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LATO’S REPUBLIC (470E, 499C-D) describes a small

Greek city implacably hostile to all non-Greeks whom

it calls barbarians. Since Socrates admits the possibility

of philosopher-kings among barbarians, his utopia might find
itself killing some of the wise men who alone should rule it.
The only regime able to avoid this waste of rare managerial
talent would seem to be a communist world-state in which the
wise have complete control, assigning to everybody what he
deserves and what is good for him. Socrates nowhere explicitly
defends his preference for a tiny Greek aristocratic utopia. The
present study attempts to show that this preference arises from
awareness of a theological-political problem always central to
philosophy, but most apparent in Greek philosophy and, es-
pecially, in Socrates or Plato. Awareness of this problem
discourages the full success of either modernity’s global moral
orientation or antiquity’s tribal or civic piety. Thus Plato’s
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philosopher-kings rule their small polity in virtue of their
knowledge of a global or cosmic justice which seems more
appropriate to a global regime. Would not the civic religion
of Athens or Sparta fit better with the political limitations of
Plato’s utopia? Considerations of this sort lead modern critics
to deplore Plato’s inability to liberate his global or cosmic
sympathies from the political prejudices of his age. This essay
contends that the prejudice is with the critics and not Plato
whose inability or unwillingness to wholly transcend his city’s
gods springs from awareness of an ignorance native to philo-
sophy.

Philosophic ignorance arises from the belief that one lacks
an adequate answer to the question of how (or whether) to
live. Serious entertaining of this belief was precluded in ancient
tribes or cities by unquestioning reverence for the gods, the
ultimate moral authorities, of one’s community. Fear of the
Lord (or Lords) presented itself as the beginning of wisdom.
Any activity—from carpentry to science—which did not arise
from this pious origin could not lead to wisdom. At best it
would be foolishness; at worst, it was abhorred as a blasphe-
mous enterprise fated to deprive the tribe or city of its most
important allies, its gods (or god). Philosophers are unlikely
to refute this charge adequately, so long as they remain con-
vinced that they lack wisdom and that its attainment probably
is impossible.

How can men who believe themselves ignorant of how to
live seriously challenge their city’s moral orthodoxies? More
importantly, how can they challenge these authorities in their
own soul? For they, as it were, imbibed their society’s authori-
tative morality with their mother’s milk. All important insti-
tutions and sentiments fostered in their community strengthen
this overwhelming compulsion. Consequently, philosophy’s
case appears weak and problematic not only to its pious
opponents but, especially, to itself. Since nobody is born
philosophic, philosophy’s emergence and survival require ap-
peasement of the apparently omnipotent passions encouraged
in the soul by the morality dominant in the philosopher’s
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community. Those sovereign passions vary from community
to community; the gods of Lycurgus or Manu are hostile to
each other and to the God of Moses. Yet all prephilosophic
regimes share the conviction that fear of their gods (or god)
is the sole beginning of wisdom. Thus nothing seemed more
insane than the philosopher’s belief that he (and his fellow
citizens) lack an adequate answer to the question of the good
life. Obviously, obedience to the laws revealed by the city’s
gods constitutes the good life. No wonder that Socrates’
questions about how (or whether) to live seemed futile or
perverse to pious Athenians! Socrates was not condemned for
his wisdom but for the effect of his stupidity on impressionable
youth.

The crucial point is that Socrates, insofar as he was philo-
sophic, shared pious Athenian inability to discern wisdom in
philosophy’s questionable quest. Philosophy is not sufficiently
knowledgeable to refute the claims of prephilosophic religions.
So long as it remains quest for wisdom and not wisdom itself,
philosophy remains as dubious to itself as does the piety which
it questions. Consequently it cannot dismiss that piety as
mere prejudice unless it finds itself guilty on the same count.
In its original form philosophy does not * debunk ” prejudices.
Its job is to determine whether what pious fellow-citizens hold
to be knowledge of piety or justice is truly knowledge or merely
belief mistaken for knowledge.

Belief and opinion or prejudice and superstition reflect the
difference between the way civic piety is perceived by philo-
sophy which remains quest for wisdom and by philosophy
confident in its possession of wisdom. Legitimate condemna-
tion of civic piety as superstition or prejudice assumes a science
or knowledge unavailable to philosophy, but available to
wisdom. If philosophy’s transformation into wisdom is human-
ly impossible, philosophers know too little to despise civic
piety’s authoritative claims. Perhaps all citizens—including
philosophers—would be better and closer to the truth, if they
refused to succumb to philosophic temptation.

Although philosophers admit that their city’s piety might be
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the wisdom sought by them, their pious fellow-citizens discern
nothing but impious foolishness in the philosophic enterprise.
For the same reason the passions nourished by civic piety
probably are far stronger within the philosopher than philo-
sophy’s self-doubting cravings. That is, they were more power-
ful in the small, pious cities in which philosophy first embarked
on its quixotic voyage. There philosophy could never liberate
itself from civic religion, since it could not adequately refute
that religion’s condemnation of a quest for wisdom uninformed
by fear of its gods.

Some philosophers or scientists took refuge (against civie
piety’s power) in the claim that detached, autonomous rational
inquiry is a permanent possibility guaranteed by a human
nature not subject to divine will. Armed with this contention,
philosophers could despise their persecution by the pious as
“ witch-hunts ” springing from mindless bigotry. Yet, if philo-
sophy must remain quest for wisdom, this conviction is mere
belief, not knowledge. If one assumes—never forgetting that
it is an assumption—that a satisfactory answer to the question
of the good life will forever elude men, superhuman guidance
would be required to know how (or whether) to live. The
revelations of divine knowers or lawgivers would be responsible
for whatever wisdom men may have. Consequently, the
Athenians revered the gods whose existence and worth were
thrown into doubt by Socratic inquiry.

Socrates questioned whether the Athenian gods, the gods
governing the prephilosophic elements in his soul, were the
true source of wisdom. Although he conceded that they might
be, he no longer shared the pious citizen’s certainty. His life,
and the lives of all subsequent philosophers, is primarily a hunt
for the true gods (or god). Philosophy is a search for theology.
The rest of what is called philosophy or science is ancillary to
this hunt or it is mere window-dressing. For only philosophy’s
culmination in theological wisdom could determine whether its
quest is impious or the right way to live. Prior to that culmina-
tion the philosopher’s philosophic craving hardly can stand its
ground against powerful passions sanctified by the authority of
ancestral piety.
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Something resembling Socrates’ philosophic demon, an un-
Athenian deity, was required to reinforce his philosophic
aspirations against passions inspired by civic piety. Thus
Socrates made himself guilty of importing un-Athenian gods
in order to support his philosophizing against internal and
external threats. Unlike more pious cities such as Sparta,
Athens tolerated Socratic importation of new deities for
seventy years before executing him. Yet even Athens, a city
defective in piety, finally killed Socrates as it had killed or
exiled others whose impiety corrupted its youth. Consequently
Plato, Aristotle, and other devotees of new, Socratic gods
realized that the world would not be safe for philosophy until
civic piety lost its hold over their fellow citizens.

Probably Plato first attempted a theoretical subordination
of civic gods to global or cosmic gods. In his Laws (884A-
907B) and Epinomis (976C-992E), he replaces belief in civic
gods with belief in global or cosmic gods as the main sanction
for obedience to human laws. Under Plato’s new order not
Socrates but his Athenian accusers would be guilty of impiously
importing foreign gods. Yet Plato does not go so far as to
abolish civic piety. Instead he subordinates it to his global or
cosmic piety. His philosophic ignorance precludes condem-
nation of his city’s religion as superstition. The real question is
whether it precludes even civic piety’s devaluation to mere
beliefs as distinet from divinely revealed wisdom. This devalu-
ation is reflected in Platonic subordination of civic piety to
cosmic gods, deities of an inquiry not bound by obedience to
the divinely revealed laws of the inquirer’s city. Nevertheless,
subordination is not extermination. Plato’s Laws and Republic
still advocate small, exclusive Greek cities with civic gods,
however subordinate.

Plato never forgets the inevitable tension between philo-
sophy’s global gods and the civic religion of the city out of
which, and against which, philosophy emerged. This tension is
unavoidable, if philosophy is fated never to secure the wisdom
permitting it to know whether the true gods are global, civic,
or tribal. We noted that this tension imperils philosophy’s
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survival internally and externally. Consequently, philosophy’s
survival seems to require transformation of even comparatively
tolerant cities such as Athens into larger, more cosmopolitan
states in which civic piety has as little authority as possible.
Perhaps this need led Socrates to the potential world conqueror
Alcibiades and Aristotle to Alexander the Great.

According to ancient accounts, Aristotle tried unsuccessfully
to restrain Alexander’s zeal to assimilate the Greek cities to a
homogeneous world empire in which the distinction between
Greeks and barbarians was no longer important. Like Plato,
Aristotle wanted the subordination, not the destruction, of
civie religion to global religion. However, when Alexander and,
more decisively, Caesar destroyed the ancient city’s freedom,
they also undermined confidence in the civic gods whose main
job was preservation of that autonomy. In Rousseau’s Social
Contract (IV, 8), he rightly notes:

The Jews—{first as subjects of the Babylonian kings and then the
Syrian kings—took it into their heads never to recognize any god
but their own. This act of rebellion against the conqueror, for so
it was regarded, brought down upon them persecution, but this
persecution is without parallel in all pre-Christian history. It had
for its purpose the punishment of sacrilege, not the subjugation of
unbelievers. Every religion, then, was uniquely associated with the
laws of the city in which it was prescribed. Thus the only way to
convert a people was by conquering it, and only conquerors could
be missionaries. Since the law that governed the vanquished im-
posed upon them the obligation to change religions, the thing to
do—if you wanted to talk to someone about his changing religions
—was to start by conquering him. This does not mean that pagans
fought for their gods—far from it. The gods—as in Homer—fought
for them, the custom being that each citizen besought victory from
his gods and paid for it with new shrines. The Romans, before they
occupied a town, always called upon its gods to abandon it.

By overcoming his city’s Jupiter, Caesar became a global
Jupiter who “ doth bestride the narrow world like a Colossus.”
After his destruction of republican piety, the civic gods, which
Plato’s Laws subordinated, lost their authoritative hold over
civilized men. Caesar’s victory eliminated the tension, so
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dangerous to philosophy, between global and civic piety. Con-
sequently he might be interpreted, as he frequently was in
medieval Christianity, as a savior of true religion and science
from narrow superstition. In Dante’s Hell the worst sinners
are the betrayers of Julius Caesar and Jesus Christ. However
sinful Brutus and Judas appear on the horizon of global religion
or science, rebellions of their kind may be most philosophic
after the Caesarian-Christian disestablishment of civie piety.
For that disestablishment eliminates the tension between global
and civic piety, although this tension is philosophically indis-
pensable if philosophy is forever unable to secure the theo-
logical wisdom which it seeks. Seen in this light, the Caesarian-
Christian disestablishment is responsible for globally oriented
prejudices which make philosophy infinitely easier (or more
moral) than it was for the Athenian souls of a Socrates or a
Plato. Indeed it was as difficult for them to be philosophic as
it is for men born after the Caesarian-Christian disestablish-
ment to be “ unphilosophic.” Who can fail to think globally,
if his character is molded in regimes dedicated to the brother-
hood of man or the rights of man?

The conviction of global morality’s superiority to civie piety,
of Caesarian Rome to Lycurgus’ Sparta, obfuscates the tension
which reminds philosophy of its dubious status in the human
soul. The obfuscation is reflected in the fact that utopian
writings informed by this conviction usually lack the tension
which makes Plato’s Republic an impossible compromise be-
tween global and civic piety. In Caesarian-Christian utopias
the global gods of Plato’s Laws usually find themselves an-
chored in commensurately global political regimes guaranteeing
human brotherhood in the next world (medieval Christianity)
or in this world (Marxism). Currently the most Caesarian
or this wordly morality, Marxism, has far more authority than
its other-wordly, Christian counterpart. This is another sign of
the decay of civic piety in globally oriented regimes whose
“ ecumenical spirit ” discourages moralities which divide men
into opposing camps.

Consider the Catholic church since the death of Pope Pius
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XII. Prior to his death it was the strongest bastion of old-
fashioned religion in the modern world. Like the medieval
church, if to a much lesser degree, it still fostered some of the
anti-Caesarian passions native to civic piety. To be sure, it
preached a unity of men, but primarily of the faithful in
heaven, not of all men on earth and certainly not including
those eternally damned in hell. Perhaps no traditional doctrine
is less ecumenical than Platonic (Gorgias, 525 B-E) and medi-
eval insistence upon eternal damnation of incurable sinners.
While medieval fear of eternal damnation moved Catholics,
they were understandably reluctant to compromise on crucial
theological issues with Protestants or Jews, not to mention
Marxists.

Love of one’s own family was the element of civie piety
which survived longest, after the Caesarian-Christian disestab-
lishment. Here again the Catholic church, prior to Pius’s
death, was particularly influential with its adamant stand on
divorce, insisting that the family was a sacred institution whose
main job was proper education of its children. Since all
members of a family were expected to subordinate their private
inclinations to this pious goal, divorce was almost impossible.
Convinced that divorce was anathema, the Church urged its
flock to bear inevitable marital frictions piously, compelling
members of Catholic families to subordinate their secular rights
as individuals to their pious duties as parents and children.
Since Pius’s death the pious duties are increasingly assimilated
to the secular rights with a consequent secularization of mar-
riage and divorce laws.

Piety fostered by the contemporary ecumenical spirit tends
to admire Ivan Illich and Daniel Berrigan more than Thomas
Aquinas or Pius XII. Like Plato’s Republic, that spirit would
see no grave objections to elimination of strong ties to one’s
own private family or property or to anything which divides
men instead of unifying them. However, the Republic’s elimi-
nation of the family and private property occured only within
the tiny aristocracy of a small Greek city whose civic piety
would have frustrated Plato’s scheme. Plato realized that
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strong family loyalties and private property conflicted with
the global communist sympathies of his philosopher-kings.
Nevertheless, his belief in his ignorance forced him to accept
an obviously unworkable compromise between global and civie
piety. In his utopia, tribal or family piety, but not civic
loyalty, is abandoned and only the ruling class is denied private
property. In the Laws all citizens may own private property.
Unhampered by Platonic ignorance and moved by pity for
individual frustrations and inequities, ecumenical Catholics
demand relaxation of both sacred divorce laws and the
Church’s opposition to political communism.

Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks: The Decay of a Family
demonstrates the fatal infirmity of families weakened by
secularized global piety. The fate of the house of Buddenbrook
is apparent on the first page when old Johann Buddenbrook
demonstrates his enlightenment by amusing himself at the ex-
pense of traditional piety as his grand-daughter repeats her
catechism. On the last page, after the family is virtually de-
stroyed, that grand-daughter, now practically the only sur-
viving Buddenbrook, is comforted by an old servant who
insists upon faith in the divine justice of the next world. If no
twentieth-century novel (it was published in 1901) shows
greater awareness of modernity’s threat to traditional family
ties, Buddenbrooks is the century’s most philosophic novel. Of
course, Mann’s Magic Mountain or Hesse’s Magister Ludi
(Bead Game) appear more philosophic to readers unaware that
the tension between global and civic piety is indispensable, if
philosophers are to remain alive to the dubious worth of their
enterprise.

