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‘ HE THEORY OF abstraction is one of those epis-
temological theories which, historically as well as in

a contemporary context, have served to polarize philo-
sophical positions. The dividing line of this division falls along
two theses, both of which are considered essential to the in-
tegrity of the theory itself: the doctrine of mental faculties as
distinet functions of the human intellect and soul; and the
theory of metaphysical realism. Traditional as well as con-
temporary critique of the theory of abstraction has been to
the effect that quite apart from all else, these very presupposi-
tions of the theory are suspect, if not downright mistaken; and
that therefore the theory itself need not be examined for con-
ceptual consistency and philosophical insight—to say nothing
of correctness.

I do not here wish to debate the various pros and cons of this
critique. To be quite candid, I am convinced that as generally
understood these presuppositions of the theory are unaccepta-
ble, and therefore cannot lend support to the theory itself. At
the same time, I am also convinced that the theory need not
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be understood in this manner; and what is more important,
that the critical conclusion suggested by the preceding train
of reasoning is mistaken. I am convinced that there is a way
of interpreting the theory of abstraction which not only renders
it immune from criticisms which have thus been directed against
it, but also shows that the theory is in fact correct.

This, then, is the task which I have set myself in the present
paper: to show why and how the theory of abstraction should
be considered seriously from a modern point of view. But as
the proverb has it, one cannot make an omelette without
breaking eggs. Thus, what will emerge after I have done will
be an account of abstraction which, although in essence con-
structed along historical lines, differs considerably from those
accounts proffered by historical figures. In fact, it will be ex-
tremely doubtful, not to say unlikely, that any historical figure
would recognize right off the theory as clothed in such
modern garb as I intend to furnish it. Still, I am convinced
that once explained to them, these individuals would accept
my version of the theory of abstraction as merely a modern
re-working of their own. Nor do I make this last claim in the
spirit of a plous hope. I am confident that what I see as the
central thrust of the theory of abstraction is already to be found
in the writings of that greatest medieval expositor of it: St.
Thomas Aquinas. In the present paper, I propose to put this
confidence to the test. That is to say, I shall present my
analysis of the theory of abstraction as a reinterpretation and
exposition of the account proffered by St. Thomas. As an aside,
I find this approach doubly fitting: Not only is the account
given by Aquinas the touchstone of any attempted reinterpreta-
tion; if successful, my endeavour will also have the merit of
showing the perennial nature of the Saint’s conceptual en-
deavour.

I

However, I shall not begin in medias res. Instead, I shall
soften the harshness of my unaccustomed interpretation by be-
ginning with Aristotle, the precursor of Aquinas.
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That is to say, the roots of Aquinas’s theory of abstraction
are manifold. Ultimately, however, they reduce to one—a tap-
root, to continue the metaphor: the theory of perception ad-
vanced by Aristotle. The latter probably finds its most familiar
expression in Book Three of the de Anima. There, Aristotle tells
us that we must distinguish between a sense on the one hand,
and a sense organ on the other. The latter, so he tells us, is
merely a material, physiological entity which functions as the
substratum of the sense itself, where the sense is defined as “ the
equipoise of contrary qualities in the organ.”* He then does
go on to say:

This explains why plants cannot perceive, in spite of their having
a portion of soul in them and obviously being affected by tangible
objects themselves; for undoubtedly their temperament cannot be
lowered or raised. The explanation is, that they have no mean
of contrary qualities, and so no principle in them capable of taking
on the forms of sensible objects without their matter.?

From this account, two things emerge: One, that sensation
is a matter of “ taking on the forms of sensible objects without
their matter.” The other, that this taking on of the forms of
objects—of the stimulus-objects—depends on the presence of
contrary qualities in the sense-organs which, until the moment
of their stimulation, are held in “equipoise.” Both of these
points are important. The first finds its development in ex-
pressions like “ actual knowledge is identical with its object,”
and the claim that the mind “becomes each set of its possible
objects ”” *—in short, in the thesis that “ in every case, the mind
which is actively thinking is the object which it thinks.”® The
second has rather important implications with respect to the
notion of form: as to how we understand it. Let me consider
these in turn.

What the first comes down to is this: The mind, like the

1 424a31.

2 4924282-424b2.

3 420a20; 431al; etc.
¢ 420b5.

5 431b17 fi.
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senses, acquires the form of its object. It becomes “ informed ”
by the latter, as it were. In thus becoming informed, the mind
becomes qualitatively identical with its object. If that object
happens to be a pure form, then of course the thinking mind
will be its own object. The Prime Mover is here a case in point.
If the object is not a pure form but has matter, then the mind
will differ from its object. But only numerically; i.e., with
respect to the matter. Otherwise, what the mind thinks and
the mind itself are one and the same. Nor does this state of
affairs hold only with respect to thinking as we nowadays un-
derstand the term. It also applies to thinking as understood in
the traditional sense. More particularly, it also applies to
perception. Here the form is supplied directly by the relevant
sense (s) and is identical with the form of the object which
acts as a stimulus. But even in these cases—or especially here—
the mind is what it perceives, i. e, thinks.

