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PHILOSOPHICAL PRE-SUPPOSITIONS OF THE
FOUNDING FATHERS: MYTH AND REALITY

[ ]

ULIAN BOYD has suggested that the era of the Founding
Fathers was to government what the Age of Pericles was
to art, the Age of Elizabeth to exploration and discovery.*

On the threshold of the nation’s bicentennial, it would be
advisable to separate this myth from the reality that is the
great experiment that is America. For so much myth surrounds
the Founding Fathers that the reality often disturbs the placid
conviction that our heroes were unmoved by the base passions
and the turbulence characteristic of contemporary life.

The word, myth, of course need not be used pejoratively.
Mircea Eliade has revealed how pre-scientific mythic visions of
reality did at least give the ancient world a cohesive world

1 Fundamental Testaments of the American Revolution, imtr, Julian Boyd.
‘Washington: 1973, p. 8.
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view, even if the deeds of the gods were somewhat capriciously
invoked, and the vision itself destined to yield to more precise
scientific explanation. The mytho-poetic vision of Homer and
Hesiod bore little resemblance to consequent Platonic or
Aristotelian visions of the universe, but the power of myth
seems less determined by inner structure than by the extent
to which it is given credence.

For instance, it has been comforting to us to see Puritan
forefathers, harassed by the motherland, blazing new trails
iIn an exciting new world, seeking freedom above all else. It
has been said more accurately perhaps that they wanted to
worship God in their own way and to force everybody else to
do the same. The Puritan mind was as sternly conservative
in the new world as it was in the old. In the 17th century it
was theocentric and family oriented, paradoxically committed
to the establishment of a theocracy and suspicious of the
political realm. Faith, not reason, was to be man’s guide, and
the Convenant of Grace was more important than rational
arrogance—especially since reason was and is an integral part
of a nature vitiated by primal sin. The Puritans indeed
rejected the formalism of establishment Anglicanism and
Catholicism, were suspicious of an Anglican religious establish-
ment allied to an inevitably unholy state, and they chose
simplicity over what they considered a quasi-popish ritual.
Although James Madison was later to see a vital link between
liberty and learning, the 17th century Puritan of the “Holy
Commonwealth ” was not tolerant theologically, not demo-
cratic politically, nor inquisitive intellectually.? A native
toughness of mind did pose questions that Puritan mysticism
was to avoid.? The attempt to understand the world of the

2 Cf. Perry Miller, Errand into the Wilderness, New York: 1956, Ch. V, “ The
Puritan State and Puritan Society,” pp. 141-153. Alan Hemert has best described
the complexity of the eighteenth century religious mind in his book, Religion and
the American Mind, Cambridge, Mass.: 1966.

$John Bentley disagrecs. He sees “ democratic ideals embedded deeply in
Puritan hearts,” and “ with matchless wisdom they joined liberty and learning in a
holy alliance.” Outline of American Philosophy, Patterson: 1968.
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Founding Fathers will not be satisfied as much by a study of
their political institutions, social conditions, and economic
situation as by a study of their manner of thinking. Gordon
Wood, in his monumental work, The Creation of the American
Republic, cites Joel Barlow’s observation that the mind of man
is the only foundation for any system of politics. If this be so,
it becomes increasingly necessary to study the evolution of a
mentality, rather than limit oneself to empirical data. This
is but another way of expressing the primacy of the logos over
the deed, if we really want to understand the deed.*

It is also probable that we see here the power of myth and
the limitation of fact. If men think that they are unequal in an
Aristotelian political sense, they will not be disturbed by their
consequent inequality of status; but if the colonists were
convinced that all men were equal in their rights, then the
Revolution was indeed made and sustained by the basic
conviction.

It is another question to ask what the basic convictions of
the colonists were. Were they egalitarian in the first place?
Are they the transplanted ideas of the philosophes of the French
Enlightenment, 17th century English jurists, Puritan theolo-
gians, or of Locke and the Commonwealthmen? Were the young
Americans stimulated by the indigenous pamphleteering in
the colonies, or were they reacting by way of “ brute prag-
matism ” to the American scene?

In accepting Barlow’s thesis, one can still see something
valuably formative in the colonial experience itself that possibly
led to a habit of thinking discernibly different from the original
thinking that produced the experience.

There is indeed an emerging pattern of belief in 18th century
America, complex in structure, and sometimes imprecise in
terminology, dependent to a degree upon classical and medieval
sources, but growing out of all of them to express a new

* One thinks here of Goethe’s line in Faust: “In the beginning was the deed,”
as contrasted with the opening words of St. John’s gospel, “In the beginning was
the logos.”
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political outlook that will find only partial expression in the
Constitution.

The American Revolution was one of the least revolutionary
of revolutions, if we would calibrate revolutions by the violence
they exhibit. But however articulated, the conviction was
there. Camus, in The Rebel, says “ Rebellion is born of the
spectre of irrationality, confronted with an unjust and incom-
prehensible condition. . . .Man is the only creature who refuses
to be what he is.”®

The colonists perhaps were not always capable of defining
injustice, but they eventually saw themselves as unjustly
treated victims, and they indeed refused to be what they were.
The loyalists, who possibly numbered about one-fourth of the
population, on the contrary, saw the Revolution as madness
and fury beyond comprehension.® However sympathetic we
may be to the much neglected Tory point of view, the scope of
which has been examined by that knowledgeable scholar of the
period, Bernard Bailyn, the American Revolution was pri-
marily a revolution of the mind rather than a series of convul-
sive acts of passion committed by a desperate and tyrannized
people. The colonists seem to have been more exercised by
the idea of being dictated to than they were to de facto
dictation. When Edmund Burke had the colonists sniffing
tyranny in every tainted breeze, he was aware that the
colonists were intellectually concerned with the problems of
equality, right and justice, long before they had been to any
great degree deprived of them.

5 Albert Camus, The Rebel, New York: 1956, pp. 10-11,

® Cf. William N. Nelson, The American Tory, Oxford: 1961; Wallace Brown,
The King’s Friends, Providence: 1966; Bernard Bailyn, The Ordeal of Thomas
Hutchinson, Cambridge: 1974; Pauline Maier, From Resistance to Revolution,
New York: 1972 and Mary Beth Norton, The British Americans: The Loyalist
Eziles in England, 177}-1789. The war, of course, was, in a real sense, a civil war
whose combatants were not divided by geographical borders.

" Samuel Eliot Morrison calls them “the freest people in the world,” not to
obtain freedom, but to confirm it. The Ouxford History of the American People,
New York: 1965, p. 172.
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The historian often laments the poverty of his sources. But
when one consults the writing of the period, especially the
sermons and pamphlets, one wonders if the colonists ever had
an unexpressed thought.

As Gordon Wood observes:

It seemed to be a peculiar moment in history when all knowledge
coincided, when classical antiquity, Christian theology, English
empiricism, and European rationalism could all be linked....To
most of the Revolutionaries there was no sense of incompatibility
in their blending of history, rationalism and scripture.?

But perhaps most theoreticians of the Revolution found the
inconsistencies of eclectic politics easier to bear, both because
of the casualness of their exposure to the contradictory tra-
ditions, and because of the adaptiveness that became so much
a part of the American character after more than a century
of struggle in an unrelenting primitive environment.

And perhaps the comparative absence of violence in the
struggle could be found, not in the moral superiority of the
colonists themselves, but in the colonists’ sympathy for the
Constitution of the British they were fighting. As late as
January 1776, John Adams expressed himself against indepen-
dence from Britain. The colonists seemed to feel in some
vague way that divine ordinance, nature, and rational legal
refinement were felicitously combined in the Constitution of
Great Britain. From Montesquieu to the Adamses, no praise
was too great for the “ perfect ” Constitution, although hos-
tility could simultaneously be directed against an insensitive
Parliament and a remote monarchy which were thought to be
perverting that very Constitution.

THE EARLY YEARS
It is customary to begin our colonial philosophical history
with a consideration of Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758), but

® Gordon Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 1776-178%, Chapel
Hill: 1969, pp. 7-8.
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despite the curious blendings of Calvinistic theology and Lock-
ean empiricism, it would seem that dissenting theologians in
general rather than Edwards in particular were of more
importance. It has been suggested that the philosophical
origins of Congregrational Puritanism go back to the Platonic
humanism of Peter Ramus (1515-1586) whose anti-scholas-
ticism and anti-Aristotelianism would be compatible with the
Founding Fathers’ humanistic deism—although Jefferson was
no admirer of Plato either. Almost a century before the
Declaration of Independence, Platonism had a base in Cam-
bridge, and one of the Cambridge Puritans, William Ames,
provided the philosophy texts of early New England.’

Thomas Hooker is another name that was to be famous in
the convenant theology of New England, and his influence
was to become both religious and philosophical. Schneider sees
convenant theology as a secular variant of social contract
theory, directed against religious formalism as the compact
is directed against excesses of the Crown.

Although it is questionable that the Puritan Platonists were
more philosophical than Biblical, the transition to deism and
religious naturalism does seem to have been a gradual and
almost inevitable development. Not only were Locke’s
Treatises widely read in the colonies, but Locke was a hero to
Edwards all of his life.

Quite simply, the greatest ideological influence on the
Founding Fathers of our nation—Dbefore and after the revision-
ist theory of the past fifteen years—is the towering figure of
John Locke (1632-1704).

There is considerable interest in philosophical influences to
which Locke was subjected, and the odd way in which his
libertarian theory weaves in and out of the thought of the
Commonwealthmen and pro-American Parliamentarians.

Those influences would be the classical study of his West-
minister years, the Scholastic philosophy which, like Descartes,

® Cf. Herbert W. Schneider, History of American Philosophy, New York: 1963,
p. 6.
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he knew and disliked; the libertarian ethics and theology of
Ralph Cudworth, the Cambridge Platonist; the Christian
humanism of Richard Hooker; the rationalism of the great
Descartes; and the cautious scepticism and empiricism of
Gassendi, which he probably knew best through his discussions
with Gassendi’s disciple, Bernier.

Caroline Robbins sees Locke as a “ determined Whig,” but
exposed to many friends of varying beliefs at home and abroad.*
At least in his earlier years before the return to Oxford in
1666, he does seem to be more the involved politician than
philosopher, although he began to write his philosophical ideas
down as early as 1660. His long association with Lord Ashley,
later Earl of Shaftesbury (for whom he was both secretary
and physician) was to sharpen his taste for political theory.
Especially pertinent was his association with Shaftesbury in
the 1669 writing of a constitution for the colony of Carolina,
and his developing distaste for political and religious intolerance.
Although involved almost all of his life in practical affairs, he
nursed at times a Cartesian aloofness, and a caution possibly
born of his successful fight against extradition before the
Glorious Revolution.

Not only was the work of Locke known to the more literate
colonists, but his 1690 Essay Concerning Human Understanding
provided much of the basis for the French philosophes’ faith
in Reason. His Second Treatise of Government, written between
1679 and 1681, was perhaps a more direct influence on social
contract theory among the Founding Fathers.*

1° Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth Century Commonwealthman, Studies in the
Transmission, Development and Circumstance of English Liberal Thought from the
Restoration of Charles Il until the War with the Thirteen Colonies, Cambridge:
1961, p. 58.

't The best available version of the Essay is edited by Peter H. Nidditch. It
is the first volume of the Clarendon Edition published at Oxford. Peter Laslett’s
Two Treatises published by Cambridge in 1960 is the best edited version of that
important source. In 1960, Mr. Paul Mellon purchased the Lovelace collection of
Locke’s works and presented them to the Bodleian Library at Oxford. Cf. R. L
Aaron, John Locke, Oxford: 1955; Maurice Cranston, John Locke, A Biography,
London: 1957 and J. W. Gough, John Locke’s Political Philosophy, Oxford:
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Scholarship has, within recent years, challenged the view
that Locke was, in Merle Curti’s words, America’s philosopher,
or in Morton White’s, the father of American Philosophy—
or indeed, one of the Founding Fathers by adoption. Although
these claims cannot be lightly dismissed, the case for Locke as
the greatest single philosophical influence can be sustained.

First of all, what does Locke actually say in the Two
Treatises of Government? Because of the comparative recency
of Peter Laslett’s critical edition (1960), one can determine
better what Locke actually believed.

The lesser First Treatise, as is well known, is simply a dis-
dainful evaluation and critique of Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha,
the celebrated defense of the divine right of kings. The ridicule
Locke heaps on the unfortunate Filmer would, of course, be
most sympathetically received by the colonists, especially by
the more literate, who were less than ardent admirers of
George III.

The more important Second Treatise begins with a treatment
of the common state of nature into which all men are born.
The state of nature is not meant to be an actually existing
primitive historical condition, but the pre-state situation of
men, who, though not involved in Hobbesian warfare, live
according to reason * without a common superior on earth
with authority to judge between them.” In short, it is the
absence of civil society. Pre-state man, guided by reason, is
destined to endure in benevolence and good will; but because
of the regrettable tendency of some to seek power and violate
the rights of others, civil government by the consent of the
governed comes into being. There is no compact here between
ruler and ruled, but between individuals of equal status. And
if any become tyrants, they are enemies who may be punished
by the community at large.

1950. John Dunn emphasizes the influence of Locke’s religious commitments
in the formation of his political theory and minimizes the influence of Locke on
American political theory in the eighteenth century. The Political Thought of
John Locke, Cambridge: 1969.
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It is interesting to note that Locke here espouses an optimis-
tic rationalism which recognizes tyranny to be a behavioral
aberration from normative appropriate behavior. And yet his
odd and indefensible defense of slavery is not seen in this
context of aberrant behavior. It is doubtful, however, that
Locke’s espousal of slavery contributed greatly to that insti-
tution’s prospering in the new world. The concern of the slave
owners was more financial and practical than ideological.

It will be remembered that the status of the slave and pro-
hibition of the slave trade were discussed but consciously
omitted before the American Constitution was drawn up, and
Congress was specifically prohibited from abolishing the slave
trade for twenty years.'?

The colonists certainly realized that slavery was a painfully
obvious denial of liberty, but they realized too that its abo-
lition would spell financial ruin.

Few even of the most enlightened Virginians were willing to
declare, as Jefferson did in the instructions he wrote for his colony’s
delegation to the First Continental Congress, that °the rights of
human nature (are) deeply wounded by this infamous practice.’ 1

In general, it may be said that the colonists had a qualified
interest in equality (except for those cited occasions when
equality would entail a significant financial loss). But they
were aware, as was Locke almost a century before, that those
free men of superior gifts and industry would inevitably acquire
preferential status. And as Charles Lee was to observe, the
honors would be obtained “ without court favor or the rascally
talents of servility.”

**The colonists were certainly aware of the Lockean justification of slavery,
and the literature of the period reveals that they thought themselves victims of a
British effort to reduce them to the position of slaves. Cf. Bernard Bailyn, The
Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, Cambridge: 1967, pp. 232-246.

**Ibid., p. 286. Patrick Henry too agonized over this inconsistency, and
hoped for a future opportunity to get rid of this “lamentable evil,” This does not
appear, however, to be a widely shared sentiment among 18th century American
plantation owners,
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The question of property was of considerable concern to
Locke, Although no one had natural and exclusive rights to the
goods of the earth, man was represented as having a right to
seek and acquire the goods of the earth for his own well being.
It is by the labor of man that the goods of nature are trans-
formed into property, and the state is obliged to safeguard
property in its acquisition, maintenance and transference.
Locke rather interestingly articipates the labor theory of value,
and suggests that man’s acquisitive powers be limited to that
which can be transformed by his personal labor. He takes for
granted the “just precedency ” of some over others.

Power is to be employed by the people for “the mutual
preservation of their lives, liberties, and estates.” Sovereignty
remains with the people, although they may designate one,
the few, or the many to represent their interests. It is signifi-
cant to remember in this context that Jefferson objected to
being ruled by Parliament, not because its rulings were unjust,
but because Parliament had no right to make the rules in the
first place.

The colonists’ suspicion of the metastasis of power was not
limited to the excesses of Great Britain. In later years it
would be directed against their own representatives.

The pervasive Whig mistrust of power had in the years since
Independence been increasingly directed not only against the
traditional rulers, but also against the supposed representatives of
the people, who now seemed to many to be often as distant and

unrepresentative of the people’s interests as Parliament once had
been.1*

Locke himself seemed to prefer an executive constitutional
monarch, and an elected parliament, and there would seem to
be considerable pro-monarchy sentiment even among those
who would refuse George ITI’s claim to this position. Professor
Wood suggests that the hostility of the colonists was not

** Gordon 8. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 1776-1787, Chapel
Hill: 1969, p. 598.
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directed against aristocracy as much as against a crown-
appointed aristocracy.