In Mann’s later novels (Magic Mountain, Doctor Faustus),
he fell increasingly under the spell of modern global morality
and its politics. Like the Catholic Church after Pius XII, he
became less convinced of the need for strong family and
property ties in regimes whose global orientation blinds them to
the problematic side of their projected Tower of Babel. By
contrast, Buddenbrooks presents the terrifying emptiness or
homesickness inevitably accompanying decay of the family.
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Naturally moralities preaching pity for all thrive as this decay
progressively makes more men rootless or “alienated.” That
ecumenical compassion is the reverse side of homesickness,
yearning to belong to the sacred community of one’s own tribe
or city or, at least, one’s own family.! Yet modern global piety
eagerly discards traditional Catholicism, the last relatively
powerful reminder of the disestablished civic religions.

Today it is difficult for civilized men to seriously evaluate
civic piety’s case against global piety. For moderns do not
experience the authoritative demands of civic piety as an
ancient Spartan or even an Athenian did. At most, its absence
is felt as homesickness or rootlessness.? Consequently few see
a problem in Socratic devaluation of Athenian piety to mere
belief. On the contrary, they share something of Plato’s
Protagoras’s impatience with Socratic insistence on serious
examination of opinions which they dismiss as prejudices or
superstitions, (Protagoras, 352C-353B). They fail to discern
that Socratic unwillingness to dismiss them springs from in-
ability to refute civie piety’s authority in his own soul. Had he
refuted it to his own satisfaction, it would have ceased to be
a powerful element in his psychological make-up or he could
have discounted its power as irrational. Then he might have
considered examination of Athenian piety no more pressing
than that of Spartan, Egyptian, or Persian piety. However
Socrates, if he was philosophic, did not enjoy an unphilosophic
liberty available only in regimes whose morality arises from the
Caesarian-Christian disestablishment of civie religion. Prior
to Caesar’s victory, the philosopher could not persuade either
his pious fellow-citizens or himself that his city’s piety was
mere belief and not knowledge. Nor could he discount the
possibility that his belief in his ignorance of that piety’s worth
was a blindness placed on him by his civic gods to make
him ridiculous.

Perhaps the gods wished to use their city’s philosophers to
reveal the madness of subordination of civic piety to a truth,

1 Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, IX, 89-41; Beyond Good and Ewil, 222-224.
2 Heidegger, “ 700 Jahre Messkirch,” Martin Heidegger zum 80. Geburtstag von
Seiner Heimatstadt Messkirch (Frankfurt am Main, 1969), pp. 36-45.
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or a search for a truth, valid for all men. Perhaps attempts to
unify all men necessarily culminate in impious Towers of Babel
whose destruction in Aristophanes’ Clouds is wiser than their
partial or complete realization. Consideration of this possibility
appears futile or frivolous, if not sinful, to moral tastes shaped
by the Caesarian-Christian disestablishment. However, philo-
sophers contemplate it seriously, if their quest is as question-
able as this essay assumes it is.

Philosophy emerged when Socrates or somebody else first
came to believe that his civic religion was perhaps not the
wisdom which it claimed to be but only a belief. Did Socrates
(or anyone since) demonstrate the validity of his belief in
Athenian piety’s fallibility? The worth of all subsequent philo-
sophic and scientific inquiry would seem to hinge upon the
answer to this question.®

The question of philosophy’s genesis would be trivial, if
subsequent philosophic or scientific investigation has shown,
beyond reasonable doubt, that the pious opponents of the first
philosophers wrongly perceived their piety as the highest
wisdom available to men. In that case Socrates would have
been justified in condemning his city’s religion as superstition.
Thus Socrates complains that his fellow Athenians give “ par-
ticular,” Athenian answers to questions which demand global,
“universal ” definitions of piety, justice, and wisdom. How-
ever, Socratic zeal on behalf of universally sharable goods
assumes that philosophy has won its quarrel against civic piety.
Before Caesar became a global Jupiter, civie religion’s authority
in philosophic souls prevented this assumption from being
experienced as more than an opinion, and a dubious one at
that. After Caesar’s apotheosis, the pious accusers of Socrates
came to resemble narrow-minded philistines unable to share his
lofty vision of a justice or piety common to all men.

3 Cf. the beginning of Marx’s Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy
of Law: “ Critique of religion is the premise of all critique. The profane existence
of error is compromised, after its heavenly defense of altars and hearths is dis-
proven.” Consider H. V. Jaffa, “ The Case against Political Theory,” Equality

and Liberty (New York, 1965), pp. 209-229; V. Gourevitch, “ Philosophy and
Politics,” The Review of Metaphysics, 22 (1968), p. 294, note 113.
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Ancient thought’s so-called rebirth (renaissance) in the
sixteenth and seventeenth century was, in reality, the result
of a long transformation in which the Caesarian-Christian dis-
establishment encouraged philosophy to take its value for
granted. However much modern philosophy’s founders (Gali-
leo, Machiavelli, Descartes) took issue with Greek and medi-
eval philosophy, they never questioned the worth of philosophy
as quest for wisdom. However, they contended that Greek and
medieval philosophy’s failure to liberate itself from prephilo-
sophic prejudice prevented it from becoming truly scientific.
As understood by its partisans from Bacon and Galileo to
Husserl and Dewey, modern science is ancient philosophy, but
rigorously and methodically purged of its dependence on pre-
philosophic prejudice.*

As the main intellectual spokesman of the Caesarian-Christ-
ian disestablishment, modern science is philosophy which be-
lieves it has won its fight for survival against civic piety.
This modern philosophy frequently is divided into two
“ cultures,” humanistic and scientific, which are sometimes said
to have little in common. Actually science needs the humanities
to divest men of the prescientific prejudice and supersition
which prevent scientific thought. For science will be in the
service of prescientific bigotry, if the scientist is not purged of
his prejudices prior to entering his laboratory. Just as Plato’s
Republic was a monstrous combination of global thought and
civic piety, so science’s global thought is enslaved to super-
stition, if scientists are not humanistically educated. Only then
can one rightly use a science which consists of mathematically
rigorous, exact methods of inquiry resulting in experiments
able, in principle, to be performed by all men regardless of
family, race, religion, or nationality. In this sense, science is
the way of thinking proper to the Caesarian-Christian dis-
establishment of civic or tribal piety.

Humanistic schools and educators strive to exterminate the

¢J. Klein, Greek Mathematical Thought and the Origin of Algebra (Cambridge,
Mass., 1966), pp. 117-125; cf. V. Gourevitch, op. cit., p. 285.
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remaining vestiges of civic piety in the hearts of potential
scientists. Thus they oppose everything which divides men,
making them competitors or enemies, instead of unifying them
into a global community in which all men are created equal.
In this ecumenical spirit, humanists weed out trivial (war toys,
academic standards or “grading”) and serious (religious
orthodoxies, firm attachment to one’s own country, family, and
property) unscientific prejudices. In short, they mean to eradi-
cate everything conducive to strong differences and, therefore,
to a strong sense of individuality. Thus the differences between
Spartans and Athenians were far greater than those separating
any two men in modern regimes dedicated to the present
(United States) or future (Russia) freedom and equality of
all men. These modern opponents can, in principle, be recon-
ciled, while citizens with opposed civic religions were, in prin-
ciple, opposed on the most important matters. Insofar as
individualism implies crucial ultimate differences, it was de-
prived of its raison d’étre among civilized men by the Caesarian-
Christian disestablishment. Thus, when humanists and sci-
entists speak of inalienable rights to liberty or privacy, they
mean rights equally shared by all men in virtue of a common
human dignity. Far from distinguishing men from each other,
such global rights discourage any significant differences.
Humanists rid scientists and scientific schools of narrow un-
scientific prejudices which often are not as visible to scientists
as to humanists. For example, scientific schools frequently fail
to note temptations to competitiveness inherent in traditional
“grades” (A, B, C, D, E, F), unless such dangers are brought
to their attention by avant-garde humanities schools ever on
the alert against relapses into a discredited past blinded by
civic piety’s divisive superstitions. Thus, defenses of scientifie
method from Descartes’s Discourse on the Method of Con-
ducting One’s Reason Well and Seeking Truth in the Sciences
to Dewey’s Reconstruction in Philosophy have seconded Ba-
con’s (New Organum, I, 61) contention that scientific method
“leaves but little to the acuteness and strength of wits but
places all wits and understandings nearly on a level. For as in
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the drawing of a straight line or a perfect circle, much depends
on the steadiness and practice of the hand, if it be done by
aim of hand only, but if with the aid of rule or compass,
little or nothing; so it is exactly with [scientific method].”
Nietzsche noted the egalitarian morality responsible for modern
scientific methods of thinking.®

If scientific method is inherently global and egalitarian, hu-
manists eager to establish equality and cooperation through
elimination of “grades” and other incentives to competition
are more scientific than scientists burning to excel the achieve-
ments of an Einstein or a Heisenberg. Yet, perhaps the best
scientists have been spurred by the passion to excel, the craving
for excellence. If that passion is molded by prescientific pre-
judice, perhaps the whole scientific enterprise is informed by
a prejudice which global piety condemns as pride, the impious
drive to be exceptional, to except oneself from the common
lot of mankind.® Since pride makes men enemies, humanists
from Bacon and Kant to Skinner and Mao have urged its
eradication in the name of world peace and brotherhood. Far
from opposing science, the humanities strive to make all men
scientific by eradicating prejudices which make global applica-
tion of science’s globally applicable methods difficult or im-
possible. The humanities are science’s loyal watch-dogs.

So long as philosophers found adequate refutation of civic
piety impossible, that is, so long as they had not become
humanists or scientists, they had to create a morality capable
of competing with civic piety’s martial virtue which, in
Macaulay’s words, knew no “better way to die than facing
fearful odds for the ashes of one’s fathers and the temples of
one’s gods.” Its monuments are Plutarch’s heroes whose un-
quenchable thirst for civic honors shaped all noble competition
prior to the Caesarian-Christian disestablishment. In order to
compete, philosophy needed to demonstrate that its heroism
was more worthy of honor than Homeric greatness. Thus

5 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Ewvil, 22, 30, 204, 213, 264, 269; cf. Gourevitch,
o0p. cit., p. 306, note 156 and p. 296, note 118; Jaffa, op. cit., pp. 220-229.
% Nietzsche, “On Science” and “ The Leech,” Thus Spake 7arathustra, IV.
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Achilles, the model of Plutarch’s heroes, fails to pass an
examination graded by Socratic standards of excellence. If
philosophy was to be prized in regimes dominated by civic
religion, Plato’s hero, Socrates, had to supplant Homer’s
Achilles as the model for gifted youth to imitate.” Seen in this
light, Plato’s campaign against Homer, the Republic’s (607B)
“old quarrel between philosophy and poetry,” constitutes a
decisive landmark in philosophy’s ambiguous conflict with
civic piety.

In Plato’s Apology (28A-31C), Socrates presents himself to
his fellow Athenians as a philosophic Achilles summoned by
their god, Apollo, to make them as philosophic as possible.
Refusing to desist from philosophy no matter what the conse-
quences, he compares himself to Achilles who preferred death
to a cowardly life devoid of heroic virtue. Socrates is the new
Achilles whose victory over the old Achilles must wait until
the apotheosis of Caesar as the new Jupiter. The humanistic
or post-Caesarian Socrates fights for global, cosmic causes such
as the medieval city of God or the modern rights of man,
disdaining honors arising from excellence in defense of his city’s
sacred laws.

Like modern secular crusaders, medieval heroes fought for a
brotherhood of man which, however, existed in the next world.
God’s last judgment will join all the saved in a heavenly
fraternity, while condemning incorrigible sinners to eternal
damnation. Since the medieval brotherhood of man occurs in
the life after death, medieval chivalry could still share some
of the martial virtues of Plutarch’s heroes in this life. For
enemies of the Church required chastisement by a Roland or
a Charlemagne and, in peace, knights won glory in tournaments
or in combat with dragons or evil knights. Medieval Christi-
anity’s most characteristic deeds were crusades undertaken to
destroy the Church’s enemies and to capture Jerusalem from
them. After the death of Pius XII the last powerful traces of

7A. Bloom, The Republic of Plato (New York, 1968), pp. 853-361, 426-436;
Nietzsche, “ The Problem of Socrates,” Twilight of the Idols, II; Wil to Power
420, 457.
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medieval heroism are rapidly assimilated to modern rejection
of other-worldly salvation and damnation. Purged of presci-
entific “prejudice” by humanists, contemporary scientific
thought demands this-worldly salvation for everybody through
democratic (United States) or dictatorial (Russia) implement-
ation of human rights on a global scale.

Medieval chivalry is a half-way house between the civic
piety inspiring Plutarch’s heroes (and, to some extent, their
Socratic opponents) and the humanistic or scientific morality
responsible for the heroes of modern democracy and com-
munism. Medieval heroism found opportunities for glory so
long as this world endured. However, modern heroes strive to
end all this-worldly conflicts in this world. The victory of
scientists, purged of prejudice by humanists, culminates in a
world with no place for Achilles or Roland. There will be
no war, competition, or even serious arguments, since science,
protected by the humanities, will resolve all discords with a
globally applicable precision and exactitude whose technology
favors all men equally. If scientific enlightenment can settle all
human differences, men presumably will spend their time con-
summating the brotherhood of man in mutual love (quite
literally and physically according to Marcuse and other
champions of the “sexual revolution ). Will these efforts at
universal love be more than pitiful attempts to drown modern
homesickness ® or “ alienation ” in a sea of bestial passion?

Once America, and then the rest of the world, undergo their
“ greening,” the passions of Plutarch’s heroes will seem absurd
or immoral. Nietzsche predicts that anyone still harboring
them will go voluntarily to the insane asylum. On the horizon
of Nietzsche’s last men, Homeric striving for excellence seems
more foreign than Gulliver in Lilliput.® Obviously, the egali-

8 Above, note 2. Cf. also my “Eros and the Maternal Instinct: A Note on
Civilization and its Discontents,” The Psychoanalytic Review (to be published).
? Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Prologue, 5): “The earth has become

small and on it hops the last man who makes everything small . . . They have
left the regions where it was hard to live, for one needs warmth. One still loves
one’s neighbor and rubs against him, for one needs warmth . . . One no longer

becomes poor or rich: both are too burdensome. Who still wants to rule or to
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tarian global society of the last men is in harmony with the
ecumenical sympathies of modern humanists and scientists.
However, that does not necessarily make its acceptance wiser
than civic piety. Is it wiser to be last men or Plutarch’s heroes?
To be sure, the question makes sense only in globally oriented
regimes whose morality culminates in something akin to the
last men. For questions about what is good for all men are
unimportant to tribal or civie piety, since its concern does
not extend beyond the small community protected by its gods.
The rest is either forbidden fruit or unimportant.

