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Abstract: Recent debates on divine passibility or impassibility are often defined
in terms of, and presuppose, a modern understanding of emotion. Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas offer a subtle alternative, enabling us to distinguish between
rational and irrational, voluntary and involuntary, and virtuous and vicious
psychological states. These accounts are explored, and the possibilities they
uncover for finding ways through the various impasses in the theological
contemporary debate are discussed.

The traditional consensus of divine impassibility and the more recent passibilist
revolution have pertained to concepts and terms notoriously difficult to define.
Passibilism is defined variously as mutability, passivity, susceptibility, and
vulnerability to suffering. A further definition of passibility also enjoys scholarly
attention: Passibility is often seen to mean the ability (or susceptibility) for emotional
experience or (psychological) feeling. Richard E. Creel includes ‘lacking all
emotion’ as one of his eight definitions of impassibility,1 and Marcel Sarot defines
impassibility as ‘immutability with regard to one’s feelings, or the quality of one’s
inner life’.2 For this reason, contemporary discussions of divine im/passibility have
been concerned, among other things, with what emotions are and with what it means
to experience them.

Re-appropriating elements of Augustinian ‘philosophy of emotion’, and, more
briefly, developments of Augustine’s thought by Thomas Aquinas, this article
suggests that the Augustinian distinction between affects/affections and passions is
a more helpful way of approaching both the ethics of human emotion, and the
question of divine passibility or impassibility, than the all-encompassing category
of ‘emotion’ or ‘feelings’. The article begins by examining the distinction between
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passions and affections in Augustine, briefly indicating in what respects these
categories are more helpful than the idea of the ‘emotion’ when speaking of human
experiences and phenomena. The article then discusses developments of passions
and affections in Thomas, pointing to ways in which the Thomist understanding 
may help to unite contemporary theologians and philosophers engaged in the
im/passibility debate.

Augustine and ‘emotion’

The category of the emotion encompasses a vast variety of phenomena, to the extent
that contemporary philosophers and psychologists have been unable to provide a
single definition of the term. W. Reddy observes that the recent surge of experiments
and studies on emotions has ‘done little to clear up the vexed question of what,
exactly, emotions are. Disagreements persist, uncertainties abound.’3 A.S. Reber
writes of emotion that ‘Historically this term has proven utterly refractory to
definitional efforts; probably no other term in psychology shares its nondefinability
with its frequency of use’,4 while R. Corsini asserts that ‘its exact nature has been
elusive and difficult to specify’.5 Robert M. Gordon concludes that emotions are best
seen as a group of experiences and phenomena related by family resemblances, since
the search to define emotions in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions has
proved fruitless.6

In fact, the concept of the emotion is exclusive to the modern era. The term did
not crop up in English until the mid sixteenth century, when it was used to denote
a public disturbance, and was not given its current meaning until the early nineteenth
century. While the term is etymologically derived from the Latin motus, motus
denotes ‘movement’ and is only indirectly related to the current meaning of emotion.
Furthermore, no exact translation or equivalent is found in Latin or any of the ancient
languages. In contrast to the preference of the modern world for a single overarching
category, the ancient and mediaeval worlds had a diversity of descriptions of 
human experiences. Passiones, motus, motus animae, passiones animae, affectus,
affectiones, libidines, perturbationes and libido are all Latin terms now generally
translated ‘emotions’ or ‘feelings’ – translations which can negate the original
implications of each term.

While Augustine sometimes uses the terms in a general and morally-neutral
sense, there is also a tendency in Augustine’s work to use passiones (and related
words such as perturbationes, libido and morbos) in a pejorative sense, and to
contrast these with virtuous affectus, motus and affectiones. According to this use
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of passiones, the passion is a movement of the lower animal soul, which is
involuntary in the sense of not in accordance with the will.

One instance of Augustine’s use of passiones in this pejorative sense is present
in The City of God VIII.17. In his discussion of Apuleius, Augustine explains that
the souls of the daemons and of men in this life are disturbed by the storms and
tempests of the passions (passionum turbelis et tempestatibus), while the angels 
and the blessed in heaven, able to attain perfect wisdom, are free from them.7 In 
men these passions or disturbances are possible as a result either of stupidity or
wretchedness. The angels are free from such passions because ‘they are not only
immortal but also happy [beata]’.8 Animals are also free from passions, since a
passion is involuntary, and can never occur in animals, by virtue of the fact that
animals do not possess reason and so do not have the ability to make informed
choices (though they may have instincts apparently similar to passions). Without
will, animals do not have a choice about whether or not to do something moral, and
therefore their action is neither voluntary nor involuntary, because their ‘decision-
making faculties’ are not informed by reason. The daemons are liable to passions
because, although they are immortal, they are not blessed, but wretched, thus having
involuntary passions forced upon them.