But of interest to the colonists particularly would be Locke’s
justification of rebellion under extraordinary circumstances.
He was not interested in hobbling the executive power, but
he did recognize the necessity of rebellion when lesser means
of redress failed. It is human reason that judges the gravity
of governmental injustice, and it is that same human reason
that prompts man to refrain from hasty precipitate action
when less drastic measures suffice.

Rebellion is aimed, not at anarchy nor at a return to the
individualism characteristic of the state of nature, but toward
the just government of the many. And when the prince rules
arbitrarily and unjustly, ignoring constitutional or legal re-
straints; when he dissolves the legislature or impedes its work,
sovereignty returns to the people.*

In general, Locke’s philosophy is open, liberal, sympathetic
and forward-looking. He is the believing rationalist, who
accepts Revelation as a supplement to reason, repudiates the
right of the state to intrude in matters of the spirit, and who
speaks, for the most part, eloquently in the defense of
religious freedom. It is perhaps this sympathy to religion, a
quality not found ordinarily in the philosophes of the Enlighten-
ment, that made a felicitous combination of the political and
spiritual for the religious colonists.

It is perhaps surprising that he was so wrong in the matter
of slavery and in his unwillingness to extend toleration to
Catholics and atheists, but for the time in which he wrote, he
was quite liberal.

1t is here that Locke invokes his “ appeal to heaven ” argument, by which
tyrannized people, “ by a law antecedent and paramount to all positive laws of
men ”, have the right to rebel. Ultimately, this is the Hobbesian argument of
self-preservation. Cf. Treatise, Ch. xiv; Bailyn, op. cit., pp. 198-229; Wood, op.
cit., Ch. x, “ The Sovereignty of the people,” pp. 344-390.
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ENTER THE REVISIONISTS

It has been customary to consider Locke’s influence as
indirectly exercised on the colonists by means of the philo-
sophes of the Enlightnment, but the revisionst work of
scholars in the past decade has given us new insights into
intermediary influences only partly Lockean in inspiration.

Of particular importance in any study of the philosophical
pre-suppositions of the Founding Fathers has been the work of
Caroline Robbins and Bernard Bailyn.*®

Bailyn has summarized what he calls the myth of the
American colonial experience, citing first the supposed fact that,
previous to the American Revolution, the political experience of
Colonial America was roughly analogous to Great Britain;
secondly, that an alliance of planters and merchants, constituting
an aristocracy embodying religious orthodoxy, economic pri-
vilege and social hierarchy, were attacked by native, frontier-
bred democrats through the medium of many provincial
assemblies, especially in the decade previous to 1776.

The traditional picture is completed with the American
Revolution destroying the oppressive power of this aristocracy
and giving power to freedom-loving Whig colonists. By the
imposition of these radical ideas on a traditional society, a
social revolution was effected that destroyed all but the
remnants of an old aristocracy—but remnants which survived
to regain power in a counter-revolution of the 1780s and impose
conservative views on the new Federal constitution.

By its light, politics in America, from the very beginning could
be seen to have been a dialectical process in which an aristocracy
of wealth and power struggled with the people, who, ordinarily
ill-organized and inarticulate, rose upon provocation, armed with
powerful institutional and ideological weapons to reform a
periodically corrupt polity.?”

*® Caroline Robbins, op. cit; Bernard Bailyn, “Political Experience and
Enlightenment Ideas in Eighteenth Century America,” in The American Historical
Review, Vol. 67, January, 1962, pp. 839-851. The Ideological Origins of the
American Revolution, Cambridge: 1967.

7 Bailyn, American Historical Review, Vol. 67, p. 841.
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The assumption involved was that an Enlightenment-
inspired group of American radicals had turned a dispute in
imperial relations into a sweeping reformation of public
institutions and land, and that what evolved, evolved from a
necessity of time and place.

The revisionists, writing against the theory of such texts as
Carl Becker’s History of Political Parties in the Province of
New York, 1760-1776, and Charles Beard’s Economic Inter-
pretation of the Constitution, tell a different story.

To some of them, it was not the Enlightenment that provoked
American radicals during the Revolution, nor any other ideo-
logical source, but the brute pragmatism of American life’®
Daniel Boorstin in The Americans: The Colonial Experience
(1958) emphasizes experience, the “ given”, as the secret of
American life rather than old world wisdom of any class of
knowers.

So two sets of facts are in evidence. The first, the conscious
seriousness with which Revolutionary leaders took ideas of
social and political theory that they certainly knew; and
colonial practicality, which spawned an ad hoc ideology that
the uniqueness of their situation suggested.

Moreover, Robbins sees a continuous fresh flow of infor-
mation into the colonies (already strong in the 17th century,
but increasing in the 18th) coming principally by way of
English dissenters and their American co-religionists. This
means that a neglected source of colonial thought was the
commonwealth radicalism of the 17th and 18th centuries, in-
volving not only the obvious figures of Beccaria, Montesquieu,
Voltaire, and Locke, whose works were known to the colonists,
but a whole group of lesser known foes of traditional authority
like Trenchard, Gordon, Neville, Harrington, Watts, Neal,
Sidney, Priestley, and Price. Moreover Diderot, Montes-
quieu, and Voltaire, liberal as they were, had doubts about the

18 Cf. Frederick B. Tolles, “ The American Revolution Considered as a Social

Movement: A Re-evaluation,” in The American Historical Review, Vol. 60,
October, 1954, pp. 1-12.
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possibility of republican government succeeding in a great
country.

Most interestingly, it is to be noted that in the pamphlet
literature—and Bailyn discovered more than 400 available
in wide circulation in 1776—the work most often cited in the
colonies was not that of Montesquieu or Locke, but Cato’s
Letters, radically libertarian essays written in London between
1720 and 1728 by two dissenters, John Trenchard and Thomas
Gordon,"* who later were to write commentaries on Sallust
and Tacitus that evoked the praise of Franklin, Adams, and
Jefferson.

The controversy over the validity of imperial government
in the colonies is seen as providing a common vocabulary,
common thought, and later, common principles. But the
revisionists see the colonists not only aware of being inno-
vators, but effecting reforms in the name of reason. They also
see franchise not being exercised by colonists who could vote,
and dissent well tolerated and not penalized.*® In short,
dissent 1s seen as a well-established phenomenon before the
Revolution. And Enlightenment theory is seen as having little
to do with these developments, which are occasioned by the
exigencies of the situation. Bailyn says simply: “ Nowhere in
the 18th century was there democracy—middle class or other-
wise—as we use the term.”*

The Commonwealthmen of whom Caroline Robbins speaks
were an extraordinary group. Their names are not well known
and no great achievements are attributed to them, but they
were a group of Whigs who preserved the evolutionary tradition
for service in the American Revolution. They worked from the
older libertarian tradition of Harrington, Nedham, and Milton

*® Books, newspapers, travel, correspondence are also cited as sources of trans-
mission of Whig radicalism. Cf. Pauline Maier, From Resistance to Revolution,
New York: 1972.

20Tt has been said that mobs in 18th-century America functioned as a part of
the political structure rather than as an attack upon it.

2* Bailyn, Ibid., p. 346.
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in Cromwell’s time; through Sidney, Neville, and Locke at the
time of Charles II; and a later group including Burgh, Price,
and Priestley were the latest of the series.

The Commonwealthmen themselves produced, soon after 1689,
accounts, arguments, essays, and histories which might be dubbed
the apocryphal books of the Whig Bible as it was to be read by
revolutionaries and reformers all around the Atlantic world.??

Robbins goes on to describe the Commonwealthmen of three
generations, seeing Priestly and Price early radicals of the last
period whose work was roughly contemporaneous with the
Revolution. Their thought, of course, was not a matter of
unanimity, but they argued for personal freedoms, a system of
checks and balances, resistance to tyranny, and constitutional
government.

Adams and Franklin both had direct contact with the
Trenchard-Hutchinson Whigs and were probably influenced
by the preoccupation of this group with religious and political
liberty, extension of the franchise, freedom of thought, although
oddly enough, not with egalitarianism. The London tavern
rather than the academic hall was the favored meeting place,
and many a tract or pamphlet seems to have been born of
these “club ” discussions.

It is, of course, impossible to cite all of the figures involved,
but one man stands out among the early Commonwealthmen
both for the violence of his convictions and for the fact that
his Discourses were “more of a Bible to the revolutionaries
than any of the works of his century, Milton alone excepted.” ?

Algernon Sidney (1622-1683) , the aristocratic self-proclaimed
foe of tyranny, was executed by the government of Charles II.
His Discourses, abusive to the Crown, though not egalitarian,
placed power in Parliament and in the people; justified re-
bellion when necessary; condoned the slaying of tyrants and
the freeing of slaves; and advocated a militarily strong state.

22 Robbins, op. cit., p. 5.
?% Robbins, op. cit., p. 46.
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A ringing message from a violent man, it not only appealed to
the revolutionary mind in England and in America, but ex-
pressed the hopeful conviction that popular government is
self-corrective. And his was an appeal that lasted for over a
century. It is somewhat odd that the more temperate Locke
does not seem to have read the Discourses.®

The fame of the great Milton and the equally great Newton
is in the fields of literature and science. Though Newton, like
Descartes, sought a low profile, his socio-political theorizing
and theological speculations seems to have influenced his own
century as much as his science did a later one. Richard
Cumberland (1631-1718), Anglican bishop and anti-Hobbes
political philosopher, in De Legibus Naturae emphasized the
role of reason operative in a teleological universe, and he
appears to have been widely read.

Robert Molesworth (1656-1725), one of the most important
Whigs of his time, was admired by Locke and wrote in his
famous Account of the blessings of health and liberty. He
was erroneously supposed to have contributed to the immensely
popular Cato’s Letters of the independent Whigs, Gordon and
Trenchard.

Another work that had eleven printings and was well known
in the colonies was The Case of Ireland of William Molyneux
(1656-1698) , basically because of its anti-colonial sentiment.
Another Englishman of this period was Thomas Hollis, whose
interest and benefactions to the colonists elicited Dr. Johnson’s
exaggerated but flattering charge that he was partially respon-
sible for the American Revolution.

FRANKLIN AND FRIENDS

The Enlightenment in the American experience is first
associated with the name of Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) .

#4 Curiously, Locke recommends Sidney, but claims he never read him. Madison,
in a letter to Jefferson on February 8, 1825, concerning textbooks, expresses
reservations about both Sidney and Locke, though conceding that they both are
basic sources for English republican theory.
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Thirty-seven years older than Jefferson, he had spent sixteen
years in England, where he made the acquaintance of David
Hume. And in his seventy-first year, he began a nine-year
sojourn in France, where he enjoyed the friendship of Con-
dorcet, Voltaire, Madame Helvetius, and other figures promi-
nent in the French Enlightenment.*

Exposure to the critical thought of Hume and Voltaire, and
the rationalism of the philosophes, while encouraging a
political stance that showed a marked development from a
Conservative loyalty to British institutions to a political
liberalism based on self-determination, did little to disturb
his rather serene deism, and the relatively conservative work
ethic reflected in the aphorisms of Poor Richard and in the
Autobiography

He certainly believed in the service character of government,
had a rationalistic confidence in the ability of well-intentioned
men to form viable political structures, and saw man as destined
to an eternity with the God who created him.

Yet Franklin, though he has been called with Jeflerson the
fullest embodiment of the Enlightenment spirit in America, is
more the experimentalist than the theoretician. For him,
philosophy lets light into the nature of things, and while he is
interested in theoretical understanding, the practical skills
take precedence.

This same ‘ pragmatic wisdom ” is found in Franklin’s

?5 Cf. Ralph Ketcham, Benjamin Franklin, New York: 1965; Frank Mott
and Chester Jorgenson, eds., “Introduction,” in Benjamin Franklin: Repre-
sentative Selections, New York: 1936; The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin,
New Haven: 1964; The Papers of Benjamin Franklin, 8 vols.,, New Haven: 1959;
C. L. Sanford, Benjamin Franklin and the American Character, Boston: 1955.
Condorcet and Turgot, who considered Americans “the hope of the world,” were
to figure importantly in the philosophy of progress, one of rationalism’s most
powerful dynamics.

*¢His acceptance of a Providential God, mentioned in a 1790 letter to
Jefferson’s friend, Yale president, Ezra Stiles, would suggest a rather unorthodox
deism. The classic exposition of deism is probably J. Toland’s Christianity Not
Mysterious (1696), which rejects Revelation and Providence. Cf. also S.
Clarke, Demonstrations of Being and the Attributes of God (1704-06).
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approach to morality and politics.” It is the empirical in-
telligence of a Bacon and Locke that he brings to domestic and
foreign politics and ethics. Like Jefferson, he esteems good
works over good words. Socrates and Christ were not for
Franklin the rather blasphemous association they would be
for a Jonathan Edwards.

A particular influence on Franklin was the Welsh dissenter
and moral philosopher, Richard Price (1723-1791). His well
known pamphleteering in behalf of the American cause possibly
lessened Franklin’s aversion to breaking “ that fine and noble
vase, the British Empire,” although the latter did propose
separation as early as 1767.22 'The Philadelphian, as has been
noted, had been in England almost uninterruptedly from 1757
to 1775, and had become friendly with Price, to whom the
Continental Congress with Washington’s blessing wanted to
extend citizenship. The Congress was interested in his skills as
a government financial consultant. He is also remembered for
his philosophical discussion with Hume and Priestley.”® His
association with Franklin took place chiefly at the fortnightly
meetings at the London Tavern of the Honest Whigs, a group
of dissenters that included Priestly and Boswell. His Obser-
vations on the Nature of Cwil Liberty, The Principles of
Government and the Justice and Policy of the War with

2" The term is Adrienne Koch’s, used in her description of the American
Enlightenment. She sees hers as a mediating theory between the Carl Becker
thesis (that the 18th century colonial mind accepted a divinely designed nature
that could be discovered by reason and articulated in normative laws) and the
Boorstin view that the given and the experienced took precedence over theory
in the American experience. Boorstin sees the colonists uncongenial to any
class of knowers and sensitive to the unique and “ unpredicted whisperings” of
environment. Cf. Carl Becker, The Declaration of Independence, New York:
1945, and The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth Century Philosophers, New York.
Daniel Boorstin’s work is The Colonial Experience, New York: 1958.

28 Jefferson too, writing as late as August 25, 1775, to his loyalist relative, John
Randolph, hoped for an end to an “ unnatural contest,” and wished for a reunion
with the parent country.

2 Carl B. Cone, Torchbearer of Freedom: The Influence of Richard Price on
Eighteenth Century Thought, Lexington, Kentucky: 1952.



PHILOSOPHICAL PRE-SUPPOSITIONS OF FOUNDING FATHERS 19

America (1776) was his most significant work, and his Dis-
course on the Love of Our Country (1789), written in defense
of the French Revolution, was to provoke Burke’s famous
Reflections on the Revolution in, France.

Price saw in his Observations an America being deprived of
the natural and inalienable right of liberty. He described the
various species of civil liberty involved in the principle of
self-direction, and eventually proposed for the peace of the
world a league of independent states. Government power
should be forever suspect; structures should be representative;
people should not be arbitrarily taxed; and the people should
be the ultimate arbiters of the rule under which they live.
He mocks the enemies of the colonists who sneer that America’s
defenders are Mr. Locke’s disciples—and glories in the title.*

Joseph Priestley (1733-1804), “ a dissenter by training and
disposition,” ten years younger than Price, was minister,
scientist, and philosopher. In his work, An Essay on the Furst
Principles of Government (1768) he displayed his Lockean
sympathies in behalf of political and religious pluralism and
civil liberty in general. His work is an odd combination of
unitarianism, determinism, and that kind of materialism
espoused by Jefferson that is compatible with spiritual values.
He continued to write on theological and political questions
after emigrating to Pennsylvania on 1794, angering some
Americans by his criticism of their intolerance, but enjoying
Jefferson’s friendship and protection.®* Passmore -credits
Priestley’s Socrates and Jesus Compared (1808) with pro-
voking Jefferson’s Syllabus of religious beliefs; and another of
the former’s works, The Doctrines of Heathen Religion Com-
pared with Those of Revelation (1804) evoking in John Adams
an interest in comparative religion.