Consciences molded by civic piety cannot seriously ask
whether it is superior to global piety. Nor can convinced
modern humanists and scientists. The question is at home
only in a Socrates whose passion for global or cosmic justice is
seriously challenged by his civic piety. For only the satisfac-
tory conclusion of philosophy’s quest for wisdom would reveal
whether Plutarch’s heroes are morally superior to the last men.
Plato’s inability to reach a satisfactory conclusion compelled
him to keep the question open in his Republic and Laws.
Consequently the apparent inconsistency of anchoring his
global justice in a Greek city is philosophically consistent.

If the above interpretation is right, those deploring the
Greek prejudices which made Plato’s utopia a Greek city are
the ones guilty of prejudice. As humanists or scientists they
assume the moral superiority of global to civic piety, pre-
judging the issue which, for philosophers, remains an open
question. Philosophic belief in one’s ignorance makes problem-
atic the devaluation of civic piety to a belief, not to speak
of its further reduction to a prejudice or superstition. Plato’s
political philosophy reflects this problem which has haunted
philosophy since its dubious birth in Socrates or some other
Greek.

To enjoy Socrates’ philosophic openness in modern, post-
Caesarian regimes, philosophers must struggle against moral

obey? Both are too burdensome. No shepherd and one herd. Everybody wants
the same; everybody is the same [or equal]. Whoever feels otherwise goes volun-
tarily to the insane asylum. ‘Formerly the whole world was insane,’ say the
most sophisticated among the last men.”
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forces in their soul fostered by humanistic or scientific educa-
tion. Consequently modern philosophers strive to secure a
fair hearing for civic piety within their society and, most
importantly, within themselves. Socratic openness questions
the dominant orthodoxy in the name of moralities despised or
ridiculed by it. In regimes whose authoritative morality de-
mands contempt for Plutarch’s heroes, philosophers champion
Homeric virtue for the same reason that Socrates condemned it
n regimes which bred Plutarch’s heroes. Thus, Nietzsche’s
defense of pre-philosophic civic morality against Socrates actu-
ally is philosophic in modern, globally oriented regimes. The
same modern version of Socratic openness probably is respon-
sible for Rousseau’s defense of Sparta or Geneva and Heideg-
ger’s philosophic solicitude for his home town, Messkirch.*
Men struggling to be philosophic today will support traditional
religious orthodoxy’s effort to save threatened institutions such
as the family.

With the virtual disappearance of civic piety, strong sancti-
fied family ties are among the few obstacles to the victory of
the last men. Another obstruction is the relatively strong
constitutional safeguard for private property and competitive
free enterprise still available in liberal democracies as distinet
from international (communist) and national (nazi) socialist
regimes. Consequently a contemporary Republic would sup-
port liberal democracy against communism or fascism for the
same reason that it would condemn elimination of the family
or the hegemony of humanists or scientists, those modern
philosopher-kings. A contemporary Socrates would champion
government by moderate, old-fashioned pious democrats for
the same reason that the Athenian Socrates challenged their
authority in the name of an impious, avant-garde socialist elite.
Alive to their need to re-enforce the embattled remnants of
civic piety in liberal democracies, modern philosophers prefer
a Pericles, a Lincoln, or a Churchill to an Alcibiades, a Lenin,
or a Hitler.**

10 Ahove, note 2; cf. R. Masters (ed.), Rousseaw’s First and Second Discourses
(New York, 1964), p. 11, note 14.
13 Gourevitch, op. cit., p. 318, note 190.
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However, Nietzschean fears about the emergence of the last
men probably are groundless. For the more liberated cosmo-
politan regimes become, the more they seem to arouse passions
destined to destroy them. Dostoyevsky, Kafka, and other per-
ceptive psychologists have noted that the hallmark of modern
cosmopolitan communities is the experience of rootlessness.
The scientific jargon for the same experience is “ alienation.”
Heidegger uses the lovely word Heimweh which literally means
the pain of home or “home-pain” and might be translated
as homesickness. I suggest that this all-pervasive homesickness
is the voice of tribal or civic piety in globally oriented regimes.
Put differently, it is the lament of what was traditionally
called the soul in regimes fostering soullessness.

Traditionally the soul’s fundamental experience was of de-
pendence on gods or moral authorities outside of itself. Psy-
chology was dependent upon theology. To be sure, philosophers
worship gods unknown to them, until they receive a revelation
of piety’s true nature (Acts 17:23). Yet, their souls also
experience moral enslavement, although, in the absence of
divine revelation, they do not know their real master (or
masters) .

Citizens in modern global regimes have increasingly less
awareness of the moral dependence traditionally native to the
soul. As a result, the word “ soul ” has been replaced by “ self.”
For the modern self, as distinct from the traditional soul, s
essentially rootless and homeless, until it creates its own roots
and home—and even its own Gods (or God). The self’s
characteristic experience is freedom and independence, not
slavery or dependence. It insists that its own creativity is
responsible for all truth, goodness, and meaning in life. Its
morality of freedom opposes the soul’s morality of obedience.

In more “liberated” cosmopolitan regimes, even college
catalogues and other popular magazines trumpet the need to
abandon dependence on moral authorities which restrict the
self’s freedom. Yet, in the same regimes, more and more young
(and sometimes old) people who have the wealth and leisure
for this unrestricted freedom escape to drugs and violence. For
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they suffer from the homesickness or “identity crisis ” which
is the hallmark of the self’s essentially uprooted existence. This
suffering is responsible for violent rage in modern regimes
which permit relative freedom for self-expression.

Fury and violence is the soul’s answer to regimes which at-
tempt to compel its transformation into a liberated and liberat-
ing self. Autonomous selfhood is fundamentally cosmopolitan
while the soul is tribal or civic at heart. Consequently
souls will fight to the death to avoid the universal ori-
entation of Nietzsche’s last men or his supermen.” In his
defense of Sparta against more cosmopolitan communities,
Rousseau clarified the reason for this determination. He pre-
ferred Sparta’s civic piety as more in harmony with the natural
limits of man’s capacity to know and love others. By nature,
nobody can know or care for ten thousand or a billion men.
Only supernatural grace could make all men brothers. From
a natural point of view—the point of view of the soul without
such grace—any man who claims that all men can be brothers
or even friends does not know what it means to have a brother
or a friend. Thus Aristotle naturally preferred to be the real
cousin of someone in Athens to being the brother of everyone in
Plato’s communist utopia.

Demands for a brotherhood of all men are unnatural or
supernatural. When men live in regimes which make unnatural
demands upon them, their nature rebels. This rebellion informs
the frustration and violence which is becoming the hallmark
of youth in regimes permitting them to express themselves
freely. Their rebellion proves that those regimes suffer from
the same discord afflicting Plato’s utopia, an impossible com-
promise between civic and global piety. Similarly, contem-
porary cosmopolitan regimes inevitably foster the wrath burn-
ing to destroy them. Perhaps that wrath is the most philo-

12 8ee my “ Plato’s Defense of Socrates,” Liberal Education, 56 (1970), 470-472.
While writing that article I still believed that Nietzsche’s last men (above, note 9)
were possible. In other words, I failed to grasp the violent consequences of con-
temporary and future rootlessness. On this point Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr.

Hyde and Conrad’s Heart of Darkness are more prophetic than Nietzsche’s last men
or supermen.
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sophic passion possible in regimes dominated by global piety’s
ecumenical spirit. If it is, must not contemporary philosophers
curb their philosophic passion if they wish to continue investi-
gation of philosophy’s problematic status today? Otherwise
they might hasten the catastrophe against which the Pirke
Aboth (III, 2) warned: “ But for the fear of the government,
men would swallow each other alive.” Under such circum-
stances, can anyone but the unphilosophic be philosophic? Is
philosophy still possible?
Harry NEUMANN

Seripps College
Claremont, California



ANOTHER LOOK AT THE FIRST PRINCIPLES OF
KNOWLEDGE

RO

N THE PHILOSOPHY of mind of Aristotle and Aquinas
a very important role is given to the so-called “ first
principles.” These are the mental laws or rules according
to which the mind must function. Such principles would be,
for example, the principle of non-contradiction (“For the same
thing to hold good and not to hold good simultaneously of
the same thing and in the same respect is impossible ) ,* the
principle of excluded middle (“It is not possible that there
should be anything in the middle of a contradiction, but it is
necessary to assert or to deny any one thing of one thing ) ,?
and so on. In this essay the investigation into the principles
of knowledge is to be a psychological one, not a logical one.
In other words, it is to be an inquiry into the actual workings
of our mind, not an inquiry seeking to devise a logical system,
perfectly consistent and coherent, along the lines of a mathe-
matical system. In such a system principles would have the
role of axioms. But in the “ psychological ” inquiry we are
pursuing we are seeking to detect the basic drives, forces, and
activities which characterize our mental make-up and which
form the foundation underlying all our thinking, determining
the kind of activity that human thought is. These basic
features of our conceptual system do have some characteristics
in common with logical axioms, but they should not be equated
with, nor reduced to, such axioms.

Many philosophers of late have considered the principles
exclusively in terms of verbal formulations or logical formulae.
However, a philosopher must also investigate the basis for
the validity of such formulations. Such a basis must lie within

1 Aristotle, Met. T, c. 3, 1005219-20, translated by C. Kirwan, Oxford, 1971. All

quotations from Aristotle will be taken from this version.
2 Aristotle, Met. T, c. 7, 1011023-24.

566



FIRST PRINCIPLES OF KNOWLEDGE 567

the mind itself as it actually functions in real situations. Hence
in a “ psychological ” inquiry it would be wrong to think of
the principles as propositions already explicitly formed in our
mind as it were innately or a priori. Still less are they logical
formulae. Rather they should be thought of as forces within
the mind itself guiding it to act in a certain way. Just as the
law of gravity is not a proposition floating in the air but a
force pulling all solid objects towards the center of the earth,
so is, for example, the principle of non-contradiction (from
now on abbreviated to PNC) a force guiding the mind to
conceive things as being one thing and not at the same time
not that thing. These principles can be described or expressed
in propositions, just as physical laws can be captured in mathe-
matical formulae, but this does not mean that the propositions
are explicitly formulated and lodged in our minds. The formu-
lations are merely abstractions, expressing perhaps the most
important and salient aspects of that far greater reality—an
energy or force of many diverse effects—which is the ground
of the formulation. Just as a description of a man is not the
reality that is the man himself, neither is a formulation of a
principle the mental reality which the formulation seeks to
express or describe.

Aristotle and Aquinas called the principles first principles,
because they lie at the base of our knowledge. They are
ultimates, not because we first (temporally) know the prin-
ciples and then consequently (temporally) come to know other
things but because the whole structure of our conceptual
system is built on them as on foundations. (This will become
clearer as we proceed further.)

The origin of the principles is puzzling. We do not seem to
acquire knowledge of them the way we usually come to know
things. We do not sense them. We do not seem to reason to
them, though we may have to reason to explicit formulations
of them. Normally they can be detected only through careful
reflection on our knowing and thinking processes. We are not
usually explicitly aware of them. Many people never have
them explicitly as objects of thought. Yet they are present
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and effective whenever anything is known,® even in our first
acts of knowledge, for they are the principles of that knowledge
too. They are not primarily things we come to know, i.e.,
objects of knowledge. Rather they are parts of our mental
equipment, laws and forces regulating our thinking. Hence
when Aristotle and Aquinas call them the “ best known”
(* yvopipordryv, notissimum ) parts of our knowing faculties,
these terms must be carefully and rightly understood.
Aristotle says that PNC is part of what is necessary for
knowing anything;* it is part of our mental equipment. It
and the other principles are natural to us, just as the law of
gravity is natural to our physical world. Since it is part of
our human nature to have faculties for knowing and thinking,
the laws according to which these faculties function must also
be natural. It would be unnatural to deny these laws or to
attempt to think without them or in variance with them, just
as it would be unnatural for a fire to ignore the laws of com-
bustion and chill rather than heat a room, or just as it would
be unnatural for a ball thrown into the air not to fall to the
ground again (presuming there was no interference in its
flight) . The cognitive laws we are considering include the laws
according to which we particularize what we know, the laws
according to which we form universal concepts, and the laws
governing identification. Also laws such as PNC and the
principle of excluded middle (henceforward PEM) are natural
to us and pertain to our intellectual equipment. Apart from
these laws, however, there is another kind of law such as the
law of sufficient reason (henceforward PSR) or the principle
of causality, and also what Kant calls the principles of Natural
Philosophy (such as “in all changes of the material world, the
quantity of matter remains unchanged,” and “in all com-
munication of motion, action and re-action must always be
equal ”),° which, although in a certain sense natural to man
and his reason, pertain nevertheless more to the kind of object

38ece e.g., Aquinas: De Verit,, q. 1, a. 12.
¢ Met. T, 1005P15-18.
5« Critique of Pure Reason,” Introd. V, 2.
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he knows rather than to the nature of the mind itself. How-
ever, such a distinction must not be pushed too far for, of
course, all the former kinds of principle are related to objects
of knowledge also, and the latter kinds of principle are related
to the mind inasmuch as we must conceive things (i.e., our
objects of knowledge) as conformed to such principles. But the
emphasis in the former principles is more on the workings of
the mind, and the emphasis in the latter is more on the kinds
of object attained by such mental operations.

Aquinas often maintained that the principles are also known
naturally.® Not only are they natural to our mental powers and
their function a natural part of the operation of knowing but
we also know them naturally. In other words, they are known
whenever the mind functions properly and according to its
nature. There is a problem here with regard to the use of the
word “know.” How do we know the principles? In what
sense of “ know ” do we know them? Wittgenstein questioned
Moore’s use of “know” when he (Moore) declared that he
knew for certain that this was his hand, that the world had
existed for many years before his birth, that at no time had
he been far from the surface of the earth, and so on.” The
sense of puzzlement experienced by Wittgenstein ® also arises
when Aquinas maintains that we naturally know the principles.
Certainly it cannot be in the same sense of “know ” as when
I declare that I know 8 x 3 come to 24, or that trees are green,
or that the motorear is going down the road. However, know-
ing that the car is going down the road is not merely a matter of
knowing the relation of the car to the road, but such knowledge
includes at least implicitly knowledge of the environment in
which this event is occurring. The knowledge contained in that
statement is not limited to the car and the road. Much more
is involved: the relative positions of the car and the road

%See e.g., In III de Anima, lect. 11, n. 372.

7G. E. Moore: “ Defense of Common Sense ” in Philosophical Papers (London;
George Allen & Unwin, 1959).

® See L. Wittgenstein: “ Notes on Certainty,” edited by G. E. M. Anscombe and
G. H. von Wright, translated by G. E. M. Anscombe and D. Paul (Blackwell,
1969), n. 6, 136-137, and elsewhere.
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during the time of my observation, giving me knowledge of the
speed; the awareness of a road as something solid, supported
by a solid stable world; the awareness of time—all these and
more are included in what we would call our knowledge of the
car travelling down the road. Knowledge of the principles is a
knowledge something like these implicit features of the explicit
knowledge expressed in our observation statement.

