel’s Logic begins. 


The fourth part of the essay is devoted to what the author calls the “structure of being”. In this section he deals with “becoming”, substance as being-in-itself, matter and form, act and potency, concluding with an argument for a real distinction between a determinate essence and its act of being. The fifth part of the essay, titled “the communication of being” treats of causality in the natural order and in the order of human activity, and concludes with the priority of act over potency in the universal orders of Nature and of History. The final, sixth part of the essay turns to the traditional outcome of metaphysics in the question of a totally transcendent order of Being.


There is however a second way of reading Blanchette’s text, and it is the one that he suggests is how it should be read. Blanchette clearly wishes to situate his essay in the context of on-going debate about the nature and possibility of speculative metaphysics. The historical line of the debate in which he situates his work is one that leads out of medieval thought by way of Suarez to Wolff and Kant, thence to Hegel and, in Blanchette’s view, on to Heidegger (whom he chooses as representative of post-modern deconstuctionist thinking). Seen from this point of view, Blanchette’s task is to perform what Heidegger might have called a “retrieval” of those elements of Aquinas’s metaphysics which can be re-constructed in a post-post-modern context. Heidegger did well, Blanchette believes, in setting out in quest of a new ontology from the starting point of the phenomenological analysis of Dasein. One can only begin a journey from where one is, and Blanchette essentially accepts the Heideggerian account of human being as finding itself already situated in the world and faced with its own being as questionable. The advantage of this starting point is that it becomes possible to raise the question of being in an entirely concrete context. Thus he is able to skirt the neglect of being epitomised by Kant’s reduction of being to mere positing, as well as the initial impoverishment of being as the entirely indeterminate with which Hegel opens his logic of being. Being, as Thomists insist, is disclosed as existence (or “be,” as Blanchette has it) only in affirmative judgements. In other words, if “be” is a predicate and a meaningful one, it is only the “be-ing” which is predicated in an affirmative judgement of a concrete and not a merely speculative nature. Somewhat surprisingly at this point Blanchette does not feel the necessity to engage in any kind of dialogue with Fregean and post-Fregean analytic concerns that existence is simply the instantiation of a propositional function.


Blanchette’s decision to include “Being as Active” among the transcendental attributes or properties seems to suggest that being as activity will take account of transformations of the notion of being in more recent philosophy, notably in the line of Hegel, Bergson, Whitehead and Peirce. However, it is only in the wake of an already prior  account of being that Blanchette comes to treat becoming. It is here and in the subsequent sections on substantial change, on potency and act and on matter and form, that we realise how thoroughly nothing has changed. For Blanchette, essence or quiddity is “first nature,” and activity (which is determined by and flows from essence) is “second nature”.  There is no attempt, so far as I can see, to relate activity directly to esse.  The account of becoming is dominated by the conception of becoming as proceeding from a lack (steresis) of determinate being for which there exists a potentiality towards the terminus ad quem of act or realisation. Becoming is a difference within being which has to be accounted for and is not to be understood as an essential characteristic or transcendental property of being. Blanchette seems to take no account of the more recent philosophies of difference of, say, Derrida or Deleuze.  Not that he must agree with them but, as constituting one of the more urgent challenges to Thomist metaphysics by what is referred to as post-modernism, they do perhaps deserve some discussion . Blanchette does recognise that his position on becoming is a conscious decision against Hegel and Whitehead, whom he selects for special treatment in the crucial sections (on pp. 247ff) on “The Principles of Becoming in Being”. Having recognised that “the question of becoming can thus become the most radical question of metaphysics, as it does in Whiteheadian philosophy....” Blanchette reaches the conclusion that: “It is not being that has to be accounted for in terms of becoming, but becoming that has to be accounted for in terms of being” (p. 249) And so the course is set for a retrieval of the traditional “Thomistic”  interpretation of Aristotle. 


By confining himself rigorously to the pre-theological metaphysics of Aquinas until the final arguments of natural theology for the existence of a “totally transcendent being,” Blanchette deprives himself of the rich insights of Aquinas’s trinitarian theology. Providing that one does not predetermine the notion of becoming as the movement from a lack of determinate form, it could well be argued that, in the divine nature, being and becoming are indeed one and the same. The divine movement (processions) by which the divine life is constituted is not one of bare self-identity but a dynamic activity of perichoresis which might indeed be mirrored,  however imperfectly, in the “world of becoming”.  As St Thomas’s theology concludes, the divine essence is nothing other than the movement of the divine processions as they give rise to those relations of opposition by which the divine persons are constituted. There is no need to be frightened by the Heideggerian strictures on “onto-theology”. Heidegger’s notion of retrieval stemmed from the belief that, once de-constructed, ancient achievements of thinking can yield abundant fruit for the contemporary re-thinker – and there is indeed plenty of de-constructed theology to be found in Heidegger.  But the primacy of unity as self-identity in the notion of being precludes any immediate identification of being with activity.  Blanchette wrestles not infrequently with the Parmenidean dilemma – perhaps unneccessarily, once the notion of being as activity, for which Aquinas paved the way with the priority of esse, has been acknowledged. (The index lists no less than 31 references to Parmenides!)


In concluding, it has to be allowed that what Blanchette offers us is a huge achievement in putting forward for current debate an eminently intelligent re-presentation of a recognisably Aristotelian-Thomistic metaphysics. It is presented in a consciously systematic manner. It is not clear that St Thomas himself actually developed a system of metaphysics. He certainly embraced systematicity fairly thoroughly in his theology – at least, as he presented it for novices in the Summa theologiae. The same is not true of most of his other writing, whether theological or philosophical which, in its adherence  to the format of quaestio disputata, resonates with what Edward Booth has dubbed the “aporetic” character of Aristotle’s metaphysics. But it is of the nature of systems to be able to account for all the phenomena, and it would have to be allowed that Blanchette offers us a very systematic treatment of metaphysics. Systems, however, have the disadvantage of unwarranted stabilization. There is something unhistorical about Blanchette’s Aquinas, which is all the more surprising in that he makes so much of,  and gets so much out of, the notion of “haecceity”. Blanchette reminds us, not infrequently, that the being he is talking about is always a this or a that, and insists that there are three principles of being: quiddity, haecceity and the act of existence. Some acknowledgement of his debt to Duns Scotus for the very important concept of haecceity might have seemed in order, yet the Doctor Subtilis receives not a mention in 560 pages (other than a brief reference on the question of the “subject of metaphysics” in which Blanchette sees Scotus’s view as essentially leading to all that abstractness of being which characterises metaphysics in the modern period). In a work which covers such a vast area as the whole of metaphysics not all the battles can be fought in detail, and it remains to the reader to decide whether s/he agrees with the ground chosen. It remains true that Blanchette’s work is valuable for the enormous amount of ground that he covers in a challenging and thought provoking manner.