The greatest of the political pamphlets of the American
Revolution is Common Sense of Thomas Paine (1737-1809).
Published early in 1776 by the erratic corsetmaker, grocer,

3% Caroline Robbins, op. cit., p. 344.
8t Cf. John Passmore, Joseph Priestley, New York: 1965.
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teacher, and preacher—perhaps best remembered by the colorful
but inaccurate description of Theodore Roosevelt as “ that
filthy little atheist,”—it touched, as Bernard Bailyn has
suggested, “some extraordinarily sensitive nerve in American
political awareness,” although the author had been in the
country less than three years prior to its publication.®

What is most notable is that, at the time of its writing,
independence from England was neither a political nor a
popular cause of great significance. As late as January,
1776, John Adams was to assert that he did not wish
America to break away from Britain. The picture of an
American nation almost universally desirous of independence
from Britain in 1776 1s a popular myth. The American
nation was a scattered group of individualistic colonies possessed
of neither ideological nor political unity, and Great Britain,
despite her rather short-sighted ruling clique, had a much
better record on constitutional liberties than her contem-
poraries, who would have been quite willing to further their
own interests at America’s expense.*

It has been said that Paine considers government, like clothes,
a badge of lost innocence. And despite its emotional intensity
which would suggest that this first widely disseminated plea
for independence was more reflective of heart than mind, the
pamphlet has some philosophical pre-suppositions, chief among
which are the pessimistic convictions that a just monarchy
is even theoretically impossible, and the optimistic conviction
that corporate good sense and a rational capacity for perceiving
the orderly universe resides in the masses.

Quite simply, Paine was writing to a people who did not as a
group want independence from Great Britain. He saw an
umbilical cord that was not a conveyor of life but a rope of

32 Bernard Bailyn, “ Common Sense,” in Fundamental Tenets of the American
Revolution, Washington, 1973, p. 7. John Adams despised Paine in particular,
and New Yorkers in general.

% Professor John Alden, however, argues for “the essential solidity of the
English colonies,” A History of the American Revolution, New York: 1969, p. 5.
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strangulation—and he wanted it severed. He saw Europe—
not England-—as the mother country, and he lamented the
narcotic effect of any phrase or thought that would deaden the
politica] aspirations of the colonists. Paine is not speaking
in a formal Enlightenment idiom, although he is eventually
to arrive by sheer wrath at Enlightenment conclusions in favor
of the individual versus the iniquitous tyranny of a * sullen-
tempered Pharoah ” like George III.

In short, his is the short-cut of rage through the lucubrations
of reason. Logic and reason will later support his plea for
independence and freedom—although he specifically denies
having even read Locke. His heart quite clearly had its own
reasons and he expressed those reasons with incredible inten-
sity.** The message of Common Sense spread like wildfire
through the colonies after its publication in January of 1776.%°

JEFFERSON

In any discussion of the philosophy of the Founding Fathers,
the name of Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) inevitably assumes
the pre-eminent place. Although it is not a matter of unan-
imity that Jefferson was a philosopher at all in the strict
sense of the term, the many-sided genius was much more than
the chief representative of Enlightenment thought in the
colonies.*®

34 Cf. Alfred Owen Aldridge, Man of Reason: The Life of Thomas Paine, New
York: 1959.

8 John Adams, however, cited Jonathan Mayhew’s A Discourse Concerning
Unlimited Submission and Non-Resistance to the Higher Powers (1750) as the
opening gun of the Revolution. It combined libertarian thought of Sidney,
Milton and Locke.

¢ Adrienne Xoch, for instance, cites the reluctance of the Jefferson scholar,
Gilbert Chinard, to consider Jefferson as a philosopher in the formal sense
of the word. She insists, however, that while Jefferson scorned school meta-
physics, and was not a system-builder like Aquinas, Spinoza, Kant and Hegel, he
was a man of considerable intellectual curiosity and talent, with a capacity for
methodical rational analysis of the human situation and environment. Cf. The
Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson, Chicago: 1964, pp. xi-xiv. Cf. also The Papers
of Thomas Jefferson, Julian Boyd, ed., 16 vols., Princeton: 1950; Paul Ford,
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Our knowledge of the first four decades of Jefferson’s life is
not helpfully revealing, but we do know that from his study of
the classics in James Maury’s private school, he was exposed
to the thought of Homer, Euripides, Herodotus, Virgil, Ovid,
Seneca, and Cicero.*” Stoicism and Epicureanism were also to
figure in his early formation, but neither tradition could be said
in any sense to have claimed his allegiance as a system.

He was a practical man whose thought was frequently
speculative. He was the great American libertarian, swearing
eternal hostility to every attempt to constrain the mind of
man; yet at various times, as Michael Kammen has pointed
out, “...he could embrace loyalty oaths, consider internment
camps for political suspects, draft a bill of attainder, urge
prosecution for seditious libel, ignore the Fourth Amendment’s
protection against unreasonable searches and seizures, condone
military despotism, use the army to enforce laws in peacetime,
choose professors for their political opinions, and endorse the
doctrine that means, however odious, could be justified by the
ends.” *®

Jefferson is not simply categorized in any philosophic or
religious system, for the simple reason that he never submitted
his opinions to any party or system in politics, religion, philo-
sophy, or anything else, and considered such submission as
servility and as a degrading addiction for a free moral agent.
“If I could not go to heaven but with a party, I would not go
there at all.””

The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, 10 vols.,, New York: 1892-1899; Daniel
Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson, New York: 1948; Merrill Peterson,
The Jefferson Image in the Virginian, Vol. 1, Jefferson and the Rights of Man, Vol.
I, Jefferson and the Ordeal of Liberty, Vol. II1, Jefferson, the President, Vol. IV.
Two additional volumes are to complete this definitive biography begun in 1948.
Norman Cousins, In God We Trust, New York: 1958.

*"The Literary Bible of Thomas Jefferson: His Commonplace Book of
Philosophers and Poets, Gilbert Chinard, ed., Baltimore: 1928.

* Michael Kammen in Book World, The Washington Post, July 7, 1974, pp. 1-2.

 Letter to Francis Hopkinson, March 18, 1789, Memorial Edition, Writings,
Vol. 7, p. 800,
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Like Franklin, whom he admiringly referred to as the Father
of American Philosophy, Jefferson had, in his Paris period
(1785-1790) , acquired a personal knowledge of the figures and
principles of the French Enlightenment, which is suggested as
a major philosophical influence in his life. The common sense
realism of his contemporary, Dugald Stewart, was to influence
him and colonial college curricula considerably.*’

The Enlightenment, of course, is frequently cited as one of
the great sources of Revolutionary thought.

In general, the Enlightenment refers to the 18th century Age
of Reason when popularizers such as Voltaire, Holbach, Diderot,
La Mettrie, Condorcet, Helvetius, D’Alembert, and Beccaria
developed a distinctively rationalistic point of view con-
ditioned by the empiricism of Bacon and Descartes, and social
theory derived from the thought of Hobbes, Rousseau, and
Locke. Fundamentally, the philosophes were not professional
philosophers, but they were concerned with rationally ascer-
tained knowledge of man and nature that hopefully would lead
man to the good life. Implicit in Enlightenment thought was
an optimistic philosophy of progress which would see the good
life as possible by the unaided natural powers of enlightened
man*

Jefferson not only knew the philosophy of Locke, but he was
also influenced by Bolingbroke’s scepticism which is structured
along the lines of Book Four of The Essay Concerning Human
Understanding. Henry St. John Bolingbroke (1678-1751),
the colorful Tory statesman and man of letters, the object of
Hume’s contempt and and Dr. Johnson’s wrath, was not an
important philosopher, but his deism and rather inconsistent

2 Cf. Jefferson to Madison, November 15, 1817, The Writings of James
Madison, Vol. 4, p. 218. Jefferson was interested in Stewart, the friend of his
Paris days, on the faculty of his “ new ” university.

“* Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation: The Rise of Modern
Paganism, New York: 1966; Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlighten-
ment, Koelln-Pettegrove trans., Boston: 1955; Carl Becker, The Heavenly City
of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers, New Haven: 1982; and J. B. Bury, The
Idea of Progress, London: 1920.
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scepticism, coupled with a humanistic concern, appealed to
Jefferson.*?

In Bolingbroke authority and surmise is to yield to reason;
principles, far from being absolute, are relative to a time and
place; materialism is the philosophy reason dictates, but reason
must find a way to justify spiritual values.

Jefferson was perhaps sensitive to the inconsistencies of his
position. He seems to have been uncomfortable with any form
of philosophic idealism, yet he had, as his voluminous corres-
pondence reveals, a profound interest in and respect for ethical
and spiritual values, even attempting to use the materialist
idiom to define the human soul, fashioned, like the universe,
by an orderly and intelligent “ Superintending Power.” **

The man who has such a natural sympathy for the empirical
idiom tries with only partial success to articulate a belief in
an intelligent and benevolent Creator, who is at one time
identified as being akin to Mind, yet who cannot really be
known or described.**

A life well lived is, for Jefferson, the ultimate test for religion’s
value. The good man, who reflects the sublime doctrines of
Jesus of Nazareth in his life, is more important than sectarian
affiliation. Yet it can be seen that even this qualified personal
faith is far removed from the strident atheism of a Holbach or
a Diderot, whose extraordinary versatility his own skills
resemble.*

It will be remembered that the Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire

#2 Cf. Sir Douglas Harkness, Bolingbroke: The Man and His Career, London:
1957; Walter McMerrill, From Statesman to Philosopher: A Study in Boling-
broke’s Deism, New York: 1949.

“® Letter to John Adams, April 11, 1823, Memorial Edition, Vol. 15, p. 427.

“¢ Ibid.

5 Jefferson’s quasi-intuitionist ethic would, of course, differ sharply from
Diderot’s rejection of free will in the deterministic ID’Alembert’s Dream. Yet they
share an ethical naturalism. In searching for a teacher of ethics for the University
of Virginia, Jefferson, in a letter to Madison on November 30, 1824, suggests a
layman to teach in a philosophical tradition of Locke, Stewart, Brown, or Tracy,

rather than a clergyman, who, he felt, would slant philosophy in the favor of a
specific religious tradition,
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raisonné des sciences, des arts, et des métiers, edited by Diderot
and finished just four years before the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, was to become not only the bible of rationalists, but
the greatest cultural event of its time. But it was not a
formally philosophic work any more than its famous contributors
were formal philosophers. Jefferson was particularly impressed
with D’Alembert’s famous introduction to the Encyclopédie.
D’Alembert knew English empiricism, and the Discours pre-
liminaire reveals not only a debt to Cartesian rationalism, but
more specifically to the empiricism of Bacon, Newton, and
Locke. He also shared Jefferson’s acute distaste for school
metaphysics, and saw the human mind as capable of ferreting
out the One Great Truth that is the universe. Jefferson did
not accept John Adams’ vigorous denunciation of the Encyclo-
pedists as men “ totally destitute ” of common sense, but he
did not accept either their mechanism or belief that religions
were merely illusory “ visions judaiques.” *¢

But even given Jefferson’s general philosophic orientation—
and it must be remembered that he used the word philosophy
in a generalized sense that would include systematic investi-
gation on the natural sciences—he is in no sense an American
edition of the French Encyclopedists.

Even the term American Enlightenment which implies
similarity to the French movement is perhaps an unfortunate
one. Adrienne Koch identifies the Franklin-Jefferson synthesis
as Pragmatic Wisdom, a blend of empiricism, rationalism, and
a humanistic concern for the whole man.*

Tts message is the confident Jeffersonian conviction that the
fruits of pragmatic wisdom were more evident in America
than in England. Jefferson, like many of the prominent
theorists of the American Revolution, had his misgivings at
times about the success of the great experiment; but he did feel

¢ Letter to Adams, April 8, 1816, Memorial Edition, Vol. 14, pp. 468-71.

" Adrienne Koch, “Pragmatic Wisdom and the American Enlightenment,” in
The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 18, July, 1961, pp. 318-329; and The
American Enlightenment, ed., Adrienne Koch, New York: 1965.



26 ROBERT PAUL MOHAN

that the three greatest men who ever lived, Bacon, Newton,
and Locke, philosophers and Englishmen all, found their
crowning achievement in the new world rather than in the
old.*

To pursue the investigation of the source of the ethical
convictions of Jefferson, one must cite the man credited by the
Sage himself as the author of the greatest moral philosophy
ever written, Pierre Charron (1541-1603). Charron’s De la
sagesse espoused an optimistic and naturalistic humanism
which was not only to influence Jefferson’s moral theory, but
which was to have a direct influence on his political stance.
The liberal Whig or conservative Tory, in Jefferson’s mind, is
not the product of an independent rational investigation. The
parties are determined by the nature of men, and dichotomized
by good and bad psychological traits respectively.*

Oddly enough, Adrienne Koch, in her classic study of
Jefferson’s philosophy, takes little note of Charron as a for-
mative influence. Pierre Charron was an ordained priest and
lawyer. His important De la sagesse (1601), highly contro-
versial and widely read, was admired by Pierre Gassendi, among
others. Sceptical and fideistic in tone, it proposed both the
inadequacy of human knowing powers and the legitimacy of
the faith affirmation. From a sceptical methodology, Cartesian
in nature, man develops a natural ethic as best he can, even
though the human predicament precludes certainty based on
the resources of nature.®

THE SLAVERY QUESTION

Perhaps the most perceptive study of slavery and the
Founding Fathers has been provided by William W. Freehling,

48 Letter to John Trumbull, February 15, 1789. This is a recurrent theme in
Jefferson.

“®Letter to Joel Barlow, May 8, 1802, Memorial Edition, Vol. 10, p. 819;
letter to Lafayette, November 24, 1828, Memorial Edition, Vol. 15, p. 490.

®0 Cf. Richard Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Descartes,
Assen, The Netherlands: 1963.
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who examines the impact of revisionist history on one of our
less glorious institutions.™

The original roseate vision of our Founding Fathers sounding
the death knell to an iniquitous institution has yielded to a
more cynical view that sees both privilege and slavery fortified
by an elitist Constitution.

At first glance, Jefferson’s eventual freeing of nine of his
slaves strikes one as a rather pallid liberalism, somewhat re-
miniscent of Dick Gregory’s remark that a liberal lynches a
victim from a low tree.

There is an agonizing ambivalence in Jefferson’s approach to
the problem dictated by the internal conflict of idealist and
pragmatist. He sees the utopian goal rendered impractical
by the world that was, and his own suspicion of black sexual
prowess and intellectual inferiority must be admitted to be a
part of the world that was. By conviction Jefferson, like
Washington and Randolph, would have freed all of his slaves.
But property value and ethnic theory were both involved.

The financial cost of abolition, heavy enough by itself, was made
too staggering to bear by the Founding Fathers’ racism, an
ideological hindrance to anti-slavery, no less important than their
sense of priorities and their commitment to property.>?

At any rate, though slavery was not dying in Jefferson’s Vir-
ginia, he must be credited with localizing the evil and looking

5t William W. Freehling, “ The Founding Fathers and Slavery,” The American
Historical Review, 77 (1972), 81-91. Cf. also Robert McColley, Slavery and
Jeffersonian Virginia, Urbana: 1964; Staughton Lynd, Class Conflict, Slavery and
the United States Constitution; William Cohen, “ Thomas Jefferson and the
Problem of Slavery,” Journal of American History, 56 (1969), 503-26; Merrill D.
Peterson, Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation: A Biography, New York:
1970. David Brian Davis’ works are classic: The Problem of Slavery in Western
Culture, Ithaca: 1966, and The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution,
Ithaca: 1975.

°2 William W. Frechling, op. cit., p. 83. Thomas Hutchinson, the most famous
loyalist in exile, wrote in his anti-Declaration pamphlet of November, 1776, his
mystification as to the unalienable character of life and liberty if more than a
hundred thousand Africans were denied those rights. Cf. Bailyn, The Ordedl. ..,
p. 358.
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forward to its ultimate strangulation. We Northerners con-
veniently forget that fourteen percent of New York’s popula-
tion at the outbreak of the war were slaves. And though the
battle was carried on by Edward Coles, the friend of both
Madison and Jefferson, Jefferson’s initiatives are recognized in
his drafting of the anti-slavery ordinance of 1784, his message
to Congress on December 2, 1806, on the eve of the deferred
abolition of the slave trade, and in public and privately ex-
pressed opinions on the evil of slavery as an institution. Jef-
ferson and his friends indeed, in Freehling’s words, left to pos-
terity a crippled and restricted institution. If one believes that
the American Revolution did not end in 1790, then one can see
the virtue of a policy, which though too compromising by our
standards, was realistically farsighted by his.

