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ope JohN paul II, IN a speech gIVeN oN october 22, 1996 to the poNtIfIcal 
academy of  sciences entitled “truth cannot contradict truth,” states that “new knowledge has led 
to the recognition of  the theory of  evolution as more than a hypothesis.”1 he goes on to note that the 
progressive acceptance of  the theory by researchers and the convergence of  the latest discoveries in 

various sciences are “decisive arguments in favor of  the theory.”2 predictably, these statements provoked 
ironic commentary in the secular press and even dismay among faithful catholics.

 Yet the pope’s speech, far from being an endorsement of  the theory of  evolution, turned out to be 

truth caNNot coNtradIct truth
 
 a short summary of  the pope’s speech is necessary for our examination. the speech can be divided into three 
main parts. In the first, the Holy Father reasserts the right of  the Church to pass judgment on evolutionary theory. In 
the second, he revises a former judgment, first reviewing a previous magisterial pronouncement on evolution (the en-
cyclical Humani Generis of  pope pius XII), and then outlining the church’s new position in favor of  evolution. finally, 
he qualifies his endorsement of  evolutionary theory. In the first part of  his speech, the Pope argues that the Church 
is especially concerned with the theory of  evolution because it attempts to account for human nature. “revelation,” 
he notes, “for its part contains teaching concerning the nature and origins of  man.”3 but since we know that “truth 
cannot contradict truth,” and since revelation, having a divine origin, is more certain than science, it is clearly “within 
the framework of  [the Church’s] own competence,” as he puts it, to pass judgment on evolutionary theory.4
 Before going on to explain that judgment, the Holy Father briefly reviews the Galileo case. That case, by way 
of  contrast, casts light on the way in which the Church should make scientific judgments. In the seventeenth century 
the Church felt called upon to address Galileo’s scientific theory that the earth moved around the sun rightly so, be-
cause it touched on matters of  scriptural interpretation. she also correctly allowed further investigation into galileo’s 
hypothesis, and initially prohibited it being taught as if  it were an established theory. but in failing to keep abreast 
of  the latest scientific developments, She failed to remove the prohibition in a timely fashion. Thus, the Church’s 
handling of  that case damaged the credibility of  Her judgment in other scientific matters. In order to avoid a similar 
mistake in the case of  evolution, the holy father states that “the exegete and the theologian must keep informed

             the most explicit papal criticism of  it to date. In this essay, I hope not only to make that clear, but also to
          explain the sources of  that criticism. Thus, we will first examine in detail the Pope’s speech to the academy, 
      and then we will explore the roots of  his criticism of  evolution in st. thomas aquinas’s philosophy of  nature.
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about the results achieved by the natural sciences.”5 us-
ing those results, and the proper methods of  scriptural 
interpretation, the Church can make a prudent judgment 
upon relevant scientific theories.

 The Holy Father next explains what the judg-
ment of  the Church is, first reviewing Her most impor-
tant previous statement. In the 1950 encyclical, Humani 
Generis, pius XII stated that there was no essential op-
position between the theory of  evolution and the faith as 
long as catholic scientists and teachers remained within 
certain limits. first, they must recognize that, while evo-
lution may account for the development of  the human 
body, the human soul is directly created by god. also, 
they must not teach that the human race had more than 
two original parents, since this would conflict with the 
church’s teaching on original sin. finally, they must not 
teach evolution as a proven scientific theory, but as a hy-
pothesis which is worthy of  investigation.6

 after outlining the teaching of  pius XII on evolu-
tion, the Holy Father revises the judgment of  the Church 
in the light of  “the results achieved by the natural sci-
ences.” What are those results? a “series of  discoveries 
in various fields of  knowledge” and “the convergence ... 
of  the results of  work that was conducted independent-
ly” have led to the progressive acceptance of  this theory 
by almost every researcher in the field.7 And so, just as 
in the case of  galileo, but in a more timely fashion, the 
church recognizes that it is time to remove the prohi-
bition on teaching evolution as an established scientific 
theory. the church recognizes that evolution is “more 
than a hypothesis.”8

 but the holy father’s acceptance of  evolution is 
still qualified. Although he does not mention the subject 
of  how many original parents there were for the human 
race, that limitation undoubtedly remains in effect. he 
does, however, remind us that the evolutionary process 
by itself  cannot account for the spiritual dimension of  
man. this is because man in his spiritual dimension rep-
resents an “ontological leap,” a being of  an essentially 
different kind from every other physical being.9 conse-
quently, while he accepts evolution in a general way, he 
rejects certain versions of  evolutionary theory as “in-
compatible with the truth about man.”10 our next task, 
then, is to examine the erroneous versions of  evolution-
ary theory.