Aquinas gives the example of the principles being known in
the same way as light is known when we see colors. For some-
one uninitiated in theories of the physics of light this is a
helpful illustration. Our awareness of light usually comes from
seeing something colored. (By “ colored ” I include not merely
chromatic colors, but also black and white and their variants) .
Our attention is directed to what we see, e.g., the motorcar
going down the road, but at the same time we cannot help but
apprehend light as well. We do not perceive light by itself but
things illustrated by the light. Even when we say we saw a ray
of light pierce the darkness of a room, it seems that what we
really saw was something (e.g., dust particles) of some area
suddenly illumined by the light, whereas previously all was
in darkness. Light is a means whereby we can perceive colors
and colored things: without light we cannot perceive the
colors. Hence in the direct apprehension of colors we also
perceive the means whereby this apprehension is possible, viz.,
the light. Light is thus an important factor contributing to our
perception of colors; it actually influences our perception. It is
in some way a cause, and more than a conditio sine qua non.
If the light were not a “ white ” light but a red or a blue one,
our perception of colors would also be tainted red or blue as
the case may be. At midday in bright sunshine a ripe wheat
field looks golden; as the sun goes down in the evening, it
looks rosy pink. Thus light is perceived as a contributing
cause or influence at the same time and in the same act as we
directly and explicitly apprehend colors or colored objects. We
do not as it were first see the colors and then see the light,
though we may have our attention exclusively fixed on the
colored objects and only by a subsequent change of attention
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advert to the light. But this is a switch of attention in the one
cognitive act which is apprehending both colors and light at
the same time.

Our knowledge of the first principles is something like our
apprehension of light in the perception of colors. In an ordin-
ary act of judging not only do we have in mind that which we
are judging about but the very principles influencing that
judgment are present in our act of thinking also. They are
present not merely on a mechanical, extra-consciousness level
but also at the cognitive level so that they are known together
with the direct object of the judgment. Aquinas says that
immediately (“ statim ) something is known the first prin-
ciples are known too.” Just as light influences and contributes
to our perception, so do the principles influence and contribute
to our judgments, which must be made in accordance with the
principles. Our judgment is explicitly directed to the object or
situation we are judging about, but indirectly and implicitly
that judgment includes the principles which regulate and guide
its formation. A judgment, for example, must follow the prin-
ciple of non-contradiction, for if that principle is violated,
nothing is said and there is no judgment. As Strawson says,
when a person contradicts himself or is inconsistent, he says
nothing.* Violation of PNC leads automatically to incon-
sistency. Also every judgment must conform to PEM: there
is no judgment, if we neither affirm nor deny but seek some
middle path. In judging properly we are implicitly aware of
these principles: they are “known” by us. The principles
may be in an empirical proposition and known in such a
proposition; nevertheless my knowledge as expressed in the
proposition (“the cat is on the mat”) is direct, whereas my
knowledge of the principles can be only indirect, i. e., through
and by means of the direct knowledge. We do not first know
the principles and then krnow (in the same sense) that the cat
is on the mat. Part of our knowledge of the cat’s position
consists of the first principles—not in the sense that such

? See e. g., De Verit, q. 1, a. 12.
19 I'ntroduction to Logical Theory (Methuen, 1952).
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knowledge is made up of a complex of principles but in the
sense that the principles are exerting an influence on that
knowledge, so that the proposition expressing our perception is
formed according to the principles—in such a way that once
we are directly aware of the cat and its position on the mat,
and express that awareness in a judgment, we cannot but help
know of the influence of these principles too.

However, this “ knowing ” of the principles rarely expresses
itself in an explicit statement to which we have assented.
Usually we are not explicitly aware of them, as we are explicitly
aware of the car going down the road. However, if someone
were to propose a statement of a principle for our assent, and
if we understood the statement, we would have no difficulty
in agreeing with him. This is what Aquinas means by saying
that the principles are self-evident from their very terms:
once the terms are understood, assent to the statement of the
principle is given.'* Similarly any person with normal under-
standing would reject a statement violating PNC; for example,
if someone were to declare that something could both be and
not be at the same time and under the same respect. When a
person spots a contradiction in another person’s or his own dis-
course, he is displaying his knowledge of PNC. Similarly, when
a person points out the invalidity of an argument, he is show-
ing that he knows the logical laws concerned. Thus our knowl-
edge of principles is usually revealed in these negative ways,
which do not bring us to new knowledge but make explicit
knowledge we already have implicitly in our direct judgment
and thinking.

Another example illustrating the way we “know ” the first
principles would be the way we know the law of gravity in
watching a stone fall from a height or even the rain pouring
down from the sky. Most people would not know the mathe-
matical formulation for the law of gravity; many possibly
have never heard of such a law. Yet they would know that
heavy objects tend to fall if support is withdrawn from under

21 In VI Ethic., lect. 7, n. 1214.
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them, and they know of this tendency, this law, in the perceiv-
ing of the fall of any solid object. Their surprise would indeed
be great if an elephant suddenly floated before their eyes. An-
other example of this kind of indirect knowledge would be our
perception of time in the direct perception of something moving
or changing. It is precisely this peculiar sense of “ know,” this
indirect implicit way of knowing, which prompted Augustine to
cry that, if no-one asked him what time was, he knew, but once
he was asked he was at a loss.** To make this implicit knowl-
edge explicit and clearly expressed is extremely difficult and
takes a great deal of sharp, careful, and analytic inspection.
It is a sign of the genius of the early Greek philosophers that
they were able to detect, isolate and express the principle of
non-contradiction, a principle lying at the foundation of human
knowledge, that holds the key to any satisfactory theory of
knowledge. Because of its very unmiversality and its indis-
pensability in thought, it is all the more difficult to detect and
very often taken for granted.

Other examples of implicit knowledge which one might at
first think would illustrate the kind of knowledge that we have
of the principles would in fact be misleading. I am thinking
of examples such as the observation of a car speeding down
a road, which would include a presumption that a person was
driving the car; one could say that knowledge that there was
a driver was included in the original statement—a justified
presumption, if in our original observation we took in (perhaps
almost unconsciously) that the car was travelling in a con-
trolled way. Or perhaps the use of the term “ my mother-in-
law ” implies that the speaker is or was married—such would
count as presumed or implicit knowledge. But these kinds of
knowledge do not illustrate what is meant by “ knowledge of
the principles,” for the facts that the car has a driver or that
the speaker is married can be expressed in statements of the
same order as the original statements: all are empirical state-
ments of observation or description. Yet knowledge of the

12 Confessions, X1, 14.
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principles is different. Although the principles can be expressed
in propositions, these propositions are of a different order, of a
different kind, from the original statements in which they are
implicit. For example, PNC can be detected in any empirical
statement, but itself it is not empirical but logical. Similarly
for PEM. The principle of causality might indeed be a general
empirical law, but its very generality puts it in a different order
from the statement expressing an observation of a particular
exercise of causality. Knowledge of these principles is indeed
had in our ordinary everyday statements but it is an indirect
knowledge, an implicit knowledge had through the understand-
ing of the explicit content of the statement (though not actually
contained in it), whereas the other examples were of implicit
knowledge contained in the explicit content of the statement.
Knowledge of the principles is knowledge of the structure,
grounds, and causes of the statement which are present to the
mind as making the statement possible, whereas the other kind
of implicit knowledge is really what is contained in a fuller
understanding of the explicit meaning of the statement. The
latter is revealed in a direct analysis of the statement: the
former (the principles) are detected by a more complicated
procedure—as in depth analysis—which seeks to determine
what is necessary for the statement to be possible.

It must be remembered that these principles which permeate
our knowledge are not starting points for knowledge, such that
we first know them, then build up our knowledge as from a
base. Moreover, to say that the principles support our knowl-
edge or that they are the foundations of knowledge does not
mean that all our empirical propositions can be reductively
analysed into the first principles; just as a house cannot be
reduced to merely its foundations and joists and supports, or
a human body to its skeleton. Rather (in the words of
Wittgenstein with reference to Moore’s common sense propo-
sitions) they “lie apart from the route travelled by enquiry.” 2
They form the structure or * scaffolding ”** within which our

13 ¢ Notes on Certainty,” n. 88; see also n. 210.
4 Ibid., n. 211.
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direct knowledge finds itself: they are “ adjustments of the
human mind.”* As Wittgenstein says: “The system is not
so much the point of departure, as the element in which argu-
ments have their life.” ** Without the principles our knowledge
would be dead, because it would be nonsense, unintelligible.
Just as a skeleton makes it possible for us to recognize or
learn to know a person by giving support and shape to the
body, even though we do not explicitly advert to the skeleton,
so do the principles give support and shape to a proposition.
Take away the skeleton and the body collapses, becoming un-
recognizable; remove the principles, or contradict them, and
the proposition collapses, becoming meaningless.

This explicit detection of the principles is done through
reflection on our actual thinking and leads to a knowledge that.
But the kind of implicit knowledge we have of the principles
in our actual direct thinking or perceiving of a fact or object
is more a knowledge how (to use Ryle’s distinction) .*” It is
implicit, because in order to know, for example, that the cat
is sitting on the mat, we must know how to come to such
knowledge and how to form the judgment. Whenever we know
anything it is obvious that we know how to know, just as when
a man walks he obviously knows how to walk. The principles
determine the way we know. This distinction between knowl-
edge how and knowledge that helps us to understand how it
can be that we know the principles immediately ** we know
anything, i. e., how we can know the principles in the one and
the same direct act of grasping something else. The answer
must be that in knowing that the cat is on the mat we must
know how to know that fact. There must be some sort of
awareness of how to set about knowing this fact, otherwise we
just would not be able to know it. And it is the principles that
determine how we set about knowing it.

Our language owes a great deal of its meaningfulness to the
principles, as can easily be seen from the nonsense we fall into

5 Ibid., n. 89.

18 Ibid., n. 105.

17 G. Ryle: The Concept of Mind (Penguin, 1963), c. 2.
18 De Verit., q. 1, a. 12.
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if we deny them. Aristotle in his attempts to show the validity
of PNC ** resorts to pointing out the undesirable consequences
of any attempts to ignore or deny the principle in our thinking.
Chaos in our thought would result. Our speech, reasoning, and
thought are limited by the principles; we must think, speak,
and reason in accordance with the principles under pain of
otherwise talking nonsense. Words must have a definite mean-
ing; if they do not mean one thing but an indefinite number of
things, then in effect they would mean nothing. If through
denial of PNC all contradictories are compatible, then every-
thing would be one, for we would be able indifferently to assert
or deny a predicate of any subject. The collapse of PNC
would automatically bring about the collapse of other prin-
ciples, especially that of excluded middle.?* Denial of the other
principles, or hindrance of their operation, would have similar,
though perhaps not so far-reaching, effects as does denial of
PNC, which enjoys a certain primacy even among the prin-
ciples.®® In fact, however, consistent and sincere denial of the
principles is impossible in our actual mental life, for they
govern all our thinking and hence even the thinking that goes
into denying them.

The meaning of a word is to be determined by the way it is
used (according to Wittgenstein).”® Our words are used to
express our thoughts, to make known what we are thinking;
they may indeed be our thoughts as it were made visible or
audible; our speech can be our thought.*® Nevertheless the
rules determining the use of the word must also determine its
meaning. Words must be used in accordance with the prin-
ciples: otherwise they are meaningless. If the word “ horse
is not used according to PNC, for example, if it could stand
for what is both a horse and is not a horse, it does not mean
anything—neither a horse nor not-a-horse. Similarly if our
statements sought to express something between affirmation and

*® For points made in this paragraph, see Met. T, c. 8-6.
20 Ibid., c. 4.

21 Aquinas, Comm. in IV Met., lect. 6, n. 605.

22 Wittgenstein: Philosophical Investigations, I, n. 189.
22 Ibid., n. 829-332.
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negation in violation of PEM, what sense could we make of
them? What meaning could they have? Nor could we make
sense of a world which did not abide by the law of sufficient
reason. The question “ why? ”, so important in our mental life,
would have no purpose.

Consistent with his teaching that PNC is part of what is
necessary in order to know anything, Aristotle maintained that
it is not arrived at through demonstration.”* We can extend
this to apply to all the first principles: we do not reason to
them, they are given and we take them for granted. Our
principle are part of the mechanics of our thinking and know-
ing processes, just as physical laws are part of the mechanics
of the universe. We must accept them as such, take them as
given, just as the physicist and astronomer accept the uni-
verse’s laws as given in the world that is. The physicist may
reason and use hypotheses to discover the laws, but the laws
are not produced by his reason. Similarly, the philosopher may
have to reason to detect the principles of reason, but this does
not make them products of reason.

Demonstration in Aristotle’s view is always made through
other principles, the certainty of which guarantees the certainty
of the conclusion (the principle demonstrated). Yet obviously
not all principles can be demonstrated in this way. Otherwise
we would have to demonstrate within a vicious circle or by
means of a regress to infinity; in neither case would there be
demonstration nor ground for certainty.”® The only kind of
“ demonstration ” that Aristotle would allow is 76 &'éAeyrrikds
amodetéar or what Aquinas calls “ syllogismus ad contradicen-
dum,” which depends on showing the nonsensical consequences
of the opponent’s position. For example, with regard to PNC,
once Aristotle has got his opponent to admit something which
has a definite meaning, he can show that PNC is already
presumed to be valid, at least in that case.”

The principles are certain and provide a ground for certainty.

24 Met. T, 1006°6-27.

25 Aristotle, loc. cit., 5-10; Aquinas, loc. cit., nn. 607-608.
28 Met. T, 1006219 seq; cf. also Aquinas, loc eit., nn. 608-610.
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Aristotle cites this as another characteristic of PNC,*" and we
can extend it to the other first principles as well. PNC must
be taken as the “most firm > (“ firmissimum ™) of principles.
Aquinas commenting on this passage of Aristotle *® calls the
principles most certain and most firm (* certissima et firmissima
principia”) . But earlier he maintains that the certitude of
our knowledge depends on the certitude of the principles:
“ certitudo cognitionis ex certitudine principiorum dependet.” *°
However, if the certainty of our ordinary knowledge depends
on the principles, the principles themselves must have a differ-
ent kind of certainty. Certainty is something derived from,
and reducible to, the stability of the principles. The principles
themselves are not dependent in this way.

The principles are not reasoned to and hence are not
“ certain ” in the way a conclusion is certain from the firmness
of its premisses. Moreover, they are not “ certain ” in the way
we are certain of the evidence of our senses: when I see a
motorcar approaching, my whole behavior in getting out of its
way and letting it pass shows my certainty that a motorear is
truly approaching. Rather the “ certainty ” of the principles—
or better, our reliance on the principles or our confidence in the
pinciples—is not a reasoned one nor one based on evidence. Nor
is it really based on the self-evidence of the terms of the princi-
ple, as Aquinas maintained.*®* For usually we have taken the
principles as certain before we are aware of any explicit formu-
lation of them, and hence before we can see their self-evidence
from the terms. Of course, once a principle is formulated and
presented to us, we can see from the terms that it is indeed valid
and certain. But such an explicit presentation is not usually
available to us, and in fact our acceptance of it is based on
the fact that we have already been taking the principles
mmplicitly for granted ever since we began our conscious life.