James Madison (1751-1836), the great Virginia constitu-
tionalist, reflects both the political liberalism and the prag-
matism of the Founding Fathers.”® He was particularly im-
pressed by Hume’s anti-faction Ideas of a Perfect Common-
wealth (1752). As a follower of Jefferson, the Father of the
Constitution was a longtime advocate of religious and political
freedom, a foe of Hamilton and the conservatives of the
Washington administration, yet pragmatist enough like Jef-
ferson to accept a constitution that more recent scholarship
has revealed to be a basically conservative document. Herbert
W. Schneider sees the period as a time when philosophical
thinking and social action were most intimately joined. Amer-
ica ““ gathered into action the reflections and passions of sev-
eral generations of European thinkers, and it also led the way
toward the bold political, religious, and moral experiments in
which the whole world has ever since participated.” **

Not only were Adams, Franklin, Jefferson and Madison not

58 Cf. Adrienne Koch, Jefferson and Madison, the Great Collaboration, New
York: 1950.

5 Herbert W. Schueider, 4 History of American Philosophy, New York: 1963,
p. 85. The coordination factor is illustrated by John Adams’ arresting figure of
thirteen clocks striking together.
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philosophic system builders, but even their great themes of
religious liberty, natural rights, equality before law, freedom
of thought and expression were shortly to be assailed, and often
repudiated. Democratic thought in the colonies was neither
unanimous nor continuous after 1776, as has been noted.

And a change was taking place in the religious formulations
of the period that would influence its philosophical assump-
tions. It was the dissenters’ progressive movement from a
vertical supernaturalist theology to a deistic horizontalist
humanitarian ethic. In short, much more was involved in the
evolving mentality than the rejection of the mediatorial office
of the priesthood, the sacramental system and Anglican formal-
ism.

THE SUMMING UP

In the final analysis, what were the philosophical presup-
positions of the Founding Fathers?

The author has perhaps reprehensibly minimized the clas-
sical influence that Richard M. Gummere has so ably described.
But despite the erudite character of the late Jefferson-Adams
correspondence, it is questionable that either Jefferson or Adams
ever really understood Plato; nor is it probable that many
American farmers could read Homer*® Certainly themes in
Aristotle, Cicero, and Polybius are discernible in the political
patterns for the new republic, and the classical tradition did
figure in the education of Adams, Jefferson, and Madison; but
it is difficult to see these influences as proximate or significantly
specific.

The first and foremost philosophical influence (although this
influence is perhaps more indirect than formerly thought) would
still be John Locke—and the political and empirical synthesis
of Locke, Bacon, and Newton.

Enlightenment rationalism with its progressivist social theory

58 Richard M. Gummere, The American Colonial Mind and the Classical
Tradition: Essays in Comparative Culture: Cambridge: 1963. The correspon-
dence, despite the modesty of the writers, is much more than * senectutal
loquacity ” or “ senile Garrulity.”
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and libertarian religious and political ideas would seem to be
a strong second influence.

Next would be the tradition of English common law, with its
repudiation of tyranny, its advocacy of intellectual and religious
freedom and representative government.

Fourth, the tradition of dissent through correspondence,
tract, pamphlet, newspaper, and pulpit of the English Common-
wealthmen of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is a
much neglected source of colonial theory. As Jack P. Greene
has observed, these elements of dissent were long a part of
colonial political tradition before the outbreak of overt hos-
tilities. J. G. A. Pocock would go as far back as Florentine
Renaissance humanism to see the origins of these eighteenth
century eruptions.

Giambattista Vico once suggested that one of the greatest
faults of the historian was what he called the conceit of the
learned, that is, the habit of assuming that the people about
whom one is writing were as reflective as the historian himself,
whereas the world-historical individuals were among the least
academically minded. Thus it is that when the above sources
are cited, it is with the realization that much of the inspiration
for the Revolution was not the result of a preort philosophical
principles as much as an ad hoc ideology based primarily on
pragmatic considerations.

Genuine equality would appear to be largely a myth both
before, during, and after the Revolution, despite the Declara-
tion of Independence. It is not strongly affirmed by the
otherwise liberal Commonwealth (at least before the time of
Price), nor is it satisfactorily contained in the American
Constitution which was their memorial. Their anti-Catholicism
can be partially explained, not by an endemic narrowness of
mind, but by the involved character of Stuart politics and
religion.

Colonial ideological unanimity is another myth. Tory
sentiment was not only strong, as the studies of Maier, Bailyn,
Nelson, and Norton remind us, but the supposed tyranny of
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Britain was not as widely felt in the scattered colonies as
traditionally represented; and the Revolution was felt to be
the embodiment rather than the rejection of English con-
stitutional government. Perhaps the colonies were far removed
from the profound tranquillity that General Gage spoke of in
1772, but they were hardly seething with rebellion.

The principal works influencing the colonists, directly or
indirectly, would seem to be Algernon Sidney’s Discourses
(c. 1683), Cato’s Letters of Gordon and Trenchard (1720-
1728) , Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690)
and Second Treatise of Government (c. 1680), and Paine’s
Common Sense (1791-1792). Yet one can readily admit that
thousands of colonists never heard of the above works of
their authors. Staughton Lynd once noted that observations
about national character are usually extrapolated from the
documents of the articulate wealthy. They tend to reflect a
point of view and a valuable one, but one realizes that a
Carolina farmer was probably more interested in crops than
in constitutions.

Our gratitude to the Founding Fathers needs neither apotheo-
sis nor cynical reappraisal. Our Founding Fathers could be as
choleric as Adams, as inconsistent as Jefferson, as promiscuous
as Franklin. We need not be shocked that they often exhibit
the less admirable qualities of us, their descendants; they also
exhibited that idealism and tough practicality that add up to
greatness. The men and the hour met, and it is not their
fault if we choose to interpret their heritage as events to be
commemorated rather than work to be finished.

RoBerT PAuL MoHAN
Catholic University of America
Washington, D. C.



TALK OF GOD AND THE DOCTRINE OF ANALOGY

[

If then we take the divine attributes one by one and
and ask whether each of them is to be found in God,
we must reply that it is not there, at least as such
and as a distinect reality, and since we can in no way
conceive an essence which is nothing but an act of
existing, we cannot in any way conceive what God
is, even with the help of such attributes.
E. Gilson

The world requires as its cause a being totally trans-
cending it in every respect; but how can we even
affirm the existence of such a being, if our experience
of the world gives us no words by which to define
him?

E. L. Mascall

I

HE CLASSICAL DOCTRINE of analogy has been

used to try to show how terms involved in God-talk

have an appropriate meaning even if the key state-
ments involving God-talk are not verifiable even in principle.
Someone who 1) accepted the verifiability principle as a criterion
for what is to count as factually meaningful and 2) who took the
intent of the normal use of most indicative God-talk sentences
to be to make factual statements, would assert that for ‘ God
loves His creatures’ to be properly meaningful, we must show
what implications for our experience would or at least in prin-
ciple could count for or against its truth. Some defenders of
the doctrine of analogy present an alternative account of the
meaning of such utterances, an account, which, if correct,
would, for much of God-talk at least, supply an answer to the
challenge that non-anthropomorphic God-talk is devoid of fac-
tual significance. I shall consider the merits of such views.

32
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Father F. Copleston and Professor James F. Ross provide us
with distinguished contemporary statements of such a position.!
They both claim that where we are speaking of a transcendent
and infinite being—the object of a religiously adequate God-
talk—the terms predicated of this being must be used ana-
logically if they are to have any meaning at all. We need
such an analogical account to escape the following dilemma. If,
on the one hand, the terms are used with the same meaning,
say in respect to God and to man, then God becomes an an-
thropomorphic being. That is to say, if God’s intelligence or
love is like man’s intelligence or love, then God becomes simply
a kind of superman, a being that is a part of nature, and not an
infinite, non-spatio-temporal being, transcendent to the world.
Yet, on the other hand, if ‘ intelligence’ and ‘love * are said to
have a completely different sense when applied to God, they
lose all meaning for us. The meaning-content of terms such as
‘intelligence > and ‘loving’ is determined by our experience of
human beings, by our experience of human intelligence and
love, “and if they are used in an entirely and completely dif-
ferent sense when predicated of God, they can have no meaning
for us when they are used in this way.” ?

¢ Intelligence ’ as applied to dogs and men could have (I don’t
say it does have) a completely different sense and still ‘ intel-
ligence ’ could be intelligibly predicated of a dog’s behaviour as
well as a man’s because we could ostensively teach how we

1 F. C. Copleston, Contemporary Philosophy (London: Burns and Oates, 1956)
and James F. Ross, “Analogy as a Rule of Meaning for Religious Language,”
International Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 1 (1961), pp. 468-502. In his later
“ A New Theory of Analogy,” in Logical Analysis and Contemporary Theism, ed.
by John Donnelly (New York: Fordham University Press, 1972), Ross uses
work in structural linguistics to give the outline of a new theory of analogy
which he believes to be compatible with the classical theory. His account there
(where it applies to analogy of proper proportionality) is vulnerable to most of
the criticisms I level at his earlier and more detailed account. T shall concentrate
my discussion most extensively on his carlier and more detailed account, but I
shall in the final section say something which applies particularly to the later
account.

2 Copleston, op. cit., p. 93.
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used the term. But the case is different with God for we have not
observed and cannot observe God—anything that could be ob-
served, ipso facto, would not be God.* Since this is so we cannot
discover by ostensive definition or ostensive teaching what it
means to say God has intelligence or is loving. Thus if ‘intel-
ligence’ and ‘love’ have a completely different meaning when
applied to God, we can have no understanding at all of these
predicates. If such key utterances as * God loves human beings’
or ‘ God’s intelligence is manifest in his creation’ are to have
meaning, then ‘love’ and ‘intelligence’ must be used ana-
logically: * that is to say, a term which is predicated of God
and finite things must, when it is predicated of God, be used
in a sense which is neither precisely the same as nor completely
different from the sense in which it is predicated of finite
things.” * Terms like ‘love’ and ‘intelligence’ must be used
in a “ sense which is similar and dissimilar at the same time to
the sense in which 1t is used when predicated of finite things.”*

To put the matter in a slightly different way. For Aquinas
and for other late medieval writers, who, as thoroughly as most
contemporary writers, rejected any claim that there could be
a logically necessary being or a purely conceptual identification
of God, the problem of meaning was an acute one.®* Our or-
dinary language with its pervasive empirical anchorage was ac-
cepted by these thinkers as being applicable to God. We must
start from the language of common experience if we are to have
any understanding of anything at all. But, as Ross puts it,
Aquinas’ problem then was this:

How could he show that this language (all of the terms, expressions
and employments of which are learned from human experience)
can be applied, without such equivocation as would render invalid
all argument, to God, an entity which is so different from the

2 Ibid., p. 91.

¢ Ibid., p. 94.

5 Ibid.

¢ See here Terence Penelhum, Religion and Rationality (New York: Random
House, 1971), pp. 77-87, 121-62, and 865-79.
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objects of experience as to be ‘inexperience-able’ in any of the
ways common to ordinary human experience.”

It is claimed that it is just here—if our God-talk is to be shown
to have an intelligible factual content—that we must develop
a viable theory of analogical predication. Again, as Ross puts
it, in a more technical rendering of Copleston’s point:

If the predicate terms in G-statements (statements with ‘God’
or a synonym as the subject) are totally equivocal with respect to
the occurrences of the same predicate terms in E-statements (with
any object of ordinary, direct or indirect experience as subject),
then all arguments with an E-statement in the premises and a
G-statement as the conclusion will be invalid, committing the
fallacy of equivocation; and all G-statements will be meaningless
because none of the human experience will count either as evidence
for or as explications of those statements.®

But if our common terms here have a univocal meaning, we
(Ross agrees with Copleston) fall into a gross anthropomorphism
in which our statements about such an anthropomorphic deity
are certainly literal enough but false or, as Copleston puts it,
at least they commit their user to a concept of God that no
one (presumably no ‘ contemporary man’) “ would be seriously
concerned to argue ” for.® As Ross puts it “if the G-statement
predicates are univocal with a representative set of instances
of those predicates in E-statements, then our statements about
God will be, in most cases, obviously false and, in the remainder,
misleading.”* We are back with the old problem: God-talk
seems to be either without a proper meaning or, where it has
an evident factual content, our first-order God-statements are
simply false and embody religious concepts which are plainly
religiously inadequate.’* The analogy theory on such con-

? Ross, op. cit., p. 470.

& Ibid., pp. 487-88.

° Copleston, op. cit.,, p. 89.

** Ross, op. cit., p. 498.

**See here my “On Fixing the Reference Range of ‘God’,” Religious Studies,
Vol. II (October, 1966), Contemporary Critiques of Religion (London: Mac-
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temporary readings as Copleston’s and Ross’s is designed to
bail us out here.

II

I shall begin by examining Copleston’s account, for it is rela-
tively straightforward and yet it attempts, taking into account
the analytical or linguistic turn in philosophy, to break new
ground. I shall then in section IIl examine Ross’s “Analogy as
a Rule of Meaning for Religious Language.” Ross’s essay is
a complicated piece, full of stipulative definitions and a for-
midable jargon, but it does, though in an unnecessarily cumber-
some way, attempt to come to grips with these crucial prob-
lems of meaning. I shall not examine E. L. Mascall’s Existence
and Analogy for two reasons: (1) it has already been ex-
tensively criticized and (2), as Ross points out, it does not
really come to grips with the problems of meaning, for it treats
analogy as a theory of inference rather than as a theory pur-
porting to show how God-talk can have factual intelligibility.*

To say (1) ‘God is intelligent,” (2) ‘God made men out
of nothing,” and (3) ‘ God loves all human beings ’ is, according
to Copleston, to use—when (1), (2) and or (8) are vehicles for
religiously adequate assertions—‘intelligent,” ‘made,” and ‘loves’
analogically. As we have noted, where our God-talk is not
grossly anthropomorphic, all predications of God must be
analogical. Where we have analogical predication as in (4)
‘James is intelligent,” and (5) °Fido is intelligent,” we must
say that the terms predicated of the different subjects, e.g.
James and Fido, are used in a sense which is neither precisely
the same nor completely different. Yet this general remark,

millan Ltd., 1971) and Scepticism (London: Macmillan Lid., 1972). TFor
F. C. Copleston’s account of this situation see his “ Man, Transcendence and the
Absence of God,” Thought, Vol. XLIII (1968), pp. 24-88, “ The Special Features
of Contemporary Atheism,” Twentieth Century: An Australian Quarterly Review,
Vol. 25 (Spring, 1970), pp. 5-15 and his reviews of Axel Higerstrém’s Philosophy
and Religion and Richard Robinson’s An Atheist’s Values in the Heythrop
Journal, Vol. 7 (1966) and Vol. 5 (1964), respectively.
% Ross, op. cit., p. 469.
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Copleston stresses, tells us very little. Moreover, to be told that
‘intelligent’ is used analogically when applied to God is not
yet to be told what meaning it does have or even how to de-
termine what meaning it has*® To say that ‘intelligent’ in
(5) 1s used analogously to the way it is used in (4) is most cer-
tainly not to tell us how it is used. We still do not know what
it means to say that Fido is intelligent. What behaviour traits
are we referring to? What would Fido have to do not to be
regarded as intelligent? As we have indicated with Fido and
his canine brethren, we can resort to ostensive definition but
with God no such thing is possible.

How then do we know how ‘intelligence’ is used when ap-
plied to God? The negative way, though it is a natural way to
proceed, will not do with (6), * God is intelligent,” for we cannot
intelligibly go on saying that God’s intelligence is not like this
or like that, if we cannot say what God’s intelligence is. Every
time I say that God’s intelligence is unlike a characteristic of
human intelligence, I whittle away more of its meaning. To
intelligibly apply ‘intelligence ’ to God I must make, or be able
to make, some positive affirmation such as ‘ God is intelligent
in an infinitely higher sense than human beings are.” But this,
Copleston is well aware, is still to say very little. Moreover,
when asked to give “ a positive account of this higher sense,”
I find myself, full circle, back to the way of negation. Further-
more, if T continue in the affirmative way I end in anthro-
pomorphism.** A successful theory of analogical predication
must combine those methods without falling into the pitfalls
of either. As Copleston puts it, “ to avoid anthropomorphism
of a gross sort the mind takes the way of negation, departing
from its starting point, namely human intelligence, while to
avoid agnosticism it returns to its starting-point.”*® We try
here, in oscillating back and forth between anthropomorphism

13 Copleston, Contemporary Philosophy, p. 94.

4 Copleston, Contemporary Philosophy, pp. 94-95. See also his “ Man, Transcen-
dence and the Absence of God,” Thought, Vol. XLIIT (1968), pp. 24-38.