three VersIoNs of eVolutIoN

 In qualifying his acceptance of  evolution, the 
pope states, “and, to tell the truth, rather than the theo-
ry of  evolution, we should speak of  several theories of  
evolution.”11 he points out that this variety of  theories 
has two sources. The first is the variety of  accounts of  
the mechanism of  evolution. the church does not make 
judgments here, since it falls strictly to the scientist to do 
so. but the second source of  variety is the philosophies 
which interpret evolution. Just as there are reductionist, 
materialist, and spiritualist philosophies, there are reduc-
tionist, materialist, and spiritualist theories of  evolution. 
and since these philosophies touch on the truth about 
man, here the Church has the competence to judge be-
tween versions of  the theory of  evolution.

 since the philosophies distinguish the theories, we 
need to briefly examine the philosophies. Let us begin by 
recalling what a reductionist philosophy is. a reductionist 
philosophy is one which leads back or reduces the higher, 
more perfect things to the lower ones. that is, it assumes 
that the higher and more noble realities are not essential-
ly different from the lower, but that they simply differ by 
degree. for example, freudian psychology is reductionist 
because it assumes that man’s highest emotions and de-
sires are all simply animal appetites. human desires seem 
different only because they are more complicated. thus, 
according to freud, human and animal desires differ only 
in degree, not in kind.

 Materialist philosophy is a subset of  reductionist 
philosophy which reduces everything to the very lowest 
thing, its matter. the materialist believes that everything 
which exists is simply an arrangement of  material par-
ticles, and that all change is simply the motion of  those 
particles. thus, the materialist believes that man is noth-
ing but a complicated collection of  atoms, and that hu-
man thought and desire is nothing but the motion of  
those atoms.

The Galapagos finches observed by Darwin.
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finally, the spiritualist philosophy is the opposite of  the 
materialist, not because it reduces all things to spirit, but 
because it asserts that spiritual reality, which is the high-
est, is real and cannot be reduced to anything lower. for 
example, aristotle did not deny that man had an animal 
body, but he refused to teach that the characteristic hu-
man activities, especially thought, could be reduced to 
merely material changes, or even to the activities of  the 
lower animals. according to aristotelian philosophy, the 
spiritual part of  man was irreducible and primary.

 there are then three kinds of  evolutionary theory, 
corresponding to these three philosophies. a reductionist 
theory of  evolution tries to use evolution to defend the 
position that higher and lower living things are not differ-
ent in kind, but only in degree, and that the characteristics 
of  the higher living things are essentially the same as the 
characteristics of  the lower ones. the materialist version 
of  evolution goes even farther, and attempts to explain 
comprehensively all living things solely by their matter 
and its motion. but a spiritualist version of  evolution, 
while allowing for the development of  the higher from 
the lower, affirms that the lower cannot be the complete 
cause of  the higher. thus, according to a spiritualized 
version of  evolution, even if  man has evolved from the 
lower animals, the activities he has in common with the 
lower animals cannot by themselves explain his charac-
teristically human activities, such as thought. a spiritual 
cause must have intervened at least in the evolution of  
man. spiritualist evolutionary theory is opposed both to 
materialist and reductionist theories.

 the holy father, after he has distinguished evo-
lutionary theories according to their philosophies, judges 
which versions the Church must reject. He states, “Theo-
ries of  evolution which, in accordance with the philos-
ophies inspiring them, consider the spirit as emerging 
from the forces of  living matter or as a mere epiphe-
nomenon of  this matter, are incompatible with the truth 
about man. Nor are they able to ground the dignity of  
the human person.”12 that is, philosophies which reduce 
man to matter, or to the lower living things, can never be 
accepted by the church. In reducing man to something 
lower, they are unable to account for his inherent dignity. 
thus, reductionist and materialist theories of  evolution 
must be rejected, and only a spiritualist version can be 
accepted.

 therefore, the holy father has in fact accepted 
only one version of  evolutionary theory, but has reject-

ed those versions which are today dominant, namely, 
darwin’s reductionist theory of  evolution, and the ma-
terialist version of  his followers. In order to see more 
clearly that the Pope has rejected the dominant versions 
of  evolution, we will look at texts from darwin and one 
of  his followers.

 that darwin is a reductionist is evident in The De-
scent of  Man. there, darwin argues that man is entirely 
the product of  an evolutionary process, and that all of  
his traits and abilities are reducible to the traits and abili-
ties of  the lower animals. thus, he writes, “[t]he differ-
ence in mind between man and the higher animals, great 
as it is, certainly is one of  degree and not of  kind.”13 and 
since man’s mental powers are what make man different 
from the animals, darwin in effect has denied that there 
is any essential difference between man and the other 
animals. darwin’s reductionist vision of  evolution has al-
lowed him to reduce man to a complicated animal.

 darwin’s followers do not stop there. ernst Mayr, 
one of  the most prominent Neo-darwinians, argues in 
his book, The Growth of  Biological Thought, for a materialist 
conception of  all living things. he asserts that there is no 
real difference between the living and the non-living. as 
he puts it, “all physiological processes are, indeed, ulti-
mately chemical or physical processes.”14 In other words, 
the powers and activities of  all living things are really just 
complex combinations and reactions between moving 
particles. according to the materialist, the function of  
evolutionary theory is to explain how the laws of  chem-
istry and physics produce living things. and since man is 
a living thing, modern evolutionary theorists reduce man 
to a collection of  material particles.