If the mind were a material entity, this would occasion diffi-
culties. Not the least of these would be that perception would
have to involve a spatio-temporal modification of the mind it-
self.® However, as Aristotle reminds us, the mind is not ma-
terial. To be precise, he says that it is a “form of forms.””’
Consequently, this sort of difficulty does not obtain.

Others, however, do. The most important of these can be
summed up in the following questions: how is it that the mind
can become that which it thinks and yet remain essentially as
well as numerically distinct from it; and how is it that the senses
can take on the form (but not the matter) of their stimulus-
objects and not turn into the objects themselves? These ques-
tions, in turn, focus on still another issue: How to interpret the
Aristotelian concept of form, particularly in view of the claims
made about the natures of mind and senses respectively.

At this juncture, I want to leave traditional interpretations
of Aristotle’s dicta and start anew. To begin with, I propose to
take seriously the claim which Aristotle makes in diverse places:

® The phrase, “store-room. of the imagination ” obtrudes itself in this context.
7 432a1-2.
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that a form is not a metaphysical entity in the Platonic sense,
but a principle of organization.® The way in which I propose
to understand this is, that a form is a structural relation; or, as
one might also put it, thab it is a pattern of structural com-
plexion which, insofar as its nature concerned, is independent
of and distinct from the substrata in which it might be realized,
but which for all that cannot exist (cannot be realized) in-
dependently of such substrata.

With this in mind, let us make a brief excursion into the realm
of contemporary logical theory. The latter recognizes a dis-
tinction between the different orders or levels of generality of
distinct systems. Thus, there are first-order systems, whose
formulae, axioms and theorems deal only with states of affairs,
objects, etc., in the world; second-order systems, whose formulae,
axioms and theorems deal only with statements about the
world; third-order systems, whose formulae, axioms and the-
orems deal only with statements about statements about the
world; and so on. It is the relationship between first- and
second-order systems that is of interest here. For, a second-
order system can be viewed as a schema; as a generalization
with respect to various first-order possibilities, where the diverse
first-order systems which it permits are distinct and mutually
exclusive realizations of these possibilities. Another, logically
equivalent way of putting this would be to say that an in-
dividual first-order system is a particularization of a certain
second-order system where the latter also admits of various
other, mutually exclusive particularizations.’

Let us return for the moment to the Aristotelian definition
of a form as a principle of organization. I suggested that this
means that a form must be understood as a principle of struc-
ture, and that it follows from this that a form must be construed
as a relational entity which can be realized in many ways, de-

8 Ct. 1041b26 f; 1014b36 f.; 1033b19f; 1031b31ff; ete.

* A good example of the sort of relationship involved here would be that out-
lined by David Hilbert in his epochal On The Foundations of Geometry as holding
between Euclidean, Riemannian and various other geometries on the one hand,
and the second-crder geometry of which they are particularizations on the other.

1 Cf. 8 above.



342 E.-H., W. KLUGE

pending on the nature of the substratum in which it is in-
stantiated, but which, as such, is logically independent of
the particular substratum in question. This crucial point
can be illustrated with the aid of contemporary physics;
more specifically, by considering the nature of a hologramme.*®
Whatever the manner of its generation, a hologramme is really
nothing other than a complex wave pattern. As such, it is
susceptible of exact mathematical analysis; if not in actual
practice, then at least in principle. Let us suppose that a par-
ticular hologramme has been analyzed in such a way. Then the
equations representing it would be uniquely descriptive of its
structural form. However, these mathematical formulae would
not apply to the hologramme alone. They would also describe
the stimulus-object giving rise to the hologramme insofar as
it is a causal antecedent of the latter. In that sense, therefore,
these formulae would be a mathematical expression of one and
the same principle of structure or form as it is realized in dis-
tinct material substrata. In that sense, too, the form can be
seen to be independent of the particular substratum in which
it happens to be instantiated.

If we now turn to the concept of a nervous system, we can
effect a synthesis of the disparate logical and physical points
that have just been made in order to shed some light on our

11 Where there is here no suggestion whatever as to existential independence. In-
deed, the interpretation I am suggesting would make nonsense of such a claim.

