
THE CONCEPT OF VERBUM IN THE WRITINGS OF 
ST. THOMAS AQUINAS 

BERNARD LONERGAN, S.J. 
UImmaculêe Conception 

IT is almost a decade since M. T.-L. Penido published his Gloses sur la 
procession d'amour dans la Trinité} As the reader may recall, the 

article dealt with the speculative aspect of the second divine proces­
sion, passed in review the efforts of a very large number of theologians 
to attain a coherent statement, and found them all wanting. Briefly 
and bluntly, for M. Penido, theologians on this issue fall into two 
classes: those who did not pretend to grasp the matter, and those who 
did but failed to be convincing. The indictment is startling. 

Let us turn at once to what may appear a quite different matter. 
In his account of intellectual procession, L. Billot remarked: "Et 
simile omnino est in imaginatione."2 On its author's suppositions, this 
remark is quite accurate; for intellectual procession is conceived not as 
a peculiarity of intellect but as a necessary consequent in the meta­
physical analysis of a cognitional act with respect to an object that may 
be absent; since these conditions are fulfilled not only in conception 
but also in imagination, the parallel is quite justified. But if one turns 
to the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas, one would be very hard put to 
find any inkling of such a parallel; indeed, one would be led to deny its 
existence. For Aquinas distinguished between image and vestige of 
the Blessed Trinity; and image he found only in rational creatures and, 
indeed, only in their minds.3 Further, as is quite apparent from the 
scale of increasing capacity for reflection outlined in the Contra Gen­
tiles f general metaphysical analysis of cognitional acts is not imme­
diately relevant to Thomist trinitarian theory; the point made in that 
passage is to the effect that no sensitive potency reflects on itself; that 
human intellect does reflect on itself, but still man does not know him-

lEphem. TheoL Lov., XIV (1937), 33-68. 
2 L. Billot, De Deo Uno et Trino (Romae, 1910), p. 335. 
3 Sum. TheoL, I, q. 93, a. 6 c : " . . . nee in ipsa rationali creatura invenitur Dei imago 

nisi secundum mentem." Cf. In I Sent.j d. 3, q. 3, a. 1; De Ver., q. 10, aa. 1 & 7; Ite Pot., 
q. 9, a. 9 c. ad fin. 

4 C. Gent., IV, 11 (ed. Leon., XV, 32a 37-32b 25). 
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self by his essence; that angelic intellect is reflective, and, further, the 
angel knows himbelf by his essence but still the intentio intellecta is not 
the essence; that in God alone is there perfect reflection, in which prin­
ciple and term, essence and intentio intellecta, are identical. Quite 
clearly, this is not a theory of the procession of the Word in which 
imagination provides as good a starting-point as intellect; it is a 
theory that extrapolates solely from the nature of rational conscious­
ness. 

Let us now revert to M. Penido's contention, though only to ask a 
question. By definition, the will is a rational appetite. Might it not 
be that the procession according to the will is to be grasped only in 
terms of an analysis of rationality and rational consciousness? Might 
it not be that M. Penido found so many theologians unsatisfactory on 
this point for the very reasons that have just led us to discern a differ­
ence between Billot and Aquinas on intellectual procession, namely, 
neglect of what is peculiar to rational creatures? I believe these ques­
tions to be significant. It is to discuss them that I have undertaken 
the present inquiry into the concept of verbum in the writings of 
St. Thomas. 

THE GENERAL NOTION OF AN INNER WORD 

Etymology and biblical English both favor writing "inner word" or 
simply "word" as equivalent to the Thomist synonyms, verbum interim, 
verbum cordis, verbum mentis, and, most common of all, simply verbum. 
The only complication arises in connection with the division of words 
into simple and compound. It is odd, indeed, to speak of a compound 
word and mean a sentence or judgment; but such speech will be rare; 
and the disadvantage of its oddity is outweighed, I think, by the con­
venience of having an English term for the main matter of the dis­
cussion. 