 Now we can see why both the irony of  the secular 
press and the apprehension of  the faithful were com-
pletely groundless. the dominant theory of  evolution 
in the modern world is either materialist or reductionist, 
and these are the theories which the faithful have rightly 
rejected. And the Holy Father rejects them also. He ac-
cepts evolution only to the extent that it traces a develop-
ment of  the higher living things from the lower, not to the 
extent that it reduces the higher to the lower, or all things 
to matter in motion. thus, he teaches that only a version 
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of  evolution which allows for spiritual causes is compat-
ible with the faith.

 It is clear, of  course, that the materialist and re-
ductionist theories of  evolution are incompatible with 
the faith, but the holy father also states that they are 
incompatible with real philosophy. he states that all the-
ories of  evolution borrow from philosophy, and that phi-
losophy has a role in judging them. In order to complete 
our consideration of  the holy father’s speech, we need 
to consider the relationship between science and philo-
sophical reflection.

eVolutIoN aNd phIlosophIcal reflec-
tIoN

 a wise man once said that the laws of  strategy are 
subject to the laws of  common sense. The same holds 
true for the laws of  natural science: they too are sub-
ject to the laws of  common sense. For example, should 
a scientific theory conclude that the physical world is an 
illusion, it would violate common sense, and we would 
immediately reject it. But since common sense comes 
before science, so does philosophy, because philosophy 
is merely reasoned-out common sense. this statement 
may seem paradoxical, since to the common man phi-
losophy seems to be the opposite of  common sense. but 
he is thinking of  the vain philosophies which st. paul 
condemns. good philosophy is not absurd; it begins with 
ordinary experience, and rigorously reasons to its conse-
quences. since good philosophy is merely the carefully 
reasoned conclusions of  common sense, the holy father 
is quite right in using it to judge a controversial scientific 
theory like evolution.

 This is not to say that philosophical reflection 
is easy; the erroneous opinions of  many philosophers 
demonstrate its difficulty. The Holy Father points out, 
however, that st. thomas aquinas, the angelic doctor, 
can reliably guide our philosophical reflection. Using his 
insights into the nature of  the physical world, which the 
holy father refers to as “natural philosophy,” we can 
show exactly to what extent evolutionary theory makes 
sense, and to what extent it is nonsense. In the last part 
of  this essay we will use two common-sense principles 
from st. thomas’ natural philosophy to evaluate reduc-
tionist evolution: first, the principle that living things dif-
fer in kind from each other; and second, that something 
cannot give what it does not have.

st. thomas believes both that living and non-living things 
are really different from each other and also that there 
are fundamental differences in kind between the living 
things. he writes: 

 In other words, living things are essentially differ-
ent from each other-different in kind, not just in degree. 
the rock, a nonliving thing, is essentially different from 
all living things. the tree is essentially different from the 
clam, and the clam is essentially different from the dog. 
Most importantly, the dog is essentially different from 
man, the highest living thing.

 but a careful reading of  st. thomas’ text reveals 
not only that living things are essentially different, but 
that there is an order among them according to these 
differences. In his commentary on aristotle’s Metaphysics, 
st. thomas makes use of  an analogy between the es-
sences of  things and the numerals. he explains that the 
essences and definitions of  things differ from each other 
by addition and subtraction, just like numbers.16 for ex-
ample, the number three is like the number two, because 
both contain at least two units. the difference is that two 
has only two units, but three has one more. so three has 
everything that two has, plus something more. this prin-
ciple, he teaches, holds good among all things different in 
kind.

