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I. Introduction

It is well known that Thomas Aquinas thought that creaturely es-
sences did not exist apart from the individual creatures to which 

they belonged. Aquinas writes in his Commentary on the Sentences 
that “no nature has being except for in its supposit. Indeed human-
ity is not able to exist unless in a man.”1 It is also well known that 
Aquinas thought that the truth of a proposition depends on a corre-
sponding being to which it conforms. In the De veritate, for instance, 
he writes, “To every true act of understanding there must correspond 
some being.”2 While both Aquinas’s understanding of essences and his 
conception of truth have received much scholarly attention, his thought 
on a certain implication of these two views has yet to be explored. A 
significant philosophical difficulty arises when one couples the view 
that essences depend on their subjects for their existence with the view 
that true propositions depend on a corresponding being for their truth. 
If essences perish with the substances to which they belong, then it 
seems that nothing remains to ground the truth of essential proposi-
tions about subjects that no longer exist. If the essences of dinosaurs, 
for example, perish with the dinosaurs themselves, to what being can 
the proposition dinosaurs are sentient correspond?3 Although Aquinas 
himself never discussed this difficulty, later Scholastics viewed it as 
quite a significant problem. The great historian of medieval philosophy 
Francisco Suárez wrote, “[I]f the essence perishes when the existence of 
the substance is taken away, then those propositions in which essential 
attributes are predicated of a thing are not necessary or perpetually 
true. . . . [A]ll truths about creatures would be contingent and accord-
ingly, a science of creatures would not be possible since science regards 
only necessary truths.”4



198	 History of Philosophy Quarterly

	 Suárez refers to this difficulty as “well-worn” since it was such a 
widely discussed problem during his time.5 Not only did this difficulty 
capture the attention of the “second Scholastics,” but it continued to be 
a topic of interest to early modern philosophers. Many have claimed that 
the later medieval discussion of the grounding of essential propositions 
influenced René Descartes as he crafted his own controversial view on 
eternal truths.6

	 Although Aquinas never explicitly discusses the issue of how essen-
tial propositions can remain true after the subjects that they are about 
perish, his thought contains resources for addressing this problem of 
both historical importance and philosophical interest. In this paper, I 
will draw on various aspects of Aquinas’s thought to reconstruct his ac-
count of how propositions that predicate essential attributes of creatures 
can remain true after the creatures they are about perish. One result 
that I will show, which may be surprising to some students of Aquinas’s 
thought, is that his solution to this difficulty does not involve identify-
ing a feature of God as the being to which essential propositions about 
nonexistent creatures conform. I suspect that many who are familiar 
with Aquinas’s teaching that God has ideas of creatures may think that 
Aquinas would invoke these necessarily existing ideas of God to ground 
essential truths about creatures.7 Not only will I show that Aquinas has 
a different solution to this problem, but I will also explain why he would 
have rejected the view that God’s ideas ground essential propositions 
about creatures that have perished.

II. Aquinas’s Views on the Grounding of Past-Tense 
Contingent Propositions

Essential propositions about subjects that have perished form a subset 
of a larger class of true propositions about things that do not now exist 
but have existed in the past. Accordingly, we can gain some insights into 
Aquinas’s thinking on our topic by analyzing his views on the grounds of 
another type of proposition in this class, namely, contingent past-tense 
propositions such as Aquinas was a master at Paris. The nature of the 
truth of tensed propositions was the subject of great debate in the later 
Middle Ages. This controversy centered on the relationship between 
the tense of a proposition and the content that it asserted. Medieval 
thinkers wondered whether a set of propositions, such as Albert will be 
Thomas’s teacher, Albert is Thomas’s teacher, and Albert was Thomas’s 
teacher all asserted the same content, in this case, a certain relation 
between the subject Albert and the predicate Thomas’s teacher, which 
they called an enuntiabile. One side held that each proposition asserted 
the same enuntiabile, which is in itself tenseless. According to this view, 



since each proposition asserts the same content, each proposition has 
the same truth-value. The other side held that the enuntiabile asserted 
by the proposition is itself tensed. Accordingly, each of the propositions 
listed above about Albert’s being Thomas’s teacher has a different content 
depending on its tense; thus, it is possible for each to have a different 
truth-value.8 Aquinas supported this latter position, and a certain objec-
tion that he considers to it reveals an important insight into his thinking 
on the ontological grounds of past-tense truths.

