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Thomas Aquinas in Dialogue with
Modern Causal Explanations

Within modern science, the rich explanatory power of causality has been
relocated down to a simple, lacking notion of causality implicitly defined as
‘the material origin of a series.” Through the course of this paper, | examine
two prominent examples in modern science where this notion of causality

is on full display. The first of these examples is the origin of the universe as
espoused by the Big Bang theory. The second is the mind/body problem. In
both cases, the modern notion of causality, as the origin of a material series,
is utterly deficient in explanatory power. To rescue the notion of causality,

| detail the classical view of causality as espoused by the Aristotelian-
Thomistic tradition and shown clearly in the Christian Faith. Most importantly,
I show how reintroducing immaterial causality would absolve the explanatory
gap in both cases. With this fuller notion of causality, | show how the origin of
the universe and the mind/body problem are only problems considering the
modern, deficient sense of causality. If the view of immaterial causality found
in the Christian tradition is allowed, ample explanation is given as to the
mechanics of both the origin of the universe and the mind/body problem.

Keywords: Thomas Aquinas, Causality, Big Bang Theory, Mind/Body Problem,
Interaction Problem

Introduction

Causality is a rich and nuanced subject that has long puzzled philosophers
and scientists alike. Certain key characteristics demarcate the current concep-
tion of causality found in most academic disciplines. The modern conception
of causality is quite often reduced to a series of material, chemical, or energetic
reactions. One item in the series influences another. This causes a change in
the receiving item and its likewise influence on the next item in the series.
This notion of ‘modern’ causality travels through the sciences, from physics to
modern neuroscience. While theories have emerged that challenge this view of
causality, the basic materialistic collision view of causality still remains quite
prevalent within the philosophy of science. While science, in general, has be-
gun treating causality through the lens of statistics (as is, most prominently,
exemplified in quantum mechanics), the philosophy of science still paints the
picture of causality as material contact upon a Cartesian coordinate plane.
Through the course of this paper, we will examine two modern causal expla-
nations of scientific problems in order to discern what constitutes a ‘cause’
in modern terms. The first of which is the origin of the universe as dictated
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by modern physics and philosophy of science. The second is the mind/body
problem found in psychology, cognitive science, and philosophy. By examining
these two major conclusions drawn that utilize modern causality, we will see
explanatory power within modern causality lies within the material origin of a
causal series. After looking at these two cases from the perspective of modern
causality, we will critique this notion of causality as lacking in proper explana-
tory power. From there, we will examine the classical notion of causality as es-
poused in the Christian tradition through the persons of Aristotle and Thomas
Aquinas. By examining the Aristotelian-Thomistic notion of causality, we will
note the indispensable notion of immaterial causality. This notion of immate-
rial causality will serve as a primary source of distinction between modern and
classical forms of causality. Mainly, the classical notion of causality allows for
conceptions of immaterial causation while the modern notion forbids it. From
this realization, we will see how this classical notion of causality is needed in
modern science to properly account for the cause of the universe’s origin and
the mind/body problem. Finally, we will see the Aristotelian-Thomistic notion
of immaterial causality is needed if we are to call something a ‘cause’ at all.

The Lineage of Bad Causality

In modern science, materialist mechanics are used to explain reality. With
the thought revolution of quantum mechanics, we seemed to have opened the
door back towards a notion of immaterial causality, as quantum mechanics
showed both a major indeterminacy wrought within reality and the intimate
relationship between matter and energy. This latter consequence of mass/
energy relations seemed promising, as what could energy be conceived of if
not immaterial causality? Sadly, with our dependence on the mathematization
of the universe into formulaic laws, the field of statistics has taken over with
explanatory power. The concept of ‘energy’ is useful insofar as its quantifica-
tion fits into the formulas we utilize to diagram world processes. Materialism
rules in its explanatory power. However, the purpose of this paper is not to
diagram every instance of causality and its usage throughout the various sci-
ences. Rather, we are concerned with how sciences reach an explanatory gap
when addressing major issues which they then try to fill with a view of causal-
ity which ultimately does not succeed in its epistemic goals. It will be shown
that the failure of this attempt to explain major issues stems from a view of
causality which ultimately relies too heavily upon materialism as it forfeits the
immaterial. Furthermore, it is this very immaterialism that may hold the key to
the explanatory gap found at the extremes of modern science.!

1 For a detailed account of how vital this immaterial position is and has been in the history
of philosophy and science, see: Grosz, E. The Incorporeal : Ontology, Ethics, and the Limits of
Materialism, New York: Columbia University Press (2017).
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Though there are many instances to blame for our current dependence on
material determinism, a well-noted moment of distinction came from Hume’s
critique of causality. Famously given in the Treatise of Human Nature, Book I,
Part III, Section III, Hume argues that whatever is distinguishable can also be
separated. From this, he notes that cause and effect are distinguishable and,
thus, separable. Since we can then conceive of cause and effect as distinct, it is
possible, in reality, for effects to be distinct from their causes. This possibility of
cause and effect being distinct from each other means that some effects could
have no cause. Thus, causality is called into question from its bare roots, for
how can there be an effect without a cause? How are we to conceive of causality
if its fundamental elements of ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ are separable and their rela-
tion left a mystery?

Hume’s critique represents only one instance in an evolving and multifac-
eted concept that is ‘causality’ However, for the sake of brevity, we will use two
major factors from Hume’s account of causality to represent the trend in the
treatment of causality after Hume. These factors are 1) the separation of cause
from effect and 2) the lack of intrinsic and immaterial notions of causality. Once
cause and effect have been separated and their interaction left in question, we
have essentially destroyed all forms of intrinsic and immaterial causality. There
is no interrelation between cause and effect, so all forms of internal cohesion
and immaterial causality are gone. Thus, we will conceive of ‘modern causality’
as that which continues this trend and in some way separates cause from effect
while ignoring all notions of internal and immaterial notions of causation.