The first element in the general notion of an inner word is had from 
a contrast with outer words—spoken, written, imagined, or meant. 
Spoken words are sounds with a meaning: as sounds, they are produced 
in the respiratory tract; as possessing a meaning, they are due to 
imagination according to Aristotle, or, as Aquinas seems to have pre­
ferred, to soul; it is meaning that differentiates spoken words from 
other sounds, such as coughing, which also are produced in the respira-
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tory tract.5 Written words are simply signs of spoken words;6 the 
issue was uncomplicated by Chinese ideograms. A similar simplicity 
is the refreshing characteristic of the account of imaginatio vocis;1 a 
term that seems to embrace the whole mnemic mass and sensitive 
mechanism of motor, auditory, and visual images connected with lan­
guage. Finally, the outer word that is some external thing or action 
meant by a word is dismissed as a mere figure of speech.8 

There is a twofold relation between inner and outer words: the inner 
word is an efficient cause of the outer; and the inner word is what is 
meant immediately by the outer. The aspect of efficient causality 
seems to be the only one noticed in the Commentary on the Sentences: 
the inner word is compared to the major premise of a syllogism ; the 
imagined word to the minor premise; and the spoken word to the con­
clusion.9 Later works do not deny this aspect,10 but I think I may say 
that subsequently the whole emphasis shifted to the second of the two 
relations mentioned above. Repeatedly one reads that the inner word 
is what can be meant (significabile) or what is meant (significatum) by 
outer words and, inversely, that the outer word is what can mean 
(significativum) or what does mean (significans) the inner word.11 

There is no doubt about this matter, though, frankly, it is just the 
opposite of what one would expect. One is apt to think of the inner 
word, not as what is meant by the outer, but as what means the outer; 
the outer word has meaning in virtue of the inner; therefore, the inner 
is meaning essentially while the outer has meaning by participation. 

* In II de An.,\ect. 18, §477. 
6In I Periherm., lect. 1: ". . .nomina et verba quae scribuntur, signa sunt eorum 

nominum et verborum quae sunt in voce." 
7 In I Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 1 sol. Sum. Theol., I, q. 34, a. 1 c. 
8 Sum. Theol., I, q. 34, a. 1 c : "Dicitur autem figurative quarto modo verbum, id quod 

verbo significatur vel efficitur; sicut consuevimus dicere, hoc est verbum quod dixi tibi, 
vel quod mandavit rex, demonstrato aliquo facto quod verbo significatum est vel sim-
pliciter enuntiantis, vel etiam imperantis." 

9 In I Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 1 sol. 
10 Efficient causality is mentioned in In loan., cap. 1, lect. 1. 
n "De Ver., q. 4, a. 2, e : " . . . sive sit conceptio significabilis per vocem incomplexam 

. . . sive per vocem complexam " C. Gent., IV, 11 (ed. Leon., XV, 32b 30ff.) : " . . . est 
quaedam similitudo concepta . . . quae voces exteriores significant; unde et ipsa intentio 
verbum interius nominatur, quod est exteriori verbo significatum." Cf. De Pot., q. 8, 
a. 1 c; q. 9, a. 5 c; Sum. Theol., I, q. 27, a. 1 c; q. 34, a. 1 c; q. 85, a. 2 ad 3m; Quodl. V, 
a. 9 c; In loan., cap. 1, lect. 1. 
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That, perhaps, is all very true. But it is not too illuminating. In any 
case it is not the point made by Aquinas, who asked what outer words 
meant and answered that, in the first instance, they meant inner words. 
The proof was quite simple. We discourse on "man" and on the 
"triangle." What are we talking about? Certainly, we are not talk­
ing about real things directly, else we should all be Platonists. Di­
rectly, we are talking about objects of thought, inner words, and only 
indirectly, only in so far as our inner words have an objective reference, 
are we talking of real things.12 The same point might be made in 
another fashion. Logical positivists to the contrary, false propositions 
are not meaningless; they mean something; what they mean is an inner 
word, and only because that inner word is false, does the false proposi­
tion lack objective reference.13 

Such is the first element in the general notion of an inner word. It 
is connected with the well-known anti-Platonist thesis on abstraction 
that the mode of knowing need not be identical with the mode of 
reality, that knowledge may be abstract and universal though all 
realities are particular and concrete. It also is connected with the 
familiar Aristotelian statement that "bonum et malum sunt in rebus, 
sed verum et falsum sunt in mente."14 Because outer words may be 
abstract, and true or false, because real things are neither abstract 
nor true nor false, the immediate reference of their meaning is to an 
inner word. 