	 Aquinas considers the following objection raised by those who thought 
that propositions have the same content and truth-value if they differ 
only according to tense: “[W]here there is the same cause, there is also the 
same effect. But the same thing is the cause of the truth of these three 
propositions: Socrates sits, Socrates will sit, and Socrates sat. Therefore, 
the truth of these is the same. But it is necessary that one of these is 
true. Therefore, the truth of these propositions remains immutably.”9

	 What is of most interest for our purposes is the objector’s claim that 
the same being causes the truth of both present-tense and past-tense 
propositions with the same subject and predicate. In Aquinas’s reply, 
he accepts this claim, but he adds an important qualification:

To the fourth, it must be said that the sitting of Socrates which is the 
cause of the truth of this proposition Socrates sits does not have the 
same status while Socrates sits, after he will have sat, and before he 
sits. Accordingly, also the truth caused by Socrates’ sitting has differ-
ent statuses and is signified in different ways by present, past, and 
future tense propositions. Hence, it does not follow that although one 
of the three propositions [that is, either the present- , past- , or future-
tense proposition] is true, that the same truth remains invariably.10

In this text, Aquinas claims that the cause of a past-tense proposition’s 
truth is the same object that caused the corresponding present-tense 
proposition to be true when it was true. This is to say that Christopher 
Columbus’s act of crossing the Atlantic Ocean caused the truth of Colum-
bus is crossing the Atlantic when this present-tense proposition was true 
in the year 1492, and this same action of Columbus’s in 1492 also caused 
the truth of the past-tense proposition Columbus crossed the Atlantic, 
which is true today. Aquinas claims, however, that the object that causes 
both the present- and past-tense propositions’ truth has a “different 
status” when the past-tense proposition about it is true. According to 
Aquinas, this explains why present- and past-tense propositions that are 
about the same things do not necessarily have the same truth-values. 
Certainly, Columbus’s act of sailing the ocean does not exist in the same 
way today as it did in 1492; but what status, if any, can an act completed 
over 500 years ago be said to have today? To understand more fully what 
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Aquinas thought to be the cause of a past-tense propositions’ truth, we 
must investigate further what he meant by the “different status” that 
an object has when a past-tense proposition about it is true.

	 In contemporary philosophy, there is a well-known debate about 
the existential status of nonpresent events. Presentists hold that only 
the present exists. The past and future have no actuality. They believe 
that this account of time best captures the real change that occurs in 
the temporal order. Eternalists, on the other hand, think that the past 
and future exist on par with the present.11 For the eternalist, the terms 
present or now are indexicals that pick out the time that an utterance 
occurs. So when one says that an event is happening “now” or that it is 
“present,” one is not stating that the event has some ontological privelege; 
rather, one is claiming that the event occurs at the same point on the 
continuum of eternally existing events as one’s utterance.12 In the above 
passage from Aquinas, it appears that he is advocating an eternalist 
theory of time since he claims that those things that are past have a 
status.13 If Aquinas did in fact hold that the past has existence on par 
with the present, then there is a simple solution to the difficulty about 
the ontological grounds of essential truths whose subjects no longer ex-
ist. Although some of the creatures that we form essential propositions 
about do not exist at the same point that we do on the eternal continuum 
of past, present, and future objects, they still exist eternally and can 
serve as the grounds of the truth of our propositions.

	 Although maintaining that the past eternally exists provides an easy 
solution to the difficulty under consideration, textual evidence shows 
that Aquinas did not in fact hold that past events exist. Throughout 
his corpus, there are several passages in which he expresses the view 
that the future and past are not on an ontological par with the pres-
ent. In the De veritate, for example, Aquinas writes, “[T]hat which is 
future, in so far as it is future, and similarly, that which is past, does 
not exist.”14 Moreover, the presupposition that the past does not exist 
underlies Aquinas’s articulation of what the perfect past tense signifies. 
He writes in his Commentary on the Gospel of John that the perfect 
past tense “indicates that something has existed, is now determined, 
and has now ceased to be.”15 These texts make clear that the “status” 
Aquinas claims that past things have cannot be construed to imply that 
past events exist.