The principles are the solid grounds of our mental activity
and their stability is taken for granted. They are given along

27 Met. T', 1005522. 2% Ibid., n. 596.
28 Comm. in IV BMet., lect. 6. % De Verit., q. 1, a. 12.
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with our mental faculties, for they are part of our mental
equipment. They cannot reasonably be questioned or doubted,
for any reasoning automatically presupposes their validity. As
Aristotle remarked, only an untrained person would think it
possible to question them or demand that their validity be
demonstrated.®* In feeling certain that we know how to know
or how to reason, we at the same time feel certain of the
principles. Just as in speaking intelligently we are implicitly
certain of the meaning of our words, so must we be certain,
for example, of PNC which determines and guarantees the
meaning of our words. Right from the beginning of our mental
life the firmness and stability of the principles are taken as the
solid and stable foundation of our thinking and knowing. All
our conceptual system is built on them as on a solid foundation.
However, they are not actually present in our conceptual
system until we actually do know something. We should not
conceive of them as a scaffolding which first (temporally) is
there and on which we later hang our knowledge. No, they are
a scaffolding which appears fogether with our first acts of
knowing (whenever they might be), for they are there as an
integral part of that knowledge. Just as there would be no
law of gravity before there were objects to be attracted to the
center of the earth (or indeed before there was an earth),
similarly there would be no principles before there was actual
knowing or thinking. Logically they are prior to knowing, but
temporally they enter our mental life simultaneously with
knowledge. Aquinas many times insisted that the principles
entered our cognitive life through knowledge from the senses,
1. e., sense perception.*?

Another characteristic that Aristotle especially noted with
regard to PNC was that it was not hypothetical.®®* This, with
regard to the other first principles as well, stems from what has
been said already about the principles not being demonstrated,

8 dori yap dmadevoin TO py yiydokew Tivwy el {mTelv dwédebiv kal Tivwy ob

dei—Met. T, 100626-7.
32 See e. g., II Cont. Gent., c. 83; IV Cont. Gent., c. 8.
3% Met. T, 1005214,
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reasoned to, nor dependent upon other principles, but being
taken for granted as stable and solid. If the principles are
indeed like this, they cannot be hypothetical, they cannot
depend upon conditions for their validity. If the principles are
at the basis of the conceptual system, they themselves can
condition subsequent knowledge but cannot be conditioned
themselves. They have to be taken unconditionally as un-
conditioned grounds of knowledge.

However, this independence of the principles must not be
exaggerated. The principles are not so independent that they
stand isolated and in possible conflict one with the other.
Rather they form a compatible network of principles at the
base of our system and behind any act of knowing. In fact,
some principles are in a certain sense dependent on others. For
example, all the principles obey PNC and operate in accordance
with it: if meanings of words were not definite according te
PNC, PEM and PSR could not operate. PNC operates in a
special way on the most basic level of formation of concepts.
The other principles, for example PEM, operate rather on the
level of judgment, logically presupposing already the formation
of the relevant concepts. However, not even this is to be
pushed too far, for a full grasp of a concept, such that we know
when and how to use it properly, demands an awareness of
why it is such and not otherwise, and here on this level PSR
is already in play. And so this dependence of some principles
on PNC is not such that other principles are deduced from
PNC as lower principles from a higher. The other principles
cannot be reduced to, or analysed away into, PNC. But neither
are they entirely independent of it nor does each one operate in
splendid isolation from the rest. Rather they all work together,
influencing each other as they govern and guide our knowledge.

Having looked at the first principles in general, let us now
turn to two of them in particular. We shall develop some of
the details of PNC already mentioned and then explain the
psychological foundation of PSR.
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PrinciprLe oF NoN-CONTRADICTION

Aristotle has given a formulation of PNC which we will use
here: “ For the same thing to hold good and not to hold good
simultaneously of the same thing and in the same respect is
impossible.” ** There has long been discussion among philo-
sophers as to whether this principle is primarily a law of being
or a law of thought. According to Ross this formulation shows
that for Aristotle PNC was primarily a law of being.** But
Aristotle himself, from his treatment of the principle in Met. T,
seems quite clearly to have thought of it as both a principle of
thought and of being. These two aspects of the one principle
do not seem to be considered separately in his treatment but
he seems indiscriminately to emphasize one aspect and then
the other.

However, while admitting both aspects of the principle, it
could be argued that they are both on the side of thought.
Although at first sight PNC seems to be a law of being govern-
ing the beings in the world, it applies only to beings in the
world as we know i, in our world. It is only in our world, in
the world that we know or can know, that the same thing can-
not hold good and not hold good simultaneously of the same
thing and in the same respect. Our concept of the world does
not admit of things not in conformity with PNC. The various
objects, their various aspects, relationships and so on, which
go to make up our world view—the components of our concept
of the world—are all governed by PNC. Because all these
objects fall under (or within) our concept of the world, PNC
is thus a law of thought. But to call PNC a law of thought in
this way is really very trivial, for every law of science and
human life can have prefixed to it* in the world as we know it,”
or “in our world.” The chemist, the biologist, the physicist,
the lawyer can all add this prefix to their laws. To call such
laws “laws of thought” is tantamount to denying the possi-

8¢ Ibid., 100519-20.

35 Aristotle’s Metaphysics, a revised text with introduction and commentary by
W. D. Ross (0.U.P. 1924), p. 264.
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bility of laws of being. All laws have elements of human
thought in their formulation. But these elements should not
be sufficient to call them in a special way “laws of thought.”

However, there is another sense in which PNC could be
called a law of thought, and it is one I think Aristotle recog-
nized. It is a fact of human thinking that we do not think
of the same thing holding good and not holding good simultane-
ously of the same thing and in the same respect. Everything
we think of does in fact conform to PNC; we think according
to PNC. And even more, we cannot think rationally and
sensibly unless governed by PNC. The mind can make no
sense of a thought which violates the principle. In fact it could
be argued that there is no thought there at all. Although we
can formulate in words a proposition violating PNC, it does
not make sense, for it is not a thoughl. It is nonsense. The
mind boggles at such a sentence and rejects it. Thus PNC is a
law of thought inasmuch as it governs all our thinking, so that
we cannot think at all in opposition to the principle but always
must think in conformity with it. In this respect PNC differs
from, for example, the law of gravity; we could perhaps imagine
a world without gravity, but not a world ungoverned by PNC.

Aristotle did not make such a clear distinction between PNC
(being) and PNC (thought) . Although I think such a distinc-
tion is valid, it must not be pressed too hard or forced into a
separation. Each is closely entwined with the other and they
cannot be adequately separated, as if PNC (being) could be
considered in isolation from PNC (thought). They are really
complementary aspects of the one principle. Aristotle con-
stantly mixes them up, and in his defense of the principle he
often switches from thought to being and back again, without
apparently considering that this in any way damages his
argument.®®

Proponents of PNC as a law of being sometimes claim that
it governs all things in the world independently of anyone
knowing them, i.e., whether or not they are known. PNC as

38 Met. T, 1011P15-18; 1006222 & 1006b33; 1005°26-33 & 1005P35-100621.
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a law of thought claims that everything we know is in con-
formity with the principle; it lays no claims beyond what is
known or can be known. It merely says: if it is known,
it is known according to PNC. If there is anything be-
yond our ken, PNC (thought) has nothing to say about it;
for if it did, it would immediately bring it within our knowl-
edge. PNC as a law of thought, however, is not limited to
what is actually known but includes in its scope what can be
known, what is conceivable. It governs all possible objects of
knowledge, all the beings of our world. Because we know them
as governed by PNC, we believe they are really like that; we
could not imagine them really being otherwise.

I am interested here in the aspect of PNC as a law of
thought, i. e., in its influence on our cognitive life. PNC, con-
sidered exclusively as a law of being, seems to me to be so
utterly universal as to be trivial. Nothing would escape from
it, and hence it would say nothing informative about anything.
However, as a law of thought it has great influence on our
thinking, and although it is not informative, what it does to
our thinking is most interesting. Its role is not to inform but
to support and govern.

Although we have expressed PNC in the above formulation,
the principle must not be thought of crudely as a proposition
lodged in our mind, which we hold up as a sort of standard
according to which we think and against which we judge the
results of our efforts. As mentioned before, we do not have
any consciousness of any such explicit proposition affecting our
mental life in this way and I do not believe there is one. PNC
is detected and explicitly formulated only after intensive effort
and concentrated reflection on our thinking and judging. The
formulation is the result of this intensive inquiry and is formu-
lated precisely as a conclusion to the inquiry. Although we have
talked about detecting PNC in our conceptual system, this
“ detection ” or “ discovery ” should not be thought of as the
uncovering of something already lying there waiting to be
discovered but hidden by the more complex and explicit aspects
of the process of our everyday thinking and speaking. Rather
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it is the discovery of something already operating and brought
to light in explicit formulation: just as a rule in a game can
be detected in the successful performance of a manoeuvre
guided by that rule and then expressed in a proposition. PNC
is thus brought to light clothed in a formulation, which we
can all see, study and recognise as indeed making explicit the
principle lying behind, and operating in, all our thought.
Aristotle argues for his principle not by means of strict
logical demonstration—he considers this to be impossi-
ble—but through a certain “reduction.” PNC is indemon-
strable in a broad sense, because it is without grounds; it does
not rest on any prior principles and cannot be argued for on
the grounds of any other proposition or knowledge. Its only
justification can come from the collapse of our whole con-
ceptual system, if it were taken away or denied. In his argu-
ment he tries to show how inconvenient and how inconsistent
this would be. Many of the points he brings forward, beside
their main aim of justifying PNC, also throw much light on
what PNC does as a law of thought. They show how PNC
functions in supporting and governing much of our mental
activity, not only in the contemplation of ideas or thoughts but
also in reasoning, attainment of truth, certainty, and so on.
Aistotle makes it clear that PNC demands clarity in our
thought. He considers that, if he could get his opponent to say
one word and signify something definite by that word, then he
will have vindicated the principle and shown his opponent to be
inconsistent in denying it.*" Thus the principle enforces clarity
in thought, for it ensures that whenever we know anything it
is always something more or less definite and determinate.
Although we may indeed know something that is not as precise
as it might be, precision and clarification of that knowledge
come about in part through the influence of PNC. However,
PNC is not the only mental force involved in such a clarifica-
tion, nor is it even the most important one. The twin mental
abilities of affirmation and negation play the central role in

%7 Ibid., 1006219 fI.
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clarification of knowledge, and of concepts in particular. We
clarify a concept by eliminating all that the object is not, and
thus what the object s will eventually emerge in a clearer light.
At the same time the mind grasps more firmly and surely the
object, but; this is merely the reverse side of the same process.
This is done through our affirming-negating powers, not pri-
marily though PNC. PNC for its part ensures that if a thing
is X, it is not at the same time and according to the same
respect not X; it does not ensure that it is not Y or Z. PNC
ensures that if something is a horse, it is not not-a-horse; it
does not ensure that it is not a pig, a cow, or a rabbit, etc.
Nevertheless, if we know already that X is an animal, in order
to clarify our notion of X, we must exclude pig, cow, rabbit,
ete. so that we can arrive at a clearer notion of X as a horse.
Our negating powers do this, not PNC. What PNC does do,
however, is to give us firm assurance as to what X is as far as
we know it to begin with. We are certain, for example, that X
is an animal and not not-an-animal. The significant thing
about this is that this firm knowledge shows us which category
of concepts we are to work in. Thus with regard to our
example, PNC by giving sure knowledge of X as an animal
ensures that we work in the category of animal concepts in
our attempt to clarify X, not in any non-animal category,
such as those of minerals or vegetables. And so we see here a
twofold function of PNC: it contributes to definite knowledge
of a determinate thing; and it contributes towards clarifying
our knowledge by determining us in one category of possibilities
within which to exclude alternatives and positively to identify
the object.

PNC is also the force that regulates our judgments and state-
ments. It helps to ensure that predicates are not linked to
incompatible subjects. We may form a sentence linking an
incompatible predicate to a subject, but PNC would prevent us
from uttering it meaningfully as a statement. For example,
PNC helps us to avoid saying such things as “the widow
married the postman’s daughter.” Understanding the concept
of “ widow ” involves understanding that anyone meriting that
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description must be a woman and “being a woman” is not
compatible with the predicate “ married the postman’s daugh-
ter.” Of course, we may mistakenly say such a sentence as
this, but once our attention is drawn to the meaning of
“ widow,” our innate familiarity with PNC would ensure that
we corrected the sentence to the “ widower ” or withdrew the
statement as inconsistent (unless through special circumstances
compatible meanings of subject and predicate are agreed
upon) .

PNC may also prevent us understanding a statement made
to us by another person. If our understanding of the subject
was such that the predicate the other person attached to it
was incompatible with it, we could be puzzled and think that
either he did not know properly what he was talking about or
meaning by those words, or that he was talking nonsense, or
that he had attached a meaning to the words that was un-
known to us. In the latter case we would have to ask for an
explanation.

PNC has an important role to play also in all the various
kinds of reasoning (taken broadly) that we are capable of.
In formal logic a familiar method of proving the invalidity of
a propositional function is to show how it contradicts PNC; it
also plays an important role in other testing procedures. These
are just formal procedures reflecting the many and varied ways
this principle influences the reasonings and inferences that form
such a great part of our everyday mental life. Whenever someone
objects to another’s argument, protesting “ You can’t say that,
you’re contradicting yourself,” he is judging according to PNC.
Or when someone argues carefully avoiding contradiction, he
is reasoning according to PNC. In fact, any logical inconsistency
in our speech, whether in strict reasoning or in inference or even
in such non-reasoning transitions from one statement to an-
other as introduced by the words “ in other words,” “ that is to
say,” and so on, any such logical inconsistency violates PNC
and can be judged as wrong or invalid on that score alone
(although other principles may also be involved). An incon-
sistency which violates PNC does not have to be the strong
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contradiction defined by formal logicians. A broader notion of
contradiction is here meant, such as that implied by such
everyday sayings as “ You are contradicting yourself,” “ this
contradicts what you said before,” which can be applied to
many different kinds of logical situation. Thus PNC serves to
guard against all forms of inconsistency in our speech and
reasoning and also to act as a standard against which incon-
sistencies can be judged and appraised. However, we must note
that there are usually other logical laws also violated in many
cases of inconsistency: PNC is not the only principle involved
(except possibly in cases of strict contradiction in the formal
logical sense) . For example, if I were to say: “ He is an only
child, but his sister says . . .,” someone could interject that
I had contradicted myself, protesting: “ An only child is one
who does not have a sister, yet you have said that he has one ”;
or he might protest: “ Either he is an only child or he has a
sister—not both ”’; or possibly: “ If he is an only child, he does
not have a sister.” %

It may be misleading to think of PNC merely as a force
or rule regulating our thinking and reasoning processes. This
would be too narrow a view. It can also be seen as a dynamic
driving force urging the mind to further inquiry and never
allowing it to rest until full knowledge and satisfaction are
achieved. For example, although PNC may have helped to
bring us to knowledge of X as an animal, the mind is still not
satisfied as to the question whether X is a horse or not a horse.
PNC assures us that X cannot be both, and there is a tension
in the mind until the question can be settled one way or the
other. PNC ensures that the mind cannot rest so long as this
possibility of entertaining both alternatives remains. PNC can-
not tolerate the conjunction of contradictories and forces the
mind to settle for one side of the contradiction or the other.