It may be asked how modern causality can account for anything if cause
and effect are separated. Since there is no allotment for internal causality, the
modern notion must find some way to reconcile cause with effect in an external
way. This is done through the notion of a series. Though cause and effect can be
separable, they still can and do interact (if only statistically) through the me-
dium of material or energetic exchanges. Thus, while the modern notion does
not prove the necessity for causal interactions, it cannot ignore the statistical
fact of causal interactions. Furthermore, it can keep track of these matter-of-
fact causal interactions by tracking material causal series.

Though this view of ‘modern causality’ is an oversimplification (as the vast
array of techniques and hermeneutical devices employed by the empirical sci-
entific tradition cannot be confined down to the simplistic form of causality we
have just described), our purpose in this paper is to highlight the explanatory
power found in the Scholastic notion of immaterial causality and advocate for
its adopting into the modern view of causality. Thus, though we will simplify
the Humean and ‘modern notion’ of causality, we will do so with the intent
to show the contrast between the explanatory power of a notion of causality
with and without a notion of immaterial causation. More so, although we will
simplify the notion of ‘modern causality, we will see from the examples taken
how the notion of ‘modern causality’ described above still acts as a very real
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undercurrent even within our contemporary methods and how instrumental
the Scholastic notion of immaterial causality could be in the empirical scientific
method if adopted.

Since immaterial causality is not utilized, the empirical scientific method
turns towards the notion of a causal series to fill in the gaps. Tracking these
series backward allows us insight into the workings and mechanics of the uni-
verse. However, problems arise once we try to reach the cause of these series
using the modern notion of causality. Let us now look at two of these series
at work in contemporary science. These two examples are the origin of the
universe and the mind/body problem. Both of these cases, which produce sig-
nificant gaps in knowledge for contemporary physics, have their explanatory
gaps alleviated by applying a classical notion of causality which we will later
examine. To show the explanatory gap of the modern notion of causality, first,
let us look at the prevailing model of the origin of the universe.

What is the Big Bang Theory?

The Big Bang theory is based on four sets of equations.? These equations
consider (among quite a few other factors) the general theory of relativity and
the radius of the universe. Given such presuppositions like gravity always is
attractive and the relativity of space-time holds true, science posits a singular-
ity that accounts for the beginning of the universe.® Hawking summarizes this
point in the following:

All of the Friedmann solutions [explained below in this paper] have the fea-
ture that at some time in the past (between ten and twenty thousand mil-
lion years ago) the distance between neighbouring galaxies must have been
zero. At that time, which we call the big bang, the density of the universe and
the curvature of space-time would have been infinite. Because mathematics
cannot really handle infinite numbers, this means that the general theory of
relativity (on which Friedmann'’s solutions are based) predicts that there is
a point in the universe where the theory itself breaks down. Such a point is
an example of what mathematicians call a singularity.*

The ‘Friedmann’ solutions Hawking references above refer to the work of
Aleksandr Friedmann, who posited a universe whose state changes with time.’

2 Smith, Q. ‘Did the Big Bang Have a Cause?’ The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science
(1994) 45(2), 649-650.
3 Ibid., 650.

4 Hawking, S. A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes, New York: Bantam
Books (1988), p. 46.

5 Cf: Friedmann, A. ‘On the Curvature of Space’ in A Source Book in Astronomy and Astrophysics
Eds. Lang, K.R and Gingerich, 0. (1979), 838-843.
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Additionally, the development and usage of these equations, along with their
application within a universe assumed to be homogeneous and isotropic, al-
lows for the fuller designation of the ‘Friedmann-Lemaitre-Robertson-Walker
Solutions.” Thus, the universe is conceived to be constantly changing, and mod-
ern science looks to the Big Bang to account for the original cause of our chang-
ing universe. We can thus summarize the Big Bang theory in the following four
points. 1) Given what we know about gravity, motion, and the estimated cur-
rent size of the universe, we can see that it is expanding. 2) This expansion rate
can be mathematically represented and tracked back to an origin where the
density of the universe is confined to a point.® 3) Prior to this point, we do not
know what occurred or if time existed. 4) Thus, this singularity of hyper-dense
material existence must explode in a way that begins the motion and expansion
of the universe and thus ushers in time.

In this notion of the Big Bang theory, we can note several features.” Newton’s
time (as a fourth dimension) seems to thus be in the works in the modern con-
ception of causality, as causality takes place in time in the modern sense.® In
the modern notion of causality, there is an utter dependence on time. Causality
is seen as a sequence of events that can be traced back to a progenitor event
without any indication of what made the first event the cause of the series. As a
result of this temporal dependence, modern science only finds the origin point
in a causal series, not the cause of that series. On this note, Professor Hawking

6 ‘Point” here is taken to reflect the original state of the universe. Though ‘point’ may be an
ambiguous term it reflects both the singularity in reference to the state of the nascent universe
as well as the origin of the causal series which we will address later.

7 Though the Big Bang Theory provides a prime example to critique the explanatory vacuum
that occurs once immaterial causality is disregarded, the strides of empirical sciences are not to
be deemed as lacking. In fact, there are cosmological theories within the modern empirical sci-
ence tradition which attempt to account for the Big Bang in various nuanced ways which may
posit a state of existence prior to the Big Bang. However, for the purposes of this paper, we are
examining the lack of explanatory power found in the modern notion of causality (as defined
as ‘the progenitor of material causal series’). Even though this notion is found quite plentifully
in modern science, it is by no means the only means of explanation modern science has posited
to explain the Big Bang theory. We are critiquing the strictly material notion of causality rather
than the Big Bang Theory. For an introduction into instances of the unique methods besides
this strictly ‘modern’ (as we have so defined it) method of causality to account for the Big Bang
Theory see: Bojowald, M. ‘What Happened Before the Big Bang?”, Nature Physics (2007) 3(8),
523-525; Edwards, R. B. What Caused the Big Bang? Brill (2021); and Ratra, B. & Vogeley, M.
‘The Beginning and Evolution of the Universe’, Publications of the Astronomical Society of the
Pacific (2008) 120(865), 235-65.