	 A remark Aquinas makes in his Commentary on the Metaphysics 
gives some insight into what he meant by apparently ascribing a sta-
tus to the past. There, Aquinas claims that past events, although they 
do not have existence in the present, retain a kind of reality in the 
present since they once existed and true propositions can be formed 



about them at the present time. Aquinas writes, “[T]hat which is past 
now is in some way. I say this insofar as a past event has occurred or 
is past. For although the life of Caesar is not now in the present, it 
is, nevertheless, in the past since it is true that Caesar lived.”16 Here 
Aquinas is clear that the life of Caesar does not exist in the present 
when the proposition Caesar lived is true. We can infer from what 
Aquinas said above in response to the objection regarding the truth-
values of tensed propositions that Aquinas would think that the living 
Caesar is the cause of the proposition Caesar lived. This implies that 
Aquinas thought that the cause of a past-tense proposition’s truth did 
not have to exist at the times when that proposition is true. Although 
Caesar may not exist when Caesar lived is true, the living Caesar is 
considered by Aquinas to be the cause of the truth of this proposition 
because it was the cause of the truth of the corresponding present-
tense proposition Caesar lives.

	 Aquinas explicitly claims in his Commentary on the Nicomachean 
Ethics that the truth of a past-tense proposition depends on the truth of 
a corresponding present-tense proposition, which was true in the past: 
“the truth of past-tense propositions depends on the truth of present-
tense propositions. Therefore, something was is true because something 
is was true.”17 It is now true that “Socrates sat,” for example, because 
at some earlier time, it was true that “Socrates sits.” So, in causing 
Socrates sits to be true at time t1, Socrates causes Socrates sat to be 
true at every time after t1. The texts examined show that Aquinas is 
committed to the principle that the ontological grounds of any past-
tense proposition Pp is the ontological grounds of its present-tense 
counterpart p. That which causes p’s truth need not exist while Pp is 
true. All that is required for Pp’s truth is that something did exist that 
caused the truth of p in the past.

	 From this commitment of Aquinas’s, it seems that we can fairly 
easily extrapolate his position on the grounds of the truth of essential 
propositions about creatures that have perished. If Aquinas holds that 
the living Caesar who no longer exists is a sufficient cause of the truth 
that Caesar lived, then it seems that the dinosaurs that once lived, but 
are now extinct, would be sufficient causes of the truth dinosaurs are 
sentient. To explicate this solution fully, we must examine Aquinas’s 
views on the precise feature of reality that grounds the truth of an es-
sential proposition while the subject that it is about exists. We must 
know, for example, what existing thing (or things) was required for the 
truth of the proposition dodo birds are sentient while dodo birds did 
exist in order to reconstruct Aquinas’s thinking on the grounds for the 
truth of that same proposition after dodo birds have perished.
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III. The Cause of the Truth of Essential  
Propositions While Their Subjects Exist

Aquinas never explicitly addresses the question of the grounding of es-
sential propositions; however, his position can be inferred from a certain 
argument that he made for the unicity of substantial form. The question 
of whether a material substance had one or more substantial forms was 
fiercely debated at both Oxford and Paris in the 1270s and 1280s.18 The 
debate centered on this issue: in any matter-form composite, does one 
substantial form or more than one substantial form account for the es-
sential features that a substance has? For example, does one substantial 
form account for the fact that an animal is sentient and another account 
for the fact that it engages in vegetative activities and a third account 
for the fact that it is a body, or does one form alone account for the fact 
that the animal is sensitive, vegetative, and corporeal? This debate has 
much to do with our question about the ontological grounds of essential 
propositions. If one adopts the position that there is a plurality of forms 
that accounts for a being’s essential features, then it seems that the 
composition of these forms will be the res to which essential propositions 
conform. For example, if there are two distinct forms that respectively 
cause a subject to be a sentient creature and to be a dog, then the truth 
of the proposition dogs are sentient will depend on these two forms being 
composed in reality. On the other hand, if one adopts the position that 
certain substances are both dogs and sentient in virtue of having one 
substantial form, then this form alone, and not any composition of forms, 
will be able to ground the truth of the proposition dogs are sentient.