18 Copleston, Contemporary Philosophy, pp. 96-97.
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and agnosticism, in our predications concerning God, to hold
together similarity and dissimilarity at the same time.'®

This is indeed perplexing, but we must not forget that we
are speaking, or trying to speak, of a mysterious being transcen-
dent to the universe. We have, Copleston tells us, no direct
apprehension of God.” God transcends our experience and thus
He “cannot be positively and adequately described.” This,
he believes, should not lead to a rejection of God-talk as in-
coherent but simply to a recognition that our understanding
of God—who after all is mysterious—is of necessity inadequate.
Without the possibility of an adequate understanding of God,
we must use analogy to have any understanding of God at all.
This is simply one of the features “of our understanding of
descriptive statements about God.”** But, Copleston contin-
ues, that our concept of God is imperfect and can never be
thoroughly purified of anthropomorphism does not mean that
the very idea or concept of God is anthropomorphic; it only
means that what Copleston calls the “ subjective meaning
of ‘ God is intelligent * or * God loves his creation ’ is inadequate
and in part anthropomorphic. It does not mean that the ob-
jective meaning of these statements is inadequate.

Copleston’s use of that tricky word ‘ meaning’ is rather un-
usual. By °subjective meaning’ he means *“ the meaning-con-
tent which the term has or can have for the human mind.” *
By ‘objective meaning’ he means “ that which is actually re-
ferred to by the term in question (that is, the objective reality
referred to ). . .”* In the case of such key God-statements
what is objectively referred to isn’t at all anthropomorphic, but
what our subjective meaning signifies is. It is this meaning
that is inadequate, but not ° necessarily false.”

The distinction Copleston draws between ° subjective mean-

18 Ibid., p. 97.

17 Ibid., pp. 96-97.
18 Ibid., p. 97.

1® Ibid., p. 96.

20 Ibid.
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ing ’ and ‘ objective meaning ’ most certainly seems to be crucial
in his attempt to rehabilitate the appeal to analogy, but it un-
fortunately is not a coherent claim. We might intelligibly speak
of the distinction between ° subjective meaning > and ‘ objective
meaning,” where the former referred to the meaning-content
of a term as used on a given occasion or set of occasions by
an individual or some group of people. This would make a non-
vacuous contrast with ‘objective meaning, ’ since the latter
could be taken to refer to the meaning-content the terms would
have if people were fully informed and took to heart the im-
plications of the terms in question, But for Copleston ‘sub-
jective meaning’ includes any meaning-content the term or
terms “ can have for the human mind,” the ‘ objective meaning’
of terms predicated of God 1s said to transcend our experience.**
“It cannot be positively and adequately described.”** But
if the ‘can’ and ‘ cannot’ here have a logical force, viz. if it
is logically impossible to adequately grasp the objective mean-
ing of these terms or even if it is some sort of ‘ ontological im-
possibility,” then there is no genuine contrast between °ob-
jective meaning’ and ‘ subjective meaning.” We can have no
understanding of this ‘objective meaning;’ we can have no
understanding of whether the ‘ subjective meaning * adequately
or inadequately characterizes that  objective reality ’ that the
objective meaning adequately signifies. Any understanding at
all of such matters that we humans can have—no matter how
purified of anthropomorphic elements—is still subjective; the
meaning we apply to predications of God is still necessarily and
irredeemably ‘subjective meaning.’ Having no grasp of the
‘ objective meaning,” we can have no idea at all of whether
our attempts to purify our °subjective meaning’ succeed or
fail. Indeed ‘ purifying ’ actually has no use here, for we cannot
know what would count as ‘ purifying’ the meaning of a term
unless we had some grasp of the standard of perfection aimed
at. How, in short, does subjective meaning A fall shorter of

1t Ibid.
*2 Ibid., p. 97.
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perfection than subjective meaning B? To know this we must
have some understanding of the meaning-content of that which
they fall short of, but if we have such a knowledge, then by
definition it will not involve ‘ objective meaning’ but ‘ subjec-
tive meaning.” But again we do not know and cannot know how
this stands in relation to A and B.

There is a further quite unrelated difficulty in Copleston’s
account. In trying to avoid agnosticism about our predications
of God we try to “hold together similarity and dissimilarity
at the same time.” * To be an analogical predication of God
and man, the terms in question must be used in a sense which
is neither precisely the same nor completely different. But this
characterization is ambiguous. Taken in one way it makes
analogy the same as univocity; taken in another it makes
analogy the same as equivocity. If, on the one hand, ‘ James
is intelligent > and  God is intelligent * have even one similarity,
then it is the case (or so at least it would seem) that one
property (characteristic) of intelligence when referred to man
and God is the same. But this means (or so at least it would
seem) that the term by which this property (characteristic)
is signified is a univocal predication of man and God and that,
after all, not all God-predicates are analogical. If this is true,
then analogical predication is neither essential nor complete
in our talk about God. Indeed even for analogical predications
to be possible, there must be some univocal predications as
well. Suppose, on the other hand, the ‘not precisely the same’
rules out their having any common property or relation, then
there can be no similarity since we cannot assert in what respect
they are similar. If this is so, analogical predication really be-
comes the use of equivocal terms. Yet there seems at least to
be no other way of intelligibly taking the terms being used
so that in the different contexts they are used in a way which
is neither precisely the same nor completely different. Thus
Copleston has not been able to give us an intelligible account

** Jbid.
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of analogical predication that would distinguish it from a uni-
vocal or equivocal use of predicates when applied to God and
the world.

There is a further problem that Copleston should face which is
directly related to the falsification issue. If hisclaim that‘intelli-
gent’ (for example) is in a definite sense similar, when used of
both God and man, then (given the correctness of the above
argument) in both employments of  intelligent * the term must
signify at least one common property or, if you will, a relation.
But then, aside from being committed to claiming—inconsistent-
ly with his general thesis about analogical predication—that at
least one predication of God is univocal, he also in effect com-
mits himself to treating ‘ God is intelligent’ as a statement
which can, at least in principle, be confirmed or disconfirmed,
for if to be intelligent is to have property X and if property X
is never manifested by God or if God does something incon-
sistent with aseribing X to Him, then we have grounds—though
surely nothing like conclusive grounds—for denying that God
is intelligent and if He does manifest X we have grounds for
asserting that ‘ God is intelligent ’ is true. We have (if this is
s0) shown how such God-talk is verifiable by showing how
evidence is relevant to the truth or falsity of ‘ God is intel-
ligent.” The same, of course, applies to ‘ God loves all human
beings.” But now these theological-metaphysical statements
become what Copleston elsewhere has denied that they can
be if they are to count as metaphysical statements, namely
empirical assertions.*

This unintended implication of his account of analogical
predication is surely unwelcome, for Copleston is committed to
the view that such God-talk does not at central points consist

24 This is very evident in his debate with A. J. Ayer. See A. J. Ayer and
F. C. Copleston, “Logical Positivism: A Debate,” in 4 Modern Introduction to
Philosophy, ed. by A. Pap and P. Edwards (2nd edition, New York: Macmillan,
1967). In a later essay “ Man, Transcendence and the Absence of God,” Thought,
Vol. XLITI (1968), Copleston contends that while believers and mnon-believers
have the same expectations in regard to events in the world, their interpretations
of the world are different. (See p. 87 of his text.)
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in statements of empirical fact open to the usual precedures of
confirmation and disconfirmation. Indeed Copleston seems
anxious to meet, in some way, Flew’s challenge about falsifia-
bility. God-statements are taken by him to be factual state-
ments, but they are alleged to be ‘ factual metaphysical state-
ments.” Of these Copleston remarks: “I can hardly be said
to know what is meant by a factual statement unless T am able
to recognize that something at least is not asserted ” and ““ un-
less I am able to recognize that something is excluded I do not
know what is asserted.”” But in his actual arguments con-
cerning this, Copleston does not give us straightforward factual
statements which could be used to confirm or disconfirm our
theological statements. Rather, reasoning like what has been
called a theological non-naturalist, his statements, used in con-
firmation and disconfirmation, have the same equivocal and
controversial logical status as the statements to be confirmed
or disconfirmed. He never breaks out of the religious network
of statements; that is to say, in Ross’s terminology, he gives
us no E-statements to confirm his A-statements and so does
not in reality meet Flew’s challenge or give our A-statements
their needed empirical anchorage.

That this is so can be seen from Copleston’s own analysis of
“ God is intelligent” and ‘ God loves all human beings.” He asks
us, in asking for the meaning of these statements, to consider
why a person would make such statements. Consider ‘ God
is intelligent.” A man who has the idea of an °existentially
dependent world ’ naturally ascribes the order or system in the
world to a creator. My  subjective meaning —the only mean-
ing I can have for * God is intelligent,” on Copleston’s account—
is ‘ There is a creator of the world who orders the world.” But
if one is puzzled over what (if anything) it could mean to
assert or deny that God is intelligent, one is going to be equal-
ly puzzled about the statement, given as the  subjective mean-
ing ’ or part of the ‘ subjective meaning’ of that statement, We

. *® Copleston, Contemporary Philosophy, p. 99,
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do not have a statement that is plainly an empirical statement
to give empirical anchorage to our G-Statement. The same
applies to  God loves all human beings.” ** Copleston remarks
that if this statement or rather putative statement “is com-
patible with all other statements that one can mention and does
not exclude even one of them,” then it is devoid of factual sig-
nificance. But it appears at least that it is so compatible, for
no matter how many millions are put in the gas chambers, it is
still said by the faithful that God loves his children. No mat-
ter what wars, plagues, sufferings of little children are brought
up a la Dostoevski, they are still taken, by the faithful, to be
compatible with the truth of the statement ¢ God loves all hu-
man beings.” Given such linguistic behaviour, one is tempted
to think that nothing is excluded in the statement and thus it
appears to be devoid of factual content. But, Copleson avers,
this impression is mistaken. Something is incompatible with it,
only we have been looking for that something in the wrong direc-
tion, namely in the experiences of men. But the Christian the-
ologian knows a factual statement with which it is incompatible,
namely ¢ God wills the eternal damnation and misery of all hu-
man beings.” The truth of  God loves all men’ is confirmed by
‘ God offers all men through Christ the grace to attain eternal
salvation.” Knowing this latter statement to be true, we are
justified in asserting ‘ God loves all men.’ But here again
Copleston is lifting himself up by his own bootstraps, for he is
verifying religious statements by appealing to further religious
statements without any of them getting the necessary empirical
anchorage. The verifying statements are as problematic as the
statements they are supposed to verify. In short, Flew’s chal-
lenge concerning falsifiability is not met, for we have not been
given any empirically identifiable state of affairs that is ex-
cluded by these statements. We do not have the anchorage in
experience that Copleston so stresses as necessary for an under-
standing of God-talk.

#¢ Ibid., p. 100.
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In short, Copleston has not provided us with an answer to
Flew’s challenge: he has not shown us how experiential state-
ments either verify or falsify ‘ God loves all mankind’ or ¢ God
is intelligent ” or any G-statement at all and he has not given
an intelligible account of analogy that would enable us to over-
come the anthropomorphism of univocal predication or the
impossibility of understanding what is meant by the predicates
in God-talk if they are used equivocally when applied to God and
the world. He has not shown us how it is that ¢ we see through a
glass darkly,” for given Copleston’s approach to the incompre-
hensible Godhead, we can never know whether, by self-con-
sciously and sensitively using our analogical concepts, we purify
or fail to purify our understanding of God, because we can have
no idea at all of the ‘ objective meaning” of such a concept.

IIT

Ross tries to state in contemporary terms what he takes to
be the vital heart of Aquinas’ theory of analogical predica-
tion. But while his statement is far more complicated than
Copleston’s, it is no more successful.

As has frequently been pointed out, ‘ analogy’ is itself an
analogical term, that is to say, it has several meanings which
are not unrelated: that is, they are partly similar and partly
different. Moreover, ‘ analogy ’ is a term of art for the scholas-
tics. In speaking of analogy we speak of analogy of attribution,
metaphor and analogy of proper proportionality. But, as Ross
and others have argued, it is analogy of proper proportionality
that is most crucial in considering the analogical relation be-
tween terms predicated of God and terms predicated of man
and other ‘ contingent natures.” It is then to analogy of proper
proportionality that we shall turn.

Ross escapes some of Copleston’s confusions by arguing that
“ analogy of proper proportionality is the general form of lan-
guage about God ” and that it is improper to call this language
inadequate “ for no other language is possible given the Chris-
tian assumption that God is transcendent and different in kind
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from all other things.” * °God,” on this account, is “ a short-
hand for the definite description which would result from a
combination of all the properties shown to be attributable to
one unique being with some (psychologically prior) property
such as ‘ First Cause’ or ¢ Creator.” ” ?* But the terms signifying
these properties are all “analogous by proper proportionality
with respect to psychologically prior instances of the same
terms in ordinary experience describing statements.” * In order
to make sense of religious discourse, in order to explain how
we have any understanding of the concept of God at all, we
must give an intelligible account of analogy of proper propor-
tionality and then show how it applies to God-talk.

What then are we talking about when we speak of analogy
of proper proportionality? A proportion is the equality of two
ratios, i.e. a is to b as ¢ is to d. Ross gives several paradigms
the least unfortunate of which is (a) Fido caused the barking
and (b) Plato caused the murderous act.** Here °caused’ is
supposed to be such an analogical term. And in (a) and (b)
we have an analogy of proper proportionality. Fido’s causing
the barking is as Plato’s causing the murderous act. Where
we have analogy of proper proportionality, we have statements
of the form:

1. (a) Ais (or has) T
(b) B is (or has) T
or:

2. AT,
BT,

Where ‘T ”is a term, namely a word capable of naming or
applying to a thing or things, A and B are things, and x and
y are properties, actions or events. No. 1 above, Ross argues,
is reducible to no. 2.

We are asked initially to assume that in our paradigm

2" Ross, op. cit.,, p. 501-02.
%8 Ibid., p. 500.
2 Ibid., p. 501.
* Ibid., p. 487.
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‘ caused ’ is not being used univocally. Later Ross will attempt
to show that this assumption is justified. Secondly, to have
such an analogy there must be at least two instances of the
property signified by ‘T.” As Ross puts it, “ the second condi-
tion states, briefly, that the two things denoted by the term
‘T’ must have the property signified by ‘T’ and that the first
condition must still be preserved: that the term is equivocal.” *

There is, as Ross recognizes, quite obviously a problem here.
If ‘T’ is equivocal, the properties would not be the same. But
if the term ‘T’ in its instances signified the same property, has
the same meaning as or is equivalent in its instances, then, in
its instances, it has the same intention (connotation). But if
this is so, then either the term is, after all, univocal or the
second condition is unsatisfiable.®* The first and second
characteristics of such analogical terms appear at least to clash
and this casts doubt on the coherence of analogy by proper
proportionality.

To make sense out of this conception of analogy, we must
show how both characteristics of this type of analogy are joint-
ly satisfiable. This is exactly what Aquinas, Ross tells us, sets
out to do and in Ross’s opinion he is successful. To do this
Aquinas must show how a term can be “ univocal in significa-
tion . . . while being equivocal in not conforming to the rule
for univocity of intention.” ** That is in (a) ‘ Fido caused the
barking > and (b) ‘Plato caused the murderous act’ we must
show how ‘caused’ in both cases signifies the same property,
yet does not have exactly the same intention: does not in each
case have the same conjunction of terms applicable to that
to which each instance of ‘caused’ is applicable. There must
be some term which is applicable to that to which ‘caused’ in (a)
is applicable which is not applicable to that to which ‘ caused’
in (b) is applicable and yet ‘caused’ in both occurrences
must still signify the same property or set of properties.

 Ibid.
*2 Ibid.
2 Ibid., p. 487.
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We must examine whether such a notion makes sense. It
most certainly appears to be nonsensical. But, as Ross argues,
appearances are not to be trusted here.

