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Happy is the man who has everything he
desires, provided he desire nothing amiss.

—St. Augustine

THE BODYGUARDS OF TRUTH

Mortimer J. Adler

y serious study of philosophy be-
gan when, at Columbia Univer-

sity in the early twenties, I took a course
in the history of philosophy taught by
Professor F.J.E. Woodbridge. Just be-
fore Christmas in 1921, I received as a
Christmas gift, a copy of the Oxford
translation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics,
with an inscription from Professor
Woodbridge that read as follows: “To
Mortimer Adler who has already begun
to make good use of this book.”

I owe to Professor Woodbridge, for
whom, as for Thomas Aquinas, Aristotle
was “the Philosopher,” my early sense
of the number and variety of the truths that might be found by a
careful study of Aristotle’s works, as well as a recognition of the
soundness of Aristotle’s approach to philosophical problems and
his method of philosophizing. But I owe to Thomas Aquinas,
whose Summa Theologica I discovered a few years later, the in-
structive example of a powerful use of that method, together with
the direction and guidance one needs not only in the study of Ar-
istotelian philosophy, but also in the application of it to problems
not faced by Aristotle himself.

With one or two exceptions, all the fundamental philosophical
truths that I have learned in more than fifty years, to which I am
now firmly committed, I have learned from Aristotle, from Aqui-
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nas as a student of Aristotle, and from Jacques Maritain as a stu-
dent of them both. I have searched my mind thoroughly and I can-
not find in it a single truth that I have learned from works in
modern philosophy written since the beginning of the 17th century.
If anyone is outraged by this judgment about almost four hundred
years of philosophical thought, let him recover from it by consid-
ering the comparable judgment that almost all modern and con-
temporary philosophers have made about the two thousand years
of philosophical thought that preceded the 17th century. In view of
the fact that philosophy, unlike science, does not advance with
each succeeding generation of men at work, it should not be
deemed impossible, or even unlikely, that the first two thousand
years of philosophical thought discovered a body of truths to which
little if anything has been added and from which much has been
lost in the last four hundred years.

Principles for the Correction of Error

The pre-modern career of philosophy contains errors as well as
truths. As I have already intimated, the truths, for the most part,
have been contributed by Aristotle and by Aristotelians. Even the
tradition of Aristotelian thought is not without faults—deficiencies
and errors. In the course of my own work as a student of Aristotle
and Aquinas, I have, from time to time, uncovered such faults and
tried to correct them. Such efforts on my part, may I say in passing,
especially essays and books that criticized the traditional theory of
species, the traditional view of democracy, and traditional formu-
lations of the proofs of God’s existence, were not universally ap-
plauded in the late thirties and early forties by my fellow-members
in the American Catholic Philosophical Association. Whether, if
reviewed today, they would be differently appraised, I cannot say.
To win tolerance for such fault-finding, I did try to say then, as I
would say now, that in every case the correction of an error or the
repair of a deficiency in the philosophy of Aristotle and Aquinas
rests on the underlying and controlling principles of Aristotelian
and Thomistic thought. In fact, the discovery of such errors or de-
ficiencies almost always springs from close attention and leads to a
deeper understanding of those principles.

Here lies what for me is the remarkable difference between the
faults I have found in modern philosophy and the faults I have
found in the tradition of Aristotelian and Thomistic thought. The
errors and deficiencies in this or that modern philosopher’s thought
arise either from his misunderstanding or, worse, his total igno-
rance of insights and distinctions indispensable to getting at the
truth—insights and distinctions that were so fruitful in the work of
Aristotle and Aquinas, but which modern philosophers have either
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ignored or, misunderstanding them, have dismissed. In addition,
the errors or deficiencies in the thought of this or that modern phi-
losopher cannot be corrected by appealing to his own most funda-
mental principles, as is the case with Aristotle and Aquinas. On the
contrary, it is usually his principles—his points of departure—that
embody the little errors in the beginning which, as Aristotle and
Aquinas so well knew, have such serious consequences in the end.