The second element to be considered is the nature of the correspond­
ence between inner and outer words. Grammarians divide the latter 
into eight, or sometimes ten, parts of speech; of these the Aristotelian 
Perihermeneias bothered to notice only nouns and verbs, and included 
both under the same rubric of the element of meaning.15 Aquinas, in 
his commentary, denied a point-to-point correspondence between inner 
and outer words, arguing that inner words correspond to realities, 

nIn I Perihertn,, lect. 2. 
13 Ibid., lect. 4: " . . . haec vox 'homo est asinus' est vere vox et vere signum; sed quia 

est signum falsi, ideo dicitur falsa." 
14 In VI Met., lect. 4, §1230 f.; cf. V lect. 9, §895 f.; In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1 sol.; 

De Ver., q. 1, a. 2c; Sum. Theol., I, q. 16, a. 1 c. 
15The Aristotelian division is of conventionally significant sounds: if the parts have 

meaning, not merely per accidens as "heat" in "cheat," there is a \6yos, which is sub­
divided into indicative, optative, imperative, etc.; if the parts have no meaning, the 
division is into names and verbs. Cf. Periherm., I, 2-4. 

file:///6yos
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while outer words are the products of convention and custom, and so 
vary with different peoples.16 However, since the inner word is in the 
intellect, and since apprehension of the singular involves the use of a 
sensitive potency,17 it should seem that the correspondence of realities 
to inner words is, at best, like the correspondence between a function 
and its derivative; as the derivative, so the inner word is outside all 
particular cases and refers to all from some higher view-point. 

A third element in fixing the nature of the inner word is connected 
intimately with the preceding. What is the division of inner words? 
On this question, four major works of Aquinas and a large number of 
his commentators are silent.18 On the other hand, silence is no argu­
ment against positive statement. Four other works of recognized 
standing divide inner words into the two classes of definitions and judg­
ments, and three of these recall the parallel of the Aristotelian twofold 
operation of the mind.19 Moreover, the De Veritate argues that there 
is a processio operati in the intellect, though not in the will, on the 
ground that "bonum et malum sunt in rebus, sed verum et falsum sunt 
in mente."20 This clearly supposes that the judgment is an inner 
word, for only in the judgment is there truth or falsity. On the other 
hand, while Aquinas does refer frequently to the inner word as a 
concepito, conceptum, conceptus,21 one must not give this term its current 
exclusive connotation; Aquinas employed it to denote judgments.22 

Finally, as stated above, the correspondence of inner words is mainly, 

16 In I Periherm., lect. 2: "Ostendit passiones animae naturaliter esse sicut res per hoc 
quod sunt eaedem apud omnes Melius dicendum est quod intentio Aristotelis non est 
asserere identitatem conceptionis animae per comparationem ad vocem, ut scilicet unius 
vocis sit una conceptio, quia voces sunt diversae apud diversos: sed intendit asserere 
identitatem conceptionum animae per comparationes ad res " Cf. Arist., Periherm., 
I, 1; 16a 5-8. 

17 Cf. e.g., Sum. Theol., I, q. 86, a. 1, ob. la, c. & ad 2m. 
18 The four works are the Sentences, the Contra Gentiles (which, howevert mentions 

definition but not judgment [I, 53; IV, 11]), the Summa, and the Compendium Theologiae. 
With regard to the commentators, it is simplest to note that Ferrariensis acknowledges the 
twofold inner word (In C. Gent., I, 53, §IV ad fin. [ed. Leon., XIII , 152]). 

19 De Ver., q. 4, a. 2 c ; q. 3, a. 2 c; De Pot., q. 8, a. 1 c ; q. 9, a. 5 c ; Quodl. V, a. 9 c ; 
In loan., cap. 1, lect. 1. 

20 De Ver., q. 4, a. 2 ad 7m. 
21 Sum. Theol., I, q. 27, a. 1; q. 34, a. l;et passim. 
22 Cf., e.g., De Ver., q. 11, a. 1, c. " . . . primae conceptiones intellectus, quae statim 

lumine intellectus agentis cognoscuntur . . . sive sint complexa, ut dignitates, sive incom­
plexa, sicut ratio entis." 
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not to outer words, but to reality; but reality divides into essence ahd 
existence; and of the two Aristotelian operations of the mind "prima 
operatio respicit quidditatem rei; secunda respicit esse ipsius."23 It 
seems beyond doubt that an account of the Thomist inner word has 
to be an account of judgments no less than of the formation of defini­
tions or quiddities. 

