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Does Our Ultimate Telos Necessarily Require
Freedom Ruled by Reason? A Dialogue Between
Aquinas and Marguerite Porete

PinyuaN Lu

n this essay, I will argue that Marguerite Porete’s account of the soul’s
Iunion with the Divine, despite its apparent rejection of reason and

agency, can be coherently reconstructed as a form of compatibilist
freedom rather than its denial. Read through the lens of Harry Frankfurt’s
analysis of volitional necessity, the Annihilated Soul’s inability to will
otherwise emerges not as the loss of freedom but as its perfection: the
freedom of a will so wholly identified with the Good that no alternative
remains thinkable. The principal obstacle to this reading is Thomas
Aquinas, who maintains that reason is the indispensable foundation of
human freedom and the constitutive element of the Beatific Vision (I-1I,
g. 3, a. 4). It is against Aquinas’s framework that Porete’s alternative must
be defended.

The debate is not merely methodological, but metaphysical. For
Aquinas, freedom is grounded in the indeterminacy of reason, which
allows the will to choose among finite goods. Consequently, the ultimate
telos, the vision of God, is an intellectual act, perfected by the light of
glory (lumen gloriae). Against this, Porete argues that reason, by its very
nature, imposes a subject-object duality that precludes absolute union. She
contends that to truly possess the telos, the soul must take leave of the
virtues and annihilate the distinct knowing self.

Will (Pinyuan) Lu is a final-year student studying philosophy at King’s College London.
After graduating, Will intends to pursue graduate study in philosophy and hopes to
pursue a PhD. Will’s interests are in medieval philosophy, Kantian ethics—particularly the
Kantian account of animal moral status—and the philosophy of art, where he is developing
a communicative framework for defining art.
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It is worth noting at the outset that the disagreement is narrower than
it first appears. Aquinas himself holds that in the Beatific Vision (in patria),
the will adheres to God with immutable necessity; the indeterminacy
he prizes belongs to our present condition (in via), where no finite good
compels the will. The question dividing Aquinas and Porete is therefore
not whether the telos involves a kind of necessity, but how that necessity is
reached and what role reason plays in reaching it. For Aquinas, we retain the
power of choice until the moment of the Beatific Vision, where the intellect’s
clear sight compels the will’s perfect love. For Porete, this necessity must be
achieved now, in this life, by bypassing the intellect entirely. Seeing the
dispute in this form opens the space for the compatibilist reconstruction I
will defend: if Aquinas already accepts a form of holy necessity at the telos,
then Porete’s task is not to argue for necessity as such, but to show that
a soul so bound remains a free agent. That is precisely what Frankfurt’s
framework allows us to articulate.

The essay proceeds as follows. First, I will establish Aquinas’s
teleological framework, where reason acts as the navigator and the eye of
the soul. I will then develop Porete’s radical critique, arguing that what
Aquinas sees as structure, Porete sees as servitude. [ will engage with a strong
Thomistic counterargument regarding the constitutive role of the intellect in
happiness, and then defend Porete by appealing to the distinction between
discursive reason and the Divine Instinct. Finally, I will draw on Frankfurt’s
concepts of alternate possibilities and volitional necessity to demonstrate
that the Annihilated Soul’s inability to sin is not a loss of freedom, but the
perfection of a will wholly identified with the Divine.

Aquinas’s Theory of Freedom and Teleology

To begin this essay, I will first briefly develop Aquinas and Porete’s
notion of freedom and the will. For Aquinas, freedom is inseparable from
reason. Human beings, as rational creatures, possess the capacity to judge
whether a given situation should be pursued or avoided, and this capacity
is what renders their actions free (I, q. 83, a. 1). Because any particular
situation can be considered under multiple aspects, each revealing some
good and lacking some good, reason presents the will with more than
one conception of what is to be pursued. The will, as a rational appetite,
gravitates toward the good as reason apprehends it (I-11, q. 13, a. 6). It is
this plurality of apprehended goods that generates what Aquinas calls the
indeterminacy of reason, and with it the distinctively human capacity to
choose rather than act from instinct.

This account of freedom sits within Aquinas’s broader teleology

(I-1I, g. 1, a. 1-2). Every being has a telos ordained by God, and for
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human beings this telos is the Beatific Vision, a state of perfect union
with God that constitutes ultimate happiness. The soul is naturally
inclined toward this end because it represents the ultimate good, which
the will cannot help but desire.