PNC is a principle of knowledge. As such it is a foundation
of knowledge and does not claim to be knowledge itself. It
does not carry information itself: it is tautologous. But this

38 For a discussion of points raised in the last three paragraphs, see P. Strawson,
Introduction to Logical Theory (Methuen, 1952), p. 173 ff.
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does not mean that it has no cognitive content, no meaning;
for we do understand what it means. We cannot be said to
know PNC in any of the more usual senses of “know.” Nor
does it have any claim to truth in the way any ordinary
empirical statement can claim truth. Rather it is a ground for
truth: because PNC stands firm in our conceptual system,
other statements can be true.

Since PNC has such a privileged and radical position in our
conceptual system, it is something beyond doubt: it is “a
principle about which it is impossible to be in error.” *® If it is
to be one of the criteria for truth and falsity, it cannot be
measured or judged by itself.** Hence, it should not properly
be said to be true or false. Aristotle says we cannot be mistaken
about it; he does not refer to truth or falsity in his introductory
treatment of PNC.** First he says that it is the philosopher’s
task, whose “subject is the things-that-are qua things-that-
are,” to state the firmest principles of everything. The firmest
principle of all is the one “ about which it is impossible to be
in error.” We cannot make a mistake about it, and because of
this it is the best known of all principles. Note that Aristotle
does not say that PNC is the best known of all principles,
therefore we cannot be mistaken about it. Rather he puts it the
other way: we cannot be mistaken about it, therefore it must
be best known, (for error can arise only when something is not
understood or is inadequately understood) .**

3% Aristotle, Met. I', 1005P12.

4 See Wittgenstein: “ Philosophical Investigations,” I, n. 50, where he discusses
why it would be inappropriate to say that the metre standard in Paris is one
metre long.

41 Met. T, 100598 ff.

2 Kirwan (see above note 1) translates yrwpiuwrdryr as “ most intelligible,”
whereas Aquinas and the translations he used have * notissimum ”—* best known ”
—a translation which Ross preserves. Although vyrwpiuwrdryr could mean « intelli-
gible,” the use of it to mean “best known > is more probable and not unknown to
Aristotle—cf. ayrwrar xar yrwsiwo—N. E. 1126°25 where “intelligible ” would be
an impossible translation. This point could be important. Intelligible ” does not
necessarily involve actually being known, whereas “ best known ” does imply that
it is actually known, not merely able to be known. It is part of Aristotle’s thesis
that wherever there is knowledge of any sort, PNC is known.
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PrincipLE oF SuFFICIENT REASON

Another very important principle in our mental make-up is
the so-called principle of sufficient reason. There have been
various formulations of this principle. Leibniz, perhaps the
greatest champion of the principle, gives several versions, but
the following formulation is the simplest and sufficient for our
purposes: “ There is nothing without a reason.” * PSR is not
to be equated with the principle of causality, which is usually
interpreted in terms of efficient causality only, i.e., in terms of
what makes this happen. However, PSR includes the principle
of causality but extends itself beyond the limits of efficient
causality. Leibniz in fact includes causality in an extended
version of the principle: * there is nothing without a reason, or
no effect without a cause.” ** But elsewhere he excludes some
things from the requirement of a causal explanation, though
they cannot escape having a sufficient reason.*

PSR is the principle or dynamic force in our minds that sends
us seeking explanations for what we are aware of. It prompts
the question “ why? . It prompts us to find out why such and
such a thing happened, or why X is in such a state, or why
X behaves in such a way, and so on. It is the principle behind

*5G. W. Leibniz, Philosophical Papers and Letters, translated and edited by
Leroy E. Loemker, 2 Vols. (Chicago, 1956), p. 222 & 349. Other versions given by
Leibniz help to bring out the full character of this principle as he understood it:
“ Assuming that things must exist, it must be possible to give a reason why they
should exist as they do and not otherwise ” (p. 1038); “nothing happens without
a reason why it should be so and not otherwise” (p. 1100); the “principle of
sufficient reason (is that) in virtue of which we observe that there can be found
no fact that is true or existent, or any true proposition, without there being a
sufficient reason for its being so and not otherwise, although we cannot know these
reasons in most cases” (p. 1049); “ there must always be some foundation for the
connection between terms of a proposition, and this must be found in their
concepts ” (p. 517). This last formulation is repeated in clear logical terms by
Loemker in his introduction to these volumes of Leibniz’s papers and letters: “ A
reason for every predicate must be found in the complete subject (analytically),
and, conversely, each predicate serves as a partial reason for the complete subject
(synthetically)” (p. 42).

4 Ibid., p. 418.

> “For even though there be no cause for eternal things, there must yet be
understood a reason for them ” (p. 790).
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the curiosity, the spirit of inquiry, which to greater or lesser
extent is a mark of a rational human being.

Early on in our conscious life we become aware of relations
between one thing and another: relations brought about by
one thing influencing another. Our world is a connected world
and we do not see things in isolation, uninfluenced by their
surroundings. We expect each thing to be related to others and
to be influenced by others. We seek explanations through dis-
covering the connections, influences, and relations. PSR s
thus a *“ contextual ” principle: it urges us to look beyond the
individual or particular considered by itself and in isolation, for
no thing is a complete explanation of itself. Each thing is to
be seen in the context of other things which influence it and
which it influences.*®

First of all then, PSR urges us to find out why a thing is the
way it is. Such a question admits of various different kinds
of answer and the most obvious perhaps is the answer to the
question “ who or what made the thing the way it is? ”. Once
we realize that something did not happen by itself, or did not
become what it is solely from itself or like “ a bolt from the
blue,” we wonder what did indeed make it so; and once we
realize 1t 1s an effect, we seek its cause. However, the line of
causality which we seek to discover as an explanation may be
horizontal, spread out through time: one thing causes another
and this in turn causes another in such a way that the causation
by the first of the chain can be temporally distinguished from
the causation by the last in the chain. For example, parents
are causes of a child and are themselves caused by their own
parents; the thrust of a billiard cue causes a ball to move which
in turn moves another ball after the original impulse from the
cue is over; or the firing pin of a rifle causes the bullet to shoot

48T am using “influence ” in the widest possible sense, and do not want to limit it
to any narrow efficient causal sense, though of course I am not excluding any such
sense. Whenever 1 use “cause” in this section, I am intending “efficient cause,”
which is the common understanding of the word. If I intend another kind of
causality, the use of “cause” will be qualified by the appropriate epithet or
description.
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ahead and kill a man: the rifle is indeed a cause of the death
but the rifle’s action is distinct from the killing stroke of the
bullet.

However, there is another type of causality-chain which also
“ causes ” or “makes ” something but which can best be called
vertical, for each member of the chain exercises its influence
simultaneously. There is no temporal distinction. For example,
a man standing on the deck of a ship is dependent on a variety
of causal influences, all functioning at the same time and to-
gether enabling him maintain such a stance. One such causal
chain could perhaps be unravelled in the following way. The
man’s standing on the deck depends on the support and solidity
of the deck (if the deck were like water he would not be able
to stand), which in turn is dependent on the solidity of the
ship’s structure. That the ship can support the man at this
moment depends on the nature of the sea on which the ship
can float, the sea in turn finds supports in the earth and its law
of gravity and also depends on the influence of the sun and
moon, and so on. At one and the same time all these factors
must be exercising their influence and together cause (or contri-
bute towards the total cause of) the man’s being able to stand
on the deck. If any one of these factors were prevented from
exerting its influence, the later links in the causal chain would
also fail and the man would collapse.

This kind of vertical causality is always a necessary part of
any adequate explanation of why anything is the way it is.
The mind is not content with only explanation along the lines
of horizontal causality. A reflective or philosophical mind al-
ways wants to know why X is as it is now. PSR is thus a
cardinal prineiple of philosophical inquiry. It spurs the mind
on to wonder, and a sense of wonder is a mark of a philosopher.
PSR by prompting us to seek also vertical explanations throws
us beyond the immediate object of inquiry and leads us to
broaden our horizons and eventually look more to the world
as a whole. It prompts us to deeper and more philosophical
explanations by demanding that we take into account the
whole context, both vertical and horizontal.
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Often our quest for explanation of the world about us, how-
ever, is not completely satisfied even after we have investigated
both horizontally and vertically the causes which make such a
thing the way it is. The question “ why is it so?” admits
another kind of answer, which at times may be a more relevant
explanation—an answer explaining the purpose behind the
thing, what it is for and why it was made. Part of the explana-
tion and understanding of a motorcar is an appreciation of
what it is used for and what it can do. This is the case for
everything that has been made by design and not by chance.
Not only things made by human agents require explanation in
terms of the purpose for which they are made—cars, books,
paintings, musical compositions, computers—but also things
made by animals and other non-rational creatures: a birdnest
is explained (partially) by the purpose for which it was built;
a spider weaves a web in order to catch its prey. Sometimes
explanation for non-conscious things can be found at least
partially in purposes; for example, plants have an important
function and purpose in replenishing the earth’s atmosphere
with oxygen. Aquinas believed that everything in the world had
a purpose, was directed to an end, and this for him was a
way to showing the existence of God (fifth way). Even chance
happenings could be explained in terms of purpose: chance is
the coincidence of two or more “ purposeful ” happenings. This
fifth way of St. Thomas (especially in its claim that all things
have a purpose) has come under strong criticism from Anthony
Kenny in his book “ The Five Ways.” ** However, whether or
not all things in the world are directed towards specific ends,
we do recognize that some things are indeed done or made for
a purpose, and once this is recognized in a specific case, we do
not rest content until this purpose is detected: our explanation
of the thing is incomplete and PSR urges us to further inquiry
along the lines of its purpose.

Related to the idea of explanation through purpose there is
explanation through motive and intention. Kenny has pointed

‘" The Five Ways (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), c. 6.
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out how important it is not to confuse the two, especially in
moral philosophy or ethics, though he is wrong when he says
that Aquinas failed to make the distinction.*®* “ Intentions are
forward-looking reasons for action and motives backward-look-
ing reasons: in the picturesque phrase of the jurisprudent
Austin ‘ the intention is the aim of the act of which the motive
is the spring.” To assign an intention to an action is to explain
it in terms of its hoped upshot; but an explanation in terms of
motive (e.g. ‘out of envy’ or ‘ because he helped me in the
past’) may give a reason for action in terms of a previous
rather than a subsequent state of affairs.”*® Explanation in
terms of previous and subsequent states of affairs are all part
of the total explanation urged by PSR as a “ contextual ”
principle.

Another kind of inquiry into the reasons for a thing or
situation would be along the lines of Aristotle’s = i éorw and
7o 7t fv edvar, or what Aquinas called “quod quid est” and
“quod quid erat esse.” According to Lonergan, the principal
meaning of the first of the two formulae in both Aristotle and
Aquinas is essence and the principal meaning of the second is
form. Aristotle was aware of this distinction but his emphasis
was on their radical equivalence.”® And so there seems to be
another way of seeking explanation—within the thing itself
rather than in the states of affairs preceding or following, or
in the maker or doer.

Depending on the way one looks at the thing, one can dis-
tinguish within it two principles which have been called the
material and formal causes. A traditional example (especially
in neo-scholastic handbooks) illustrating the distinction be-
tween material and formal causes is that of a clock. The
material cause answers the question “what is it (the clock)
made of? ”, to which the reply is “ the various parts ” (cogs,
wheels, springs, and so on). The formal cause answers the

8 See e. g., Summa Theol., I-11, q. 72, a. 8.

*° Kenny, op. cit., p. 110.

*°B. Lonergan, Verbum: Word and Idea in Aquinas (Darton, Longman & Todd,
1968), pp. 16-25.
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question “ what makes these parts to be a clock and not a pile
of spare parts? ”, to which the reply is ““ the arrangement of the
parts so that they function together as a clock.” The formal
cause is that within a thing which makes it the kind of thing it
is. Sometimes it can be a principle of organization of parts (as
in a clock or a motorcar) . Or it can be a quality (e. g., color or
heat) . Most basically for Aristotle, it is a principle determining
what kind of substance the thing is (horse or gold, cabbage or
water) . It does not apply only to artificial things, but Aristotle
considered it to be the internal explanation of all things, why
they are what they are. Geach, interpreting St. Thomas,
describes matter or material cause as the “stuff ” the thing is
made out of;** whereas the forms (every formal cause is a
“form ) are represented by predicates.”> A predicate indicates
the form found in the thing we are making the judgment about.
For example, Mrs. Smith’s hat is green: “ green ” is a predicate
and represents the color green, which is a form in the hat, deter-
mining it to be this kind of hat, a green hat.

It may seem idle today to look for formal causes on a level
of Aristotelian metaphysics in the highly complex, artificial, and
technological age in which we live, where so many things find
their explanation in the use, purpose, to which they are put
and in the arrangement and design of parts which allow them
to function properly. However, PSR does still function ana-
logously on the level of formal cause and prompts scientists,
especially chemists and biologists, to investigate the inner con-
stitution of the things about us. Although their investigations
may not result in discovering what Aristotle would have called
a formal cause, nevertheless their quest is a related one: they
are looking for an explanation of things within those very
things. They are looking for an explanation, seeking to under-
stand the things, not in terms of what they were made for, nor
in terms of what or who made them, but in terms of what
they are.

51P. T. Geach & G. E. M. Anscombe: Three Philosophers: Aristotle, Aquinas,
Frege (Blackwell, 1961), pp. 69-75.

52 P, T. Geach, “ Form and Existence,” essay in Aquinas: a collection of critical
essays, edited by A. Kenny (MacMillan, 1969), pp. 29-53.



FIRST PRINCIPLES OF KNOWLEDGE 595

Another factor contributing to a full explanation of some
things (not necessarily all) can be sought along the lines of
the influence a plan of & house has on the house constructed
according to the plan, or the influence a person whose portrait
is being painted has on the finished product. This type of in-
fluence has been called ““exemplary causality ” or even * ex-
trinsic formal causality,” and it is present whenever one thing
influences another in such a way that the latter is similar to
the first. The influence of the one is such that the other can be
said to Imitate or represent it in some way. The similarity
may be in the way a church is like the picture in the architect’s
or master builder’s mind, or like the plan which he draws, or
like the model he constructs—three different kinds of exemplar,
yet traces of their influence can be found in the finished
building. This kind of influence can be found in a scene or
person depicted in a painting. In reading a book “exemplary
causality ” exercises an influence, though this is only part of a
complex process, which includes many other influences and
reactions as well. The relationship between a sheet of music
and the corresponding music played on the piano is another
type of an exemplar’s influence. PSR demands that this line
of inquiry be pursued also in the the mind’s quest for explana-
tion.