*? A hologramme is an interference pattern produced by the interaction of a
reference wave with waves of the same type issuing from or reflected by the ob-
ject to be recorded. Coherent radiation—usually laser light—is generally employed
o produce such a pattern. The latter does not look like the object, but like the
sort of ringformed wave-pattern produced by simultaneously throwing several
rocks into a still pool. Hologrammes provide a striking example of the principles
that forms qua forms are independent of substrata and that forms are in the
receiver after the nature of the receiver. For, hologrammes and target objects
share the same form: when illuminated by laser light of the original type, a
8-D image structurally identical to the target object (in the causally relevant
sense) is produced which can be viewed from different angles as the observer
changes position just as can the target object. Since the structure of the image
is constituted by the hologramme, and not the coherent light, the former must con-
tain the form without for all that being the object,
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problem. For, in a very real sense, a nervous system can be
viewed as a second-order system capable of first-order par-
ticularizations. That is to say, it can be viewed as a neural net
which as such is a physical analogue of a second-order system.
Its specific states—the specific electro-chemical activities which
obtain in the various senses at any given moment in time—
would then be determinations or particularizations of the sys-
tem to one of the many sets of possibilities inherent in the net
as a whole qua second-order system. If we consider what I said
a moment ago about the identity of form between stimulus-
object and hologramme, this will now become germane in the
following way: upon stimulation by a particular object, the
nervous system, considered as a second-order system, is par-
ticularized in its states to a series of first-order states—electro-
chemical discharges—the logical nature of which is isomorphic
to the form of the stimulus-object insofar as the latter is causal-
ly active in that particular modality in which the system is
receptive.** Therefore, those very equations which describe the
hologramme and the stimulus-object would also describe this
first-order electro-chemical particularization of the nervous sys-
tem on this specific occasion. And in this sense, clearly, stimu-
lus-object and nervous system—stimulus-object and sense—
could meaningfully be said to have one and the same form.
Let me now return to my point of departure: Aristotle’s
claim that (1) the sense is an equipoise of contrary qualities,
distinet from the sense-organ itself; that (2) sensation is a dis-
ruption of this equipoise—a disturbance of the mean of the
temperament—which forms the material basis of the sense;
that (8) in sensation, the sense takes on or is informed by the
form of the object, but without its matter; and that (4) the
mind which is perceptually aware “is the object which it
thinks.” In line with the preceding discussion, all of this can
now be restated in more modern terminology, as follows:

18] am here postulating an ideal case, barring sensory malfunctioning, ete.
Strictly speaking, this account applies to the particular senses, not the nervous
system as a whole. However, the same analysis, mutatis mutandis, holds for the
latter as well.
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(1) The sense itself is a second-order system: a structural or-
ganization or inter-relationship among material entities (neu-
rons, ete.) which, although not identical with the sense itself,
nevertheless function as its material basis.

(2) Sensation is a determination of this second-order system
to one of the first-order possibilities inherent in it, where the
first-order states which result form an analogue of the stimulus-
object as it is causally active on the sense-organ.

(8) The first-order determination of the sense is not merely
an analogue of the stimulus-object, but in fact is an isomorph
in the sense explained.** The sense thus “ takes on the form ”
of the object. A mathematically describable relation of struc-
tural identity obtains between the first-order particularization
of the sense and the stimulus-object.

(4) The mind is a “ form of forms”; i.e., a third-order struc-
tural organization of the material, neurological basis which, as
such, includes as its particular determinations the various
second-order systems which are the senses. Being a higher-
order system, it can contain these mutually conflicting second-
order systems simultaneously, and thus is capable of particu-
larization to distinct first-order states at one and the same time
as a result of the stimulation of the senses. In this way, the
mind, like the senses, acquires the forms of the various stimulus-
objects—" receives ” their forms, but not their matter—in the
form of neural impulses which together constitute the neurolog-
ical isomorph of the stimulus-object’s structure. The mind thus
becomes “ the object which it thinks *; that is to say, in this way
it comes to share the latter’s form.** Of course, given its nature

14 Tf need be, this isomorphism—this identity of form—could be substantiated
by an analysis of the wave-pattern and the electro-chemical state of the responding
system. I realize full well that the production of the relevant equations is some-
thing which is not possible for us at the present time. In that sense, what I have
just said is more in the nature of a pious hope than a description of an actual
state of affairs.

* 1 am fully aware that I have here made Aristotle out to be a materialist with
respect to minds. Although unusual, this is nevertheless perfectly in accord with
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as a third-order system, this becoming-the-object-which-it-
thinks does not entail a spatio-temporal assimilation of it to
the stimulus-object, any more than this was the case with sensa-
tion proper as discussed previously.*®

The interpretation of ‘ form,” ‘sense’ and ‘mind’ which I
have just suggested explicates, and indeed lends credibility to,
the Aristotelian account of perceptual awareness. What would
otherwise be outlandish metaphysical nonsense now appears as
comprehensible, credible, and possibly even correct. This, I
submit, is a point in favour of my interpretation, its unusual
character notwithstanding. But it also has another advantage—
if such it may be called: it brings out a fundamental short-
coming of the Aristotelian account, a shortcoming which is
best captured by Aristotle’s own phrase: The mind qua form
of forms “ becomes the object which it thinks.”

This shortcoming does not reside in the postulate of formal
isomorphism between mind and object. On the contrary, that
is a point in its favour: any theory of perceptual awareness
which accepts the hypothesis of a non-phenomenal reality which
is the causal antecedent of and is represented by the world of
phenomenal experiences, must provide a point of contact be-
tween the two realms. In fact, the requirement is much
stronger: it must provide for a point of identity between the
two. Otherwise, to borrow a phrase from the tradition, the
perceiver will be locked in the circle of his own ideas. As I
have interpreted it, the Aristotelian schema provides a solution

everything that Aristotle says on the subject—with the possible exception of what
he says about the active intellect. The latter, however, presents a puzzle even on
traditional interpretations. However, a little later I shall try to show that on my
interpretation even the active intellect can be understood in & consistent and
coherent manner.