To understand how this might be done, we must attend to
a distinction Aquinas makes and Ross stresses between the res
stgnificata and the modus significandi of a term. A necessary
condition for having an analogy of proper proportionality is
to have a ratio in which the modus significandi differs and the
res significata is the same. In such a situation we have the
requisite similarity in difference. We have a situation in which
we have a univocal signification together with an equivocal in-
tention of the terms in question.

To make anything of this we must understand Aquinas’
distinctions here. The intention of a term specifies not only
the property or properties signified by the term but the way
it is signified. The former is the res significata of the term and
the latter—the way it is signified—is the modus significandi
of the term.** In considering our paradigms (a) and (b), if
we take our allegedly analogical term ‘ caused,” we can speak
of two instances of the term ‘ caused’ differing in their modus
significandi in the sense that ‘ caused’ refers to different kinds
of causality. (Ross also works out the same point for ‘ knowl-
edge.’) The intention of ‘caused’ is proportionally the same
in (a) and (b) “but the mode in which the property is pos-
sessed makes entirely different the kinds of action which can
be performed.” ** We have the foundation of analogy of proper
proportionality in “ the unequal and different in kind participa-
tion of different natures in the same property according to
differing modes of being determined by their nature.” *¢

The terms ‘knowing’ and ‘causality’ are indeed univocal
or equivocal depending on their use in sentences. In (a) and
(b) caused’ is not univocal even though we may form a meta-
language term ‘caused’ or ‘causality’ which is neutral with

3 Ibid., p. 488.
% Ibid., p. 489.
% Ibid., p. 490.
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respect to all the object-language senses of ‘ caused.” The ob-
ject-language senses of ‘caused’ are themselves equivocal.
Given that the meta-language term ‘ caused ’ is about language
and is neutral in the respect mentioned, then it need not be
univocal with respect to any object-language sense of ‘caused.” *
In the different kinds of causality, distinguishable in the dif-
ferent object-language uses of ‘ caused,” we have the basis for
the difference (the analogues are partly different) and in the
meta-language use of the term ‘ caused’ we have the basis for
similarity (the analogues are partly similar). The neutral
sense of ‘ caused ’ is not on the same level as the different kinds
of causality exhibited, in the different uses that ‘ caused ’ has
in different sentences in the object-language. The former is
a meta-linguistic notion which includes the other uses and sig-
nies them all equally and alternatively.*® It, as a meta-linguis-
tic term, is a predicate in sentences about predicates of sen-
tences. This meta-linguistic use of the term is univocal. But
this does not make the object-language terms univocal. They
are, in contrast, equivocal. It is here that we have an intelligible
rationale for analogy of proper proportionality.

There is, however, a fundamental confusion in Ross’s argu-
ment. Where ‘ knowing’ or ‘ caused > (the analogous predicate
in question) is a predicate about predicates, where it is a meta-
linguistic term, it is no longer ‘ knowing’ we are talking about
but ‘“knowing”.’ Where we are actually talking about
knowing or causing something—the object-language terms—we
are not talking about linguistic expressions but about their
meaning or use in object-language sentences. But where we
are talking about the expression ‘ knowing ’ or  causing ’ we are
talking about language. ‘She is bald’ makes sense; ‘ She has
three letters does not.” ‘“She” is bald’ is nonsense while
¢“She ” has three letters’ is not. ‘Knowledge is difficult to
obtain and Jane caused him to give up the quest’ make sense
but ‘ Knowledge has nine letters and caused has six letters’ is

7 Ibid.
%8 Ibid., p. 491.
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nonsense. Again ‘“ Knowledge ” is difficult to obtain and Jane
“caused” him to give up the quest ’ is nonsense while ¢ “ Knowl-
edge ” has nine letters and “caused” has six letters’ is an
intelligible meta-linguistic sentence.

Ross thinks that he has found a univocal sense of ‘knowl-
edge’ and ‘ caused ’ and a equivocal sense of ‘ knowledge” and
‘ caused ’ and that he has thus escaped a crucial difficulty about
analogy of proper proportionality. But he has not at all, for
he is not really talking about the same verbal symbol, for, even
on his own definition, we can only say that two marks or sounds
are the same verbal symbol when they have the “ same recog-
nizable pattern.” But ‘knowledge’ and ‘“knowledge ”’ are
clearly distinct. It is apparent we do not have the same verbal
symbol or the same expression, so we have no basis for univocity
and thus none for analogy of proper proportionality.

Let us assume, however, that somehow this difficulty has
been surmounted. Being analogous is a semantical property
of a term and—someone might possibly argue—I have mis-
takenly treated it as if it were a syntactical property. This
does not seem at all plausible to me, but let us assume that
my criticism can thus be put aside or that it can somehow be
gone around. (After all, Ross in his later “A New Theory of
Analogy ” has formulated a doctrine of analogy which is not
vulnerable on this score.) Still, even with these assumptions
granted, is everything in order with Ross’s account?

When we apply this analysis to the concept of God, Ross’s
position gives rise to exactly the same difficulty as Copleston’s.
In the res significata, if analogous terms signify a common prop-
erty or set of properties, as they do, then the terms specifying
that property or set of properties will be univocal and thus
some univocal predications of God are possible. As Ross shows,
if there is to be an intelligible account of analogical predication,
the analogical terms have, through their res significata, a
property or set of properties in common. Thus there must be
some univocal predication possible concerning God if there is
to be any analogical predication at all. But the crucial point
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of Aquinas and the Neo-Thomists is that all predications of
God are analogous. The fact that they are used in different
modes or in different contexts or with differing intentions will
not alter the fact that, since they have a common term signifying
(standing for) a common property, it is the case that some
univocal predication is possible. The terms signifying those
common properties must have been used univocally. In neither
of his essays has Ross escaped this difficulty.

That Ross (and, on his interpretation, Aquinas) is com-
mitted to such a position can be seen from what he says about
(¢) ‘Fido knows his dog house” and (d) ‘ Plato knows philoso-
phy.” ‘Knows’in (c¢) and (d) is supposed to be used analo-
gously. But if we accept Aquinas’ partial definition of ‘knowing,’
we have accepted a generic common feature of knowing, a
property that is common to and distinctive of all knowing. This
feature is, according to Aquinas, “the possession of the form
of another as belonging to another.”* This is indeed but a
partial and very obscure definition; to fill out his definition
Aquinas adds to the above quotation “ according to one’s na-
tural mode of possession.” This last qualification presumably
gives us the difference which keeps the predication from ac-
tually being univocal. But it remains the case that, on the as-
sumption (questionable in itself) that Aquinas’ account of
knowing is intelligible, it is true that on all uses of ‘ knowing’
there is a property that remains common to and distinctive of
all these uses. That is to say, we could construct a predicate
signifying the res significata of ‘ knowing ’ that would be predi-
cated of all cases of knowing. This would be a univocal predica-
tion.

Exactly the same thing would be true of the res significata
of *God’, if the predicates of ‘God’ are to meet Ross’s con-
ditions for analogical predication. But to meet these conditions
they must violate another supposed characteristic of predica-
tions of * God,” namely that all such predications be analogical.

® Ibid,
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In short, for there to be analogical predication of a subject term
some univocal predications must be possible. Yet Aquinas and
the Neo-Thomists will not allow that there can be any univocal
predications of * God ’; but then it is impossible for there to be
any analogical predications either.

As a kind of postscript to this argument, it should be noted
that Ross’s account here clashes radically with Yves Simon’s
account of analogical predication. Ross is committed to the
claim that in analogical predication the res significata picks out
generic features common to all instances of a given analogical
term. But Yves Simon’s fundamental point is that such ab-
straction is impossible for analogical predication. Two im-
portant Thomistic accounts are in plain conflict with each
other.

Even if my above arguments are mistaken and Ross has
given an intelligible account of analogical predication, it will
not work for what it is really crucial for, namely for  God.” We,
if it were correct, would never be in a position to understand
the modus significandi of * God.” As Aquinas, Copleston, Ross,
Simon, and Thomists generally all stress, we can have no
direct apprehension of God. We are limited to our own human
ways of apprehending things. But the modus significandi of
predicates applied to ‘ God’ is supposed to be distinguished
by being according to God’s distinctive mode of possession. But
we finite creatures can have no understanding of that, so we
can have no understanding of the modus significand; of the
predicates applied to God. When Aquinas tells us that the
nature of the thing denoted by the logical subject determines
the modal elements of the intention of predicates which are ap-
plied to the subject, he cannot apply this to ‘ God,” for no
direct apprehension of God is possible and if no direct appre-
hension is possible—if no use has even been given to a direct
apprehension’ of God—then no indirect apprehension is pos-
sible either.

If it is replied that ‘knows” in ‘ Fido knows his dog house’
has the same logical features as ‘love’ in ‘ God loves all man-
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kind,” yet it is plainly meaningful, it simply must be pointed
out, against Ross, that ‘ Fido knows his dog house’ does not
have all these logical features. It is not the case that there is
“within the intention of the terms applied to animals . . . no
term which specifies how the dog knows.” ** We can speak of
conditioning, of memory, of seeing a familiar object, of smelling
and a host of other things. If we are prepared to use ‘ know’
with respect to animals, we can bring in these definite charac-
teristics, for this ‘ mode of possession.’

Let us again assume that all my previous criticisms of Ross’s
reconstruction of Aquinas have been in some way mistaken.
Yet there are still further difficulties in his account. Aquinas
is claiming that a necessary condition for two terms being
analogous by proper proportionality is that they differ in their
modus significandi but have the same in res significata. But
this is but a mecessary condition, for the terms could still be
equivocal.®* So far we have at best explained (1) *“ why cer-
tain terms cannot be used of God and creatures univocally ”
and (2) “how a term can in two instances signify the same
property and yet be equivocal.” ** In short, we have at best
shown how the first two conditions for analogy of proper propor-
tionality are compatible. But there is a third condition, namely
that there must be a proportional similarity between what is
denoted by the two putatively analogous terms.

We must scrutinize this notion of proportional similarity.’
There is a similarity in what the terms in question stand for
“if they are in some respect identical but never numerically
identical.” ** The respects, of course, must be specifiable. ¢ Pro-
portion’ for Aquinas, is a synonym for ‘relation.” ‘ Relation,’
e.g. ‘ to the left of,” is a two or more place predicate in object-
language sentences. By °proportionality between A and B,
Aquinas means, according to Ross, that “there is a similarity

¢ Ibid., p. 492.
“ 1bid., p. 494.
42 Ibid.

8 Ibid., p. 495.
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in the proportions (or relations) of A and B.” Thus there is
a “ proportional similarity . . . between any two things, A and
B, which have similar relations to some property, event, or
thing.” ** Thus for ‘ caused’ in (a) ‘Fido caused the barking’
and (b) ‘Plato caused the murderous act’ to be analogous
by proper proportionality, they must have some common
properties or relations.*®* Ross then significantly mentions that
if we are to be able adequately to establish a doctrine of
analogy by proper proportionality, we need some criterion to
determine when in fact two things are proportionally similar.*®
We need in short “a criterion of similarity of relations” and
this in turn means that we must be able to say in what respect
they are similar and this, as Ross points out, means that they
are in some respects identical, though never numerically identi-
cal.*” Recall that for Ross, as for most followers of Aquinas,
“God’ is a short hand substitute “ for the definite description
which would result from a combination of all the properties
shown to be attributable to one unique being with some ° psy-
chologically prior’ property such as ‘ First Cause’ or ‘Cre-
ator’.”** This means (gives to understand) that there is at
least a partial identity between God and the world. But this
most certainly seems to be a denial of God’s transcendence. It
seems, at least, to make it impossible to say what Thomists and
all orthodox Christians and Jews want very much to say, name-
ly that God is transcendent to the world. (Note the initial quo-
tations from Gilson and Mascall.)

However, following Bochenski here, Ross sets out a eriterion
for similarity of relations that might, if workable, mitigate
somewhat this anthropomorphism by making it innocuous. We
can say that ‘ Relation R is similar to relation R’’ if (1) both
are relations and (2) if they “ have common formal properties
with respect to either a formal or merely linguistic set of axioms,

4 Toid.
45 Ibid.
¢ Ibid., p. 496.
7 Tbid,, p. 495.
48 Ibid., p. 470.
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the latter not being explicitly formulated in ordinary language,
or, they have a common property.” * Yet, as Ross is quick to
point out himself, there are plainly difficulties here. If we con-
sider first whether there are common “formal properties, i. e.
common syntactical and semantical properties,” we face the
difficulty that such an ideal language has not yet been worked
out and that it “supposes a more extensive formalized lan-
guage than seems practicable.”*® But, it seems to me, that
there is a far more crucial objection to this first alternative in
setting out a criterion for similarity of relations, namely that
in so talking about purely formal properties we are, in effect,
talking about an ideal language or an uninterpreted calculus.
To give it an interpretation so it would have some application
to reality, including the putative reality of God, we would
need to be able to specify some non-formal properties. Thus,
the first alternative in effect reduces to the second and to
specify non-formal properties would, in the case of talk of
God, require the unwanted partial identification of God and the
world. Indeed, we would have a univocal predication bobbing
back up at us again, for we can, as Ross puts it, have a propor-
tional similarity only if the terms are in some respect identical.”™
Ross operates (quite properly I believe) on the assumption
that if x is similar to y, then there must be some respect in
which x is similar to y. But this, given his reconstructions of
Aquinas’ account, in effect lays the foundation for the ines-
capability of some univocal predications of God. But it is ex-
actly this conclusion that he and Thomists generally wish to
avoid.

There is a further related difficulty in Ross’s account similar
to a difficulty we found in Copleston. His account would make
a statement such as ‘ God loves all men’ open to Flew’s chal-
lenge. That is, such statements would be empirically verifi-
able (confirmable or disconfirmable), for it is a question of

© Ibid., pp. 496-97.
5 Ibid., p. 497.
5 Ibid., p. 495.
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empirical fact whether ‘loves’ in ¢ Nixon loves all Americans’
and ‘loves’ in ‘ God loves all men’ have a property in common.
(That this is so, is even more evident in Ross’s “A New
Theory of Analogy.”) But, as Thomists argue in other con-
texts, such God-statements are not so verifiable.”> But, if they
accept this last criterion, of similarity of relations, they must
treat such God-talk as open to empirical confirmation and dis-
confirmation. They want it both ways but they cannot con-
sistently have it both ways.

Finally, even if we accept, as I argued we could not, common
purely formal properties as an adequate criterion for similarity,
we still in a way are caught by Flew’s challenge, for it is a fact
whether there are or are not such formal properties. If we
have no reason to say that there are, then we should say that
it is probably false that ‘ God loves all men’ and the like are
intelligible, i. e., do have their intended factual significance. At
the very least, we should say that we had evidence that counted
against the intelligibility of that claim. But the faithful are
not at all willing to put their claims to such a test. In short,
even if such a theory of analogy can be worked out for terms
like ‘ caused > and ‘ knows,” it does not work for God-talk. If
no other language is possible, as Ross claims, if we are to talk
literally and intelligibly about God, then it must certainly ap-
pear that we cannot talk literally and intelligibly about a non-
anthropomorphic God, for such an account of analogical pre-
dication is thoroughly broken-backed.

v

I have not claimed that generally speaking all theories of
analogy have been shown to be unsatisfactory. I do not even

52 See here M. J. Charlesworth, “ Linguistic Analysis and Language About God,”
International Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 1 (1961), pp. 1389-67, Thomas
Corbishley S. J., “ Theology and Falsification,” The University No. 1 (1950-51),
C. B. Daly, “The Knowableness of God,” Philosophical Studies (Maynooth,
Ireland), Vol. IX (1959), pp. 90-187. I have critically examined their views in
my “ God, Necessity and Falsifiability,” in Traces of God in a Secular Culture,
ed. by George F. McLean. (Alba House: Staten Island, New York, 1973).
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claim that for the conception of analogy of proper proportional-
ity. What I have shown, if at least most of my arguments are
sound, is that two distinguished and influential accounts of
analogical predication have crippling defects. Perhaps some
account could, or even does, escape these difficulties; perhaps
there is or could be a perspicuous account of analogical pre-
dication. I do not know of one, but it is well to remain agnostic
on this score.

Finally, I should say something about a later and paralle]
effort by Ross, namely his “A New Theory of Analogy.” There
he deploys some of the technique of structural linguistics and
appeals to some of their findings. But, I shall argue, not with
the result that he has shown how there is a formulation of the
doctrine of analogy of proper proportionality that obviates the
key difficulties I have found in his earlier and more extended
account.