	 It is well known that Aquinas adopted the unicity of form position. 
He argued that if a substance had its essential features from distinct 
substantial forms, then these attributes could only be predicated of it 
accidentally.19 He thought that two distinct forms could never be ordered 
to each other in the way required for one to enter into the definition 
of the other as happens in essential predication. Aquinas is clear that 
whatever is not predicated accidentally is truly one in reality with that 
of which it is predicated.20 The truth of nonessential propositions is 
grounded by compositions in reality. A white thing is sweet is true only if 
there is some corresponding union in reality between a thing having the 
form of whiteness and the form of sweetness. Essential propositions are 
different, though, according to Aquinas. One res, namely, a substantial 
form, grounds the truth of an essential proposition. In rejecting that 
there is a multiplicity of substantial forms in one substance, Aquinas 
is rejecting that it is true that man is an animal because two distinct 
forms, humanity and animality, are united in one being. The concepts 
signified by the words man and animal are distinct concepts, but the 



form that is signified by these concepts is one. In the proposition man is 
an animal, “man” and “animal” ultimately signify the same reality (res 
significata), namely, the one substantial form of man. Since the predicate 
and the subject in an essential predication both signify the same simple 
form, essential propositions are necessarily true. That which the subject 
signifies cannot be separated from that which the predicate signifies 
because they are one in reality.21

	 We have seen precisely what ontological reality grounds the truth 
of essential propositions while their subjects exist. Now we can apply 
Aquinas’s reasoning about the grounding of past-tense propositions to 
formulate his account of how essential propositions remain true after 
their subjects have perished. It seems that since the substantial form 
of a creature was sufficient to ground the truth of essential propositions 
about the creature when it did exist, the creature’s substantial form 
should also be a sufficient ground for these essential propositions even 
after it perishes. In discussing past-tense propositions, Aquinas claims 
that the ground of a past-tense proposition need not exist at the time 
that the past-tense proposition is true. The fact that it caused the truth 
of the corresponding present-tense proposition is a sufficient condition 
for its causing the truth of a past-tense proposition at a later time. So it 
seems that the form of a creature that once existed should be sufficient 
to cause the truth of essential propositions even if it does not exist at the 
time that these propositions are true. There is, however, an important 
difference between essential propositions and past-tense contingent 
propositions that may stand in the way of applying Aquinas’s reasoning 
about past-tense propositions to essential propositions about creatures 
that have perished.

IV. A Relevant Difference between Essential Propositions 
and Past-Tense Contingent Propositions

The difference that we must take into account between essential proposi-
tions and past-tense contingent propositions is their tense. Recall that 
Aquinas claimed that although p and Pp have the same ontological cause 
of their truth, they do not have the same truth-values. He explained that 
this is because the cause of truth changes in its status. The cause of p’s 
truth must have existed in the past in order to cause the truth of Pp. 
A presently existing object, which causes p’s truth at the present time, 
is not sufficient to cause the truth of Pp at the present time. Similarly, 
if the cause of p’s truth existed in the past but does not now exist, then 
it cannot cause the truth of p at the present time. An object must exist 
at time t to cause the truth of a present-tense contingent proposition at 
t. Aquinas’s connecting the existential status of an object to the tense 
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of the proposition whose truth it causes is intended to ensure that the 
truth-values of contingent propositions are able to change along with 
the real change in things. The living Caesar, for example, causes the 
truth of Caesar lives while he is alive. When Caesar dies, however, he 
undergoes a change and a corresponding change occurs in the truth-
values of tensed propositions about his life. What is at issue in the case 
of essential propositions, however, is how to guarantee that the truth-
value of the essential proposition does not change with the change in 
things. Aquinas maintains that essential propositions such as dogs are 
sentient are perpetually true, regardless of the generation and corrup-
tion of individual dogs. What is relevant about this proposition is that 
it is in the present tense.