8 Itshould be noted here that our conception of time has changed drastically since the relativ-
ity brought about with Einstein. It will be shown later that causality (most properly) is not tem-
porally dependent. But, for the sake, of the argument at this point, we will assume a Newtonian
version of time. By this I mean, when causality is addressed, there tends to be a larger frame-
work it fits in (things change in time) which is much more conducive to the fourth-dimensional
notion of Newtonian time.
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writes:

As experimental and theoretical evidence mounted, it became more and
more clear that the universe must have had a beginning in time, until in
1970 this was finally proved by Penrose and myself, on the basis of Ein-
stein’s general theory of relativity. That proof showed that general relativity
is only an incomplete theory: it cannot tell us how the universe started off,
because it predicts that all physical theories, including itself, break down at
the beginning of the universe.’

Things change because the singularity known as the Big Bang exploded and
began a series of changes that continue to this day. Change within the world
around us is ultimately explainable by appealing to the original explosion of
reality, which began time yet somehow in time.

Problems with the Big Bang Theory

In the Big Bang theory, causality is given as a series of events dependent on
each other. If the entirety of the universe is explainable by simply following
the series back, once we reach the origin, we have found the first event that
spawned the universe. Thus, there is no need to search for something more or
prior to the Big Bang because it is the event that spawns all subsequent events.
It is the first cause in the series of all causes. Why, then, should we posit some-
thing more? As Sean Carroll states:

Traditionally, people have thought the opposite. It's been popular to imag-
ine that the world is teleological—directed toward some future goal. But
it’s better to think of it as ekinological, from the Greek ... meaning “start”
or “departure.” Everything interesting and complex about the current state
of our universe can be traced directly to conditions near its beginning, the
consequences of which we are living out every day.*°

Though this notion may provide a how to account for the series which begot
the world, it cannot provide a why. The Big Bang can account for the beginning
of motion, expansion, diffusion of energy, and all other processes that shape
and mould our material world. However, there is no given reason why the Big
Bang happened. The Big Bang acts as an axiom from which everything else
flows, not a cause.

9 Hawking, S. A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes, New York: Bantam
Books (1988), pp. 50-51.

10 Carroll, S. The Big Picture, New York: Dutton (2016), p. 54.
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The Mind/Body Problem

Let us move on to the mind/body problem to see how pervasive this materi-
al and temporal-based causal series notion is within the modern conception of
causality. John Searle states the mind/body problem concisely in the following:

..the problem of mental causation. We all suppose, as part of common
sense, that our thoughts and feelings make a real difference to the way we
behave, that they actually have some causal effect on the physical world.
I decide, for example, to raise my arm and—lo and behold—my arm goes
up. But if our thoughts and feelings are truly mental, how can they affect
anything physical?'!

How does my volition (something subjective and unquantifiable) cause
something objective and quantifiable to happen in the world? Searle addresses
this problem by criticizing notions of causality, which lead to a dualistic way of
thinking in which the mental acts on the physical.'? As such, Searle simplifies
the notion of causality to that of pure materialism. He states this in the follow-
ing:

Each object is composed of micro-particles. The micro-particles have fea-
tures at the level of molecules and atoms as well as at the deeper level of
subatomic particles. But each object also has certain properties such as the
solidity of the table, the liquidity of the water, and the transparency of the
glass, which are surface or global features of the physical systems.!?

This notion of the emergence of phenomena as simply a more complex ver-
sion of material interactions is voiced by many physicists now. Sean Carroll fur-
ther states, ‘Mental states are ways of talking about particular physical states.
To say that a mental state causes a physical effect is precisely as legitimate as
saying that any macroscopic physical situation is the cause of some macro-
scopic physical event.** Thus, a mental state is simply deemed a macro-state of
underlying physical events.

If mental states are simply complex physical events, we should be able to
track down this complexity until we find their origin. Since we cannot ob-
serve and record data from the immateriality of mental states, scientists have
concentrated on the material correlates to the immaterial states of the mind.
As Evan Thompson states, ‘One of the main goals of the neuroscience of con-
sciousness is to discover the so-called “neural correlates of consciousness—the

11 Searle, ]. Minds, Brains and Science, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (1984), p. 17.
12 Ibid, p. 20.

13 Searle, ]. Minds, Brains and Science, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (1984), p. 20."
14 Carroll, S. The Big Picture, New York: Dutton (2016), pp. 376-377.
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neural processes that correlate directly with conscious experience...”*> How-
ever, Thompson admits the shortcomings of this view. He summarizes the cur-
rent condition of neuroscience’s quest for the origin of mental states in the
following:

At this point, some neuroscientists and philosophers will want to argue
that brain science shows or at least strongly suggests that consciousness
is nothing other than a brain process. According to this “neurophysicalist”
view, neuroscience provides overwhelming evidence that every conscious
experience is identical to some pattern of brain activity. But neuroscience it-
self doesn’t demonstrate this identity; rather, the identity is a metaphysical
interpretation of what neuroscience does show, namely, the contingency or
dependence of certain kinds of mental events on certain kinds of neuronal
events. In every neuroscience experience on consciousness, the evidence is
always of the co-occurrence of mental events and neuronal events, and that
isn't sufficient to establish their identity.'®

Though we continue to search for a state(s) to account for the origin of
thought, mental states are fundamentally immaterial. As thought experiments
like Mary’s Room?” have shown, there is fundamentally more involved in the
mental realm than what is empirically quantifiable by neuroscience. In the
Mary’s Room thought experiment, it is argued that Mary, a brilliant neuro-
physiologist, studies the intricacies of vision. Mary knows everything there is
to know about the neurological mechanics of vision from her studies, yet she
has lived her entire life being deprived of all colours except black and white.
Upon leaving her confined research space and being introduced to the sight
of colours for the first time, does she learn anything new about vision? The
thought experiment argues that by experiencing colour for the first time and
not just knowing the intricacies of the neural correlates of our experience of
vision, Mary knows something more. She knows what it is like to see colour.
This knowledge of what it is like is normally dubbed ‘qualia’ in cognitive sci-
ence. It marks a major distancing from materialism, for even if the entireties of
all material mechanisms of some aspects of sensation are known, there is still
something more that is to be known—mainly, the qualia of that sensation.