In his “A New Theory of Analogy,” Ross shows what I have
not been concerned to deny, that analogy is a pervasive feature
of natural languages, that any predicative term can be used
analogously and that analogy is a crucial “ part of the expan-
sion structure of . . . language.” *® Indeed it is the case that
“many terms have varying meanings in different contexts and
that the meanings of some pairs of the same-terms may be re-
garded as being derivative either from one another (unius ad
alterum) or from some ‘ prior’ use (or set of uses) of the same
term (multorum ad unum) ...”** Furthermore, I agree that
competent native speakers can and do recognize, in practice
at least, that “ there are sets of same-term-occurrences which
are, taken pair by pair, equivocal but which can be ordered as
meaning derivatives . ..” *® There are sets of same-term-occur-
rences which are in pairs equivocal which are regularity con-

%3 Ross, “ A New Theory of Analogy,” in Logical Analysis and Contemporary
Theism, ed. by John Donnellly (New York: Fordham University Press, 1972).
p. 126.

54 Ibid., p. 125.

55 Ibid,
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trolled and there are pairs which are not. Ross’s example of
the last for ‘ fast’ seems well taken. (Compare ‘ He ran fast,’
‘He observed the fast,” ‘He stood fast’ and ‘ He considered
her fast.”) The various uses of ‘ fast’ here vis-a-vis each other
seem at least to be regularity controlled, though it is difficult
to be confident about this. (Is not ‘fast’ in ‘ He considered
her fast’ derivative from ‘fast’ in ‘ He ran fast’) ? Now com-
pare these uses of ‘ fast’ with the uses of ‘ count’ and °calcu-
lated ’ in the following: ‘ Children count when taught to” and
¢ Computors count when programmed to’ and ‘In oppressing
the dissidents the use of physical force was calculated’ and
in ‘ In building the bridge the physical force of the spring floods
was calculated.” ¢ Count’ and ‘ calculated’ here are equivocal
when just the same term pairs are considered, but it is also the
case that they differ from ‘fast’ in being regularity controlled
vis-a-vis each other. ‘ Count’ in * Computors count when pro-
grammed to’ is derivative from ‘count’ in ¢ Children count
when taught to’ in a way that the different instances of * fast’
cited above seem at least not to be derived. Similarly the first
instance of ‘ calculated > above is derivable from the second in-
stance.

What Ross rightly stresses is that there are such analogy
regularities built into the structure of our language. People
with a grasp of the language readily understand derivative
uses of terms; there are, legitimatizing them, meaning regu-
larities within the corpus of our actual discourse and in mas-
tering our language (English, Spanish, Swedish, etc.), we come
to have an understanding of them.

However, the acceptance of all this is quite compatible with
making the criticisms I have made of Copleston’s and Ross’s
accounts of analogy, for they were giving a certain reading or
account of ‘analogy’ which would have a certain import for
theology. They were not just establishing that there are
analogical uses of language. My criticisms have been directed
against their readings and against their attempted theological
employment.
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In his ‘new theory ’ Ross uses ‘ count’ and ‘calculated’ to
exhibit how analogy of proper proportionality works and is in-
deed something which can quite naturally be extrapolated from
semantic regularities in our natural languages. Consider the
following:

(1) Children count when taught to.

(2) Computors count when programmed to.

(8) The use of force by the police was calculated.
(4) The force of the wind was calculated.

Here, with (1) and (2) and again with (8) and (4), we have
relationships which are meant to exhibit analogies of proper
proportionality. In (2) ‘count’ is derivative from ‘count’ in
(1) and it differs in meaning from ‘count’ in (1) in exactly
the ways in which ‘computors’ in (2) differs in semantic
category from ‘children’ in (1). That is to say, the meaning
of ‘count’ in (2) is derivative from its meaning in (1) and is
altered “with respect to ‘computors’ in just the way the
semantic categories of that term differ from those of *chil-
dren’”% Tt is “the difference-of-meaning by combinatorial
contraction which corresponds to proportionality.”** This en-
ables us to understand the shift of meaning, while still carrying
similarities, which sometimes obtain when there is a shift from
one discourse environment to another.”® The same considera-
tions hold for ‘ calculated ’ in (8) and (4).

In (1) and (2) andin (3) and (4) both pairs of terms differ
in their respective pairings in their discourse environments and
this is what in modern terms could be called their differences in
modus significandi. But in both cases there is still a sameness
in res significata for each. In simpler terms (or at least in a
more familiar jargon) Ross’s point could be put as follows:
in both pairs respectively the property (set of properties) which
the term signifies is present and indeed is the same property;
i.e. both times ‘count’ signifies the same property (set of

5 Ibid., p. 189.
5 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
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properties), and both times °calculated’ signifies the same
property (set of properties), but in both cases respectively
“ the conditions of use of the term in two contexts . . . prohibit
us from making all the same inferences of each occasion.” *
¢ Calculated’ on both occasions of its use signifies the same
property and ‘ count’ on both occasions of its use signifies the
same property, but the entailments of ‘ calculated * and ‘counts’
differ, showing that in each case the property is present in each
subject in a different way.

However, as in his first account, there is in this very same-
ness in the res significata an implicit appeal to univocity. In
(1) and (2) and (8) and (4) this can be seen. In spite of
all the difference in discourse environment ‘count’ in (1) and
‘count’ in (2) both signify a reckoning up to find a sum or
total. When we assert—talking about either or both what the
computors did or the children did—° There was a reckoning up
to find a sum,” we can in that proposition say something which
is significant and indeed sometimes even true. And there is

-also a predication here, but the predication ‘reckoning up to
find a sum here” is univocal.*®

The use of ‘calculated” in (8) and (4) might seem more
helpful for Ross. In (8) ‘calculated’ could be replaced by
‘ deliberate > with little, if any, change in meaning. But no
such substitution could be made in (4), yet ‘calculated”’ in
(8) is derivative from °calculated’ in (4). We move from
‘computed by figures’ to ‘ascertained beforehand by exact
reckoning ’ to ‘planned deliberately.” And here ‘calculated’
seems to have a family-resemblance rather than its being the
case that there is any respect in which what they signify is
similar. What, it is well to ask, is the characteristic in common

5 Terence Penelhum, op. cit., p. 8l. Penelhum generally in his discussion of
analogy acknowledges his indebtedness to Ross.

8T simply use ‘predication’ here in the standard way, characterized by Michael
Durrant as follows: ““An expression that gives us a proposition about something
if we attach it to another expression that identifyingly refers to something which
we are making the proposition about.” See Michael Durrant, The Logical Status
of *God’ (London: Macmillan Ltd., 1973), pp. Xiii-Xiv.
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signified by ‘calculated’ in (3) and (4)? In both cases we
are talking about something reckoned up according to plan.
But do ‘ reckoned up’ and  according to plan ’ signify common
properties or are they themselves family-resemblance terms?

Even allowing that the elusive conception of family-resem-
blance is well-enough fixed so as to exclude common charac-
teristics between paired terms, both (8) and (4) would be
false, if no expected result was ascertained. And it is im-
plausible to claim that  result was ascertained’ is so different
in the two environments that there is no respect in which what
they signify is similar. Moreover, as Ross acknowledges him-
self, where there is a similarity between two terms we must, for
‘ similar’ to be intelligible, be able to say in what respect they
are similar. But then again we can see how univocal predica-
tion underlies analogical predication such that the very pos-
sibility of two terms being in an analogical relation of proper
proportionality requires that we can make some univocal predi-
cations of what is referred to by these terms. And this brings
with it the host of problems I discussed in the previous section.

In sum, Ross in two essays, one detailed and utilizing some
of the techniques of modern logic and one more sketchy and using
some of the techniques of structural linguistics, has sought to
articulate a sound theory of analogy which will serve as a crucial
philosophical underpinning in making sense of our talk of
God. I have argued that he has failed in both attempts, though
in the latter he has made it quite evident that there are analogi-
cal uses of language and he has shown us something about
these uses. But neither he nor Father Copleston have given
us an account of analogy which will enable us to make sense
of non-anthropomorphic God-talk.

Kar NieLsen

University of Calgary and
University of Ottawa



ANALOGY AND THE MEANINGFULNESS OF LAN-
GUAGE ABOUT GOD: A REPLY TO KAI NIELSEN

(o 1

fessor Nielsen in his difficulties in making sense out of the

Thomistic doctrine of analogy as a device for rendering
language about God meaningful. In fact, for many years now
I have been struck by the constantly recurring phenomenon
of philosophers outside the Thomistic tradition trying to
understand the doctrine of analogy as applied to God and being
quite sincerely baffled in their attempts to see how it can do
the job assigned to it. When this occurs so often, there is a
good chance that the fault is not all on the one side. And, to
be honest, I do not think Professor Nielsen gets adequate help
from either Father Copleston or Professor Ross. He may not
get adequate help from me either, but I would still like to try,
since I consider the issue such an important one.

The main reasons for the obscurity surrounding the Thomistic
theory of analogy seem to be three. First, historically, St.
Thomas himself, ordinarily such a systematic thinker, for some
unexplained reason was never willing to pin himself down to
any one consistent terminology or structural analysis of the
logical form of analogy. He simply used it, very sensitively,
but without any full dress explanation of what he was doing.
When Thomistic commentators after him have tried to pin
down the theory more precisely and technically, they too often
have fallen into the straight jacket of Cajetan’s oversimplified
and restrictive systematization, in which the structure of
proper proportionality is understood as a four-term pro-
portion, a structure that St. Thomas himself quietly abandons
as not adequate by itself after his early work, De Veritatel

IMUST SAY that I feel considerable sympathy with Pro-

*For a summary of these developments, see David Burrell, Analogy and
Philosophical Language (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978), Chap. 6
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Secondly, doctrinally speaking, Thomists tend too often to
omit in their formal analyses of analogy the indispensable
metaphysical underpinning that alone justifies the application
of analogy when one of the terms is not known directly in
itself. No purely logical or semantic analysis of the structure
of analogous concepts can supply this extra-logical component.
In addition, Thomistic commentators for the most part do not
bring out clearly enough—if indeed they accept the point at
all-—the fact that analogy does not lie so much in any formal
structure of concepts themselves as in the actual lived usage of
meaningful analogous language, found only when the so-called
analogous concepts are used in judgments? In the light of the
above comments I would like to see if I can shed some light of
my own on Professor Nielsen’s difficulties, so that at least the
authentic and essential points of disagreement may be brought
more clearly into focus and allow more fruitful dialogue thereon
than usually seems to be the case in this elusive question of
analogy.

Objections of Professor Nielsen

The three most crucial objections of Professor Nielsen
against the explanations of Copleston and Ross seems to me to
be the following. (1) The first concerns the distinction made
by Copleston between the “ subjective meaning” of an
analogous term, i. e., our understanding of the meaning as
drawn from instances in our experience, which he admits is
anthropomorphic, and the “objective meaning,” i. e., the
objective reality referred to by the concept as found in God
and affirmed of him, even though we do not know just what
this is like, but only point to it in the dark, so to speak, and
for good reasons, since it is an infinitely higher mode beyond
the direct grasp of our experience and concepts. But the

on Aquinas, and G. Klubertanz, 8f. Thomas Aquinas on Analogy (Chicago:
Loyola University Press, 1960).

* Although I had come to this conclusion some time ago myself, I am deeply
indebted to Fr. Burrell for his fine elucidation of this point, one of the main
ones in his fine book ecited in n. 1.
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trouble here, as Professor Nielsen points out, is that, since we
have no access to this objective meaning as it is verified in God,
which is quite different from the subjective meaning drawn
from our experience, this so-called objective meaning is vacuous,
empty of meaningful content for us who are using the term.
And the gap between the two meaning-contents indicates that
the concepts predicated in each case are not the same, though
the same word is used; hence there is equivocation. (2) The
second concerns the very meaning of an analogous concept in
itself. At the heart of every analogous concept, Professor
Nielsen insists, there must be “a common core of meaning,”
which in turn necessarily implies that this core of meaning must
be univocal. “ Common core of meaning” and “ univocal ”
are co-existensive and convertible terms. No merely formal
structure of isomorphic relations can supply such a common
core. (8) Third, Professor Nielsen points out that there is no
way of confirming or verifying the meaningfulness or truth of
what is analogously predicated of God, since there is no way
of verifying or falsifying it from experience or by any kind of
testing for consequences.

Most of my reply will be directly concerned with the
objections to Copleston, since the objections to Ross seem
to me merely a more technical application of the same basic
difficulties. And, besides, T agree with much of Professor
Nielsen’s dissatisfaction with any attempt to lay out analogy in
some formal logical structure. No isomorphism of formal
relations can supply for intrinsic similarity in content between
the sets of relations compared. Since I do not think it feasible
to separate out the answers to the three objections, for they all
involve the same roots, I shall give my own account of how
analogy works and pick up the objections along the way at
appropriate points. I will not give any distinet answer to the
third objection. Many have handled this already. And there
is simply no testing from experience or from consequences of
predications when one is discoursing about the attributes of
God. The only testing is the metaphysical exigency of
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intelligibility itself: predications about God must have both
meaning and truth if our own world is not to fall into
unintelligibility. They are all metaphysical musts flowing
from the primary must of the causal bond itself. Hence I will
divide my exposition into three main sections: I. Must
Analogy Be Rooted in Univocity? II. The Extension of Analogy
Beyond the Range of Our Experience. III. The Application of
Analogy to God and Its Metaphysical Underpinning.

1. Must Analogy Be Rooted in Univocity?

As we read through Professor Nielsen’s criticism of both
Copleston and Ross, we mnotice one crucial assumption
functioning over and over again, at first more or less implicitly,
then finally surfacing with full explicitness. Tt is this: if there
is to be any genuine similarity within difference in the various
predications of an analogous term, then this similarity neces-
sarily involves some “ common property” or attribute, even
if only a relation, which holds in all applications; now the
presence of such a common property necessarily involves a
“univoecal core of meaning.” Analyzing one of St. Thomas’s
descriptions of knowing (it should be noted, however, that this
does not apply to all knowing but only to the knowing of
another than oneself) , which runs, *“ the possession of the form
of another as another, according to one’s natural mode of
possession,” Professor Nielsen comments:

This last qualification presumably gives us the difference which
keeps the predication from actually being univocal. But it remains
the case that on the assumption (questionable in itself) that
Aquinas’ account of knowing is intelligible, it is true that in all
cases of ‘knowing’ there is a property that remains common to
and distinetive of all these uses. That is to say, we could construct
a predicate signifying the res significata of ‘knowing’ that would
be predicated of all cases of knowing. This would be a univocal
predication. (p. 50)

In other words, whenever there is a common property predi-
cated, there must be a univocal core of meaning. Hence even
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the qualifying phrase added by St. Thomas, “according to
one’s natural mode of possession,” must leave intact the uni-
vocal core of meaning, “ possession of the form of another as
another.”

Here is the central and clear-cut point of contention between
Professor Nielsen and the Thomistic tradition in the very
meaning of analogy itself. Thomists would admit—though
a,few, like David Burrell, seem unduly squeamish about doing
so—that In some significant sense there must be some common
core of meaning in all analogous predications of the same term,
for otherwise it could not function as one term and concept.
But they insist, on the other hand, that this common core of
meaning is not therefore univocal, but remains analogous,
similar-in-difference, or diversely similar. If it is any conso-
lation to Professor Nielsen, his objection is exactly the same
as that brought against Thomistic analogy by Duns Scotus and
William of Ockham shortly after the time of Thomas himself.
For them the sufficient requirement that a term be univocal
is that it be able to function as a middle term retaining the
same meaning in both premises of a syllogism, enough to
avoid equivocation. An analogous term was for them really a
verbal unity of two distinct, though related, concepts, and if
used in both senses in the same argument would introduce a
fourth term and invalidate the argument.?