	 This seems to pose a difficulty to our attempt at reconstructing 
Aquinas’s thinking on essential propositions about nonexistent subjects 
based on his views about past-tense propositions. It seems that a form 
of a dog that existed in the past does not provide sufficient ontological 
grounds for the truth of the proposition dogs are sentient after no forms 
of dogs exist. According to Aquinas’s reasoning about tensed-contingent 
propositions, the truth that dogs are sentient can only be grounded by 
a presently existing form of a dog. A form of a dog that existed in the 
past is only able to ground the truth of past-tense propositions about 
dogs, for example, dogs were sentient. It seems that we cannot claim that 
present-tense essential propositions are true after their subjects perish 
in virtue of the object that caused the truth of these same propositions 
in the past.

	 This difficulty can be addressed by considering what Aquinas says 
about the various functions of the present tense. Aquinas did not think 
that the present tense only had the function of signifying that there 
is a connection between a subject and predicate at the present time. 
In his Commentary on the Gospel of John, Aquinas explains that the 
present tense is the proper tense for designating eternal things: “But 
concerning the notion of the present, the present tense is most fitting to 
designate eternity, because it signifies that something is in act, which 
always belongs to eternal things.”22 It seems that this passage would 
not be relevant to essential propositions about material objects since 
material objects do not exist eternally; rather they are generated and 
corrupted in time. It is important to realize, however, that Aquinas uses 
the word “eternal” in a number of ways. In its most proper sense, it 
refers to the atemporal existence that belongs to God.23 In a secondary 
sense, it is used to designate those things that exist perpetually.24 Less 
frequently, Aquinas uses “eternal” to refer to universals.25 This final 
sense is relevant to understanding what the present tense of essential 
propositions signifies.



	 Aquinas thought that universals are eternal not in the positive sense 
of existing at all times but in the negative sense of abstracting from all 
times and places.26 Essential propositions signify a connection between 
subject and predicate that is eternal in this sense of abstracting from 
specific existential conditions. The proposition a dog is an animal does 
not assert that there is now an existing form of a dog and an existing 
form of animal that are one in reality at this present time, just as the 
contingent present-tense proposition a white thing is sweet asserts that 
there is an existing form of whiteness and an existing form of sweet-
ness that now coincide in the same subject. What the proposition a dog 
is an animal asserts is that there is a connection between the form of 
dog and the form of animal that does not depend on the coincidence of 
being a dog and being an animal in any specific substance localized to 
a certain time and place. The connection between the subject and the 
predicate in an essential proposition is a formal connection between the 
forms signified by the subject and the predicate. We saw earlier that 
the ontological basis for this necessary connection between the forms 
signified in an essential proposition is their identity in reality. The 
connection between them does not depend on any particular subject’s 
possessing both forms since those forms are identical. Accordingly, the 
truth of essential propositions abstracts from when and where they 
are uttered.

	 Since the connection between forms that are related to one another in 
an essential proposition does not depend on the fact that they conicide in 
a particular subject at a certain time or place, a form that exists at any 
time is a sufficient cause of the truth of all essential propositions about 
it, regardless of their tense.27 It is true that, like Socrates’s sitting, the 
form of a dog can pass in and out of existence. The truth that the form 
of a dog causes, however, does not change in status with the cessation of 
the form as the truths caused by Socrates’s sitting change after it ceases 
to exist. This is because, unlike the connection between Socrates and 
sitting, the connection between dog and its essential attributes does not 
depend on any particular coincidence in a material object at a specific 
place and time.

	 Another way to think of the difference between essential and nones-
sential propositions is like this: contingent nonessential propositions are 
implicitly indexed to a particular time since they express connections 
that are merely coincidental. So the proposition asserting that Socrates 
sat can be expanded as Socrates sat at tn. Since this proposition’s truth 
is indexed to a particular time, the time at which the object that causes 
its truth exists is crucial to its truth-value. Socrates’s act of sitting at t2, 
for example, cannot cause the truth of the proposition Socrates sat at t4. 
Since essential propositions assert a formal, rather than a coincidental, 
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connection between subject and predicate they are not similarly indexed 
to times. The essential proposition that expresses the connection between 
humanity and animality, for example, can be expanded as such: man is 
an animal abstracting from all places and times. Since this proposition 
only expresses a connection between attributes and not a specific time 
at which this connection exists, if it has a sufficient ontological cause 
at any time tn, then it will also be true at all other times. An essential 
proposition is true in virtue of its having adequate ontological grounds 
at any time, rather than at some specific time.