A fourth element in the general notion of an inner word is that it 
supplies the object of thought. What is abstract, what is true or 
false, is not, as such, either a real thing or a mere copy of a real thing. 
It is a product of the mind. It is not merely a product but also a 
known product; and as known, it is an object. The illuminating 
parallel is from technical invention. What the inventor comes to 
know is not some already existing reality ; it is simply the idea of ^hat 
will be a reality if financial backing and a demand on the market are 
forthcoming; and in itself, apart from practical economic considera­
tions, the invention known by the inventor is merely an idea. Such 
ideas are the products and fruits of a thinking out, an excogitare: cer­
tain general principles are known; the inventor's task is to work out 
practicable applications, to proceed from the properties of uranium to 
the atomic bomb. A similar process of thought is involved in the 
plans of every architect, the prescription of every doctor, the reflective 
pause of every craftsman and mechanic before he sets to work. In 
invention, creative imagination is needed; in the practical arts, imagi­
nation moves in the worn grooves of custom and routine; but in both 
cases there is the same general form of intellectual process, for in both 
certain general principles are known, in both a determinate end is 
envisaged, in both the principles are applied to the attainment of the 
end, and in both this application leads to a plan of operations that, as 
such, is, not knowing what is, but only knowing the idea of what one 
may do. Aquinas was aware of this. Aristotle in his Metaphysics 
had analysed such thinking things out and had arrived at the conclu­
sion that the end, which is first in intention, is last in execution, whereas 
what is first in execution is last to be arrived at in the order of thought.24 

But Aquinas was troubled with a problem that had not concerned 

23 In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1 ad 7m* In Boet. de Trin., q. 5, a. 3 c. init. (ed. Mand., 
Ill, 110). 

* In VII Met., lect. 6, §1405-10. 
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Aristotle, namely, how to reconcile the simplicity of God with the 
infinity of ideas known by God. To solve this problem, he generalized 
the Aristotelian theorem on the practical arts. It is not merely the 
prescription of the doctor, the plan of the architect, the idea of the 
inventor that, in the first instance, is a product and object of thought. 
The same holds for every quiddity and every judgment. As such, the 
quiddity is abstract; as such, the judgment is true or false; but no real 
thing is abstract; and no real thing is true or false in the relevant sense 
of truth or falsity. 

The foregoing, I believe, is a key element in the Thomist concept of 
inner word. Its principal expression is to be found, not in trinitarian 
passages, but in the discussions of the plurality of divine ideas. It 
would be premature to attempt a detailed study of this matter at once, 
for it pertains properly to an account of the Thomist position on natu­
ral human knowledge of a divine word. On the other hand, the reader 
is urged to review at once the Thomist texts on the issue. The brilliant 
treatment is in the De Ventate (q. 3, a. 2 c ) . Detailed treatment is in 
the Contra Gentiles (lib. I, cc. 46-54) with the central issue in chapter 
53. In the Summa, I should say that Aquinas handled the matter 
automatically, as one does a question that has ceased to be real prob­
lem.25 In the Sentences, on the other hand, though the essential ele­
ments of the solution are present,26 I fail to detect the mastery and 
effectiveness of the later discussions; on this the reader may check by 
looking up the objections of Scotus,27 and asking himself whether In I 
Sententiarum (d. 36, q. 2, a. 2 sol.) really meets them. 

Though the principal account of the quiddity and judgment as both 
product and object of thought is to be found in the discussion of the 
dîvïne"I3eas, parallel affirmations are to be had in passages dealing 
explicitly with the inner word. The most downright affirmation is the 
insistence of the De Potentia28 that the inner word is "primo et per se 

* Sum. Theol., I, q. 14, aa. 5 & 6; q. 15, aa. 1-3; cf. q. 27, a. 1 ad 3m, which connects 
the plurality of ideas with the divine procession of the Word. 

26 Cf. In I Sent., d. 26, q. 2, a. 3 ad 2m; d. 35, q. 1, a. 2. 
27 In I Sent. (Op. Ox.)y d. 35, q. unie, η. 7 (ed. Vives, Χ, 544). Scotus argues that the 

divine ideas cannot be accounted for by adding notional relations to the divine essence; 
for the object precedes the knowing, and relations that precede knowing are not notional 
but real. The argument does not touch Aquinas' real position, which is that the object 
as known is not prior and that the relations pertain only to the object as known. 