To say, as I have said, that I have not learned a single fundamental
truth from the writings of modern philosophers is not to say that I
have learned nothing at all from them. With the exception of Hegel
and other post-Kantian German philosophers, I have read their
works with both pleasure and profit. The pleasure has come from
the perception of errors the serious consequences of which tend to
reinforce my hold on the truths I have learned from Aristotle and
Aquinas. The profit has come from the perception of new but
genuine problems, not the pseudo-problems, perplexities, and puz-
zlements invented by therapeutic positivism and by linguistic or
analytical philosophy in our own century.

The genuine problems to which I am referring are questions that
have been generated under the cultural circumstances characteristic
of modern times, especially the effect on philosophy of its gradu-
ally recognized distinction from investigative science and from
dogmatic theology, as well as the effect on it of certain develop-
ments in modern science and certain revolutionary changes in the
institutions of modern society.

The profit to be derived from the perception of these problems (of
which Aristotle and Aquinas were not aware or were only dimly
aware) is the stimulus it gives us to try to extend their thought in
response to them. I have always found that I could solve such
problems within the general framework and in the light of the basic
principles of their thought. They may not have faced the questions
that we are obliged to answer, but they nevertheless do provide us
with the clues or leads needed for discovering the answers.

Many years ago, in our early days together
at the University of Chicago, my friend
Professor Richard McKeon once quipped
that the difference between the members
of the American Philosophical Association
and the members of the American Catholic
Philosophical Association was that phi-
losophers in our secular universities spe-
cialized in very good and novel questions,
to which the scholastic philosophers did
not yet have the answers, whereas the
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scholastics had a rich supply of true principles and conclusions but
usually failed to be aware of many important questions to the an-
swering of which they could be applied. My own experience has
confirmed the wisdom as well as the wit of that observation. Let
me illustrate the point by one example drawn from some work that
I have been doing recently in political and economic philosophy,
which concerns the relation of liberty and of equality to justice.

The following questions have, in various forms, pervaded the
thinking of the last hundred and fifty years about liberty and
equality. Of these two goods, the circumstantial freedom of indi-
viduals in society and the equality of conditions under which indi-
viduals may live in society, which is the supreme or sovereign
value? Should individual freedom be encroached upon to establish
a complete equality of conditions? Should inequalities of condition
be allowed to remain if that is necessary to maximize individual
freedom? Is there some way of reconciling liberty and equality so
that the ideal that each represents can be served without sacrificing
the other?

So far as I know, these questions do not appear in ancient or medi-
aeval thought, certainly not with the clarity and explicitness with
which modern thinkers have posed them. I must also say that, so
far as I know, sound answers to these questions cannot be found in
modern thought. Quite the contrary! Such answers as can be found
there are, upon close examination, unsatisfactory—inadequate and
untenable. However, recourse to the wisdom of Aristotelian and
Thomistic thought provides us with two crucial insights which
hold the key that will solve these modern problems. The first is
that neither liberty nor equality is a supreme or sovereign value.
Justice is sovereign; the pursuit of both liberty and equality must
be regulated by criteria of justice. When they are so regulated,
there is no irreconcilable conflict between efforts to maximize lib-
erty on the one hand and efforts to maximize equality on the other,
for neither should be maximized beyond a limit appointed by jus-
tice. We should not seek more liberty than justice allows, for be-
yond this limit lies not liberty, but license—actions that injure
other individuals or the community as a whole. We should not seek
more equality than justice requires, an equality with respect to all
the external goods or conditions to which every one has a natural
and, therefore, an equal right. Within these limits, both equality
and liberty can be maximized without conflict.

Bodyguards of Truth

“In wartime,” Winston Churchill said, “truth is so precious that it
should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies” to safeguard it
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against detection by the enemy. In modern times, philosophical
thought also needs a bodyguard to protect it from succumbing to
the errors that abound on all sides. Or perhaps I should say that, in
the life of the mind, the pursuit of truth is so precarious that it
needs safeguards to keep it from falling into error. These safe-
guards are themselves truths—a relatively small number of insights
and distinctions that should underlie all our thinking to protect us
from the little errors in the beginning that have such serious conse-
quences in the end.

Let me, on this occasion, briefly state certain insights and distinc-
tions that, in my own philosophizing, have served as the body-
guards of truth. I owe all of them to Aristotle and Aquinas or to the
philosophical tradition associated with their names. To mention all
the errors from which these insights and distinctions save us would
extend this address far into the night. I shall content myself with
brief indications of typical modern errors against which they seal
the mind.