The scope of freedom within this teleological frame, however,
requires careful specification, and it is here that the apparent disagreement
with Porete both arises and narrows. Aquinas distinguishes between the
will’s movement toward particular means (electio) and its movement toward
the ultimate end (finis) (I-11, q. 10, a. 2). In this life (in via), the will is
free precisely because no finite good is sufficient to compel it; reason can
always find some aspect under which a given good is lacking, and the will
accordingly retains the power to choose otherwise. But when the intellect
beholds the Universal Good in the Beatific Vision (in patria), this condition
no longer obtains. The defect that made finite goods refusable, namely their
partiality, is absent from God considered under the aspect of His essence.
The will is therefore necessarily drawn to Him and adheres to Him with
immutable necessity. The indeterminacy that constitutes freedom in via is,
on this view, a function of our current epistemic condition rather than an
intrinsic feature of a free will as such.

This distinction matters for the present essay because it reveals that the
disagreement with Porete is narrower than it initially appears. Aquinas does
not hold that the telos preserves the libertarian capacity to waver; he holds that
the telos transforms the will into one that necessarily adheres to the Good.
The real question, then, is not whether the consummated human will operates
under a form of necessity, but how that necessity is attained and what role
reason plays in attaining it. For Aquinas, we retain deliberative freedom until
the moment the intellect’s clear sight of the Universal Good compels the will’s
perfectlove. For Porete, as [ will now argue, this necessity must be achieved now,
by surrendering the deliberative faculty itself. The compatibilist reconstruction
[ will defend turns on showing that Porete’s route, though radically different
from Aquinas’s, arrives at a structurally analogous endpoint: a will that is free
precisely because it cannot will otherwise.

Porete’s theory of Self-Annihilation

Porete holds a very different understanding of free will. Unlike
Aquinas, Porete views rational deliberation as an impediment to true
freedom. While Aquinas sees reason as a divine gift enabling humans to
discern and pursue their telos, Porete argues that it enslaves the soul by
trapping it in finite, self-centered concerns. This fundamental divergence
underscores their differing visions of how humans interact with the Divine
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Will. Porete holds that finite faculties are not sufficient and reliable for the
pursuit of the ultimate good.

For Porete, to be free, we must give up reason and our own will
and annihilate our will with God’s will. The first step of understanding
Porete is to understand what she means by love or the worshipful love
of God as Michael Rea suggests (“Love for God” 514). Three features are
identified by Rea that constitute worshipful love: (1) the sense of hierarchy
that presupposes God’s superiority to the worshipper, (2) the desire for the
good of the beloved, and (3) the desire for union with the beloved. These
features, therefore, indicate devotion and prioritization within the nature
of such worshipful love. It is hard to imagine these features only taking a
small portion of the lover’s life. In desiring union with the beloved, it will
not be enough if we simply believe that God is omnipresent and conclude
that we are with Him the whole time. We desire something greater. Hence,
it is fair to say that if one possesses this kind of love, one will exercise it to
the maximum degree.

Porete then carries on explaining how this love exercised to the
maximum degree will become self-annihilation and lead to true freedom.
We can draw similarly from “the problem of total devotion” raised by Robert
Adams, that if one devotes everything to the love and worship of God, then
no time and energy will be left for a genuine desire for finite goods (such as
caring for one’s parents). It seems as if Porete is suggesting a way of living
similar to what Adams raises, a life where finite desires are no longer cared
about, and all that is left in one’s soul is the love of God and God’s will.
For example, Porete writes, “[The soul] finds no comfort, sets no affection
or hope in any creature made by God, not in heaven or on earth, but only
in the goodness of God” (1993 24).

For Porete, the soul in love will result ultimately in the consequence of
becoming nothing, without any finite desire and will apart from the will of
God. One no longer desires heaven or hell or even God Himself, as there is
no longer any desire or will but the Divine Will. This understanding of perfect
conformity with the Divine Will is what selfannihilation consists of.

Weaker interpretation of Porete

To many scholars, such as Christina Van Dyke, Porete’s claim that the
soul retains no will apart from the Divine Will seems to suggest quite strongly
the degree of self-annihilation. It can be understood that she is suggesting
an ontological indistinction or simply no longer existing after the soul fully
merges with God’s will. For example, she writes, “She is stripped of all of her
things because she is without existence” (1993 218). If the strong ontological
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interpretation of Porete holds, then it may seem as if Porete is suggesting a
contradiction such that the soul would reach perfect freedom when there is
no longer a soul. Thus, it would be fair to say no rational beings would find
this notion comprehensible, let alone persuasive.