28 De Pot., q. 9, a. 5 c. 
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intellectum." But this view is already present in the De VerítdteP 
On the other hand, the Contra Gentiles, though holding the same posi­
tion, distinguishes between "res intellecta" and "intentio intellecta": 
the "intentio" is the inner word, whereas the "res" is the external 
thing, and the difference between understanding the former and the 
latter is the difference between logic or psychology and, on the other 
hand, metaphysics.30 As the term "intentio" refers to the inner word, 
so also and more frequently does the term "ratio": white and black are 
outside the mind, but the "ratio albi" is only in the mind.31 To close 
the circle, one has only to recall that the divine ideas, as principles of 
production, are exemplars, but as principles of speculative knowledge, 
properly are named "ratio."32 

A fifth element in the general notion of an inner word is that in it 
and through it intellect comes to knowledge of things. As this threat­
ens to engulf us in the epistemological bog, a brief orientation now may 
save endless confusion later. A useful preliminary is to note that ani­
mals know, not mere phenomena, but things: dogs know their masters, 
bones, other dogs, and not merely the appearances of these things. 
Now this sensitive integration of sensible data also exists in the human 
animal and even in the human philosopher. Take it as knowledge of 
reality, and there results the secular contrast between the solid sense 
of reality and the bloodless categories of the mind. Accept the sense 
of reality as criterion of reality, and you are a materialist, sensist, 
positivist, pragmatist, sentimentalist, and so on, as you please. Ac­
cept reason as a criterion but retain the sense of reality as what gives 
meaning to the term "real," and you are an idealist; for, like the sense 
of reality, the reality defined by it is non-rational. In so far as I grasp 
it, the Thomist position is the clear-headed third position: reason is 
the criterion and, as well, it is reason—not the sense of reality—that 
gives meaning to the term "real." The real is, what is; and "what is," 
is known in the rational act, judgment. 

29 De* Ver., q. 4, a. 1 c : The inner word is "id quod intellectum est," "ipsum interius 
intellectum," "id quod actu consideratur per intellectum"; cf. ibid., a. 2 c : it is "id ad 
quod operatio nostri intellectus terminatur, quod est ipsum intellectum, quod dicitur 
conceptio intellectus." 

30 C. Gent., IV, 11 (ed. Leon., XV, 32b 33ff). 
31 In VI Met., lect. 4, §1230. The frequently repeated "ratio quam nomen significat 

est definitio rei" stems from In IV Met., lect. 16, §733. The initial statement on "ratio" 
is to be found In I Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 3 c. init. 

82 Sum. Thed., I, q. 15, a. 3 c. 
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The first act of intellect is knowledge of the quod quid est, το τί Ιστιν, 
the "what is it?" By definition, this knowledge involves neither 
truth nor falsity,33 for the reason that the question of truth or falsity 
is not as yet raised, because as yet one knows, not the thing, but only 
the idea of the thing, because as yet one is in a purely logical order.34 

Hence, "scientia est de aliquo dupliciter. Uno modo primo et princi-
paliter, et sic scientia est de universalibus super quas fundatur. Alio 
modo est de aliquibus secundario, et quasi per reflexionem quamdam, 
et sic est de rebus illis quarum sunt illae rationes.... Ratione enim 
universali utitur sciens et ut re scita et ut medio sciendi."35 As long 
as one is dealing with ideas as ideas, there is properly no question of 
truth or falsity and no use of the inner word as a medium of knowl­
edge. On the other hand, the second operation of intellect—by the 
very nature of its reflective character,36 by the very fact that it raises 
the question of truth, which is conformity between mind and thing,37— 
introduces the duality of idea and thing and makes the former the 
medium in and through which one apprehends the latter. Thus, our 
knowledge of God's existence is just our knowledge of the truth of the 
judgment, Deus esLzs And, while this knowledge differs from other 
knowledge in most respects, it does not differ in the respect now in 
question. For just as the inner word is a medium between the meaning 
of outer words and the realities meant,39 so also the inner word is a 
medium between the intellect and the things that are understood.40 

33 In IH de An.f lect. 11, §746. Parallels are common: In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1 ad 7m; 
De Ver., q. 1, aa. 3 & 9; Sum. TheoL, I, q. 16, a. 2; In VI Met., lect. 4, §1231-36. 

34 In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1 ad 7m. " . . . quidditatis esse est quoddam esse rationis." 
85 In Boet. de Trin., q. 5, a. 2 ad 4m (ed. Mand., I l l , 107). This is not contrary to 

Sum TheoL, I, q. 85, a. 2, which treats of the informing species and not of the consequent 
verbum, except by contrast in the ad 3m. Cf. q. 15, a. 2 e : "ideam operati esse in mente 
operantis sicut quod intelligitur; non autem sicut species qua intelligitur, quae est forma 
faciens intellectum in actu." 

36 On judicial reflection in general, cf. In VI Met., lect. 4, §1236; Sum. TheoL, I, q. 16, 
a. 2 c. Such reflection is pushed to the level of the critical problem in De Ver., q. 1, a. 9 e. 