Though useful to illustrate the point that there is more to mental states than
just neural activity, we should not rely too heavily upon the idea of qualia to
solve the interaction problem.'® The purpose of bringing qualia to the fore of

15 Thompson, E. Waking, Dreaming, Being, New York: Columbia University Press (2015), p. 26.

16 Thompson, E. Waking, Dreaming, Being, New York: Columbia University Press (2015), p.
101.

17 Jackson, E. ‘Epiphenomenal Qualia, The Philosophical Quarterly (1982) 32(127), 127-136.

18 To see the problems associated with giving too much explanatory power to ‘qualia’ see:
Vega, M. ‘What [s the Mark of the Mental?’ Journal of Polian Studies (2014) 1, 28-33.
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our attention is merely to indicate there is more than just the material aspect of
mental states not to suggest that mental states are entirely immaterial. Rather,
though there is correlative neurophysiological activity surrounding mental
activity, the entirety of explanatory power does not reside within this activity.

We see now that contemporary neuroscience has tracked down the causal
series from a set state of neurological activity. Once this neurological activity is
observed, thinking is said to occur. However, these correlative material states
do not account for the existence of mental states. They are simply as far back as
we can track a material sequence. We can do little more than show how observ-
able neurological states correspond to recorded subjective states and make
inferences. However, we are faced with the same problem as the Big Bang. Why
and how thought occurs and why there are material correlations within the
body is entirely reduced to a description of those correlative material states in
the body. The reason why science cannot account for more than neural activ-
ity is the same reason why we have failed to find a cause of the origin of the
universe. The modern notion of causality falls short of explaining the origin of
a material causal series from non-material sources.

A Different Approach to Causality

In both accounting for the origin of the universe and rectifying the mind/
body problem, modern causality has tracked down a series to its original con-
ditions. After this point, they have ‘solved’ the dilemma. However, can we say
that origin conditions are causes? To answer this question, let us look into the
nature of causality in general. After a brief overview of causality, we will revisit
both the example of the Big Bang and the mind/body problem to see if the orig-
inal states proposed by modern science should be adequately taken as ‘causes.

Prior to our modern notion of causality, there was a conception of causal-
ity based on ontological (as opposed to empirical) structures. This classical
notion of causality is espoused clearly within the work of the Greek philoso-
pher Aristotle and the Angelic Doctor of the Church Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas
adopted and expanded the work of Aristotle in the massive synthesis, which
was his corpus. This notion of causality lives on today in the modern tradition
of Thomism. As such, this classical notion of causality will be referred to as the
Aristotelian-Thomistic or just Thomistic conception of causality. The modern
Thomist Fr. Norris Clarke describes causality as ‘that which contributes posi-
tively in any way to the being of another, which is called its effect.’*° Causality is
expressed, in the fullest sense, in terms of actuality and potency. For A to cause
B, the actuality of A pours forth into B in such a way that a potency in B becomes
actual. As Thomas Aquinas puts it, ‘Nothing can be reduced from potentiality

19 Clarke, N. The One and the Many, Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press (2001), p. 187.
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to actuality, except by something in a state of actuality.?® Causality is thus an
overflowing of actuality from cause to effect. Fr. Clarke puts it, ‘..to cause as
such does not imply to lose or give something away so as no longer to have it. It
implies only to make another richer, not to become poorer oneself’?! Thus, the
effect is intimately linked to its cause, for it, in every case, owes some portion
of its actuality (if not its very existence) to its cause. This close bond of cause
and effect is reinforced when we realize that temporality does not define this
Thomistic version of causality. As opposed to the modern conception of causal-
ity’s dependence on sequencing in time, this alternative description of causal-
ity derives its explanatory power based on act and potency. Causing something
is the reduction of an inherent potentiality in the effect to act by the action of
the cause. This diffusion of actuality does not most properly occur within the
mode of time, for the causing of the effect and the effect being caused are not
separable events. Instead, they are one event and occur simultaneously.?? As
Edward Feser points out, “..it is not quite right either to speak of the throwing
of a brick causing the breaking of glass. It is rather the brick’s pushing into the
glass that is the immediate cause and the glass’s giving way that is the effect,
and these (unlike the throwing of the brick and the breaking of the glass) are not
temporally separated but rather parts of one and the same event.?* Causality
is most adequately seen as an ontological change rather than a temporal se-
quence. However, it is worth noting that this notion of the simultaneity of cause
and effect does not imply any type of temporally-monist view of the universe.
We do not live in an eternal present where the entirety of all change is consid-
ered as one event. As Feser states, ‘It is important to emphasize, however, that
simultaneous does not entail instantaneous. An event is of course spread out
through time. The point is that a cause’s producing its effect is part of the same
one event in which the effect is being produced, however long this event lasts.*

20 Aquinas, T. Summa Theologica: Complete English Edition in Five Volumes, New York: Ben-
ziger Brothers (1948), I 2, 3 Respondeo.

21 Clarke, N. The One and the Many, Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press (2001), p. 193.

22 Clarke, N. The One and the Many, Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press (2001), p. 190. ‘Cause
and effect are simultaneous, that is, that cause as causing (the act of causing) and its effect must
be simultaneous—although the cause as existing being not yet causing can of course be prior
to its effect. See also, Feser, E. Scholastic Metaphysics: A Contemporary Introduction, Heusen-
stamm: Editiones Scholasticae (2014), p. 146. ‘1 have noted several times that for Scholastic
metaphysicians, the immediate cause of an effect is simultaneous with it (rather than, as Hume
would have it, temporally prior to it). Cause and effect are not two events, but two elements
of one event. The basic idea is that to cause is just to produce an effect, and it makes no sense
to think of a cause producing without its effect being produced, or an effect being produced
without its cause producing it.

23 Feser, E. Scholastic Metaphysics: A Contemporary Introduction, Heusenstamm: Editiones
Scholasticae (2014), p. 147.

24 Feser, E. Scholastic Metaphysics: A Contemporary Introduction, Heusenstamm: Editiones
Scholasticae (2014), p. 146.
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Thus, though cause and effect are simultaneous, this does not imply there is no
sequence of causes. Rather, we should view these series as those of acts and
potencies instead of temporally linked sequences of material collision. This
latter view leads to several problems in both the origin of the universe and the
mind/body problem, as we will now see.