However, I believe that we can find evidence in Porete’s work that
allows us to illustrate the strong interpretation of self-annihilation as a
use of metaphors, and there is no need to interpret her language to such
a strong degree.! Instead, there is a lot of evidence in the text that allows
us to adopt a weaker interpretation. For example, when she says a soul
without existence, she can be understood to mean that the soul wills only
what God wills. It does not necessarily mean that the soul completely
disappears. It entails merely the erasure of will and desires on a personal
level, which then causes the nonexistence of personal identity, and the soul
is left with simply Divine Will (“Love for God”). Nevertheless, it indicates
that there must be a subject that necessarily exists to be left with the Divine
Will. We can find quotations in The Mirror of Simple Souls that support such
an understanding, such as, “Thus this Soul is melted and liquefied into
God, and has lost herself as a river that loses its channel and its name when
it flows into the sea” (1999 107). By saying the soul is like a river merging
into a sea, Porete portrays an image of one kind of being integrated into
a much larger kind of being that, while being indistinguishable, remains
fundamentallly different by nature. The metaphor itself requires this
weaker reading: a river that enters the sea does not cease to be water, but
loses only its distinguishing channel and name. Porete says the soul will
return to its natural form, but in no way disappear or become part of God.
Thus, this understanding allows for a weaker understanding of Porete and
leaves room for us to understand how one soul in this circumstance can be
understood as truly free.

Aquinas’s Counterargument

A committed Thomist would argue that Porete’s proposal of self-
annihilation rests on a fundamental misunderstanding of the metaphysics

U A further consideration supports this preference. Throughout The Mirror, Porete continually
ascribes states and actions to the annihilated soul. It “finds no comfort, sets no affection or hope
in any creature” (1999 24); it “knows what is good for them, without their knowing” (20). If anni-
hilation meant the literal cessation of the subject, such predications would be senseless. The text
therefore supplies its own support for the weaker reading, since only on the weaker reading can
Porete’s continued ascriptions to the annihilated soul be coherent. Michael Rea defends a version of
this reading at greater length in “Self-annihilation in Marguerite Porete.”
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of the human telos. While Porete views reason as a finite limitation that
must be discarded to allow for divine union, Aquinas maintains that the
intellect is the precise locus of that union. To destroy the intellect is to
destroy the very capacity for the Beatific Vision.

Aquinas rigorously maintains that the ultimate happiness of human
beings (beatitude) consists essentially in an act of the intellect, not the will
(I-11, . 3, a. 4). In the Summa Theologiae, he argues, “Happiness consists
in an operation of the intellect rather than an operation of the will”
(I-11, q.3, a.4). The logic governing this claim rests on the metaphysical
distinction between desire and possession. The will, as a “rational
appetite,” is defined by its inclination toward the good; its function is
to move the soul toward that end when it is absent, and to delight in it
when it is present (I-1I, q.3, a.4). However, the will cannot possess the
good. Possession occurs only when the object is apprehended and made
present to the soul. Just as a miser possesses gold not merely by desiring
it but by holding it, the soul does not possess God through the movement
of love alon but through the intellectual vision of His essence. Therefore,
if Porete annihilates the intellect to leave only the will (or “Love”), she
leaves the soul in a state of eternal longing but impossible possession.
The soul would be “submerged” in God without “having” God. For
Aquinas, this is not beatitude; it is blindness.

Porete’s rejection of reason stems from a valid premise: the finite
human intellect cannot comprehend the infinite essence of God by its
natural power. Aquinas agrees with this premise but rejects the conclusion.
In ST I, Q.12, A.5, Aquinas asks whether “the created intellect needs any
created light in order to see the essence of God.” He answers that indeed, the
natural power of the created intellect is insufficient. However, the solution
is not the destruction of the faculty, but its supernatural strengthening.
Aquinas introduces the concept of the lumen gloriae: “Since the created
intellect has a natural power . . . the intellect must be strengthened by some
new disposition . . . and this we call the light of glory” (I, q.12, a.5).