V. Why Not Think That God’s Ideas Ground  
the Truth of Essential Propositions?

As mentioned in the introduction of this paper, many who are familiar 
with Aquinas’s teaching may be inclined to think that God’s ideas should 
have some role in grounding truths about essential propositions. In cer-
tain contexts, Aquinas describes the nature of a creature as existing in 
God and as prior to and explanatory of the nature as it exists in the actual 
creature. In question one, article one of the eighth Quodlibetal Ques-
tion, Aquinas is pressed with the seemingly odd question of “whether 
the number six, according to which all creatures are said to be perfect, 
is the creator or a creature.”28 There Aquinas explains that there is a 
hierarchy of the various ways in which a nature can be considered. At 
the bottom of the hierarchy is the nature as understood in the human 
intellect. Above that is the nature as it exists in created things. Prior to 
both of these is the nature absolutely considered, which is indifferent 
to being in the mind and in things. At the top of the hierarchy is the 
nature as it exists in the divine intellect. Aquinas claims that the natures 
that are prior explain why the posterior natures have the features that 
they do. Human nature as it exists in individuals has the features that 
it does because of human nature as it exists in the divine intellect.29 If 
the nature as it exists in God’s intellect is prior to and explanatory of 
the natures that exist in individual creatures, it seems that it must be 
the ultimate reality that guarantees the truth of necessary predications 
about creatures. Whether or not dinosaurs exist, dinosaur nature exists 
in God, and so claiming that this nature grounds all essential truths 
about dinosaurs neatly explains how these truths can remain true after 
all dinosaurs have perished.

	 Although this view appears to have some textual support and philo-
sophical merit, we must consider whether it is on the whole a solution 
that is faithful to Aquinas’s thought. Aquinas addresses another question 
that is related to the issue of whether the natures of creatures existing 
in God or in the creatures themselves are the ground of the truth of 



necessary propositions. In the De veritate, he asks “whether things are 
more true in the Word or in themselves.”30 By “the Word,” Aquinas means 
the second person of the Trinity. Things as they are “in the Word” are 
things as they exist in God. In answering this question, Aquinas writes 
that “the name ‘man’ is more truly predicated of the thing which is in its 
proper nature than that which is in the Word.”31 Earlier in this article 
he explains why names refer more properly to things existing in their 
own nature, as opposed to in the Word: “On account of the distance of 
the caused thing from its cause, something is truly predicated of the 
caused thing that is not predicated of its cause. . . . [T]his indeed only 
happens when the mode of the causes is more sublime than those things 
that are predicated of the effects.32

	 When a cause causes an effect that falls short of its own perfection, the 
effect possesses attributes that differ from the cause. Accordingly, certain 
names will apply truly to the effects but not to the cause. Although the 
nature as it exists in God’s intellect has a causal role in producing the 
natures as they exist in creatures, certain names are predicated more 
truly of the natures as they exist in creatures since the nature in God 
has far more perfection than these names imply.

	L ater, in the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas takes up the issue of 
whether things existing in the divine mind are more truly what they 
are than those things existing in themselves.33 There Aquinas explains 
that all things have uncreated being in the divine mind because God’s 
ideas have no being distinct from God’s own being. Things existing in 
themselves have created being, which is less noble than God’s own un-
created being. Yet, Aquinas claims that natural things are more truly 
what they are when they exist in themselves because it belongs to their 
natures to be material: “Just as a house has being more nobly in the 
mind of the artificer than in matter, but neverthless ‘house’ is said more 
truly of that which is in matter than that which is in the mind because 
the former is a house in act, while the latter is a house in potency.”34

	 Aquinas thinks it follows from the claim that an actually existing 
creature is more properly a thing of its kind that the term that is used 
to signify the kind applies more properly to material creatures than to 
the divine exemplar of these creatures. The term dog, for example, is 
more truly a name for a material creature that barks and chases its 
tail than for the divine essence since the material dog actually has the 
features that are proper to a dog.