Problems with the Big Bang Theory as a Cause

In determining the cause and subsequent development of the universe,
modern causality traces the expansion of the universe back to an origin point.
Thus, we see modern causality, like Aristotelian-Thomistic causality, follows
the axiom ‘Everything that is moved is moved by another?® If everything is
moved by another, we can trace a sequence of causes all the way back to the be-
ginning of the universe. It must thus be the cause of the universe since it is the
first event, the first state of the universe. In many ways, this is true. The totality
of matter, energy, and all of Creation is ushered forth in the event of the Big
Bang. But why? Modern science cannot give the cause of the Big Bang. Rather,
they look to the Big Bang or conditions similar to the Big Bang for ultimate
explanatory power for the known universe. With so much hovering around the
explanatory power of the Big Bang, we must wonder if the event of the Big
Bang can be considered the cause of the universe.

Can we classify the event known as the Big Bang as a cause? One of the most
fundamental principles of reality is known as the Principle of Sufficient Rea-
son. Usurped only by the Principle of Non-Contradiction, the Principle of Suf-
ficient Reason (Hereafter dubbed PSR) provides a bedrock for understanding
the universe. PSR is most often associated with Leibniz as he first coined the
term ‘principle of sufficient reason.” However, while Leibniz used PSR in a more
epistemic way, we shall concentrate our treatment of PSR and its larger frame
of causality in a more ontological way. To further illustrate this difference, let
us examine how Leibniz classifies PSR. In Monadology, Leibniz states:

Our reasonings are grounded upon two great principles, that of contradic-
tion, in virtue of which we judge false that which involves a contradiction,
and true that which is opposed or contradictory to the false; and that of
sufficient reason, in virtue of which we hold that there can be no fact real
or existing, no statement true, unless there be a sufficient reason, why it
should be so and not otherwise, although these reasons usually cannot be
known by us.?¢

25 Aristotle, Phys 11, 3. See also Phys II lect. 5, no. 1; Phys VII, 1 241b 24; Aquinas, T. Summa
Theologica: Complete English Edition in Five Volumes, New York: Benziger Brothers (1948) I 2,
3 Respondeo.

26 Leibniz, G. The Monadology and Other Philosophical Writings, ed. Robert Latta, London:
Oxford University Press. (1898), [31]-[32].
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Leibniz links PSR directly with our reasoning. Even more so, he lists PSR as
one of two principles upon which our reasoning is founded. Let us contrast this
version of PSR with that of the modern Thomistic tradition.

Fr. Clarke explains PSR as follows:

Every being must have the sufficient reason (i.e., the adequate grounding
of its intelligibility for its own real existence), either (1) in itself, or (2) in
another. Otherwise, it would be totally unintelligible, which is radically
meaningless, not acceptable as an explanation for our real world. Butif (1),
then its existence is self-sufficient or self-explanatory, and no further ques-
tions need be asked. If (2), then it must have its sufficient reason in another,
something else in the order of real being.?’

We can see that Fr. Clarke links PSR more with real beings in the world than
with our reasoning. While Leibniz utilizes PSR to ground the fact of something
happening within our rational grasp, Fr. Clarke states the sufficient reason for
something’s real existence lies either within itself or another. It is with this
latter view of PSR with which we will concern ourselves as its concern with
ontological as opposed to epistemological entities links it closer to modern
empirical science.

With this more ontologically dependent version of PSR from the modern
Thomistic tradition in mind, let us ask, does the Big Bang contain adequate
grounding for the intelligibility of its real existence? Empirical science can
bring us to the original state of the universe and explain its expansion, but it
does not dictate why the Big Bang occurred. Once modern science discerns that
something happens, it tracks it to its origin state, then describes that state and
deems it a cause. Even if not explicitly, we can see this when asked, ‘How did
the universe come about?’ The conversation almost always then turns to the
discussion of the Big Bang and the conditions of the early universe.

Overall, we can summarize that in accounting for the origin of the universe
material, temporally-based causality is utilized. Track a line of causality back
to the first event, which puts all other events in motion, and you have the origin
point. However, diagramming the origin point for the expansion of the universe
does not mean we have discovered the cause of the universe. Aquinas cites this
problem: ‘For, if the world and motion have a first beginning, some cause must
clearly be posited to account for this origin of the world and of motion. That
which comes to be anew must take its origin from some innovating cause; since
nothing brings itself from potency to act, or from non-being to being.?® We have
found a point at which our equations, which dictate the expansion of the uni-

27 Clarke, N. The One and the Many, Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press (2001), p. 179.

28 Aquinas, T. Summa Contra Gentiles, trans. by Joseph Kenny, O.P, New York: Hanover House
(1955-1957),113,[30].
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verse, are reduced to starting conditions, but an origin does not mean a cause.
Instead, we have a point at which we can begin to make sense of the material
universe. What we do not have is a cause to account for this material universe.
To rectify this deficiency, let us examine how the fuller notion of causality, as
espoused by Aquinas, allows us to answer this question of the origin of the
material universe. In doing so, we will see that Thomistic causality allows us
to account for not only the origin but also the cause of the material universe.

Thomistic Causality and the Origin of the Universe

While the modern consensus of causality is a temporally linked sequence
of events that can be traced back to a source, the Thomistic notion of causality
is both atemporal and ontologically derived. Primarily, Thomistic causality is
in terms of actuality and potency. To cause something is to have the actuality
of something overflow into another. The cause is in no way diminished by its
giving of its actuality. Rather, there is a flow of actuality from cause to effect. As
Aquinas states, “...nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except
by something in a state of actuality.?® Author Gavin Kerr succinctly summarizes
Thomistic causality in the following:

Causality for Thomas is a dependency relation analyzed in terms of act and
potency. An effect is in potency in some respect and the cause actualizes the
potency of the effect in the same respect. The cause then is a principle of act
with respect to the effect that stands in potency to it. This allows Thomas
a very generous notion of causality which he can then apply to different
contexts in which there is an act/potency dependency.*

The modern notion of causality struggles with any source of causality where
there is not some sort of material (or energetic) proximity and interaction to
account for the change. Even then, scientism cannot account for more than the
continued mechanics of change, never why change occurs in the first place. In
general, modern causality does not concede to or allow access to the concept
of potency.! As a result, their notion of causality always amounts to particles

29 Aquinas, T. Summa Theologica: Complete English Edition in Five Volumes, New York: Ben-
ziger Brothers (1948), 1, 2 3.

30 Kerr, G. ‘Essentially Ordered Series Reconsidered Once Again, American Catholic Philo-
sophical Quarterly (2017) 91(2), 159.