This is the crux of the disagreement. For Porete, the gap between the
finite soul and the infinite God is bridged by subtraction (removing the
self). For Aquinas, it is bridged by addition (adding the lumen gloriae). This
light does not replace the human intellect; it acts as a medium that elevates
the intellect to perform an act beyond its natural capacity. Thus, Aquinas
would argue that Porete’s method is ontologically violent. It assumes that
for God to be all in all, the human faculty must cease to function. Aquinas
counters that grace perfects nature; it does not destroy it (gratia non tollit
naturam, sed perficit). The telos requires the intellect to be fully actualized
by the light of glory, so that the human person remains the subject of their
own happiness.
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Finally, the annihilation of reason amounts to the destruction of the
Image of God (imago Dei) within the human person. In ST [, q.93, a.7, Aquinas
establishes that the image of God is found principally in the intellectual
nature of the soul: “The image of God is found in the soul according as
the soul turns to God . . . Now the soul turns to God principally by the
mind.” Since the likeness to God consists in the capacity to know and love
Him, and love presupposes knowledge, the intellect is the primary seat
of the divine image. To “annihilate” the rational faculty is to deface this
image. Consequently, the Thomistic rebuttal is that Porete’s “freedom” is
a regression. By seeking to bypass the intellect, the soul does not ascend to
a super-rational union but descends to a sub-rational state. True freedom,
in Aquinas’s view, is the state where the intellect, illuminated by glory, sees
the Sovereign Good with perfect clarity, and the will, following this vision,
adheres to God with immutable necessity. This is not the annihilation of
the human agent, but its ultimate fulfillment.

Porete’s Defense

Porete’s defense against the Thomistic charge of “spiritual
blindness” requires a radical re-evaluation of what it means to “know.”
She would argue that Aquinas’s insistence on the intellect, even one
elevated by the lumen gloriae, betrays a commitment to duality that
precludes absolute union. For Porete, the Thomistic model of the
Beatific Vision remains trapped in a Subject-Object structure: the Soul
(Subject) gazes upon God (Object). As long as this distinction remains,
true freedom is impossible because the “Self” remains as an observer,
distinct from the Divine Will.

Porete might concede Aquinas’s point that the intellect is the faculty
of “vision,” but she argues that this vision acts as a barrier. In The Mirror
of Simple Souls, she implies that reason (and by extension, the individual
intellect) acts as a mediator. Even when illuminated by grace, the created
intellect “sees” God as something other than itself. To counter Aquinas’s
“Light of Glory,” Porete offers the concept of Nothingness (Nient). She
argues that as long as the soul retains its own faculty of knowing, it is
“squinting”—trying to fit the Infinite into a finite mode of perception.
True union requires the removal of the witness. She writes that the Soul
“sees nothing,” not because it is blind, but because it is no longer the one
seeing. In the state of annihilation, it is God who sees Himself through
the locus where the Soul used to be. The finite intellect does not need to
be strengthened (as Aquinas claims); it needs to be displaced so that the
Divine Intellect may operate in its stead.
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Furthermore, while Aquinas argues that the will cannot “possess”
the good, Porete rejects the very goal of possession as the final trap of
the ego. To possess is to dominate, to hold, to have. The Annihilated
Soul does not wish to possess God; it wishes to be God (in the sense of
distinct wills merging). Responding to Aquinas’s analogy of the miser
and the gold, Porete would argue that the miser wants to hold the gold,
but the Annihilated Soul wants to be melted down so that it is the gold
(Indistinction/Will). If one is the gold, one does not need hands to grasp
it. Thus, Porete argues that Aquinas’s model leaves the soul eternally
distinct from its beloved, holding God as an object of knowledge rather
than dissolving into God as a subject of will.

Ultimately, Porete attacks the function of the intellect itself. The
intellect seeks reasons; it asks “why” and “what.” Porete argues that the
Free Soul acts “without why” (sans pourquoy). To be ruled by reason, even
a glorified reason, is to be bound by the necessity of explanation and
causality. To be free is to act with the spontaneity of God, who acts not out
of external reason but out of His own nature. By annihilating the intellect,
the soul enters this “divine spontaneity,” liberated from the servitude of
having to understand its own happiness.

If Porete’s metaphysical claim holds, that true union requires the
removal of the distinct knowing subject, then the ethical role of reason
must be fundamentally reevaluated. In the Thomistic framework, the moral
life is governed by Prudence (phronesis), the rational virtue that deliberates
on the means to an end. Reason weighs options, calculates consequences,
and determines the “mean” of virtue. As Aquinas notes, reason enables
human beings to discern various goods, offering choices that reflect the
“indeterminacy of reason” (Wang). However, viewed through the lens
of Porete’s annihilation, this deliberative process is not a privilege but a
limitation. It implies a structural distance between the agent and the act, a
gap where the soul must consult its own faculties to weigh “finite faculties
and concerns” against the divine command. For Porete, this distance is
incompatible with the immediacy of divine love.

