the great chain of being

The great chain of being is a philosophical concept that has shaped human understanding
of the universe and our place within it for centuries. This hierarchical structure posits that
all entities in the cosmos are organized in a fixed and ordered manner, ranging from the
most divine beings to the simplest forms of matter. The great chain of being encompasses
not only living organisms but also inanimate objects, suggesting a continuum of existence
that reflects a divine order. This article delves into the historical origins, key elements,
implications, and criticisms of the great chain of being, illustrating its significance in various
fields including philosophy, theology, and literature.

Historical Origins of the Great Chain of Being

The concept of the great chain of being can be traced back to ancient philosophical
traditions, particularly in the works of Plato and Aristotle. However, it was during the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance that the idea gained substantial traction and became formalized.

Plato and Aristotle

- Plato: In Plato’s works, particularly in the “Timaeus,” he proposed a hierarchical structure
of the cosmos that emphasized the importance of the Forms, with the highest form being
the Form of the Good. This notion suggested that everything in the material world is an
imperfect reflection of these ideal Forms.

- Aristotle: Aristotle expanded upon Plato’s ideas by introducing the notion of a “scala
naturae” or “ladder of nature.” He classified living organisms in a hierarchical order based
on their complexity and functions, establishing a system where plants were considered
lower than animals, which in turn were lower than humans.

The Medieval Synthesis

During the Medieval period, these philosophical concepts were integrated into Christian
theology. The great chain of being was embraced by scholars like St. Augustine and St.
Thomas Aquinas, who saw it as a means to understand the divine order established by God.

- St. Augustine: He emphasized the notion of divine creation, suggesting that everything
that exists was created by God and thus holds a specific place in the hierarchy.

- St. Thomas Aquinas: In his “Summa Theologica,” Aquinas elaborated on the order of
creation, asserting that all beings have their own essence and purpose, which ultimately
leads back to God as the ultimate source of existence.



Key Elements of the Great Chain of Being

The great chain of being can be visualized as a ladder or a pyramid, where each level
represents a different category of existence. The following are the primary components of
this hierarchical structure:

1. God: At the top of the chain is God, the ultimate being and source of all existence. God is
often described as omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent, embodying perfection and
the ultimate purpose of creation.

2. Angels: Just below God are the angels, spiritual beings that serve as messengers and
agents of divine will. They are often classified into different orders or choirs, with
archangels and seraphim being the highest among them.

3. Humans: Humans hold a unique position in the chain due to their rational souls and
ability to choose between good and evil. This capacity for moral decision-making places
them higher than animals, yet they are still below the divine and celestial beings.

4. Animals: Animals are positioned below humans in the hierarchy. They are regarded as
sentient beings but lack the rationality and moral agency attributed to humans. Different
species of animals may be placed at varying levels within this category based on their
perceived complexity.

5. Plants: Plants occupy a lower tier in the chain of being. They are living organisms but
lack consciousness and movement, and are thus seen as less complex than animals.

6. Inanimate Objects: At the bottom of the hierarchy are inanimate objects, which possess
no life or consciousness. This includes minerals, rocks, and other non-living entities.

Implications of the Great Chain of Being

The great chain of being has had profound implications across various domains, influencing
not only theological perspectives but also social hierarchies, art, and literature.

Theological Implications

- Creationism: The great chain of being supports creationist views, emphasizing that all
forms of life are created with purpose and order by a divine creator. This concept reinforces
the belief in an intelligent design behind the universe.

- Moral Order: The chain suggests a moral order, where beings are accountable for their
actions based on their position in the hierarchy. This has implications for ethics and the
understanding of good and evil.



Social Hierarchies

- Feudal Systems: The great chain of being influenced social structures, particularly in
medieval Europe. The notion of a divinely ordained social order justified class distinctions,
where kings and nobles were seen as closer to God, while peasants and serfs occupied
lower positions.