1% Another way of putting this would be to say that this higher-order structure
instantiates a first-order neurological state which, considered from a purely logico-
mathematical point of view, can be put into a direct one-one correspondence with
those features of the stimulus-object which are causally active in the relevant
sense, (I here ignore threshold effects and similar neurological phenomena. A
discussion of these would complicate the issue unnecessarily for the present con-
text.)
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to this transcendental bridging problem: by means of the pos-
tulate of the identity of form in percept and perceived.

The shortcoming which I mentioned lies in another direction:
in the properly perceptual aspects of the theory. More pre-
cisely, it lies in the complete absence of interpretative, con-
ceptual and categorical machinery from the schema; a lack
which ultimately leads to a disappearance of the distinction be-
tween being and perceiving by collapsing the latter into the
former.*”

But let me put this somewhat differently and in somewhat
greater detail. There are two major problems that are faced
by any would-be theory of perception. One of these I have
already characterized as the transcendental bridging problem—
how to get from the phenomenal to the non-phenomenal. The
other problem is, how to account for the cognitive significance
of the phenomenal itself. Struck by the importance of the
transcendental bridging problem, Aristotle solved it in the man-
ner just indicated: by the postulate of the metaphysical iden-
tity of form. The mind acquires the form of its perceptual ob-
ject and becomes that which it perceives.** But this very solu-
tion introduces the second major problem in full force. For,
perceptual awareness, if it is to be an awareness, cannot allow
perceiver and perceived to coalesce into one. That is to say,
the perceptual object must be experienced as a percept. An
element of distinction-—of distance, as it were—must obtain
between the percept and the perceiver. Otherwise, the per-
ceiver would quite literally be his own (phenomenal) world.
This distinction, however, can obtain if and only if the percept
has cognitive significance; more precisely, if it is apprehended
under some categorial structure.*®

It is on precisely this point that the Aristotelian analysis
fails. To be sure, Aristotle does appear to take some small steps
in the direction of a solution. In particular, his concept of the

1" That is why there is a certain irony in Aristotle’s own phrase, the mind
“ becomes the object which it thinks.”

8 To paraphrase Berkeley, percipere becomes esse,

3® Kant saw this point nicely.
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active intellect with an illuminating function seems to go some
way towards filling the categorical need.?* However, these steps
are so tentative and superficial—as witness the medieval in-
terpretations on this score—that they scarcely even amount
to a recognition of the problem, let alone a proper solution.

It is at this point that the medieval advances over the basic
Aristotelian schema manifest themselves; in particular those
which we encounter in the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas.
Here we seem to find a clear recognition of the necessity of
categorical interpretation of phenomenal data in order for the
latter to attain cognitive significance and thus become percepts,
rather than remaining merely aspects of the phenomenal
totality which otherwise would be the perceiver. To this end,
the Aristotelian distinction between active and passive intel-
lect is amplified, developed and employed to full advantage.
The result is an analysis of perception which not merely solves
the transcendental bridging problem, but the problem of per-
cept-perceiver distinction as well.

In the remainder of this paper, I shall show how this is the
case. 1 shall do so by considering first the traditional interpreta-
tion of Aquinas on this topie, and shall criticize it as failing to
appreciate the Saint’s philosophical contributions on this issue.
I shall then sketch what I take to be the correct interpretation.
I shall conclude by taking a brief look at the Franciscan tradi-
tion critical of Aquinas’s account. Here I shall attempt a brief
reply, showing that this critique is misdirected since based on
a faulty understanding of the thomistic notion of abstraction
and the Aristotelian concept of form.

II

Traditional accounts of Aquinas’s theory of perception gen-
erally begin by stating several rather fundamental points: that
for Aquinas the human soul is the form of the (human) body;
that at birth the human mind is a tabula rasa, devoid of any

21 am not stating that Aristotle consciously intended the latter for this pur-
pose or introduced it for this reason.
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and all concepts; and that the thomistic analysis of perceptual
awareness locates the sources of such awareness—as indeed of
awareness in general—in the senses, which provide the raw
materials for cognition. These theses are then interwoven in
something like the following manner: in sensation, the sense-
organ is affected by an external object, resulting in a sense-
impression. This sense-impression, in turn, is nothing other
than an “ immutation ” of the sense by the form of the stimulus-
object: a reception of the form of the object into the sense,
but without the matter. Sense-impressions from the various
senses are then combined by an agency known as the common
sense into a complex image; that is to say, the sensible species
of the various senses are then combined into a phantasm. Pos-
session of the phantasm, however—so the account continues—
does not yet constitute perceptual awareness. That would re-
quire that the phantasm be actually understood.?* The phan-
tasm, however, is a creature of the senses; a form instantiated
in the material substratum of the senses. Matter, however, is
not only the principle of individuation; it is also, and indeed
thereby, the principle of the unintelligibility of forms instanti-
ated in a material substratum. Consequently the phantasm—
the form of the stimulus-object as instantiated in the material
substratum of the senses—is unintelligible as it stands. In order
to become intelligible, it must be dissociated from its material
context. Furthermore—so the account continues— perceptual
awareness is a mode of knowledge: of the external world, to
be sure, but knowledge nevertheless. As such, it must be pro-
positional in nature; which is but another way of saying that
it must involve judgment: judgment to the effect that the
phantasm in question is of a certain sort.** This, in turn, re-
quires concepts: universals under which the phantasm can be
subsumed. The radical empiricism of the thomistic theory im-
plies that nihil est in intellectu quod non prius fuit in sensu;