31 Clarke, N. The One and the Many, Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press (2001), p. 120. ‘As a re-
sult, no empiricist who believes that all human knowledge is restricted to what can be observed
by some sense experience can discover or allow in his philosophical horizon of explanation
anything like potency ... It can give no adequate sense to the whole set of meanings expressed in
words that are an indispensable part of our vocabulary e.g., all words signifying “can,” “able to,”
“ability,” “aptitude,” “capacity for,” etc. For when I say, “I can sing,” my meaning is not reducible
without remainder to any form of the verb “to be” signifying actuality, past, present or future,
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colliding, electricity flowing, energy dispersing, or some other traceable no-
tion of actual things in the world. For the modern conception of causality, eve-
rything is an observable reaction and is fundamentally reducible to the most
elementary of reactions. Sean Carroll writes, ‘We look at the world around us
and describe it in terms of causes and effects, reasons why, purposes and goals.
None of those concepts exists as part of the fundamental furniture of reality
at its deepest. They emerge as we zoom out from the microscopic level to the
level of the everyday.? The sum total of modern causality is thus relocated to
the observation of regularities. As Carlo Rovelli states, “The laws of elementary
physics do not speak of “causes” but only of “regularities,” and these are sym-
metrical with regard to past and future.*® Although not all laws utilized in the
sciences vary asymmetrically with time, it is within a larger schema of ‘time’
within which we observe the regularities within which we base our laws and
conception of the universe.

Around these regularities, we construct our laws and equations. Once we
can predict the universe based on regular observations, we believe we have a
correct conception of the universe and a grasp on causality. In this way, modern
science accounts for much of the how of the universe. Yet, when asked why, the
contemporary notion of causality simply traces things back to an origin point
and deems it a ‘cause. Whether it is the origin of the universe or in explaining
the mind/body gap, they simply are able to trace things back to the first known
point of their causal series and then state that this origin point is the ultimate
cause. Fr. Clarke summarizes this view:

This is the theory of causality most radically opposed to the classical meta-
physical one expounded above and the keystone of empiricism ever since.
Since, according to Hume, we can assert nothing of the real world save what
we can observe with our senses, and since all we can observe is a temporal
sequence between an antecedent event and a consequent event, never any
actual passage of causal power between the two, we have no right to assert
anything more than a mere temporal sequence between the two, no intrin-
sic link of productive power or dependence of one on the other. Rather, by
repeated observation of a regular sequence between A and B, we form the
purely mental habit of joining the two together as though there were some
necessary connection between them. A purely mental projection, with no
grounding in reality as we actually observe it! Thus the whole explanatory
power of the efficient cause as the reason why, by its productive power, the
effect exists, has been evacuated, with only sheer, factual sequence and pre-

» o« »

i.e., to “l am singing,” “I did sing,” ” will sing again.” I might have decided I will never sing again,
but in no way does this signify that I cannot sing’

32 Carroll, S. The Big Picture, New York: Dutton (2016), p. 54.

33 Rovelli, C. The Order of Time, New York: Riverhead Books (2017), p. 169.
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dictability left.3*

In positing the origin of the universe, we are trying to discern the beginning
of every real existent to which empirical science has access. The beginning state
of the universe provides us with a starting point, but it leaves out an answer to
the fundamental questions of how and why. Empirical science has temporally
tracked back to the source of our universe; however, we still have yet to discern
the ontological source of the universe. How can something come from nothing?
This seems to violate PSR, as the actuality of the universe does not sufficiently
provide a rationale for its own existence. We have tracked down a timeline,
but the fundamental spark and evolution of the universe remains a mystery.
The actuality and rationale of the universe must have come from somewhere
besides the universe itself. We have traced the origin of the universe, but we do
not have an account of this origin. As William Carroll states, ‘Beginning refers to
a temporal event, and an absolute beginning of the universe would be an event
which is coincident with the beginning of time. Creation is an account of the
origin, or source of existence, of the universe, and, as such, Aquinas thinks that
creation can be demonstrated in the science of metaphysics.*® By positing God
as the source of actuality which bestows the actuality of the universe onto it
through the act of Creation, Aquinas provides adequate causation and the rea-
son for existence as we know it as opposed to simply the temporal originator of
the universe. The act of Creation as well as the purpose and reason of Creation
is an immense subject within the thought of Aquinas. For the purposes of this
paper, we will not cover the exactitudes of Creation. Rather, we will note that
through his notion of ‘Creation, Aquinas provides adequate grounding for the
actuality of the universe via a transcendental cause who maintains the totality
of actuality within Himself. Because Aquinas provides ontological grounding
(as opposed to temporal origination) to account for the origins of the universe,
we can say he properly posits a ‘cause’ of the universe as opposed to the origi-
nal temporal conditions of the causal series that comprises the universe.