Yet this is definitely not the Thomistic understanding of
univocity and analogy. The difference in approach between
the two positions might be summed up thus: The Scotus-Ock-
ham analysis is geared primarily to the demands of deductive
reasoning and the logical functioning of concepts. It also takes
the word and concept as the fundamental unit of meaning,

#Cf., on Scotus, Burrell, op. cit,, Chap. 5 and 7; C. Shircel, Univocity of the
Concept of Being according to Duns Scotus (Washington: Catholic University
of America, 1942); on Ockham, Burrell, op. cit, Chap. 7; M. Menges, The
Concept of the Univocity of Being regarding the Predication of God and Creatures
according to William Ockham (St. Bonaventure, N. Y.: Franciscan Institute,
1958).
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which remains intact in its own self-contained meaning no
matter how it is moved around as a counter in combination
with other concepts, including its use in a judgment, which
is interpreted simply as a composition of two concepts, sub-
ject and predicate, without change in either. The Thomistic
analysis is geared much more to the actual lived usage of the
concept in a judgment, interpreted as an intentional act of
referring its synthesis of subject-predicate to the real order,
as it is in reality. Hence it tends to look right through the
abstract meaning of the concept to what it signifies, or intends
to signify (intendit significare), in the concrete, and so adjusts
the content of the concept to what it knows about its reali-
zation in the concrete. The difference in perspective—and in
theories of the relation of concept to judgment—leads to
quite different conclusions, which I think are considerably
more than a merely verbal dispute over different terminologies
for the same thing, though there is some of that hanging like
a cloud over the scene too, causing the opponents to pass each
other in the fog without meeting.

Let me explain now how I think Thomistic analogy actually
works, building it up genetically from its actual origin and use
in living language. I take it as understood that from now on
when I speak of analogous terms and concepts I am referring
only to what Thomists identify as properly and intrinsically
analogous terms, i. e., those that are intended to express a
proportionate intrinsic similarity found in all the analogates
(hence not analogies of the so-called *“extrinsic attribution,”
such as “healthy ” applied to man and to food, which is not
designed to express similarity but some relation of causality,
belonging to, etc.). Such intrinsic analogies are found in
terms like “ knowledge,” *“love,” “ activity,” “ unity,” “ good-
ness,” “ being.”

We construct and use analogous concepts in our language-
life to fit occasions wherein we cannot help but use them. This
occurs when we notice some basic similarity-in-difference,
or proportional similarity, across @ range of different kinds
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of subjects (or on different levels of being, of qualitative per-
fection), such that the similarity we notice does not occur in
the same qualitative way in each case but is noticed to be found
in a qualitatively different way in each case. When we form a
univocal concept, on the other hand, we pick out some simi-
larity, usually some form or structure or quantitative relation,
which we judge or notice to be found with significant qualitative
variation in each case, usually falling within the same species
or a genus with closely related properties. In such a case we
notice that, even though a few examples are needed to get
started, the meaning content, what the term objectively signifies,
once grasped, remains neutral, indifferent, unchanged with
respect to any further instances. Such a content is thus quite
well defined, determinate, and fixed.

Not so with an analogous concept. The similarity we notice
here is not some one thing or characteristic that remains exactly
the same in all cases, except for some new additional note
being added on each time from the outside. Tt is rather that
the similar property itself is more or less profoundly and
intrinsically modified in a qualitatively different way each
time, so that through and through the whole property is
recognized as at once similar yet different (not just found in
some new instance that in other ways is different). An
analogous concept is not a composition of one part exactly
identical and another part different, as Scotus, Ockham, and
Nielsen seem to imply; rather it is an indissoluble unity where
the similarity itself is through and through diversified in each
case. As a result there is quite a bit of “ give,” flexibility,
indeterminacy, or vagueness right within the concept itself,
with the result that the meaning remains essentially incom-
plete, so underdetermined that it cannot be clearly under-
stood until further reference is made to some mode or modes
of realization.

This leads us to discover one of the most remarkable and
distinctive features of analogous concepts, especially the ones
of broadest range: it is in fact impossible to define what we
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mean by an analogous concept, to grasp the similarity involved,
except by actually running up and down the known range of
cases to which it applies, by actually calling up the spectrum of
different exemplifications, and then catching the point. The
similarity involved cannot be isolated from its qualitatively
diversifying modes and expressed by itself clearly, as it can
be in the case of a univocal concept. It can indeed be caught
or recognized by an act of intellectual insight as we run up and
down the scale of examples. It can be seen, and shown forth
by our meaningful linguistic behavior, as Wittgenstein would
say, but it cannot be said or expressed clearly by itself. Or,
if you wish, it can be said by framing one linguistic term for
use in all cases, but the meaning of the term cannot be grasped
at all clearly without actually calling up a diversified range of
cases. The meaning of the term, therefore, must be completed
and made determinate in each case by reference to some
concrete qualitative mode. That is why the notion always
contains within it, at least in an implicit way—which can
easily be made explicit, as St. Thomas does in the example of
knowledge—the parenthetical indication (like a kind of
metalinguistic instruction or warning) that the property in
question will be present in each case “ according to the mode
proportionate to the nature of each.” Yet the concept itself,
as an abstract predicate by itself, fit to be used in many
different predications as somehow the same one concept, does
not mention or contain within its expressed content any of
these particular modes in any of its predications, but is under-
stood as transcending them all. Otherwise, it is clear, it could
not be used to refer to any other instance with a different
mode. However, when this indeterminate abstract concept,
unified as such, is actually used in a concrete judgment, its
meaning, as understood in the whole concrete act of knowing
that is the judgment, then molds itself or shifts to take on
the particular determination of the case in hand, while at the
same time continuing to recognize the intrinsic proportional
similarity-in-difference of this instance with all the others in
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the range outlined by the concept. This is the point of the very
astute remark made by Gilson long ago, that “‘analogy’ for
Aquinas refers to our ability to make the kind of judgments
we do,” that it is to be explicated “ on the level of judgment ”
and “ not of concept ” alone.* Analogy is to found and under-
stood on the level of the lived use of concepts and terms, not
in any formalizable logical structure of the concept in itself.
Thus when I understand in an analogous way a proposition
like “z is intelligent,” what I mean is, “ z exhibits or realizes
in this different but still sufficiently similar way the same
similarity-in-difference which I have already noticed running
through a certain range of cases, so much so that I feel justi-
fied in expressing this case by the same analogous term as the
others.”

I have laid special stress in the above on the importance of
the lived use of concepts in judgment, because it is not
always brought out sufficiently by Thomists, and is one of
the distinguished marks of the approach of St. Thomas when
compared to that of Scotus and Ockham. A Thomistic
analogous term does indeed contain a certain genuine unity,
though heavily laced with indeterminacy at its core, enough
unity to function logically quite like a univocal term. And,
of course, if one considers an analogous concept from a com-
parative or negative point of view with respect to other
concepts, it is quite determinate in what it excludes from
consideration, in how it delimits its whole range from that of
other concepts. But the point remains that when looked at
in what it positively includes within its range it cannot express
clearly by itself the similarity in isolation from the differences.
When it tries to do so through so-called definitions it can only
call up as paraphrases other equally analogous and indeter-
minate terms, which themselves require reference to a range of
diverse examples in order to be meaningful. And whenever it

4E. Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas (New York:
Random House, 1956), pp. 105-107.
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tries to become too precise, it contracts to become identical
with just one of its modes and loses its analogical function.

Let me illustrate what I have been saying above by taking
the same example used by Professor Nielsen, that of know-
ledge, defined by St. Thomas as “the possession of the form
of another as another, according to one’s natural mode of
possession.” Let us say that we have already recognized as
included within its range of proper instances the dim knowledge
through touch of the environment around it by an oyster or
snail; the more complicated integration of visual, tactile, and
audible sense images by a dog or other higher animal; the
intellectual insight of man into justice or the inner law of
operation of a typewriter or Einstein’s Theory of Relativity;
the Zen master’s empty, imageless, supra-conceptual awareness
of reality; the mystic’s awareness of God in the “ fine point of
the soul ” beyond all concepts and faculties. All are judged
to be genuine though highly different instances of knowing.
Now suppose we try to say or describe just what is the
similarity amongst all of them, in itself. And suppose the
person to whom we are trying to describe it says “I don’t want
you to do it by examples; just tell me what it is in itself.”
What could we possibly tell him that could capture the
commonness by itself? We can only run through the spectrum
of examples on different levels and then appeal to the person’s
own experience. “Do you know what I mean? Do you get
the point? ”

Professor Nielsen, it seems, would like to insist: “ But there
is a common univocal core: possession of the form of another
as another...” Yet suppose we try to apply this even to only
two cases, such as a dog’s “ possession ” of the “form ™ of a
typewriter in the mode of a visual image of its external shape
and color, compared with a man’s “ possession  of the *“ form ”
as intellectual insight into the inner law of operation of the
machine. What in the world does “ possession” mean here?
How can we describe it in itself? Is it like the possession of a
marble in one’s pocket? No. Or having a cast in one’s eye?
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No. Is it possessing a visual image in consciousness? Aside
from the problem of defining “consciousness,” this is one
example, but not one that adequately circumscribes the
meaning, since having an intellectual insight into the intel-
ligible form or law is vastly different, even though somehow
similar—it 1is impossible to specify just how. The same
difficulty would occur in trying to explain “ form.” The only
thing one can finally do is call up the whole range of examples
and ask, “Don’t you catch the point? Do you see what
I mean?” This is not an evasion; it is precisely the in-
telligent (in fact, the only effective) way to do it. The same
with other analogous concepts, such as unity, activity, love,
goodness, power, perfection (imagine trying to describe pre-
cisely what is similar in all instances of activity or perfection) .
In a word, although one can indeed say that in some true
sense (analogous) there is a common core of meaning in an
analogous concept, it is nonetheless clear that the concept
functions quite differently—if we look at it from within as
used, not just from without as a logical counter in an argu-
ment—irom a univocal concept with its common core.

This leads me to one more distinctive characteristic of the
analogous concept which I think it most important to mention,
since it too is frequently not made explicit by Thomist
commentators. What kinds of things, or aspects of reality,
or properties are thus amenable to, even necessarily require,
expression through analogous terms? As I see it—and I am
willing to defend this, even though it is not commonly men-
tioned—there is only one “ dimension ” of reality or “kind ”
of property that is capable of truly analogous expression: this
is the realm of activities or dynamic functions, what we might
call “activity properties” understood in the widest possible
sense (plus, of course, the opposite correlative properties of
receiving, being acted on, etc. loving and being loved,
causing and being caused are equally analogous). All such
properties are expressed originally and primarily by verbs, not
nouns, or are in some way reducible to verbs. Analogous
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terms can of course be nouns, but then the noun presupposes
the verb—e. g., it signifies a subject, but as the doer of such
and such an action, which aspect alone is made explicit (knower,
lover...).

The reason why activity properties are such fit candi-
dates for analogous expression is that the same general “ kind ”
of activity can be performed quite differently by different
kinds of agents or subjects without destroying the similarity-
in-difference of the activity aspect itself. This is not true
of forms, structures, quantitative relations, and the like,
which are not thus elastic in their realizations. Different
kinds of things in the universe, different levels of being,
are not like each other in their essential specific forms or
essences considered statically. But they are proportionally
alike in their modes of activity, in their dynamic functions.
Different forms themselves can only be compared as alike
insofar as they are forms or structures for similar actions. If
there is any formal structure to analogous concepts, it is not
a strictly logical or formal structure, but the structure of an
activity situation: an analogous term expresses this general
kind of activity x, recognized as carried on in one distinctive
proportionate way by subject @, in another distinctively
different proportionate way by subject b, ete. The subjects
and modes of acting are quite different in each case; the
activities themselves are recognized as proportionately similar,
similar-in-difference, although it remains impossible to state
just what this similarity is apart from its range of varied
modes. Let me add that if the term “ activity ” itself here is
allowed to expand to its full analogous breadth of illuminative
meaning, existence itself then not only can be described but
is uniquely appropriate to be described as the most radical
kind of activity or act, the act of “ presencing.” This is the
Thomistic analogous notion of being itself: “ that which has, or
exercises, the act of existing.”
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II. The Extension, of Analogous Terms beyond the Range of
Our Experience

So far we have been analyzing how analogy functions
within a range where all the main levels of exemplification lie
within our experience, hence where the different modes can be
directly known to us. The next phase of our investigation,
crucial for the application to God, concerns the extension of
analogous concepts beyond our present range of known ex-
amples, i. e., the formation of “ open-ended ” concepts whose
range extends indefinitely beyond our present experience, at
least in an upward direction. The ranges of analogous con-
cepts can be roughly classified as follows: (1) those having
a ceiling but no floor (no lower limit) in their application:
terms like physico-chemical activity, whose upper limit is
biological activity, or perhaps consciousness, but that
extend downward to unknown depths of matter still hidden
from us and perhaps very strange indeed compared with what
we know; (2) those having both a floor and a ceiling, say, bio-
logical activity, or sense knowledge, limited by the non-living
or unconscious below and intellectual knowledge above; (3)
those having a floor but no ceiling: intellectual knowing, love,
life, joy, ete.; (4) those having neither ceiling nor floor: the
all-pervasive ‘ transcendental properties” applicable across
all levels of being, such as being, activity, unity, power,
intelligibility, goodness (in the widest sense). Our special
concern will be with numbers (8) and (4), as alone applicable
to God.

How in general do we go about opening up an analogous
concept beyond its presently known range of examples? Let us
take the example of knowing. Suppose we reflect on how
remarkably diverse are the modes we already know, and how
impossible it is to deduce from a lower level what a higher
level will be like; it then appears to us, when reflecting on the
analogous meaning of knowing, that we have no good or
decisive reasons for closing off its possible range at the level
we know; in fact, there is some plausible suspicion that there
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may be higher kinds of intelligence on other planets or perhaps
even beyond all corporeal entities (not yet God). We decide
we should remain prudently open to the possibility of higher
intelligence frying to communicate with us through some
kind of signal. We have no idea what kind of communication
or signals—they would not even have to be through material
signs but might be by direct telepathy or thought-communi-
cation—or what the mode of intelligence involved might be like
or how it might function in itself, even when not attached
to a body. Yet it makes perfect sense, and in the concrete it
is quite easy—we are actually doing it already—to open up the
range of meaning of what we now experience and understand
as intelligence to include in expectancy some possible level at
present quite unknown and uncharacterizable by us. The new
extension of the term, though empty of any precise content
describable by us now, is not simply empty. It gets its new
and very useful content of meaning from its place on an
ascending (it might also be descending) scale, which serves as
guide for evaluation assessment (respect, awe, fear, caution,
etc.). Such a role as guide to evaluation procedures, and
their practical consequences, is an indispensable one for our
concrete life of the mind in the midst of a reality that is
always partly known, partly concealed in relation to us.
Another example arises from the new scientific interest in
para-psychology and psychic phenomena of various kinds.
There is widespread talk of some new kind (s) of force that
produces effects in the material world, yet seems to operate in
ways thus far unknown to us and is quite different from the
other physical forces we know—* psi-forces,” some call them.
They may be a new kind of physical radiation, or more pro-
bably psychic energy fields, or what have you. The point is
that we quite readily enlarge the notion of force to make
room for the possible discovery of a new mode, concerning
which we can say nothing clear as yet, not even that it really
exists., It may be objected that there is a univocal core in
all description of such forces, in that they produce observable
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effects in the material world. There may, it is true, be one
element of their definitions that has a univocal cast: the
material effects produced. But the notion of force does not
mean the effects produced. It means the power producing such
effects, and as long as this central part of the meaning is
variable in its mode the meaning must remain analogous.

In both of the above, and many other possible examples,
in order to extend the range of an analogous concept we must
“purify ” its meaning-content, what it explicitly signifies,
making it indeterminate enough so that its range of application
will not be restricted within present limits. If we judge that
this cannot be done without a violent and arbitrary wrench in
the meaning that renders the term no longer comfortably
serviceable enough, we judge the proposed extension inviable,
too confusing, and devise an entirely new term to express the
additional range of cases presumed to exist. This is a matter
of good judgment, of a sense for successful living language,
not a matter of the logical structure of concepts.

It is within the context of this extension of an analogous con-
cept to a new application whose mode of realization is unknown
to us that the traditional distinctions arise between “ objective
meaning ” and “ subjective meaning ” (Copleston) , the res sig-
nificata, or the objective property signified by the term, and the
modus significandt, or the modes by which we express to our-
selves this property (St. Thomas), and other similar semantic
devices. There is unfortunately much confusion in terminology
here (and not infrequently in thought too, I fear), and I am
not happy with either of the above ways of trying to spell out
the same general point. St. Thomas® way is clear enough in
itself—though often misunderstood, as it clearly is here by
Professor Nielsen—but is so narrow in scope as he uses it that
it does not do the entire job that has to be done. Copleston’s
way is, I fear, open to serious misunderstanding and seems
to me to be inadequate to its task. So let me first state the job
to be done, and how I think it best to express it, and then
return to assessing the two sets of distinctions mentioned above.
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