21 Sirictly speaking, more would be required. But see below.
22 Once more, strictly speaking this is incorrect. It should read, that the object
as apprehended through the phantasm is of a certain sort.
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more specifically for the present context, that the generic con-
cepts required for such judgments must somehow be supplied
by the senses. The only things the senses supply are sensible
species. These, in virtue of their materiality, are particular.
Consequently, as one commentator has it, “ It is necessary to
postulate an activity on the mind’s part, in order to explain
how the universal concept is formed from the material provided
by sense-experience.” # It is here that abstraction enters in a
dual capacity. In abstracting the form of the stimulus-object
from its associated substratum of the senses, it not merely
makes the form potentially intelligible, but also abstracts it
from its individuating condition and thus results in the form
qua universal. This is then given to the passive intellect, The
latter, now in possession of a generic concept, performs a * con-
version to the phantasm ”—sees the latter as it were sub specie
universalis—and in thus seeing it, perceives through it the
stimulus-object as an entity of a particular kind.** In short, it
now actually perceives.*

As I said, the preceding is pretty much the course of a
standard analysis of Aquinas on perception. Yet, although fair-
ly standard, it is unacceptable as a whole. While its analysis of
the judgmental characteristic of perceptual awareness cannot
be faulted, its characterization of abstraction is superficial and
confused, obscuring precisely those points of the doctrine which
constitute its strength. In so doing, the account obfuscates and
falsifies the whole analysis, leaving it an easy prey to negative
critique. Therefore, in order to get clear on what Aquinas ac-
tually does say, and to show how his account is not only a sub-
stantial improvement over that of Aristotle but also evades tra-
ditional critique, I shall now retrace and analyse the various
steps of the Saint’s theory as we find them in his works.

Let me begin by stating that Aquinas had a very clear-cut
understanding of the transcendental bridging problem and that

28 Copleston, F. C., Aquinas (Penguin Books, London, 1955), p. 175.

24 Cf. notes 21 and 22 above.

28 Ct. Copleston, passim; see also F. C. Copleston, History of Western Philosophy,
Vol. I, Part 2, Chapter 38, to mention but one rather well-known commentator.
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he accepted the Aristotelian solution in terms of identity of
form. That is to say, he tells us that

. . . whatever operates must in some sense be united to the object
in relation to which it operates.?®

and that this union of what operates and what is operated on
is effected by means of the form which is shared by both—at
any rate, in perception. As he put it,

. .. in sensible things it is to be observed that the form is other-
wise in one sensible than another. . .. In the same way, the sensible
form is in one way in the thing which is external to the sense, and
in another in the senses which receive the form of the sensible

things without receiving their matter.??
* Ibid., q. 84, a. 1.

As T have tried to show in the first part of this paper, the pos-
sibility of veridical perception—indeed, of perception tout
court—hinges on two factors: the possibility of contact be-
tween the perceiver and the object of perception, and on main-
taining a distinction between perceiver and percept on the
phenomenological level—on maintaining what I have called
psychic distance. In accepting the Aristotelian solution to the
transcendental bridging problem, Aquinas solved the first of
these problems facing any theory of perception. So far, then,
substantial agreement between Aquinas and Aristotle obtains;
and so far, the standard account is acceptable. It is with respect
to the second problem that Aquinas and Aristotle begin to part
company; and it is at this point that the traditional account
becomes faulty. For, it is at this point that Aquinas introduces
the theory of abstraction. As we saw, the traditional account
has it that the reason for abstraction is to make the sensible
species and phantasm actually intelligible—i. e., to restore an
intelligibility to the form which it has lost due to its association
with matter—and by that very move to provide a concept.

It is on the first of these that I want to concentrate. What
seems to be implied by it is, among other things, that so long

*® Summa Theol., I, q. 78, a. 8.
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as the form is instantiated in a material substratum, it will be
particularized and individuated by the latter, and therefore will
be unintelligible in principle. In fact, the traditional account
takes this to be one of the most fundamental thomistic tenets.
Unquestionably, texts can be cited which, when viewed in a
certain way, support this interpretation. The following would
be cases in point: “The materiality of the knower and of the
species whereby he knows . . . impede knowledge of the uni-
versal; ” ** wherefore we must postulate in the human mind
“ some power to make things actually intelligible by abstracting
from the material conditions.” ® However, there are weighty
reasons for contending that such a use of these passages is
erroneous; that they—and others like them—must mean some-
thing else, and that on pain of incoherence and contradiction of
the thomistic system as a whole. In particular, there are two
series of considerations which bring this out—the one textual,
the other conceptual in nature. I shall begin by sketching the
latter.