This incompatibility explains Porete’s radical, and often
misunderstood, assertion that the Annihilated Soul “takes leave of the
virtues.” This is not a descent into immorality, but a rejection of the
mediated mode of acting. To rely on the virtues is to rely on a rulebook
external to the self; it is the mark of a servant who must constantly reason
out the master’s will. The Annihilated Soul, having merged with the Master,
acts with the Master’s own spontaneity. As Porete writes, the soul in this
state “has no comfort, sets no affection or hope in any creature . . . but only
in the goodness of God” (24). By stripping away the need to rationalize and
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understand, the soul enters the “simple state,” liberated from the servitude
of having to construct a moral life through finite deliberation.

Critically, a sophisticated defense of Porete can leverage Aquinas’s
own theology to validate this transition. While Aquinas champions reason
as the guide of the virtues, he also admits the existence of a higher mode of
operation: the Gifts of the Holy Spirit. In the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas
distinguishes between the “human mode” of acting, which is ruled by
reason, and the “divine mode,” which is ruled by the Divine Instinct
(instinctus divinus). He acknowledges that for the highest ends, human
reason is insufficient, and the soul must be “moved by a higher principle”
(I-1I, q.68, a.1). In this state, the soul acts more by a passive instinct—being
moved directly by God—than by active, discursive deliberation.

Thus, Porete’s “annihilation of reason” can be interpreted not as the
destruction of the agent, but as the permanent establishment of the soul
in this “divine mode.” The deliberative faculty becomes redundant not
because it is evil, but because it is obsolete; it is superseded when the soul
is moved by the spontaneity of the Divine Will. This directly resolves the
Thomistic charge that a soul without reason acts blindly. Porete counters
that such a soul possesses a higher form of cognition. As she writes, “He who
has their will knows what is good for them, without their knowing” (20).
This apparent paradox—knowing without knowing—precisely describes the
operation of the instinctus divinus. The soul no longer needs to consult reason
to identify the good, because the soul is moved directly by God, who is the
Good. The “indeterminacy” that Aquinas prizes is thus replaced by a Divine
Necessity, a state where the soul can do nothing other than the good, acting
with a perfection that mirrors God’s own freedom.

Compatibilist interpretation of Porete

Nevertheless, a significant philosophical challenge remains. Even if
the “Divine Instinct” explains the mechanism of the Annihilated Soul,
it appears to lead to a rigorous theological determinism. Once the soul
“swims in the sea of the Divine Will,” it loses the capacity to choose
otherwise. If the soul must necessarily will what God wills, has it not
ceased to be free?

The resources for answering this challenge are found in twentieth-
century compatibilism, and in particular in the work of Harry Frankfurt. Two
features of Porete’s position make Frankfurt uniquely suited to articulating
its philosophical legitimacy. First, the Annihilated Soul literally cannot do
otherwise, so any defence of the soul’s freedom must argue that freedom
does not require alternate possibilities. Second, the soul’s inability is not an
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external constraint but the expression of its deepest identification with the
Divine Will, which calls for an account of how necessity can itself constitute
freedom. Frankfurt’s work addresses both.

We can first consider Frankfurt’s critique of the “Principle of
Alternate Possibilities,” where he argues that moral responsibility and
freedom do not strictly require the ability to do otherwise (“Alternate
Possibilities”). Consider a modified version of his thought experiment:
imagine a voter who wishes to vote for Party A. Unbeknownst to him, a
machine is implanted in his brain that would force him to vote for Party
A if he tries to do otherwise. However, because he wants to vote for Party
A anyway, the machine never activates. He votes for Party A. In this case,
he “could not have done otherwise” (because of the machine), yet he acted
freely because he acted according to his own desire.

Analogously, the Annihilated Soul is “determined” by the Divine
Will—it literally cannot sin or turn away from God. However, this necessity
is not a constraint because it is exactly what the soul desires. It is not forced
to obey God against its will; rather, its will has become so perfectly aligned
with God’s that no conflict exists. Like the voter, it lacks alternative
possibilities, yet it is free because its action flows unimpeded from its
(divinely transformed) volition.

However, a mere mechanical lack of alternatives captures only
the negative side of Porete’s freedom. To fully capture the dignity of the
Annihilated Soul, we must look to Frankfurt’s later work on volitional
necessity (The Importance of What We Care About). Frankfurt argues
that the highest form of freedom is found not in neutral choice, but in
“wholeheartedness”—a state where a person cares so deeply about something
that they cannot bring themselves to act against it.