3 7 De Ver., q. 1, a. 1; Sum. TheoL, I, q. 16, a. 1; cf. In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1 sol. 
3 8 Sum. TheoL, I, q. 3, a. 4 ad 2m. 
3 9 De Pot., q. 9, a. 5 c : " . . . vox exterior significat conceptum intellectus quo medi­

ante significat rem; ut cum dico 'homo' vel 'homo est animal/ " De Pot., q. 8, a. l e : 
" . . . vox enim exterior non significat ipsum intellectum [the faculty] ñeque speciem intel-
ligibilem neque actum intellectus sed intellectus conceptionem qua mediante refertur 
ad rem." 

40 De Ver.y q. 3, a. 2 c : " . . . quidditas . . . compositio vel divisio . . . quoddam operatum 
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A sixth element in the general notion of an inner word is its necessity 
for an act termed intelligere which, I believe, is to be taken as meaning 
"understanding."41 Quoad se, this necessity is universal, holding true 
in the case of God, of angels, and of men.42 However, so far as our 
natural knowledge of God goes, we cannot affirm that His understand­
ing involves the procession of an inner word.43 Why that is so, is to 
be explained, I believe, only by an exact grasp of the psychology of the 
inner word. 

A seventh element in the general notion is that the inner word of 
the human mind emerges at the end of a process of thoughtful inquiry,44 

that, until it emerges, we do not yet understand but are thinking in 
order to understand,45 that it emerges simultaneously with the act of 
understanding,46 that it is distinct from understanding,47 that it is a 

psius; per quod tarnen intellectus venit in cognitionem rei exterioris"; De Ver., q.4, 
a. 2 ad 5m: " . . . conceptio intellectus est media inter intellectum et rem intellectam, 
quia ea mediante pertingit ad rem"; De Pot, q. 8, a. 1, c. : " . . . conceptio intellectus ordina­
te ad rem intellectam sicut ad finem; propter hoc enim intellectus conceptionem rei in 
se format ut rem intellectam cognoscat"; C. Gent., I, 53: " . . . ex hoc quod intentio in-
tellecta sit similis alicui rei, sequitur quod intellectus, formando huiusmodi intentionem, 
rem illam intelligat"; Quodl. V, a. 9, ad lm: " . . . intellectus... format verbum ad hoc 
quod intelligat rem"; In loan., cap. 1, lect. 1: " . . . in ipso expresso et formato videt 
naturam rei intellectae." 

41 De Ver., q. 4, a. 2 ad 5m; De Pot., q. 8, a. 1; q. 9, a. 5; Sum. Theol., I, q. 27, a. 1 c. 
42 In loan., cap. 1, lect. 1. 
43 De Pot., q. 8, a. 1 ad 12m; De Ver., q. 4, a. 2 ad 5m; cf. Sum. Theol., I, q. 32, a. 1 ad 2m. 
44 In loan., cap. 1, lect. 1: " . . . cum volo concipere rationem lapidis, oportet quod ad 

ipsam ratiocinando perveniam: et sic est in omnibus aliis quae a nobis intelliguntur: nisi 
forte in primis principiis, quae cum sint simpliciter nota, absque discursu rationis statim 
sciuntur. Quamdiu ergo sic ratiocinando intellectus iactatur hac atque illac, necdum 
formatio perfecta est, nisi quando ipsam rationem rei perfecte conceperit: et tune primo 
habet rationem rei perfectae, et tune primo habet rationem verbi. Et inde est quod in 
anima nostra est cogitatio, per quam significatur ipse discursus inquisitionis, et verbum, 
quod est iam formatum secundum perfectam contemplationem veritatis." 

45 De Pot., q. 9, a. 9 c. : "Ipsum enim intelligere non perficitur nisi aliquid in mente 
concipiatur, quod dici tur verbum; non enim dicimur intelligere, sed cogitare ad intelli-
gendum, antequam conceptio aliqua in mente nostra stabiliate." There is a variant— 
"cognoscere potius aliquid intelligendo"—to be found in the compilation of texts, mostly 
from Aquinas, under the title, De Intellectu et Intelligibili, Opuse. LXIII, (ed. Mand., V, 
377). For the distinction between intelligere proprie and intelligere communiter, see De 
Ver., q. 1, a. 12 c. Cf. In III Sent., d. 35, q. 2, a. 2 sol. 1; Sum. Theol., II-II, q. 8, a. 1 c. 