The conceptual considerations center around Aquinas’s theory
of the (human) soul and its manner of operation. As he re-
peatedly tells us, the (human) soul is the form of the (human)
body.*® The body, of course, is material. Therefore, whatever
else may be the case, the soul of a particular person, while in
this life, is a form instantiated in matter. Consequently,
if matter is the principle of individuation, it follows that
once the material context of the soul is lost, its individuality
will be gone with it. In other words, if death is the separa-
tion of soul from body (matter), then on this understanding
of the role of matter, death will entail a loss of identity
for the soul. Now, Aquinas himself denies such a loss;** and
and indeed, acceptance of it would go contrary to the very faith
that he professes. Also, Aquinas himself gives an account of

#8 Ibid., q. 76, a. 2, ad 3.

 Ibid., q. 79, a. 3.

3 Cf. Ibid., q. 16, passim; Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk. II, chap. 68, 70, 71, f.

# Cf. Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk. II, chap. 81, no. 7, f. to mention but one
of many instances.
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the continued identity of the soul which has nothing to do
with matter as an individuating agent. As he puts it, the con-
tinued diversity of the soul stems

from the diversity of the commensuration of the souls to (their
respective) bodies: since this soul is adapted to this and not
that body, and that soul to another, and so on for all other cases.

And this adaptability remains in the souls even after their bodies
have perished.??

To be sure, he presents this as a special case: It holds only
for forms whose “ being ** does not depend upon matter. But
that is really beside the point. The point is, that on pain of
assimilating souls to the genus of angels, the commensuration
of each soul to its body must be an accidental feature, not a
specific one. In which case accidents are here said to be in-
dividuating: immaterial accidents, to be sure, but accidents
nevertheless. The same reasoning that applies to souls can be
applied, mutatis mutandis, to forms that do depend for their
“ being ” on matter. Therefore the upshot of this is that matter
cannot be viewed as the principle of individuation; that a
different appraisal of passages putatively to that effect must
be found. And clearly, such an interpretation will affect our
understanding of how a form can be particularized qua instanti-
ated in the senses.

However, there is a further, and for the present context,
much weightier conceptual difficulty. It concerns human per-
ception, and arises with respect to the operation of the human
soul when informing a body. The difficulty is this: The soul,
when in a body, is in a material substratum. On the traditional
interpretation sketched above this implies that because of its
“ commensuration ” to the body, it will be individuated. That,
however, entails that all modifications and states of the soul,
when in such a condition, will be particular as well. That is
to say, any accidental form adhering to the soul will also be
particularized. Now, individual acts of understanding and per-

82 Ibid., no. 8.
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ceptual awareness are states of the human mind—accidents, as
it were, advening to the soul.*®* Whence it follows that, while
in such a state, the human mind cannot have any understanding
of universals: for these to be in the mind que universals would
entail a contradiction of the preceding. Therefore it follows
that if matter is the principle or occasion of individuation of
the soul, and if form and matter are understood in the tradi-
tional sense, the soul will be incapable of judgment when in
a body. Which, in turn, means that while in an embodied state
the soul cannot know anything at all.

This conclusion is unacceptable. Not only is it contradicted
by actual fact; it also runs counter to everything that Aquinas
says about human knowledge in general and abstraction in par-
ticular. In fact, it would render the latter complete nonsense.
Therefore, whatever the elements giving rise to this conclusion,
they must be rejected; or, if they are passages from Aquinas
himself, they must be reinterpreted. Either that, or leave the
thomistic analysis in complete incoherence.

Happily, this last alternative can be ruled out without con-
ceptual contortions. There are passages in Aquinas’ writings
which, even when considered on their own, stand wholly at
variance with the traditional interpretation of matter and its
role as individuating. And this brings me to my second, textual
series of considerations which I mentioned above. However,
instead of citing passages on their own in a purely critical effort,
I should like to change my approach: I should like to adduce
them as considerations leading to and incorporated into what
I take to be the correct appraisal.

Confining the discussion to the Summa Theologiae, we come
across the following statements. Nor are they isolated. For
every one of them, a dozen others could be cited to similar
cffect:

(i) ... the things which belong to the species of a material being
(such as a stone or a man, or a horse) can be thought without the

3 Note: I am here not talking about the power but the exercise of it. The
powers themselves, of course, are not accidental but essential.
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individuating principles which do not belong to the notion of the
species. This is what we mean by abstracting the universal from
the particular, or the intelligible species from the phantasm. In
other words, it is to consider the nature of the species apart from
its individuating principles represented by the phantasm.*

(ii) The intellect, therefore, abstracts the species of a natural thing
from the individual sensible matter, but not from the common
sensible matter. For instance, it abstracts the species man from
this flesh and these bones which (latter) do mot belong to the
species as such but to the individual and (hence) need not be con-
sidered in the species. But the species of man cannot be abstracted
from flesh and bones®

(iii) Now it is manifest that quantity is in a substance before
sensible qualities are. Therefore qualities such as number, dimen-
sion and figure—which are determinations of quantity—can be con-
sidered apart from sensible qualities, and this is to abstract from
sensible matter.®¢

(iv) ... intellect, which abstracts the species not only from matter
but also from the individuating conditions of matter, knows more
perfectly than do the senses, which latter receive the form of the
thing known; without the matter, to be sure, but subject to material
conditions.®?

The important point that is contained in these passages and to
which I want to draw attention is this: we must distinguish
between the material condition of a form—its individuality—
and the matter of a form—its unintelligibility. Let me try to
show how and why this is the case.