1. Psychology and theory of knowledge. Before I began carefully to
study Aquinas’ Treatise on Man in the Summa, I was exposed to
Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding and, I should
also add, I taught psychology at a time when the introspective psy-
chology then regnant was first challenged by John B. Watson’s
behaviorism. That is why I will never forget the light that swept
across my mind when I first came upon the passage I shall now
mention. It occurs in Article 2 of Question 85 in the Treatise on
Man, where Aquinas replies to the objections of those who say that
sensible and intelligible species are that which we perceive and
understand.

To make the point quite clear, let me translate these mediaeval
terms into the modern vernacular, by referring to both sorts of spe-
cies as ideas, just as Locke did. Thus translated, the point Aquinas
makes, a point totally ignored by all of modern psychology, is that
ideas are not that which we apprehend, but that by which we ap-
prehend whatever it is that we do apprehend. Perceptions, imagi-
nations, and memories (ideas in the sensible order) are wholly the
means or instrumentalities by which we apprehend sensible ob-
jects. Concepts (ideas in the intelligible order) are wholly the
means or instrumentalities by which we apprehend intelligible ob-
jects.

From this it also follows that we never experience our own ideas;
we experience perceived objects but never the perceptions by
which we perceive them; we understand intelligible objects but we
have no awareness of the concepts by which we understand them,
not even when the mind reflects upon its own operations. Ideas are
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completely self-effacing as the means by which objects are pre-
sented to the mind. They are, therefore, totally uninspectible, un-
experienceable, unapprehensible.

Please try to imagine the tortured hours I had spent teaching an in-
trospective psychology that pretended to be directly exploring and
examining the contents of our minds, and defending it against a
behaviorism that regarded the contents of consciousness as mythi-
cal inventions. Please try also to imagine the intense discomfort
that I suffered in being unable to avoid the consequences that Ber-
keley drew from Locke, the consequences that Hume drew from
Berkeley and Locke, and the monstrous invention of what Profes-
sor Veatch has called the “transcendental turn,” to which Kant
deemed it necessary to resort in order to get around Hume. By do-
ing so, you may be able to form some impression of the extent to
which my mind was relieved as well as enlightened by that one
insight I learned from Aquinas; and how radically it was liberated
from the philosophical mistakes that followed from Locke’s little
error in the beginning. It actually was at the very beginning of his
Essay that Locke, explaining his use of the word “idea” to cover
whatever is meant by phantasm, notion, or species, said ideas are
“whatsoever is the object of the understanding when a man
thinks.”

That statement contains another error which has proliferated in a
variety of ways, most disastrously in the nominalism of Berkeley
and Hume and in much of contemporary positivism and analytic or
linguistic philosophy. Just as Locke used the word “idea” to cover
without distinction what Aquinas distinguished as sensible and in-
telligible species, so he used the word “understanding,” as others
have used the word “mind,” to cover the quite different cognitive
powers of the sensitive and the intellectual faculties, without
clearly distinguishing the one from the other. (This is one error that
Kant did not make.)

From these twin errors flow the modern failures to deal with uni-
versals and to solve the problems appropriate to a philosophy of
language. Even worse, from them flow the insoluble paradoxes and
puzzlements that result from regarding our subjective ideas—the
ideas that each has in his own mind—as not only objects that we
directly apprehend, but also as representations of the really existing
things that we cannot directly apprehend, but about which, never-
theless, we seek to acquire knowledge. Those paradoxes and puz-
zlements can be avoided or resolved in terms of the Thomistic
insight that ideas are neither objects apprehended nor representa-
tions of things unapprehended, and in terms of the Thomistic dis-
tinction between our apprehension of objects, which is neither true
nor false, and our knowledge of things by judgments which are ei-
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ther true or false.

I would add that the modern dichotomy of things existing outside
the mind (often mistakenly referred to as having objective rather
than real existence) in contradistinction to ideas existing inside the
mind (regarded as having subjective existence) should be replaced
by the Thomistic trichotomy of the real existence of things, the in-
tentional existence of objects, and the subjective existence of ideas.