46 C. Gent., IV, 14 (ed. Leon., XV, 56a 5 ff.) : ''Similiter etiam verbum quod in mente 
nostra concipitur, non exit de potentia in actum nisi quatenus intellectus noster procedit 
de potentia in actum. Nee tarnen verbum oritur ex intellectu nostro nisi prout existit in 
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product and effect of the act of understanding,48 that it is an expression 
of the cognitional content of the act of understanding,49 that the more 
perfect the one act of understanding, the more numerous the inner 
words it embraces in a single view.50 The problem here is twofold: 
(1) Does intelligere mean understanding? (2) What is understanding 
both in itself and its expression? The contention of this paper will be 
that Aquinas was speaking of understanding and that an interpreta­
tion in terms of general metaphysics misses the point ; to follow Aquinas 
here, one must practice introspective rational psychology; without 
that, one no more can know the created image of the Blessed Trinity, 
as Aquinas conceived it, than a blind man can know colors. 

DEFINITION 

In the foregoing section we approached the Thomist concept of inner 
word in the omnivorous fashion of the fact collector. Under seven 
headings we listed most of the matter relevant to the inquiry, and in 
the references we supplied the reader with indications of the sources of 

actu: simul autem cum in actu existit, est in eo verbum conceptum . . . intellectus in actu 
numquam est sine verbo." One may recite a definition by rote without understanding; 
but unless one really understands, one cannot define; and as soon as one understands, one 
has defined. 

47 De Pot., q. 8, a. 1 c. and q. 9, a. 5 c , are the most insistent texts on this point. 
48 De Ver., q. 4, a. 2 e : " . . . ipsa enim conceptio est effectus actus intelligendi." Cf. 

q. 3, a. 2; q. 4, a. 2, ad 7m; Sum. Theol., I, q. 34, a. 1 ad 3m: " . . . intellectus hominis verbo, 
quod concipit intelligendo lapidem, lapidem dicit." 

49 De Ver., q. 4, a. 2 c: " . . . aliquidexpressumanotitia mentis.? Cf. Sum. Theol., I, q. 
34, a. 1 c : "Ipse autem conceptus cordis de ratione sua habet quod ab alio procedat, 
scilicet a notitia concipientis." 

60 Sum. Theol., I, q. 85, a. 4; q. 55, a. 3; q. 58, aa. 2-4; q. 12, aa. 8 & 10. Parallels to 
these texts abound; see also the series on the plurality of divine ideas (note 25 supra). 
Briefly, there are two points. The first (In I Eth., lect. 11, ad fin.) is that "Principium 
enim videtur esse plus quam dimidium totius. Quia scilicet omnia alia quae restant 
continentur in principiis. Et hoc est quod subdit, quod per unum principium bene 
intellectum et consideratum, multa fiunt manifesta eorum quae quaeruntur in scientia." 
The second is that a process of reasoning ends, not in the multiplicity of the process, but 
in a synthetic view of the whole (Sum. Theol., I, q. 14, a. 7 c . ) : " . . . procedentes enim a 
principiis ad conclusiones non simul utrumque considérant Unde manifestum est 
quod, quando cognoscitur primum, adhuc ignoratur secundum. Et sic secundum non 
cognoscitur in primo sed ex primo. Terminus vero discursus est, quando secundum vide­
tur in primo, resolutis effectibus in causas; et tune cessât discursus." Numerous texts on 
this matter have been collected by J. Peghaire (Intellectus et Ratio, Institut médiéval 
dOttawa, VI: Ottawa and Paris, 1936, pp. 247 if.). 
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fuller and more accurate information.61 From the catalogue there 
emerged our thesis, that we must begin by grasping the nature of the 
act of understanding, that thence we shall come to a grasp of the nature 
of inner words, their relation to language, and their role in our knowl­
edge of reality. Now, understanding is of two kinds: there is the 
direct understanding, parent of the definition, in which the mind clicks, 
one gets the idea, one feels like shouting "Eureka" with Archimedes; 
there is also a reflective understanding, parent of judgment, in which 
one sees that one cannot but judge something to be so. Our first con­
cern will be the former; our second, with the latter; in the third place, 
we shall have to turn 'to the metaphysical analysis of intellect and 
thence proceed to our natural knowledge of divine understanding; in 
the fourth place, we shall consider the Thomist trinitarian theory. 
Such in outline is the plan. 