However, a peculiar thing about this last kind of influence
(“ exemplary causality ”) is that it applies only through the
medium of intelligence. An artist paints the face of a lady
intelligently and with artistry. An architect builds according
to his plan with skill and forethought. Reading or playing
music are also intelligent operations. But when we find simi-
larity in situations or mechanical processes, we do not try to
explain it along the lines of “ exemplary causality ” but rather
through other different causes. We say “ something similar
happened yesterday,” or “ the same sort of thing happens every
day,” but we no not seek to explain this “ thing ” or ““ happen-
ing ” in terms of plans or models. Similarly, we do not attribute
the likeness of son and father to intentional operation. Al-
though the parents are intelligent beings and the act of genera-
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tion might have been fully intentional, nevertheless the appear-
ance, features, and even sex of the child are (at present) be-
yond the control of the parents. His looks are not planned
by them. Hence, although in many cases the influence of a
model, plan, or exemplary idea will help to explain the simi-
larity between two things, there are many other cases of
similarity which are not susceptible to such explanation. Only
where the similarity is brought about deliberately by an in-
telligent agent precisely intending to effect the similarity will
“ exemplary causality ” be an admissible explanation.

Analogous to the full notion of “ exemplary causality ” would
be cases of the behavior of animals acting by what is popularly
known as “instinct —birds building nests or migrating to
distant shores in particular seasons, spiders weaving webs, bees
forming honey-combs. Although these animals do not have
intelligence in the same way as that notion is applied to man,
they do have some form of knowledge; and there are similarities
in this kind of activity with human planned activity, for their
actions do seem to follow set patterns or plans. Hence perhaps
the notion of “exemplary causality ” should be loosely ex-
panded to account for cases such as these.

What about photographs? At first sight one would think
they have a close similarity with portraits and scenic paintings.
Yet (leaving aside the human activity of pushing a button,
finding focus, etc.) there is no intelligence involved between
what is being photographed and the photograph itself. Indeed,
we would prefer to find the explanation in terms of chemical
properties, action of light, and so on, not in terms of plans,
patterns, exemplars, or models.

And so even more than in the case of PNC it becomes evi-
dent that PSR is a force in our mental faculties driving us to
greater knowledge. It provides a great part of the dynamism
of the human mind. Ever proposing questions it forces us to
seek answers. Some philosophers in the past have talked of the
questioning mind, the intellect open to the infinite, of the mind
being a “ tabula rasa ” which has to be covered with knowledge.
Logicians early discovered and formulated PSR. The basis of
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this formulation, that which makes it a valid formula, is this
dynamism, thirst for explanation, or thrust into the world,
which characterizes the human intellect.

PSR is a conviction we have that the questions we ask are
not idle queries but do admit of answers. In other words, we
are convinced that the things of the world that we perceive
and think about are susceptible of explanation. Nothing
in our world stands so entirely on its own that it is com-
pletely self-explanatory and independent of all else. Things
are caused, are made up of other things, can be understood only
in relation to others, influence or are influenced by other things,
lead to knowledge of others, are capable of affording deeper
and more intimate knowledge of themselves than what is given
in first impression, and so on. It is only when one gets to the
bases of our conceptual system that the question, “ why? ” in
all its many forms loses significance. This conviction (PSR) is
at the root of the scientist’s inquiry: the chemist, for example,
is convinced that there must be an explanation (in chemical
terms) why hydrogen is active and helium largely inert; the
physicist is convinced that the laws of gravity have an explana-
tion. The philosopher wonders at the world about him. PSR
is peculiarly his own principle, for he is loath to admit that the
world is absurd, not susceptible to rational explanation.

Moreover, PSR urges us to seek “proportional ” explana-
tion: explanation in terms of causes and influences propor-
tional to the effect. A cause that is inadequate to bring about a
greater effect is no explanation (or at most, a partial one) and
does not satisfy the curious mind. Conversely, explanations in
terms of the magical or the supernatural are not satisfying
either. The thinking man will not accept superstitious explana-
tions in terms of causes which bear no natural relation to the
effect; e. g., the waving of a wand and a magical incantation are
not an explanation for a cure from illness. Nor is he prepared to
propose “ the will of God” as an explanation for misfortune
and an excuse to relapse into fatalistic inaction. The thinking
man will either not accept miracles as direct work of God but
instead consider them as susceptible to natural (though still
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unknown) explanation; or if he is also a religious man, he
might consider that the very nature of a miracle is such that it
contravene this basic law of his understanding (PSR), and
hence it is to be wondered at and not fully understood.

Finally, we may note that, although we began, our “psycho-
logical ” inquiry into this principle by calling it the * principle
of sufficient reason ” and accepting it as such, our investigation
has shown that it would be better called the “ principle of com-
plete explanation.” For this is the force urging the mind to
full and complete understanding of the world about us and the
individuals within it. The mind is not satisfied with just a
sufficient explanation of something but is restless till it knows
all about it. For a time it may be satisfied with a sufficient
explanation of a thing in a certain context, but later that
context may change and new relations of that thing fo its
context will come to light and further explanation will be
desired. In fact, the human spirit is not satisfied with less than
a complete explanation, and its idea of a “ sufficient ” explana-
tion merges into its demand for a “ complete ” one. The world
is always greater than the human mind and this quest is a
never-ending one as long as man is alive.

Patrick J. BearsLey, S. M.
Campion Hdll
Oxford, England



SOME ELUCIDATIONS AND COGNITIVITY PROB-
LEMS OF RELIGIOUS DISCOURSE

[ L]

IVEN THE WIDE variety of philosophical expecta-
tions, it is not surprising that philosophers have often
demanded either too much or too little from their

theories of knowledge. Some philosophers have circumscribed
the boundaries of knowledge so rigidly that the oppressive
standards of their theories have made it impossible to say of
what is obviously known that it is known, or indeed could be
known. These philosophers are somewhat like the incorrigible
cartographer who upon discovering that the mountain on which
he stands does not correspond to his cartographical calcula-
tions persists in holding that his topographical map is right
and that the world is somehow wrong. The mountain, he
argues, simply belongs somewhere else.

In contrast to the inordinately frugal philosopher is his
lavish brother, the paragon of philosophical prodigality. He
designs his theories so liberally and so unrestrained that even
he is occasionally embarrassed by the chimerical contrivances
the standards of his epistemology assuredly allow. He can
deny nothing and must admit nearly everything.

Many philosophers still find either one or the other of these
epistemic extremes irresistable. It has been difficult, therefore,
to rid the philosophical market place of inequity and reach
a point of equilibrium at which epistemology neither exagger-
ates nor underplays the logical functions of language. To tip
the scale too much one way or the other seems to be a
natural mistake, but it is, nonetheless, a mistake.

This mistake of epistemic inequity, as I shall call it, has
had a profound effect on the species of treatment employed
to cure sundry philosophical illnesses. In particular it has
resulted in a faulty treatment of certain problems concerning

599
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the logic of religious discourse. The attempt to remedy this
mistake has led me to consider seriously the relation between
knowledge and meaning. For the way in which we “mean”
things seems to have much to do with the way in which we
“know ” things. “ Meaning” and ““knowing” might well be
seen as two sides of the same coin. Thus the more familiar
we are with one side, the easier it is to preclude the intem-
perate inclination to demand too much or too little of the
other. In what follows, therefore, I will endeavour to say
something of how our view of meaning affects the epistemic
demands of religious discourse environments. In so doing I
hope to indicate points at which the logic of religious discourse
has been misunderstood.

A sphere of religious discourse that has received only minimal
treatment might be said to consist of a number of questions
and answers concerning an individual’s general state. These
questions and answers might vary enormously, but for the
sake of simplicity I shall confine myself to an examination
of the question “ Why did this happen to me? ” At the outset
it is important to distinguish the logical environments in which
the same question might have both a secular and a religious
use. That is to say, it is quite feasible that in one logical
environment the question could require a straightforward em-
pirical answer, while in another it might require an answer
of the sort we could call religious. Let us examine these
possibilities more closely.

Suppose one were to use the expression “Why did this
happen to me > as a straightforward empirical query. Assum-
ing the respondent has sufficient information in the appropriate
subject area, there should be little difficulty supplying an
answer to the interlocutor. Where there is a lack of sufficient
information it is generally agreed that the nature of the query
is such that it allows for an answer which is in principle
possible to provide. The possibility of answering a straight-
forward empirical query is thus a function of procuring the
relevant information. It is worth noticing that only an answer
which appeals to “ the way things are” will satisfy the conven-
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tions governing the use of a straightforward empirical question.

If a man were suddenly to lose the vision in his left eye,
it would not at all be unusual for him to inquire regarding the
“reason (s) ” for his tragic loss. If his question were intended
as a straightforward empirical question, a descriptive account
by an ophthalmologist concerning structural differentiation of
the retina might suffice to satisfy his inquiry. By “ satisfy his
inquiry ” T mean that an answer could be supplied such that
its acceptance would make it logically odd for an individual to
continue asking the same question and mean it in the same
way.

However, the same grammatical question, “ Why did this
happen to me? ”, might require for its logical completion some-
thing other than an appeal to “the way things are.” For in-
stance, imagine that a man who has recently lost the vision in
his left eye asks, “ Why did this happen to me,” and yet is
not satisfied with the empirical account offered by his ophthal-
mologist. Thus he continues to ask what appears to be the
same question. If the opthalmologist were really a philosopher
at heart, be might try to show that the patient is confused—
there are no other facts which will satisfy his inquiry. Medical
science has done all it can do; for it has exhausted its descrip-
tion of what is the case, its appeal to the way things are.

Insofar as medical science has done what it can do in the
way of an empirical account, a question which requires more
than “that” for its completion has been (and is usually) con-
sidered to be a pseudo-query. A large number of present day
philosophers who would hardly consider themselves positivists
concur that such pseudo-queries should be eliminated. Queries
such as these, it is claimed, only pretend to be questions. Since
they ask for what cannot be given, pseudo-queries are held to
be grammatical formulations without logical content.

There have been other philosophers, who are less parsimoni-
ous and less eager to preclude such queries from the logical
network of significant discourse. The view that these queries
were intended spiritually (as religious questions) and called
for “ the method of the heart ” rather than “ the method of the
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intellect ” was applauded heartily by many Wittgensteinians.
S. E. Toulmin, for example argued,

Indeed, such questions have a positive value, as both psychology
and history show. Psychologically, they help us to accept the
world, just as the explanations of science help us to understand it.*

Just as religious questions are not “rational” and are not
to be taken literally, religious answers, so it is claimed, are not
“ cognitive ” and to be interpreted intellectually. Therefore,
Toulmin reminds us that we must be particularly careful not
to misconceive their function and understand such questions
and their answers literally. But it has never been made clear
how such queries and their answers are to be understood when
they are not understood literally. Surely, it is uninteresting to
say, as Toulmin does, that such questions and answers show
“a desire for reassurance, for a general confidence about the
future.” # I find this an inadequate and yet recurrent account
of the logic of religious discourse.

Toulmin’s account of the matter gives us no reason to
believe that religious answers could provide the reassurance
he claims they provide. In fact, if his view that these questions
and answers should not be taken literally were tenable, it
would be extremely difficult, indeed, to explain on what grounds
they reassure us about the future. Moreover, if they are not
true about the world and informative, why should we be
reassured by them? If they say nothing about reality, then
about what reality can they reassure us?

Toulmin’s treatment makes it seem as if the users of religious
discourse were small children who are continually reassured
about the world by their exposure to fairytales, which logically
can say nothing cognitive about the world. Moreover, he
implies that the fairytales will still have their reassuring power
even when their readers know that they are not true.

Despite the wide currency of acceptance given to positions

'S. E. Toulmin, Reason and Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1964), p. 209.
3 Ibid., p. 216.
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which spiritualize the claims of Christianity in order to give
them an appearance of reasonableness and credibility, I believe
that such positions are seriously mistaken and undermine the
very credibility they claim to provide. Toulmin and other
proponents of this sort of view® have neglected the relation
between reassurance and belief. They have failed to see that
reassurance is a function of an individual’s belief that the
stories are literal and true. One can hardly be reassured by a
claim he knows to be false. It is difficult, indeed, to disbelieve
the claim that “ God is working his purposes out in history,”
while simultaneously finding the claim reassuring.

As T suggested earlier, treatments such as Toulmin’s are
based on faulty presuppositions concerning the relation be-
tween meaning and knowing. If we are to cure the disease
and not simply treat its symptoms, it is necessary to recognize
its cause. In the exposition that follows I will therefore
examine briefly the development of these mistaken presupposi-
tions and their application to problems such as Toulmin con-
siders.

The development of philosophy during recent decades has
precipitated critical changes of perception in philosophical-
theology. As far as I can see, however, the critical changes that
have occurred within philosophical-theology have generally
manifested the mistaken epistemic inequities of twentieth-
century philosophy. The most conspicuous and perhaps the
earliest influence of this sort on philosophical-theology was
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. In that extremely important work
Wittgenstein proposed the restrictive theory that the meaning
of a word is that which it names. This rigid correlation be-
tween language and reality implied that religious expressions
were outside the dimensions of meaningful discourse.

Where there is a restrictive theory of meaning, there is
usually a restrictive epistemology based on it, and this was

*See R. B. Braithwaite, An Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1955). Braithwaite held, of course, that
religious utterances need not be true or false. They need only motivate us to a
certain behaviour, which might be called Christian.
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no exception. Many logical positivists were quick to cash in
on Wittgenstein’s “ naming-theory,” and they quickly devel-
oped a restrictive epistemic economy to match it. In A. J.
Ayer’s infamous Language, Truth and Logic, for example, theo-
logians witnessed the introduction of the verification principle
and the absolute rejection of religious discourse and of theologi-
cal knowledge entailed by it. Many philosophers adopted
Ayerian tendencies to some extent, and it became fashionable
to hold that theological claims to knowledge were not legitimate
claims at all but rather formulations which had no claim to
meaning and thus no claim to knowledge.

It was not long, however, before Wittgenstein abandoned his
earlier Tractatus view of language. In his Philosophical In-
vestigations he suggested the view that for a large class of
things, but not all, the meaning of a word is its use.* Although
Wittgenstein never intended his later view of meaning as a
dogma or rigid theory of language, his view was soon misunder-
stood and became popularized as “ Wittgenstein’s use-theory.”

The use-theory was exploited to suit a number of philosophi-
cal needs. Logical positivism had left an epistemic deficit,
so to say, in its treatment of sundry issues, and theologians
and philosophers alike welcomed the unrestrained epistemology
which seemed to be immediately derivable from Wittgenstein’s
use-theory. It is from this perverted milieu that philosophical-
theologians inherited the language-game phenomenon. Differ-
ent uses of language, it was said, presuppose different language-
games, each with their own peculiar logic that could not be
evaluated by any logic external to it.