In striking contrast to the passions, the affect or affection is a movement of the
higher, intellective soul, which is voluntary, in that it is in accordance with the will.
Of virtuous affections, Augustine writes that

If these emotions [motus] and feelings [affectus], that spring from love of the
good and from holy charity, are to be called faults, then let us allow that real
faults should be called virtues. But since these feelings [affectiones] are the
consequence of right reason when they are exhibited in the right situations, 
who would then venture to call them morbid [morbos] or disordered passions
[passiones]?9

Despite being movements of the intellective soul, there is no lack of feeling in these
affections. In contrast to modern views of emotion, Augustine does not contrast those
emotions he knew as affectus and affectiones with reason. With respect to affections,
there is no dichotomy between the heart and the head. While Augustine does suggest
that passions, disordered movements of the lower, animal soul, should be subject to
reason, he believes that other ‘emotions’ – affections that are movements of the
rational soul – are at once aspects of the rational mind and what modernity would
distinguish as subjectively-experienced ‘emotional’ states.

It does not follow from this that affections are necessarily virtuous, or that
passions are necessarily sinful. Rather, what makes an affection an affection rather
than a passion lies in the fact that it is a movement of the will, which is a part of
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the higher, inner, intellective self, while the passion is an act of the appetite, an aspect
of the lower, outer, sensitive self. In other words, what makes an emotion a passion
or an affection is not its moral status, but whether it relates to the sensitive or
intellective self. However, in practice it is often the case that passions are sinful,
because (as a consequence of the fall) the lower sensitive self is in rebellion against
the higher intellective self, which should be its master and guiding principle.

Whether a particular passion or affection is virtuous or vicious is dependent
upon two factors: first, the agreement of the emotion with reason, and, second, the
object of the emotion, which is closely related both to the direction of the will and
to the orientation of the subject’s love. As we shall see, these two conditions which
determine the moral status of an ‘emotion’ also incline passions to be sinful, and
allow affections to be virtuous.

First, the extent to which an ‘emotion’ is good is partly dependent upon whether
the emotion is in accordance with reason. Augustine writes that life is happy and
peaceful when all our emotions (motus) agree with reason and truth. In this case, they
are called holy affections, and are pure and good. However, life becomes miserable
when emotions do not agree with reason and truth, and in this case they are called
perturbations, lusts and evil desire.10 Since the affections are movements of the will,
the voluntas, which is an aspect of the intellective self and potentially informed by
reason, it follows that affections are often in agreement with reason: they are
‘emotions of the rational mind’.11 Indeed, one cannot have a will without having
reason to inform it (as Augustine’s treatment of the ‘non-passions’ of the beasts
indicates), and thus all affections have the potential either to be reasonable or
unreasonable (there is no ‘third option’ available). In contrast, the passions are acts
of the appetitive soul that affect the physical body, and the question of whether 
they are ‘in agreement’ with reason really becomes a question about whether they are
in subjection to reason. As involuntary movements, they can never be ‘reasonable’ in
and of themselves, since it is meaningless to say that there could be reason without a
will, that is, when something is involuntary. Thus passions are necessarily and
inherently arational, and can never been in dialogue with reason (except in so far as
they obey it). While, as I have already noted, it is not necessarily the case that all
affections are virtuous and all passions sinful, there is therefore a prima facie reason
for why affections are often virtuous and postlapsarian passions rarely so.

Second, the question of whether an ‘emotion’ is good or not also concerns the
object of the emotion. This is expressed both in terms of the direction of the subject’s
will, and the orientation of their love. A right will (voluntas recta) or a good love
(bonus amor) results in appropriate affections while a wrong will (voluntas perversa)
or a bad love (malus amor) produces sinful passions.12 In relation to the direction of
the will, Augustine writes,
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The important factor in these emotions [motus] is the character of a man’s will.
If the will is wrongly directed, the emotions will be wrong; if the will is right,
the emotions will be not only blameless, but praiseworthy. The will is engaged
in all of them; in fact, they are essentially acts of the will.13