2. Moral and political philosophy. In turning now to the safeguards
of truth in the sphere of moral and political philosophy, I pass over
consequential modern errors in metaphysics, comparable to those I
have just mentioned in psychology and the theory of knowledge.
Before Locke, the modern period has only three thinkers— Des-
cartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz—who address themselves to ques-
tions that belong to metaphysics as the science of being, the modes
of being, and the properties of being. The diverse mistakes they
make with regard to substances and causes, matter and form, body
and mind, do not spring from a single little error like that about
ideas. I will, therefore, not attempt to analyze in detail what I think
is the misdirection of their thought. After Locke, and especially
after Hume and Kant, there are remarkably few modern thinkers
who deal with the problems of metaphysics as those are set forth in
Aristotle’s Metaphysics and Aquinas’ De Ente et Essentia. The
subject-matter that is examined and illuminated in those two trea-
tises has been terra incognita for almost three hundred years. All
the while, the word “metaphysics” has been used by positivists as a
term of reproach to name post-Kantian speculations which cannot
be defended against their criticisms, but which are also not meta-
physical in the proper sense of that term.

In political philosophy, two controlling insights serve as guardians
of truth. One is the insight that enables us to understand that the
state is both natural and conventional (natural in its final cause,
conventional in its efficient cause). With this understood, we are
saved from the necessity of imagining the origin of the state and
government by recourse to the myth about men living in a state of
nature. That modern myth is still in vogue, as two widely discussed
recent books in political philosophy make painfully evident. Many
serious errors in both books—the one by Professor Rawls and the
one by Professor Nozick—might have been avoided had an under-
standing of human nature and the naturalness of the state not been
displaced by fictions concerning the state of nature and the social
contract.

The other controlling insight in political philosophy lies in an un-
derstanding of two distinct senses of the common good: on the one
hand, the public good that is common because it is participated in
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by the members of an organized community; on the other hand, the
private good that is common because it is the same in all men. The
first of these common goods, the bonum commune communitatis, is
the end aimed at directly by just governments; the second, the bo-
num commune humanis, is the temporal happiness or good human
life which is man’s ultimate end on earth, and toward the achieve-
ment of which the public good and private virtue are indispensable
means.

This insight saves us from the central deficiency in Mill’s utilitari-
anism—his inability to relate the general happiness, or the happi-
ness of others, to the individual’s own happiness as the ultimate
end of his striving. We act for our own happiness directly, but for
the happiness of others we act indirectly when we act for the public
good of the community, which is an indispensable condition of
their being able to make good lives for themselves.

What I have just said would not be understood by a single modern
thinker who has anything to say about happiness in his moral phi-
losophy. All of them make two mistakes that an understanding of
Aristotle’s Ethics would have helped them to avoid. One is their
failure to distinguish between happiness as a terminal end (an end
that can be reached and enjoyed at a given moment in time—or in
eternity), and happiness as a normative end (an end that, being the
temporal whole of an entire life well lived, can never be experi-
enced or enjoyed at any moment in the process). Inseparable from
that mistake is their misconception of happiness in purely psycho-
logical terms as the state of contentment that results from satisfy-
ing whatever desires an individual happens to have. Not a single
modern philosopher, from Locke, Kant, and J. S. Mill on, con-
ceives happiness in purely ethical terms as the quality of a whole
life that results from satisfying, successively and cumulatively, not
any desires, but only right desires.

The reason for this is an even deeper underlying failure—the fail-
ure to take note of the Aristotelian and Thomistic distinction be-
tween natural and elicit desires: desires common to all men
because they are rooted in the specific nature and capacities of
man, and desires that differ from individual to individual because
they are products of individual circumstances, individual differ-
ences, and individual experiences. Let me use the terms “natural
needs” and “individual wants” to name these two distinct types of
human desire. The things we call good because we do in fact want
them are only apparent goods; the things we ought to desire be-
cause they are in fact good are, in contradistinction, real goods.
This is another distinction to be found in Aristotle which moral
philosophy in modern times has ignored.
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Only when this distinction is understood, can we recognize the
self-evident truth of the moral imperative that we ought to desire
everything that is really good for us and nothing but that which is
really good. Without it, little sense can be made of Augustine’s
magnificent maxim: Happy is the man who has everything he de-
sires, provided he desire nothing amiss. Without it, and without the
insight that natural rights derive from natural needs or right de-
sires, the doctrine of natural rights ceases to give substance to the
theory of general, as distinct from special, justice, which is still
another distinction currently ignored.