Consider Martin Luther’s famous declaration: “Here I stand; I can
do no other.” Luther was not saying he was physically paralyzed. He was
saying that his conviction and love for the truth were so absolute that
betting against them was a psychological impossibility. For Frankfurt,
this incapacity is not a lack of freedom, but its perfection. A person who
is “free” to betray their beloved, or “free” to violate their conscience,
is actually suffering from a divided will. The person who is subject to
“volitional necessity” is unified, coherent, and fully autonomous because
their actions express their essential nature.

We can see now that this framework perfectly illuminates Porete’s
Divine Necessity. When Porete says the soul “cannot” will anything but
God, she is describing a state of supreme volitional necessity.

Nevertheless, an objection arises here. Frankfurt’s concept of
“wholeheartedness” presupposes an integrated Self—an agent who identifies
with their volitions. Yet, Porete’s central claim is the annihilation of the
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Self. If the “I” has been obliterated, who is the subject of this freedom?
How can a “nothing” be “wholehearted”?

To resolve this, we must return to the weaker interpretation of
annihilation discussed earlier. When Porete asserts she is “without
existence,” she is negating the moral ego—the independent will that stands
in competition with God—not the metaphysical subject. As distinct from
the Ego, the Subject remains as the locus of experience and action.

This distinction allows us to refine the Frankfurtian application. In
the Annihilated Soul, the Ego (the source of conflicting, finite desires) is
removed. The Subject remains but it is now entirely filled by the Divine
Will. Consequently, the “volitional necessity” experienced by this subject
is absolute. The subject cannot do otherwise, not because it is coerced from
the outside, but because its internal constitution has been transfigured.
The “I” that would have dissented no longer exists.

In this state, the Annihilated Soul represents the limit case of
Frankfurt’s theory. Frankfurt describes a person who “cannot” betray
their beloved because it is unthinkable to them. Porete describes a soul
that “cannot” sin because the very faculty of separate choice (reason)
has been surrendered. The surrender of the faculty of separate choice is
not the destruction of agency, but its apotheosis: the subject becomes a
perfectly transparent vessel for the Divine Will, achieving a freedom that
is indistinguishable from God’s own freedom.

Thus, the “indeterminacy” that Aquinas prizes, the ability to
deliberate between pursuing God or a worldly good, is, for Porete, a
symptom of a divided heart. It implies that the will is not yet fully captivated
by the Good. The Annihilated Soul has moved beyond the “freedom of
choice” (the ability to waver) to the “freedom of being” (the inability to be
other than the Good).

Therefore, the “determinism” in Porete is not the coercion of a
puppet master, but the constraint of a perfect love. Frankfurt’s observation
that a person is “constrained by himself” provides a modern structural
parallel to Porete’s mystical claim (The Importance of What We Care
About). However, for Porete, this is not merely a psychological state but
an ontological transfiguration. By annihilating the distinct, deliberating
self, the soul removes the source of internal conflict (ambivalence). What
remains is a single, unified will—the Divine Will—operating through the
human locus. Through the lens of “volitional necessity,” we can see that
the Annihilated Soul’s freedom lies not in the libertarian capacity to waver
(Aquinas’s in via freedom), but in the necessary adherence to the Good (a
foretaste of the freedom in patria).
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Conclusion

To conclude, the dialogue between Aquinas and Porete reveals two
fundamentally distinct visions of the human telos, each demanding a
different conception of freedom. Aquinas, viewing the telos as a “Vision”
of the Divine Essence, argues that the intellect must be preserved and
elevated. For him, freedom in this life is the rational power to navigate
the indeterminacy of finite goods. Yet, he maintains that the human
dignity of the telos resides in the Intellect’s capacity to “possess” God
through vision, a state where the will is compelled not by choice, but by
a holy necessity.

Porete, however, radicalizes the telos into “indistinction.” She argues
that the subject-object duality inherent in reason—even glorified reason—
is a barrier to absolute union. Her call to “annihilate” reason is justified
by her re-evaluation of epistemic and ethical agency: the Divine Instinct
supersedes the mediated deliberation of the virtues.

While this position appears to strip the soul of agency, I have
argued that it remains coherent within a compatibilist framework. By
reframing Porete’s “necessity” through the lens of Frankfurt’s “volitional
necessity,” we see that the Annihilated Soul possesses the freedom of the
wholehearted lover—one who is free precisely because it “can do no other.”
Ultimately, Porete does not deny freedom; she relocates it. She suggests
that true freedom lies not in the capacity to choose between good and evil,
but in the incapacity to be anything other than the Good itself.
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