Problems with Causality in The Mind/Body Problem

Now that we are beginning to see the wanting notion of causality in the case
of the Big Bang theory let us turn our attention back to the mind/body problem
to see why a notion of immaterial causality is so needed in modern causal-
ity. In the case of the mind/body problem, we saw modern science produce
neural correlates, which then account for subjective states. Something imma-
terial (like thought) is fundamentally caused by and conceived of complexity
in the material realm.3® However, this complexity is ultimately reducible to

34 Clarke, N. The One and the Many, Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press (2001), p. 196.
35 Carroll, W. ‘Thomas Aquinas and Big Bang Cosmology, Sapientia (1998) 53(203), 83-85.
36 For useful overviews of this reductive position see: Moser, P. and Trout, J. D. (eds.) Contem-

Science & Christian Belief, Vol 36, No. 1 ® 77



MICHAEL SALVATORE POLITZ

simple observable processes. This reductive approach is complemented by the
emergent approach found in epiphenomenalism. While the reductive approach
attempted to reduce mental states down to only their material components,
epiphenomenalism describes the emergence of higher orders of mental states
from the complexity of material components.’” By noting the complexities
found in nature sometimes result in higher orders of being, epiphenomenalism
continues this trend in order to bridge the mental with the material realms.
Given a sufficient number of organized entities a larger, and higher order entity
will emerge. For instance, though a city is comprised of people, infrastructure,
and civic rules, the city, itself, seems fundamentally something more than just
the totality of its parts. In a like manner, epiphenomenalism sees the high com-
plexities of neural-physiological activity and determines this complexity re-
sults in the emergence of the higher level of the mental realm. The mind/body
problem has been reduced to the explanation of the mind by the complexities
of the body. There is no room for the immaterial causality strictly of the mind.
We have essentially moved past Cartesian dualism into full materialism. As
such, there is no attempt to explain the unity of the human person, for men-
tal reactions and everything we believe to be the immaterial realm are simply
emergent phenomena from the complexities of the material realm. There is no
human person anymore, only the human body. This point leads to the concep-
tualization of the body as quantifiable and explainable by the mind without
any proof or acceptance given to the mind. José Ignacio Murillo summarizes
this view, ‘The body is mostly referred to via its members and organs, thus
pointing to its functions in a way that seems not to recognize the body itself as
something having a complete unity.’*® However, we should realize the body is
not “something,” but rather as life, and life is not a thing that is possessed by
us, but the way through which possession is possible ...**

Modern causality is happy to forgo any notion of immaterial causality, for
there is no need to account for the problem of Cartesian dualism if mental states
are simply explainable like everything else—through material causality, which
can be traced back to origin states. Everything, then, is ultimately explainable
by neural activity. Mental states we perceive are simply epiphenomenon based
upon complexity in neurological activity. As Marga Vega summarizes, ‘Although
an attractive solution in many ways, epiphenomenalism leaves us clueless as to

porary Materialism: A Reader. Routledge (2002) & Westphal, J. The Mind-Body Problem. MIT
Press (2016).

37 Cf: Patrick, G. ‘The Emergent Theory of Mind, The Journal of Philosophy (1922): 701-708;
Jackson, F. ‘Epiphenomenal Qualia, The Philosophical Quarterly (1982) 32(127), 127-136; and
Macdonald, C. and Macdonald, G. (eds.) Emergence in Mind, Oxford University Press (2010).

38 Murillo, J. ‘Leonardo Polo and the Mind-Body Problem, Journal of Polian Studies 1 (2014):
84.

39 Ibid.
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what are the obscure reasons that guide our behaviour and decision making,
since we cannot attribute causal power to mental states like desire, sadness
and elation, and it would be up to our inaccessible neurophysiologic basis to
take the lead for action.*® Though epiphenomenalism is attractive for sustain-
ing a unified materialistic system of explanation for the world, we run into the
same problem yet again. If mental states are ultimately reducible to complex
firings of neurons within the body, what accounts for the firings of the neu-
rons? More so, if neural activity causes mental states, how do we account for
instances like mood changes which then dictate a change in neural activity?
Take, for example, the case of being frightened. The source of your fright comes
from some external source (say a horror movie). This notion of ‘being scared’
directly correlates to different neural activity. However, the cause of this change
came from something entirely external to the body. How, then, is neural activ-
ity to be conceived of as ‘causing’ the state of fear within the person when the
source of fear is entirely external to the person? As Marga Vega summarizes:

The problem is that providing the neuro-physiological basis for conscious-
ness gives us a genetic explanation but it does not tell us what mental states
consist in as opposed to non-mental states. We could state differences be-
tween mental and non-mental states by referring to the types of causes that
sustain them, but we would still not know what a mental state is and why it
has properties like subjective feeling and aboutness.*!

Even if not conceived of as causing mental states and stated to merely be equivo-
cal with mental states, neural activity still is fundamentally different from mental
states. Modern causality finds correlates to mental activity in the material realm by
observing neural activity. We report mental states like happiness, sadness, or spe-
cific thoughts. Then, neuroscientists observe the firing patterns of neurons during
that period. These neural firing patterns are then deemed the cause of those mental
states. However, it is difficult to see the entirety of the subjective experience of
something like ‘thinking about an elephant’ as explainable by electrical activity in
an organ under our skull. The fullness of the subjective experience is dismissed in
modern causality. Once a material origin is found (in this case, electrical activity oc-
curring then reported as subjective experience), there is no need to investigate fur-
ther. However, explaining how exactly bioelectrical signals translate to subjective
experience has plagued scientists for years, with still no satisfactory explanation
that is widely held. Now, let us look at the Thomistic account of mental causality to
see how this lack of explanatory power is solved.

40 Vega, M. ‘What is the Mark of the Mental, Journal of Polian Studies (2014) 1, 31.
41 Ibid., 32.
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Thomistic Explanation of the Mind/Body Problem

In the Thomistic account of mental states, we do not have to account for the
apparent disconnect between mental and material realms because it is all in-
tertwined. Mental states are caused (as are all activities of the human person)
by the soul. The soul is the ‘first grace of actuality of a natural body having life
potentially in it.*? As the substantial form of the human person, the soul holds
the act of existence within itself. In other words, the source of the real existence
of the human being lies within the soul. Furthermore, the intellect is a power
of the soul.** Through the activity of the intellect, we are put in touch with the
world around us. There is an absolute cohesion between body and mind within
Thomism, for there is not truly a demarcation of ‘mind’ from ‘body’** Rather, the
human person is that which is said to be equally composed of soul and body,
with both coming into existence as the human person does. Just like modern
science, Thomism does not fall into a Cartesian Dualism. However, while mod-
ern science posits radical materialism to solve Cartesian Dualism, Thomism
posits a metaphysical realism that allows for immaterial causality. The human
soul is that which actualizes and dictates what we are and that we are. From
our fingers to our thoughts, the reality of the human person is dictated by the
actualizing power of the soul. Thus, in tracing back the lines of causality in
accounting for a mental state, we ultimately run into the soul. As the source of
our very act of existence, the soul is the immaterial cause that modern science
will not allow itself to explain the mind/body gap.