Excerpt (i) talks about abstracting the universal from the
particular, and equates this with abstracting the intelligible
species from the phantasm. This, so the passage continues, is
to consider the nature of the species apart from its individuating
conditions which are represented by the phantasm. Aquinas’s
choice of words is here a clue: only formal features can be
represented. It lies in the nature of representation that this
should be the case. Therefore, the individuating principles of

3¢ Summa Theol., I, q. 85, a. 1, ad 1; cf. Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk, 11, chap. 77,
no. 2.

35 Ibid., ad 2.

58 Jbid. .

7 Ibid., q. 84, a. 2; see also preceding article.
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the instantiated form must themselves be formal in nature.
Otherwise they could not be represented by the phantasm.®®
In this context, (iv) is also relevant. Not only does it distin-
guish explicitly between matter and “ the individuating con-
ditions of matter ”; it also states that the senses receive the
form of the thing known but without the matter, subject, how-
ever, to these material conditions. Now as it occurs here, this
last phrase is something of a logical dangler. It may refer either
to the condition of the form as it is in the thing, or to the ma-
terial nature of the senses in which the form now finds itself.
It is tempting to opt for the second alternative; all the more
s0, since the senses are material in nature. However, to do so
would entail unacceptable consequences: namely, the thesis that
the form of an object enters the sense as a universal, and that
it is the material nature of the sense that engenders the particu-
larity of the form as it occurs in the sensible species and the
phantasm. This consequence is doubly unwelcome: for the
reasons just indicated, it renders Aquinas’s talk about the repre-
sentation of material conditions nonsensical. Furthermore, it
contradicts his own explanation of what these “ material con-
ditions ” are: namely, the “individual properties,”*® “ deter-
mining qualities ” or “ sensible qualities” of the object as it
occurs in the world. (iii) above goes some way towards clari-
fying this point. (i) is also instructive. There, abstraction
is represented as the removal of the species or form from the
individual sensible matter, where elsewhere Aquinas describes
the latter as matter “ under determinate dimensions.” Again,
as such, the latter must be formal in nature—especially given
(it) . Therefore, what Aquinas says about “ material condi-
tions ” must be understood in the sense of the particular ac-
cidental yet formal conditions under which a form occurs when
instantiated in the sensible world.

Material conditions, therefore, are conditions of individuality.
Conditions which are formal in nature. Given this, we should

%2 Or by anything else, for that matter.
3° Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk. II, chap. 77, no. 2.
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expect that a form occurring under such conditions—a form
thus particularized or individuated—would not on that ac-
count be unintelligible. And this is precisely what Aquinas
himself says: “ Intelligibility is incompatible with the singular
not as such but as material.” *° It is matter, therefore, and not
the material conditions that are the cause of unintelligibility.
Nor is it difficult to see why this should be the case. Matter,
after all, is a metaphysical entity which is non-formal in nature.
As such, by definition, it is unintelligible, and anything as-
sociated with it or instantiated in it will eo #pso become unintel-
ligible as well—at least, while in this condition.

Matter and material conditions must therefore be distin-
guished. Matter is a metaphysical entity. As such, instantia-
tion in it is accompanied by certain features: those which
were previously summed up under the heading of material con-
ditions, That is why—and this brings me back to something
I said before—instantiation in a material substratum brings
unintelligibility with it, from the side of the matter, as a non-
formal but essential constituent of the instantiation.

But—and here I correct what I said a moment ago—in a
sense it also brings with it unintelligibility from the side of
the material conditions. This last requires some comment; and
here what I said before about judgment and understanding
is & propos. A form occurring under material conditions will
ipso facto be particularized. Understanding, however, requires
a universal. Therefore, although intelligible in the sense of
being something which could be understood if there were a con-
cept under which it could be subsumed, the form occurring
under such conditions is actually unintelligible: as yet, there
is no generic concept to perform the conceptual judgmental
labour. Now, if we are not very careful in our use of words,
we may see the distinction between matter and material con-
ditions disappear from our vocabulary and have both of them
referred to by one and the same term: matter. This is neither
difficult to imagine, nor is it unlikely to occur. The one, after

4 Cf. Summa Theol, 1, q. 86, a. 1, ad 8.
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all, is a universal accompanying characteristic of the other.
Furthermore, forms existing under one condition eo ipso will
exist under the other as well, and therefore will be doubly un-
intelligible. In an epistemological context, where concern cen-
ters around intelligibility in the first place, it is easy to seize
on the latter as the identifying characteristic and let the dis-
tinction which I just mentioned disappear. This, I suggest, is
what happened in the traditional context. But to let it con-
tinue can lead to confusion. Therefore, to avoid possible dif-
ficulties on this score, I shall now introduce two distinct terms
for the two: metaphysical and epistemological matter respec-
tively. By metaphysical matter—m-matter for short—I shall
understand the ontological substratum of mstantiated sensible
forms; by epistemological matter—e-matter for short—TI shall
understand the particular individual (formal) conditions of
their instantiation.