The same idea is expressed in terms of the orientation of love: ‘a rightly directed
will is love in a good sense and a perverted will is love in a bad sense . . . feelings
are bad, if the love is bad, and good, if the love is good’.14 Augustine stresses that
all forms of emotion (good or bad, affections or passions) are ultimately expressions
of love. All love is seen as attraction, in the sense of the desire to become 
united with the beloved. The crucial issue is whether this love is caritas, love
directed toward goodness, wisdom and ultimately God, manifesting itself in virtuous
emotion, or whether the love is cupiditas, directed toward mundane objects, and
therefore essentially idolatrous and resulting in vicious emotion. Again, given the
fact that passions are movements of the lower, appetitive self, most postlapsarian
passions are involuntarily orientated towards the mundane, and thus involve
cupiditas, while the fact that affections are a part of the higher, intellective self and
are voluntary gives them the potential to be caritas.

Augustine’s view of passiones and affectiones commits him to a far more
positive ethic of human emotion than has often been claimed.15 Far from condemning
all instances of ‘emotion’ as immoral or imprudent, for humans and in this life,
Augustine advocates experience of emotion if rightly directed and sanctioned by
reason and the will, departing from the Stoic belief that emotions are without
exception pernicious.16 To attempt to achieve apatheia in the sense of absence of
emotion is morally repulsive. There are some who

display an empty complacency, the more monstrous for being so rare, which
makes them so charmed with this achievement in themselves that they are 
not stirred or excited by any emotions at all [ut nullo prorsus erigantur et
excitentur], not swayed or influenced by any feelings [affectu]. If so, they rather
lose every shred of humanity than achieve a true tranquillity.17

Emotions such as love and gladness are not to be despised either in this life or the
next, while unpleasant emotions such as grief and fear are the proper response to
the sin and suffering of the present life. Augustine criticizes the Stoics for asserting
that while the ordinary, weak man experiences desire, joy, fear and grief, the wise
man experiences no grief at all and replaces desire, joy and fear with will, gladness
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and caution. Rather, he argues, will, caution, gladness, desire, fear and joy are all
‘emotions’ common to all people. But, he writes,

the good feel them in a good way, while the bad feel them in a bad way, just as
an act of will may be rightly or wrongly directed. Even grief – and the Stoics
imagined nothing could be found in the mind of a wise man to correspond to
this emotion – even grief is discovered used in a good sense, especially in our
Christian authors. The Apostle, for example, praises the Corinthians for having
felt a grief ‘in God’s way’.18

Augustine not only advocates affections in this life; he also provides a radically
alternative interpretation of apatheia as the eschatological goal to that of the Stoics.
If apatheia involves freedom from all emotion, it is not to be sought after, either in
this life or the next. He writes that

if apatheia is the name of the state in which the mind cannot be touched by any
emotion [affectus] whatsoever, who would not judge this insensitivity to be the
worst of all moral defects? There is nothing absurd in the assertion that the
complete final happiness will be exempt from the spasms of fear and any kind
of grief; but only a man utterly cut off from truth would say that love and
gladness have no place there.19

Concomitantly, the state of Adam and Eve before the fall was one of absolute bliss,
devoid of sin, death and sickness:

The pair lived in a partnership of unalloyed felicity; their love for God and for
each other was undisturbed. This love was the source of immense gladness,
since the beloved was always at hand for their enjoyment.20

In his view of passions and affections, Augustine offers us an alternative model to the
more undiscriminating modern category of the emotions. In contrast to both the ‘Myth
of the Passions’, which condemns all emotion as contrary to reason, and the Romantic
view of the emotions, which often elevates all forms of emotion, Augustine provides 
a way to distinguish between reasonable and arational, between voluntary and
involuntary, and between virtuous and vicious, emotions. In addition, Augustine’s
view repudiates the idea that ‘the heart’and ‘the head’are separate and often in conflict,
thus concurring with much contemporary psychology.21 I shall turn now to discuss how
this conception of the passions and affections is taken up by Thomas, concluding with
some remarks about how the passions/affections distinction might also be applied to
the contemporary debate about divine im/passibility.
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Thomas and divine im/passibility

Like Augustine, Thomas moves away from the Stoics’ rejection of all ‘emotion’, and
from their failure to make distinctions between different types of emotion. As one
might expect, in Thomas this is cashed out in more strongly Aristotelian terms:

The Stoics made no distinction between sense and intellect, and hence between
the sensitive appetite [appetitus sensitivus] and the intellectual appetite
[appetitus intellectivus]. Accordingly they made no distinction between the
passions [ passiones animae] and movements of the will [motus voluntates],
since the passions [ passiones animae] belong to the sensitive appetite [appetitus
sensitivus], and movements of the will [motus voluntates] to the intellectual
appetite [appetitus intellectivus].22