- Justification of Authority: Rulers often invoked the great chain of being to legitimize their
authority, positing that their position was part of a divine plan. This led to the idea that
rebellion against authority was tantamount to rebelling against God’s order.

Art and Literature

- Literary Themes: The great chain of being has been reflected in the works of many
writers, including Shakespeare. In plays like “Hamlet” and “Macbeth,” themes of order,
chaos, and the natural law resonate with the hierarchical structure of existence.

- Artistic Representation: Artists often depicted the great chain of being in visual art,
illustrating the divine order and the interconnectedness of all living things. This can be seen
in Renaissance art, where the portrayal of celestial beings, humans, and nature often
reflects this hierarchy.

Criticisms of the Great Chain of Being

Despite its historical significance, the great chain of being has faced numerous criticisms
over the years, especially with the advent of new scientific understandings and
philosophical perspectives.

Scientific Rebuttals

- Evolutionary Theory: The development of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution challenged
the static nature of the great chain of being. The idea that species evolve over time and
share common ancestors undermines the notion of a fixed hierarchy.

- Ecological Perspectives: Modern ecology emphasizes the interdependence of all life forms,

suggesting that no single entity is inherently superior to another. This perspective
advocates for the importance of biodiversity and the interconnectedness of ecosystems.

Philosophical Critiques

- Postmodernism: Postmodern philosophy questions grand narratives and established
hierarchies, arguing that they are socially constructed and often serve to maintain power



structures. The great chain of being is viewed as an outdated concept that no longer
accurately reflects contemporary understanding of existence.

- Relativism: Philosophical relativism suggests that values and truths are not absolute but
are shaped by cultural and individual contexts. This challenges the notion of an objective
moral order implied by the great chain of being.

Conclusion

The great chain of being has played a pivotal role in shaping human thought throughout
history. From its roots in ancient philosophy to its integration into medieval theology, this
hierarchical framework has influenced various aspects of society, including morality, social
hierarchy, and artistic expression. However, the emergence of scientific advancements and
new philosophical perspectives has led to a reevaluation of its relevance in contemporary
discourse. While the great chain of being may no longer hold the same sway it once did, its
historical significance and the questions it raises about existence, order, and morality
continue to resonate in modern discussions. The exploration of our place within the
universe remains a compelling and essential part of the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Great Chain of Being?

The Great Chain of Being is a hierarchical structure that delineates all matter and life in the
universe, depicting a strict, religious hierarchical order from God at the top, followed by
angels, humans, animals, plants, and inanimate objects.

How did the Great Chain of Being influence Renaissance
thought?

During the Renaissance, the Great Chain of Being influenced literature, art, and philosophy,
as it provided a framework for understanding the universe and humanity's place within it,
reinforcing concepts of hierarchy and order.

What role did the Great Chain of Being play in the
justification of social hierarchies?

The Great Chain of Being was used to justify social hierarchies by suggesting that social
classes were part of a divine order, with each class having a specific role that contributed to
the overall harmony of society.

How does the Great Chain of Being relate to modern



evolutionary biology?

While the Great Chain of Being presents a static view of life forms, modern evolutionary
biology challenges this notion by demonstrating that species evolve over time, creating a
dynamic and interconnected web rather than a fixed hierarchy.

What are the criticisms of the Great Chain of Being?

Critics argue that the Great Chain of Being oversimplifies the complexity of life, enforces
rigid hierarchies, and can be used to justify inequality and discrimination, particularly in
social and racial contexts.

In what ways did the Great Chain of Being manifest in
literature?

In literature, the Great Chain of Being is often reflected through character roles and social
dynamics, where characters are portrayed according to their 'natural' place in the
hierarchy, influencing plot developments and moral lessons.

What is the legacy of the Great Chain of Being in
contemporary thought?

The legacy of the Great Chain of Being persists in contemporary discussions about
hierarchy, ethics, and the relationship between humans and nature, prompting debates
about environmentalism and our responsibilities toward other life forms.
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