In his zeal to prick complacent bubbles of unconscious ignorance, 
Socrates made it a practice to ask people just what things are. What 
is virtue? What is moderation? courage? justice? What is science? 
On Plato's showing, Socrates had the formula for the sixty-four-dollar 
question, but it was Aristotle who made capital of it. For Aristotle, 
it would seem, realized that the real catch was in the form of the 

51 I t is to be observed that Aquinas discussed the inner word, not directly in his general 
treatments of intellect, but in trinitarian passages and in discussions of the plurality of 
divine ideas. I should say that the theological issues forced a development of the basic 
Aristotelian materials. Further, it is in the De Y enlate and in the discussion of the 
plurality of divine ideas (q. 3, a. 2) that the distinction between the twofold form or species 
is first enunciated effectively even though the general idea is not new (cf, In I Sent., d. 26, 
q. 2, a. 3 ad 2m; d. 35, q. 1, a. 2 sol.). Finally, though the idea of an inner word is basically 
the same in the Sentences and in later works, still, since the grip is not so firm, statements 
occur which hardly can be reconciled with the later position. The position is basically the 
same: a distinction is drawn between the act of understanding ("simplex intuitus intel-
lectus in cognitione intelligibilis") and the ordering of this intelligible to its manifestation; 
the inner word is some emanation from the intellect as making known (In I Sent., d. 27, 
q. 2, a. 1; in II Sent., d. 11, q. 2, a. 3); it adds something like thought to the simple intui­
tion of intellect (In I Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 1 ad 3m) ; it follows upon the intuition of intellect 
(ibid., q. 2, a. 3); it is the "species concepta in qua est similitudo eius quod dicitur" and 
"quaedam similitudo in intellectu ipsius-rei intellectae" (ibid.); it follows upon some intel­
lectual light—at least that of the agent intellect and of £rst principles; consequently, a 
conclusion is an inner word but not the principles themselves (d. 34, q. 2, a. unie, ad 2m). 
But I do not think that later Aquinas would have said that the "species concepta interius" 
is not an inner word unless it is ordained to some manifestation (In II Sent., d. 11, q. 2, 
a. 3 sol.), that it is not the divine essence as intellect or as understood, but as medium of 
understanding (In I Sent., d. 27, q. 2, a. 1 ad 4m), that it may be the operation of under­
standing as such (ibid., a. 2 sol. 1). 
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* question. It may be difficult to define this or that virtue; but what 
makes things hopeless is the difficulty QÎ saying what one wishes to 
find out when one asks, even of the most familiar things, "What is it?" 
Accordingly, one finds the second book of the Posterior Analytics open­
ing with an attempt to fix the meaning of this type of question. Any 
question, we are told—and so any answer and any item of knowledge— 
can be listed under one of four headings. Either one asks (a) whether 
there is an X, or (b) what is an X, or (c) whether X is Y, or (d) why 
X is Y. The superficial eye will pair off the first two questions to­
gether and the last two; but the significant parallel is between the first 
and the third, and between the second and the fourth. In modern 
language the first and third are empirical questions: they ask about 
matters of fact; they can be answered by an appeal to observation or 
experiment. But the fourth question is not empirical; it asks for a 
cause or reason; and, at least in some cases, the second question is 
identical with the fourth and hence it too is not empirical, but likewise 
asks for a cause or reason. Thus, "Why does light refract?" and 
"What is refraction?" are, not two questions, but one and the same. 
Again, to take Aristotle's stock example, "What is an eclipse of the 
moon?" and "Why is the moon thus darkened?" are, not two ques­
tions, but one and the same. Say that the earth intervenes between 
the sun and the moon, blocking off the light received by the latter 
from the former, and at once you know why the moon is thus darkened, 
and what an eclipse is. The second and fourth questions, then, ask 
about causes; but a cause supplies the middle term in the scientific 
syllogism; and if the cause exists, its consequent necessarily exists. 
Hence, all four questions are questions about the middle terms of 
scientific syllogisms. The first and third ask whether there is a rele­
vant middle term; the second and fourth ask what the relevant middle 
term is.52 

But this answer only raises a further question. Granted that we 
know what is meant by "What is X?" when that question can be recast 
into an equivalent "Why V is X?" yet t>ne may ask, quite legitimately, 

62 Post Anal., II, 2, 89b 36 ff. (In II Post. And., lect. 1); any of the four causes may be 
a middle term (II, 11, 94b 20ff.; lect 9). Aquinas (lect. 1) remarked of the four questions: 
"ad quae quattuor reduci potest quidquid est quaeribile vel scibile," and added that the 
four questions assigned in the Topics are only subdivisions of the two empirical questions 
here considered. He employed the four questions in proving a natural desire for the 
beatific vision in the angels (C. Gent., I l l , 50). 