Like Augustine, Thomas sees all forms of emotion as forms of love, distinguishes
between different kinds of love, and relates these kinds of love to movements of the
will. However, for Thomas the question is whether the emotion is a movement of
the will or not – and this determines both whether an emotion is virtuous or vicious
and whether it is a passion or an affection. Thus Thomas makes explicit the
Augustinian association between what is voluntary and what is potentially
reasonable and virtuous. Passions are viewed as involuntary, in the sense of not
authorized by the will, while affections are both voluntary and active. Thomas also
accords importance to the question of whether emotions are under the control of
reason,

for the passions [ passiones] are not ‘diseases’ [morbos] or disturbances
[ perturbations] of the soul, except precisely when they are not under rational
control . . . Passion [ passiones animae] leads one towards sin in so far as it is
uncontrolled by reason; but in so far as it is rationally controlled, it is part of
the virtuous life.23

Thomas suggests a further distinction between passions and affections that may
further provide insight for the contemporary discussion of divine im/passibility. In
Summa Theologiae 1a.2ae.24, 2, Thomas observes that passions always cause an
increase or decrease in the rate of the heartbeat. As Sarot observes, Thomas
anticipates modern psychology in recognizing the physical components of – or
accompaniments to – emotion.24 However, the statement that Thomas sees emotions
as entailing corporeality needs qualification. Examining the phrase ‘a passion for the
things of God’, Thomas questions whether this suggests that love of God is a
movement of the lower animal appetite. He concludes that it is not:
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The phrase ‘a passion [ passio] for the things of God’ means here affection
[affection] for the things of God, and union with them through love; but this
involves no physiological modification.25

It seems that, while Thomas predicates physiological modification in passions,
affects and affections are not necessarily related to the physical.26 The theological
implications of this distinction for the im/passibility debate become clearer in the
following passage:

The words ‘love’, ‘desire’, and so on are used in two senses. Sometimes they
mean passions with some arousal in the soul. This is what the words are
generally taken to mean, and such passions exist solely at the level of sense
appetite. But they can be used to denote simple attraction, without passion or
perturbation of the soul, and such acts are acts of will. And in this sense the
words apply to angels and to God.27

Thomas does perceive physiological modification in the passions, and this (along
with their inherent passivity, mutability and moral dubiousness) makes them
improper to God. However, the category of emotions known as affections does not
entail corporeality, and these kinds of emotions – argues Thomas – can be attributed
not only to the angels but even to God. If the Augustinian–Thomist view is correct
in this distinction between passions that entail corporeality, and are also inherently
unworthy of the virtuous life, of the blessed and of God, and affections that may be
free of physiological change, and experienced virtuously by Christians, by angels
and the blessed in heaven and even by God, then a new possibility emerges for the
im/passibility debate that meets many concerns of both passibilist and impassibilist
theologians and helps to unite the position of the two.

I suggest that re-appropriating the Augustinian–Thomist distinction between
passions as extreme and overpowering feelings, and affections as feelings that 
are in accordance with reason and the will, might elucidate the argument more 
aptly than recourse to the category of emotion. In speaking of God being able to
experience affections, the concerns of the passibilist would be in some ways
compatible with the impassibilist who, in Sarot’s words, seeks to ‘stress the moral
freedom of God or His insusceptibility to distraction from resolve’.28 Real emotional
feeling and personal involvement with creation is attributed to God, and yet this is
never contrary to God’s reason and will, and never results in fickleness or infidelity
to the world. Furthermore, if we adopt Thomas’ view of passions as entailing
corporeality, and affections as potentially independent of the body, applying the latter
rather than the former to God, a further possibility arises. Recent passibilists, such
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as Sarot, have been committed by the link between emotion and corporeality in
modern psychology to the conclusion that if God has emotions, God must, in some
sense, also have a body. This becomes a further stumbling block for impassibilists,
who, hoping to retain the idea of God as spirit, are forced further away from positing
any ‘feeling’ in God. But if Thomas’ distinction between passions as corporeal and
affections as independent of corporeality is tenable, then an interpretation of the
divine ‘emotional life’ emerges as an alternative to the traditional ‘passibilist versus
impassibilist’ options. A model of the divine ‘emotional life’ that includes affections
but excludes direct experience of passions, may unite some of the concerns of both
passibilist and impassibilist theologians.
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