The number of language-games was increased exponentially
and not unsurprisingly. Discussions among theologians of diver-
gent traditions looked more like epistemic solitaire than true
discussions. In the face of contradiction one could simply
claim that he was playing his own language-game and thus was
inoculated against foreign criticisms. Unfortunately, the state

* L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 2nd edition, translated by G. E.
M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958), Part I, Sect. 48.
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of philosophical-theology has changed very little since the days
of the language-game phenomenon in the fifties. The move
from restrained epistemic inequity to unrestrained epistemic
inequity has been firmly established, and the latter is now a
commonplace in philosophical-theology. Toulmin, for example,
pretends to have accounted adequately for religious discourse
by specifying its use, that is, its attachment or webb of attach-
ments within a particular language-game. In this way he has
separated out religious discourse from “ ordinary discourse ”
and has presumably preserved it from ill-conceived polemie.

Although many theologians are still content with the sanctu-
ary effect of the language-game phenomenon, they are content,
I think, only because they are unaware of what they are
sacrificing. One of the philosophical problems with the pro-
liferation of language-games to account for differences between
conceptual schemes is that what it preserves as meaningful
discourse it often relinquishes as true discourse. That is to
say, Wittgenstein’s notion that “meaning is use ” is not equi-
valent to the notion that “ truth is use.” Just because a piece
of language is used in a certain way is not to say that it is
true in that way. Such a view would mistakenly encourage the
temptation to say that a proposition is true in one way and
false in another.

The corruption made of Wittgenstein’s notion of use pre-
serves only determinations of meaning and mot unrestrained
determinations of truth—both of which, however, are essential
to Christianity. There are a number of technical philosophical
reasons which make this complex relation between meaning and
truth more evident, but it would be irrelevant to the purpose
of this piece to adumbrate them here. Let me say, however,
that the great ambivalence and hesitancy on the part of philo-
sophical-theologians to acount for religious expressions as true
or false seems to me a direct result of the corruption that has
been made of Wittgenstein’s notion that meaning is use. That
philosophical-theologians have tried to give a logical account
of religious expressions as meaningful but not true or false
represents an error of the utmost seriousness. In depriving
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Christianity of its capacity to make truth claims, one relin-
quishes so much of what is of fundamental importance that
what remains can hardly be said to be Christianity.

It has been an eggregious error for theologians to allow the
claims of Christianity to be diluted into a history of vague
claims that can be spiritualized to suit any philosophical
vagary. An essential feature of the Christian faith is that
certain of its claims were intended to say something literal
and true about the world. To deny this fact is to give up far
too much of what Christianity has been since its birth. All
that remains after this endless spiritualization is but an insipid
world view that could have come as easily from Tolstoy as
from Christ.

In view of these difficulties the burden of philosophical-
theology is not made lighter. The epistemic inequities of
extreme stringency and extreme liberality must both be modi-
fied. Requisite to providing an account of religious expressions
such as “ Why did this happen to me? ” is a balanced epistem-
ology based on a balanced notion of linguistic meaning. Such
a notion of meaning can, I think, in large part be furnished by
a more adequate examination of Wittgenstein’s later work.
Once this balance has been attained, the philosophical-theo-
logian must recognize that Christianity is a body of knowledge.
It may differ in epistemic degree, but it does not differ in
epistemic kind from other bodies of knowledge. And as with
any body of knowledge, he must allow that certain of its claims
may be true and certain others may be false. It has long
seemed strange to the pure philosopher that Christianity is
supposedly a body of knowledge whose claims are all unques-
tionably true.

In saying that some claims may be true and others false,
it means also that the philosophical-theologian must not con-
tinually readjust the claims of Christianity to satisfy the
criteria of pure philosophy. This stretching or reinterpretation
of claims is like the stretching of an elastic band to fit the
additional papers its user thinks it should encircle. There is a
point at which the elasticity of the band has exhausted itself
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and will break. So it is with the continual reinterpretations
and adjustments made to Christian claims in order to make
them encircle the apparent realities its users think they must.
There is a point at which the original claim has been stretched
so thinly that either it fails in its task or it becames something
else other than what it was intended to be. The philosophical-
theologian, in the last analysis, must appraise his mheritance
honestly. If Christianity has taught us anything, surely it has
taught us this.

Rownarp S. Laura
Brasenose College
Ozford University
England



TEILHARD DE CHARDIN AND “THE MYSTERIOUS
DIVINITY, EVOLUTION ”*

[ 1)

which met with a very mixed reception both in and
outside of the Roman Catholic Church during his
life, now seem to be facing less and less opposition and no
censorship. Indeed almost all of his writings (including many
letters) have now been published and have evoked widespread
praise for one who seems to many perhaps to have adapted
Bergson’s system to Christianity in a way equalled only by
St. Thomas Aquinas’s treatment of Aristotle’s theology.
Teilhard has actually been called *“ the Aquinas of the Atomie
Age.” ?* He has not only been widely read by intelligent people,
but his attractive synthesis of science and religion, so the re-
port goes, has persuaded many non-believers to adopt Christi-
anity as their faith. One of his most cherished ideas is that his
whole system is scientifically based and attains faith by logical
progression rather than by the irrational “leap ” of faith made
by Christian existentialists from the time of Pascal to the
present. As Teilhard states at the beginning of his best-known
book, The Phenomenon of Man, “ If this book is to be properly
understood, it must be read not as a work on metaphysics,
still less as a sort of theological essay, but purely and simply
as a scientific treatise.”?
It should be understood in the first place (as we examine
Teilhard’s claims) that he uses the word scientific in o some-
what broad sense to include hypotheses or “ extrapolations

THE RELIGIOUS WRITINGS of Teilhard de Chardin,

* Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Writings in Time of War, translation by René
Hague (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), p. 78.

2 Quoted in Eugene R. August, “Tennyson and Teilhard: The Faith of In
Memoriam,” PMLA, LXXXIV (March, 1969), 218.

¢ Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phencmenon of Man, translation by Bernard
Wall (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), p. 29.
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for the future (see especially his The Future of Man)* which
cannot be proved but seem to many reasonable enough to
justify their use in this way. There are also unverifiable
“ scientific ” assumptions about the past. He interprets evolu-
tion as a vast process in which the earliest form of matter had
both a “without” (the exterior) and a * within” (the in-
terior) , the latter being a very rudimentary pre-consciousness
or incipient consciousness. From this earliest beginning, pre-
life over a vast period of time (by what Darwin called “ minute
variation,” though Teilhard does not refer to Darwin) became
life and then reached its highest peak thus far in human con-
sciousness, which Teilhard sometimes refers to as  complexity-
consciousness.” ®* At every stage in this vast process the
increasing complexity of the “without” was matched by a
comparable increasing complexity of the “ within.”

Because of the enormous size and extent of the process and
the great numbers involved, great difficulties, both natural
catastrophes and moral evils, were inevitable, a “ statistical
necessity.” Many Christians (and with good reason) have
been unable to agree with Teilhard on this point, since such
an interpretation seems from one standpoint to limit God’s
power and from another to relieve man of the responsibility
for his sins. Evil, according to Teilhard, seems to have positive
value when viewed in the light of evolution; at least evil is
not “theoretically outrageous.” “Evil, in all its forms—in-
justice, inequality, suffering, death itself—ceases theoretically
to be outrageous from the moment when, Evolution becoming
a Genesis, the immense travail of the world displays itself as
the inevitable reverse side—or better, the condition—or better
still, the price—of an immense triumph.” ¢ Under the heading
“The Meaning of the Cross,” he identifies the Cross with the
travail referred to in the above sentence. “The earth groans
in travail with Christ.” “ Suffering and wickedness > are the
price of spiritual progress, “. . . for one cannot build up a

¢ Translation by Norman Denny (New York: Harper & Row, 1964).
5 The Future of Man and various books by Teilhard, passim.

® The Future of Man, p. 90.
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mountain without digging a great pit. . . .”7 Thus evil, it
seems, is the pit necessary in the building up of the mountain
of evolution. This idea seems to be reinforced when he says a
little later, “ Without Christ, suffering and sin would be the
earth’s ‘slag-heap.” The waste-products of the world’s activ-
ities would pile up into a mountain of laborious effort, efforts
that failed. . . . Through the virtue of the Cross this great
mass of debris has become a store of treasure. .. .’®

Teilhard’s eagerness to have nothing “ wasted ” in the great
plan of “the mysterious Divinity, Evolution ” results here in
several bad errors. In the first place, he does not distinguish
between the suffering of the righteous and that of the wicked
but simply puts suffering and sin together as a “store of
freasure,” which, without the virtue of the Cross, would be
“efforts that failed.” It would certainly have been more
accurate to say that through the virtue of the Cross sin most
fortunately became an “effort that failed.” But he is deter-
mined to consider sin as an effort that did not fail, as the pit
that had to be dug before the mountain of evolution could be
built. De Lubac says, in concluding a more ingenious than
sound defense of Teilhard’s treatment of sin, that Teilhard
belongs in the company of the “ greatest doctors of Christian
tradition ” who “refuse to attribute to evil, in Manichean
fashion, ontological reality.”® But there is certainly as much
ontological reality for Teilhard in the necessary “pit” as in
the “ mountain” whose “building ” required it. Contrary to
Teilhard, there is no “easy solution ” to the problem, and his
thinking that he has found one is one of the main defects of
his system. Teilhard was certainly not a Manichean, but he
came dangerously close to the Cainite heresy, which inter-
preted all moral evil, including Cain’s murder of Abel, as part
of God’s great plan, since without evil there would have been
no need for a Redeemer.

T Writings in Time of War, pp. 65, 67.

¢ Ibid., p. 67.

*Henri de Lubac, The Religion of Teilhard de Chardin, translation by René
Hague (New York: Desclee Company, 1967), p. 118.
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Indeed it is noticeable that Teilhard refers to redemption,
salvation, and Incarnation as words which call for an evolu-
tionary rather than the traditional interpretation. For ex-
ample, he believes that the Incarnation has not been com-
pleted but can be brought nearer as “I multiply the links
that attach me to things. . . .” The more I multiply such
links, he says, “ the more closely does He hold me—the God
who pursues in me the task, as endless as the whole sum of
centuries, of the Incarnation of his Son.”* Indeed his ad-
herence to things, to “ hallowed matter,” made him interpret
the future of evolution in physical terms to some extent like
the physicalized prophecies of the Fundamentalists. Consider
his vision of the Last Judgment as reported in the biography
by Robert Speaight:

The * live’ matter would free itself from the accidents of pluralism,
and the ‘dead’ matter would be segregated in the fullness of
time. . . . As for the contingent matter—the tissue of habits and
circumstances which have formed the envelope of our earthly life—
we shall shed these like a chrysalis, but enough of them will remain
even in our separated souls to form the matter of an eventual
resurrection. These souls will still feel the necessity of union but
they can unite in a way which ‘integrally reflects their own
history ’; and so long as their attachment to matter remains broken
this union is impossible. Was it not conceivable that in activating
their need for union, God would ‘reconstitute in an identical
cosmos this dust of floating monads according to the particular
texture of each’? 1

Such a description as the above of the future evolution of
our body and our soul, with highly speculative details of
the merging of the two, was directly against the advice of his
friend and counselor, Maurice Blondel, who warned him
against “building a principle of explanation on what our
scientific mentality or our anthropomorphic images suggest to
us.”** Blondel also warned him against supposing that “ the

10 Writings in Time of War, p. 61.

** Robert Speaight, T'he Life of Teilhard de Chardin (New York: Harper & Row,

1867), p. 104,
13 Ibid., p. 105, quoting Blondel.
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natural order has a divine stability as such, that Christ plays
the same physical role that pantheism or monism attribute to
the vague and diffused deity with whom they are satisfied.” **
In other words, Blondel did not approve of Teilhard’s rather
physicalized vision of the “cosmic Christ” or * Christ the
evolutor,” whose fulfilment will not be completed until the
evolution of the universe has reached the “ Omega point,” a kind
of heaven on earth, in which all mankind will be completely
collectivized and yet at the same time “ super-personalized.”
Blondel felt, and with good reason, that Teilhard was degrad-
ing the mystery of eschatology by “ presenting the immanence
of the supernatural ‘in a way too physically imaginative,” as
if the supernatural were only a constitutive element.”**
Blondel warned that “the true prophet was the opposite of
the visionary; he was ‘ the man who discovers in the darkness
of contemplation the infinite richness of mystery.”” **
Speaight, who reports this exchange, minimizes it as being
merely “one of emphasis; where Blondel laid his stress upon
transcendence, Teilhard put his accent on the physical.”*®
Or, says Speaight, the temperament of Teilhard was cast in
the Thomist, that of Blondel in the Augustinian, mould. But
certainly St. Thomas Aquinas never went so far as to say that
“the supernatural plenitude of Christ rests upon the natural
plentitude of the world.” ** And itis hard to imagine St. Thomas
making the following indictment of traditional Christianity:
“ Christian faith, through its mysteries of the Incarnation and
even of the Redemption, adorns this world with many charms,
but does it not, on the other hand, rob it of all interest—even,
maybe, make it contemptible to us—by insisting on God’s self-
sufficiency . . .?”7*® St. Thomas would never have exalted
man to the extent of denying God’s self-sufficiency, and,

18 Ibid., quoting Blondel.

% Ibid., p. 107.

15 Ibid., p. 106.

0 Ibid., p. 107.

17 Ibid., p. 108, quoting Teilhard.

*# Eimile Rideau, The Thought of Teilhard de Chardin, translation by René Hague
(New York: Harper & Row, 1967), p. 508, quoting Teilhard.
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although St. Thomas tried to make the mystery of God’s plan
as clear as possible to the intellect, he says that we “know
God as unknown,” and he would certainly have agreed with
Blondel that “the true prophet was . . . the man who dis-
covers in the darkness of contemplation the infinite richness
of mystery.”

Teilhard’s exaltation of man almost allies him in this respect
with the transcendentalists, as may be seen further in his idea
concerning the Incarnation. In comparing Teilhard with
Pascal, E. Borne has considered this point as follows:

Pascal . . . is more conscious in the God-Man of the mystery
of God making himself man and having, by an inconceivable
condescension, become a single individual existence, incarnate;
while Teilhard sees in Christ more the divinized man, and divinizes
the whole. Here again it is as though there were two ways of
reading this central mystery of Christianity, which can be appre-
hended either by descending from above or by ascending from
below. There would appear to be in this a Christological dualism,
that characterizes the whole history of Christian theology: and
neither Pascal nor Teilhard de Chardin can be dissociated from
that history.®

But by “ascending from below,” man does not need to be
saved by Christ. Such an ““ascension ” is an entirely different
procedure, somewhat like the exaltation of man by the trans-
cendentalists, whose doctrines are not usually designated as
part of Christian theology. Indeed in reading Teilhard’s works,
one may frequently note his similarity to Emerson, as, for
example, in his admonition that we should “make up our
minds to accept wholeheartedly the manifestations of the divine
will registered in the laws of nature. . . .” * Emerson also was
an ardent “transformist.” We are reminded also of Whitman’s
supreme confidence (in “Passage to India” and many other
poems) that physical progress in unification of the world was
always accompanied by spiritual progress.

In The Future of Man especially (but the same message

1? Ibid., pp. 653-654, quoting E. Borne.
2 Writings in Time of War, p. 62.











































































































































































































































































































































