 In the case of  living things, the higher ones have 
every essential feature that the lower ones have, and al-
ways something more. for example, we say that a tree is 
living because it grows and reproduces. the clam also 
grows and reproduces, but it senses things by touch as 
well, which the tree does not. the clam has every essen-
tial ability the tre grows, reproduces, and has a sense of  
touch, but it also has the other four senses. the dog has 
everything the clam has, plus something more. finally, e 
has, but also something more. the dog man grows, re-
produces, and has all five senses, but has reason on top

for in this lower world there are found four kinds 
of  living things. It is the nature of  some to be 
capable of  nothing more than taking nourish-
ment, and, as a consequence, of  growing and 
generating. others are able, in addition, to sense, 
as we see in the case of  shellfish and other ani-
mals without movement. others have the further 
power of  moving from place to place, as perfect 
animals, such as quadrupeds, and birds, and so 
on. others, such as man, have the still higher fac-
ulty of  understanding.15
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of  these. thus, man has everything that the dog has, plus 
something more. therefore, in all living things the es-
sence of  the higher includes everything in the essence of  
the lower, plus something more.

 Of  course, one might object that the lower living 
things often have properties that the higher ones do not. 
for example, the cow has multiple stomachs, but man 
has only one, or tropical fish have brilliant colors but 
mammals do not. st. thomas, however, is not speaking 
of  incidental differences, of  which there are an immense 
variety even within the same species. he is referring to 
essential differences, differences which relate to what 
makes something the kind of  living thing that it is. and 
since growing, reproducing, sensing, 
and understanding are distinct and yet 
are all essentially life activities, these are 
the activities which separate the higher 
living things from the lower. these are 
the activities in which the higher has ev-
erything the lower has, plus something 
more.

 st. thomas also reminds us 
of  an even more fundamental truth, 
“Nothing can confer upon another 
what it does not have.”17 an analogy 
with giving and receiving money will 
clarify his meaning. If  one vagrant asked another for a 
loan of  a million dollars, we would consider that request 
absurd. he should ask a tycoon, not a vagrant, because 
the tycoon has a million dollars, and so he can give it. the 
first request is absurd because a vagrant does not have 
a million dollars and no one can give what he does not 
have. the same is true for every real being. for example, 
an ice cube cannot heat water because it possesses less 
heat than the water does. In general, no being can give 
something to another or make that other have a certain 
quality unless it itself  has that thing or that quality in 
some form.

 the aforesaid principle, combined with the es-
sential differences between living things, enables us to 
demonstrate the absurdity of  any reductionist or mate-
rialist theory of  evolution. By definition, the lower liv-
ing things do not have the essential perfections which 
the higher living things do. the worm does not have the 
sense of  sight, but the dog does. a worm, then, cannot 
by itself  make a dog because that would be giving the dog 
the sense of  sight, something which the worm does not

have. reductionist and materialist evolutionary theories, 
however, demand that the worm make the dog. using st. 
thomas’ principles we can see that the versions of  evo-
lution typically taught in our schools ultimately violate 
common sense.

 The evolutionist, of  course, will object that the 
worm is not the direct parent of  the dog. rather, the 
worm is the parent of  a slightly better worm, which is 
the parent of  a fish, which is the parent of  ... etc. The 
objection, however, merely postpones the difficulty. If  
something like a worm is the ancestor of  the dog, then 
at some point an animal which did not have the sense of  
sight gave birth to one that did. and then the lower ani-

mal, whatever it was, must have given 
what it did not have, which is absurd.

 a persistent evolutionist will re-
spond that reductionist evolutionary 
theory does not assert that the lower 
animal is the only cause of  the higher 
one. the change from lower to higher 
also comes about because of  the muta-
tion of  the genetic code, caused by en-
vironmental factors. but once again he 
has only postponed, not solved, the dif-
ficulty. If  environmental factors caused 
the genetic change which brings about 

the sense of  sight in the dog, then the environmental fac-
tors must either themselves possess the sense of  sight, or 
they must have given what they do not have. It is clear, 
however, that neither chemicals, nor radiation, nor any 
other environmental factor has anything like the ability 
to see. consequently, the evolutionist is still asserting that 
something can give a quality which it does not have.

 In sum, the application of  two common-sense 
principles from st. thomas’ philosophy of  nature proves 
that reductionist and materialist versions of  evolution-
ary theory are absurd. Of  course, to reject reductionist 
and materialist versions of  the theory is not the same as 
to reject all of  evolutionary theory. As we saw before, 
the holy father speaks of  a spiritualist theory of  evolu-
tion. such a theory differs from those given above, not 
about the facts of  the fossil record, nor about the devel-
opment of  higher living things from the lower, but about 
the meaning of  those facts, and the manner of  that de-
velopment. It posits that a supernatural intelligence has 
directed and sustained a natural evolutionary process. It 
acknowledges differences in kind between living things,

“St. Thomas also 
reminds us of  an even 

more fundamental truth, 
‘Nothing can confer upon 
another what it does not 

have.’” 
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especially the difference between man the other animals. 
this version of  evolutionary theory is compatible with 
both good philosophy and the catholic faith, and it is 
this version of  evolutionary theory that has been accept-
ed by the holy father.
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