I cannot go on without adding that my delight in Augustine’s suc-
cinct summary of the happy life is intensified by noting its correla-
tion with Aristotle’s definition of happiness as the quality of a life
lived in accordance with virtue; for moral virtue is simply the habit
of desiring nothing amiss.

I have left for the last one point that would have saved moral phi-
losophy in modern times, especially in the last hundred years, from
its unsolved perplexities with regard to the grounds upon which
normative judgments can claim to be true. If the only type of truth
that is recognized is the truth that lies in the agreement between a
judgment and the reality it describes, then normative judg-
ments—assertions of what ought to be, not assertions of what
is—cannot be either true or false. The only way to avoid the con-
clusion that ethics must be non-cognitive is to recognize that the
truth in normative judgments is quite distinct from the truth in de-
scriptive judgments. Aristotle and Aquinas are the only philoso-
phers in the whole tradition of Western thought who accurately
perceived the difference between what they called speculative and
practical truth, which I have just called descriptive and normative
truth.

The distinction is made in a single sentence in Book VI of the Ni-
comachean Ethics. Practical truth, Aristotle says there, is the truth
of a judgment that conforms to right desire, whereas speculative
truth is the truth of a judgment that agrees with the way things
really are. The normative judgment that something ought to be de-
sired because it is really good is a judgment that is true because it
conforms to a right desire. In contrast, a normative judgment is
false if it asserts that something which a man wants but does not
need—an apparent, not a real good—ought to be desired.

The whole body of ethical truths emerges from the distinction be-
tween real and apparent goods, the distinction between natural
needs and individual wants, and the insight that needs are always
right desires whereas wants may be wrong desires or, at best, per-
missible desires—permissible because innocuous, as they are when
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what is wanted by an individual does not prevent him or other in-
dividuals from attaining what is needed.

Conclusion

Let me mention one other lesson that all later philosophers should
have learned from Aristotle. It is a lesson that Aquinas learned well
and honored by his observance of its precepts, but one which has
not been generally honored by the practice of thinkers in modern
times.

“The investigation of truth,” Aristotle tells us, “is in one way hard,
in another easy,” for “no one is able to attain the truth adequately,
while, on the other hand, we do not collectively fail.” The measure
of mankind’s success in the collective pursuit of truth, especially
philosophical truth, will depend on the degree to which philoso-
phers follow Aristotle’s recommendation that each generation of
thinkers should “call into council the views of [their] predecessors
in order that [they] may profit by whatever is sound in their
thought and avoid their errors.”

This recommendation certainly was not followed in the system-
building efforts of Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, each of whom
engaged in philosophical thought as if he were the first philosopher
on earth. Nor can it be said of other modern thinkers, especially
those in our own century, for whom the great philosophical works
prior to the 17th century are either closed books misread and mis-
judged because of the modern prejudice that anything written be-
fore the dawn of modern times cannot possibly have much, if any,
truth in it. In contrast, the whole of the Summa Theologica is a
sustained example of conscientious observance of this recommen-
dation. 

The Aquinas Medal Acceptance Speech, Proceedings of the
American Catholic Philosophical Association, 1976, pp. 125-
133.

EDITOR’S NOTE

As stated in the very first issue of The Great Ideas Online:
. . . through our weekly exchange of information and under-
standing, we hope to stay in closer touch with you. Toward that
end, we invite you to contribute your thoughts, questions, sug-
gestions, pertinent articles, or Internet links you may wish to
share with other members—we value your contributions.
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Dear Max

St. Peter's College finishes next week for the summer holidays. We
have had a successful year introducing Philosophy into Years 11,
12 and 13 in our Senior High School classes, and that's a first in
New Zealand.

Adler's writings are the single best source we have used in teaching
Philosophy to our students.

Also, the University of Auckland is interested in working with
us to get Philosophy accepted by the NZ Ministry of Education so
that all High Schools in New Zealand will be permitted to teach
it. Of course, that'll take time and political will. 

Thanks for your dedication and hard work.

David

Dr. David Legg - Head of Faculty for Religious Studies,
St. Peter's College, Auckland, New Zealand
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