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Aquinas 101: The Human Soul 

Week 7: The Intellect and the Will 
The Problem of Universals 

• Radical Realism: only universals are real, individuals are partial instances (Plato) 
• Nominalism: only individuals are real, universals are mental composites (William of Ockham) 
• Moderate Realism: individuals are real; universals do not exist separately but in individuals 
• Sensible forms: particular accidental forms of a substance that exist in sense powers of animals 
• Intelligible forms: the form of the whole substance, not just one feature. Only accessible to an 

immaterial power because not contained in any particular sensible property. 
• Universal forms are first known to us in our use of language and logic, but philosophy is able to 

come to knowledge of their real existence in the things around us. 

The Intellect 
• Not rooted in any organ of the body and receptive to all intelligible being in the universe 
• Receptive part of the intellect is called the possible intellect or passive intellect 
• Another part of the intellect is required for the process of receiving intelligible forms out of the 

sensible experience that contains them: the agent intellect or active intellect 
• We only have knowledge of the things received into our passive intellect but the agent intellect is 

able to abstract any material form (the form of a corporeal substance) 
• Three acts of the mind: apprehension, judgment, reasoning. Process is dialectic, goal is a deeper 

and truer apprehension of substances in the world around us. 
• Because the power of the agent intellect is universal, it has truth itself as its proper object. 
• The natural object of the intellect is truth known through corporeal substances or deduced from 

their properties, while the supernatural object is God Himself, First Truth 
• The power of the intellect can only come from God and is his created light in our soul 

The Will 
• As in sensible level of soul, appetite follows upon perception 
• The intellectual appetite is called the will 
• The will’s natural object is immaterial good as known through corporeal creatures; it identifies 

how each type of thing is good for us and how it will help us achieve our final purpose 
• The will’s appetite cannot be satisfied by any immaterial object and seeks some thing that will 

make it completely happy, something that will meet every need of the human person 
• Whatever we identify as our happiness is the goal we pursue through every other activity of life, 

whether we actively reflect on it or not. Freedom is about means to the end of happiness. 
• The activity that will satisfy the will is the continuous contemplation of universal truth, that is, 

God himself. This is only possible through an elevation of grace and the gift of immortal life. 
• On a natural level, the intellect and will show us that humans are capax Dei, “capable of God.” 

This capacity and ultimate happiness are fulfilled through God’s gracious gift that promises we 
will move from contemplation of Him through corporeal forms to  vision of His essence 
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