Summary of Work

In both the case of the Big Bang and the mind/body problem, we see that
the modern notion of causality tracks down the causal sequence to original
conditions. Then, they leave it ambiguous as to what to do next. One must only

42 Aristotle, ‘De Anima’ in The Basic Works of Aristotle, (ed.) McKeon, R., New York: Random
House (1941), BKII CH. 1 412b 5.

43 Cf: Aquinas, T. Summa Theologica: Complete English Edition in Five Volumes, New York: Ben-
ziger Brothers, (1948),178-79.

44 Though this absolute cohesion of body and mind helps to solve the interaction problem
with which we are concerned, it does open up many eschatological and ontological concerns,
mainly, what happens to the soul after bodily death if it is so intimately united to the body.
For a detailed account of this interaction problem and an overview of the various states of
the soul surrounding bodily death, see: Ratzinger, J., Eschatology: Death and the Eternal Life,
(trans.) Waldstein, M., Washington D.C: Catholic University of America Press, 1988; Toner, P.
‘St. Thomas Aquinas on Death and the Separated Soul,’ Pacific Philosophical Quarterly (2010)
91(4), 587-599; Van Dyke, C. ‘Human Identity, Inmanent Causal Relations, and the Principle of
Non-Repeatability: Thomas Aquinas on the Bodily Resurrection,’ Religious Studies (2007) 43(4),
373-394; Nevitt, T. ‘Survivalism, Corruptionism, and Intermittent Existence in Aquinas, History
of Philosophy Quarterly (2014) 31(1), 1-19; and De Haan, D., and Dahm, B. ‘Thomas Aquinas on
Separated Souls as Incomplete Human Persons. The Thomist (2019) 83(4), 589-637.
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infer that these original conditions serve as the cause of their series. The origi-
nal conditions just prior to the Big Bang caused the universe as we know it.
Similarly, the correlative neural activity observed during cognitive processes
must cause the action of the mind. However, these initial conditions are just
that—the original state of a causal series. They do not constitute a ‘cause’ in
themselves. A boulder’s location atop a hill does not tell you the cause of its
rolling down the hill. To do that, one must know the underlying forces at work,
such as gravity, friction, mass, and the like. Just because we track the expansion
of the universe back to its initial conditions does not mean we have uncovered
the cause of the universe. Likewise, the various patterns of ocean waves do not
tell you the cause of the tides. To do that, one must have a notion of underlying
forces at work, such as the gravitational interaction of the Earth and the moon.
Just because we correlate neural patterns to observable actions of the physical
body does not mean the patterns cause mental activity. All the Big Bang and
neural activity tell us is the origin condition of the causal series, which we then
can track back to a source to account for the impetus. These are not causes in
the proper sense.

Conclusion

Through the course of this paper, we have observed the modern notion of
explaining causality is that of a temporally dependent sequence, which is ulti-
mately explainable once a material origin of the series is found. In two seem-
ingly unrelated yet fundamental cases for modern science, we observed this
notion of causality at work. In the case of the Big Bang, the very origin of the
universe was deemed the first instance in which we can state materiality ex-
isted. Based on the expansion of the universe, scientists were able to track the
universe back to a singularity. Anything prior to this singularity is deemed non-
sense, as this singularity began motion and time within the known universe. As
such, causal powers rest entirely on the fact that the universe expanded from
an origin point. Thus, explanatory power for the origin of the universe relies
on when t=0 for our notion of material existence. Likewise, in explaining the
mind/body problem, scientists explain mental states entirely by neural cor-
relation. What we perceive as the mental realm is entirely explainable as the
complex emergence of a subjective realm from material complexity. In both
of these cases, it is difficult to classify either as a ‘cause. In the case of the Big
Bang, we see modern science accounting for the origin of the universe by track-
ing a causal series back to an origin point. However, if anything, this gives us a
principle, not a cause. In the case of the mind/body problem, we see modern
science dictating the emergence of the subjective realm from complexity in the
material realm. However, emergence fails to account for how material patterns
cause mental realities. Also, given the reality of things in the world other than
our neural activity affecting our mental state, emergence simply falls short in
explanatory power. Overall, even the mystery of the mental realm is reducible
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to origin states dictated entirely by material existence.

Some notion of immaterial causality must be undertaken to account for the
‘cause’ of each causal series, for they have traced the line of material causality
back as far as possible. In both cases, the origin of material causality was found,
but the causal series was still without adequate explanation. As such, there
must be an immaterial cause at work that explains the series’ existence. How-
ever, modern science will not allow this notion of immaterial causality. As such,
causality is simply original, material conditions. In the case of the Big Bang, we
saw that the singularity at the beginning of the universe offers only a principle
from which we can see material existence emerge around us. This singularity
does not provide grounding for its existence, though, and is therefore indebted
to some kind of immaterial cause for its existence per the PSR. In the mind/
body problem, the theory that mental states are emergent from complex mate-
rial states fails to account for how subjective experience occurs from material
complexity. Additionally, how other things affect the human mind other than
the human body (observable in cases like that of being scared) is never an-
swered. To account for both the causal effects external realities have upon our
mental realm and for the qualia of our subjective realm in general, there must
be some immaterial causality at work.

In both examples in this paper, the modern notion of causality is that of a
temporally dependent sequence that is ultimately explainable once the mate-
rial origin of the series is found. This notion is insufficient to be deemed as
a cause. The notion of immaterial causality (found most prominently within
the Thomistic school) provides a necessary further step that can account for
a proper ‘cause’ which begins the material and temporal series that modern
science looks to for explanatory power. Further examination of how things like
an immaterial first cause of existence and the human soul could completely
solve the problems of the origin of the universe and mind/body interaction is
the subject of a much larger work. However, for the sake of this paper, we must
note that the modern notion of causality reaches a dead end once the material
origin point is found. This obstacle of explanation can be traversed for a fuller
understanding of the mechanics of the universe if the Thomistic notion of im-
material causality is allowed.
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