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The Thought of Francisco Suarez (1548-1617) in the Context of the Baroque Age

We use the term 'Baroque' to indicate the complex and fertile period in European culture between
the end of the 16th century and the beginning of the 17th, in which a significant effort to enact
change within the scholastic tradition (called Late or Second Scholasticism) starting at the Council
of Trent, but widespread among Catholics, as well as Lutherans and Calvinists, was closely linked
to the development of “modern” systems of reasoning. This relationship of rift and areas of
continuity between the Scholastic tradition and modern philosophy will be examined in its various
dimensions: both metaphysical and theological, legal and political, in Europa and in the “New
World”.

These force fields, at once unitary and conflictual, in which doctrinal differences and ruptures
should always be interpreted on the basis of a continuity and homogeneity of a metaphysical — or
rather “ontological” — kind, are what we have come to call “baroque thought”. And it has a peculiar
feature: that of constituting one of the the theoretical “matrix”, or dominant lines of thought of a
whole era — roughly from the Council of Trent to Kant’s critique of 18th rationalist
Schulmetaphysik.

Sudrez must always be collocated within the context and tasks required by his time, that is: 1) the
revival of the great legacy of medieval theology through the systematic reclamation riproposizione
of Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae as the doctrinal canon of the Roman Catholic Church, especially in
contrast to Lutheranism; 2) the elaboration of a metaphysical discourse, that is, of an ontology and a
natural theology that could serve as the foundations for a revealed theology; 3) the reflections on the
new status of natural law (a kind of theological—juridical anthropology) and of international law, in
order to deal with problems linked to the spread of Church and State among the indigenous
populations of the New World; 4) the dissemination of his own teachings, whether directly or
indirectly, in some of the most important Catholic universities and colleges, and then, surprisingly,
even in some of the universities of Reformation Europe, especially with regard to his new system of
“metaphysics”.

Yet, Suarez must also be evaluated like a crossroads or a chiasmus: an exquisitely baroque place, in
which tradition “curves” in order to form a new horizon of modernity, and modernity brings with it,
shaping it in a new “fold” and from unexpected perspectives, the metaphysical tradition of the past.

Aim of the research: basing on my previuos studies on Suarez’s metaphysics, noetics, theology
and philosophy of law I would like to highlight that the matrix of various categories in Suarez’s
philosophy, such as ontological, etical and juridical ones, comes from a theological order: he wants
to re-build the concept of “natural” in order to adfirm the link and the bond with the “super-
natural”, which are denied by the Reformed thought. Among these concepts there are those of
“ens/the being”, “essence”, “existence”, “principium”, ‘“cause”, “distinction”, “inclusion”,
“abstraction”, “analogy”, “pure nature”, “natural law”, “positive law”.

The research aims to highlight the typical contradictions of the “baroque thought”: on one hand the
theology (Catholic in general and Jesuitical in particular) offers a new comprehension of the
ontological structure of the natural world as a way to show the supernatural glory of the divine
revelation; on the other side this supernatural revelation falls into the pure structure of the natural
world. Suarez realizes in fact 1) a return to Aristotle and the metaphysics taking into account the
crisis of the “theological way” of Tomas Aquinas (from the evidence of things to the existence of
the Creator) after the Lutheran Reformation. 2) This post-thomistic return to the metaphysics
springs up thanks to the mediation of the "trascendental" way of Duns Scotus, but 3) in this new
perspective the trascendental thought becomes a tool to serve the Jesuitical program of the "ad
maiorem Dei gloriam". 4) It’s a paradox that the deepest point of contact between nature and
supernature will be the theorical starting point of many theories that would be valid "etsi Deus non
daretur", as Grotius would say, or because they are barely “possible” to the human mind, as
Christian Wolff would say.