	 We can now see how Aquinas’s responses to the questions examined 
above bear on the question of whether God’s ideas ground essential 
truths about creatures. Although the nature existing in the divine 
mind may be prior to and explanatory of created natures, we can ques-
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tion whether these ideas are the being to which essential propositions 
about creatures correspond because, first, the natures in creatures are 
more truly things of their kind than the nature as it exists in God’s 
mind and, second, because the terms of propositions primarily signify 
natures in creatures. It seems that the truth of a proposition about a 
given kind should be grounded by that which is most truly the thing of 
this kind, regardless of whether there is something else that is causally 
responsible for it, which is not truly a thing of this kind. Consider this 
analogous example: Suppose that an architect drew a blueprint from 
which a house was constructed. Although this blueprint of a house is 
explanatorily prior to the actual house, it seems indisputable that the 
house itself is what grounds various true propositions about the house, 
for example, the house has a chimney, the house has six bedrooms. If the 
house were to burn down in a fire, we would appeal to the house that 
once existed—not the surviving blueprint—to ground the truths about 
the house that perished. The case is similar with natures in the divine 
intellect and in created things.

	 Since the created natures are things that the terms of propositions 
signify, it seems that created natures must be the ground of the truth 
of propositions about creatures. One might argue that the fact that the 
terms of propositions signify created natures does not give evidence 
that the created natures themselves, rather than divine ideas, are the 
ontological grounds of propositional truth since we can come up with 
examples of cases in which beings that are not immediately signified 
by the terms of a proposition nevertheless cause its truth. The cause 
of the truth of the proposition Socrates is white, for example, is the 
composition of the form of whiteness with Socrates’s matter. The term 
Socrates does not signify Socrates’s matter, yet Socrates’s matter is an 
element of the composition that causes this proposition’s truth. When 
one reflects on what Aquinas understands an essential proposition to 
be, one will see, however, that Aquinas himself would not accept that 
essential propositions could be grounded by something other than what 
their terms signify. Aquinas’s reasoning in the context of arguing against 
the multiplicity of forms shows that he thought that the necessity of an 
essential proposition was guaranteed by the fact that the subject and 
the predicate signify the same thing in reality. Man is rational, for ex-
ample, is necessarily true because “man” and “rational” signify differing 
concepts of what is one in reality. The unity of the thing signified by the 
terms of a proposition grounds this proposition’s necessary truth. An 
essential proposition, therefore, cannot be grounded by a reality that 
its terms fail to signify. Since the terms of essential propositions about 
creatures do not signify God’s ideas, God’s ideas cannot be the ground 
of the truth essential propositions.



VI. Conclusion

Aquinas’s solution to the difficulty of how essential propositions remain 
true after their subjects perish is certainly an economical one. It does 
not involve postulating or appealing to any other beings besides the 
creatures that essential propositions are about. We can explain the 
truth of the proposition dodo birds are sentient, for example, solely by 
appealing to the dodo birds that once existed. Some might claim that 
the simplicity of Aquinas’s solution comes at the cost of breaking down 
the link between truth and being since it follows from it that not every 
true proposition conforms to an existing being. It is true that Aquinas’s 
account of how essential propositions (and past-tense contingent ones) 
remain true after their subjects perish implies that not every true propo-
sition corresponds to a being that exists at the time when it is true. Still, 
Aquinas is able to maintain that there is a fundamental link between 
truth and being since every true proposition is ultimately traced back 
to some being that once existed as the cause of its truth.

	 This study has broader implications for how we should under-
stand Aquinas’s own claims about the link between truth and being. 
Throughout his discussions on truth, Aquinas repeatedly emphasizes 
the connection between truth and being, by making statements such 
as this one: “To every true act of understanding there must correspond 
some being.”35 This analysis of Aquinas’s thought on essential truths 
about creatures that have perished reveals that he did not believe there 
is a one-to-one correspondence between true propositions and presently 
existing things. Rather, he held a more moderate view that allows for 
some propositions to have their truth in virtue of beings that existed in 
the past. When Aquinas’s view on this point is clarified, some significant 
problems that appear to follow from his conception of truth dissolve.36
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All translations are my own. Aquinas’s texts are quoted from Sancti Thomae 
Opera omnia, Leonine ed. (Rome, 1882–) unless otherwise noted in the first 
quotation of a particular work.

1. In III Sent., d. 2, q. 2, a.3 (ed. F. M. Moos [Parisiis: P. Lethielleux, 1956]): 
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