E-matter and m-matter, therefore, must be distinguished.
And this brings me to my next point. Given the distinction
that I have just sketched, it ought to be possible to perform
two types of abstraction: One, of the instantiated form from
the m-matter in which it obtains, i.e., from its metaphysical
substratum; and one from the e-matter: the individuating
formal context. Let me call the first m-abstraction. It would
result in the form of the object by itself, but still under the
determining and individuating formal conditions under which
it occurs when instantiated. Abstraction in the second sense—
e-abstraction for short—would be a removal of the generic form
as such from its individuating conditions. In the terminology
which I used once before, e-abstraction would be a removal of
the determinable from the determined: a generalization of the
particular to the universal. M-abstraction preserves particular-
ity but removes the form from the m-material metaphysical
substratum. E-abstraction, on the other hand, removes from
the particularity of the form’s e-material condition and thus
results in a universal. Since e-abstraction proceeds in the in-
tellect, its result will also be found there. Enter the principle
that the received is in the receiver according to the nature of
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the receiver. In the present case, this means that the universal
resulting from e-abstraction will be in the mind “by way of
idea.” In other words, it will be in the mind as a concept. It
goes without saying that once the mind is in possession of
such a concept, it has all the necessary requisites for making
a judgment. In short, it is able properly to perceive.

If we now return to St. Thomas Aquinas, what I have just
presented in theoretical terms amounts to this: Aquinas acecepts
the traditional Aristotelian substance-accident ontology. This
much is commonly accepted, and is correct. According to that
sort of metaphysics, an ordinary sub-lunary object is an ontologi-
cal complex consisting of what I have called m-matter and form.
The form is the principle of structure, as I explained before.*
The m-matter is the existential substratum: that non-formal
entity which exemplifies the form. As such, it is also the oc-
casion for the material conditions attendant upon instantiation
in m-matter to come into play. In other words, it is the condi-
iion for e-matter.

Now, in sensation, so Aquinas tells us,* the form of the ob-
ject enters, but not the matter. In the light of the preceding
discussion, we can understand this best as referring to the
m-matter of the form as it is instantiated in the world. The
e-matter, being the “ particular conditions ” or ““individuating
principles,” ** of course enters. Aquinas then goes on to say
that the phantasm which ultimately results is particular and
unintelligible because of its matter.** This is so because of both
the e-matter represented by the phantasm and the m-matter
or material nature of the sense in which the form obtains. That
is to say, being in a material substratum, the particular form
of the stimulus-object is ipso facto unintelligible as such; and
being particular—involving e-matter and lacking the presence
of a categorial generic concept—it simply could not be under-
stood, even if it were not in a material substratum. M-abstrac-

41 Cf. my discussion of Aristotle on form above.
42 Cf. note 87 above,

*® Summa Theol., 1, q. 85, a. 1, ad 1.

44 Cf. note 28 above.
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tion now occurs. It is the removal of the form from the ma-
terial substratum of the senses. This renders the form of the
stimulus-object potentially intelligible. In the absence of a
generic, categorial concept, however, it is not, and cannot as
vet be, actually understood. Hence e-abstraction: to provide
the generic concept by means of which the entity is finally un-
derstood.

At this stage, it may be useful to recast the reasoning under-
lying the preceding in the terminology I developed some time
ago. This will have the benefit of stating the issue in more con-
temporary terms, as well as bringing the account into line with
what I said in connection with Aristotle, thus showing how the
two accounts dovetail.

As T have reconstructed it so far, then, Aquinas’s theory
amounts to this: the stimulation of the sense by the stimulus-
object results in a first-order determination of the (neurologi-
cal) possibilities inherent in the sense insofar as the latter is
a second-order system. This first-order determination—this
neurological state—is strictly isomorphic to the structuring
principle of the stimulus-object insofar as the latter is causally
active in the relevant causal modality. Object and sense will
thus share one and the same form. (They differ, however, in
their m-matter.) Given further relevant sensory input, both
in this and other sensory modalities, a complex first-order
determination of the neurological system finally results, in-
volving all data from the different sensory modalities. This
complex determination is the phantasm. It, too, is isomorphic
to the stimulus-object, albeit in a larger domain.** However,
since it exists in a material substratum—the m-matter of the
neural net—and since it is determined by material conditions—
the e-matter of the form as it occurs in the object: the in-
dividuating formal features represented by the phantasm—the
resulting complex is doubly unintelligible. Abstraction then en-
ters in. First, m-abstraction. It removes the form from the ma-
terial substratum of the senses—the structuring principle from
the neurological net in which it is exemplified—and thus makes

‘1 am assuming an ideal case, without error.
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it potentially intelligible. However, here it is important to re-
member that m-abstraction does not remove the individuating
conditions of the form. In the terminology of a moment ago,
its result is that the form of the stimulus-object qua struc-
turing principle is now a first-order determination of the mind’s
possibilities of structure insofar as the latter is a purely mental,
higher-order system. As such, it is intelligible. However, to be
intelligible and to be actually understood are two entirely dif-
ferent things. Here enters what I have described as Aquinas’s
fundamental modification of the Aristotelian scheme: e-ab-
straction. That is to say, Aquinas appears to have realized that
perceptual awareness is not a matter of being, but of being
aware: of judging. He also seems to have realized that judging
requires not merely an intentional object—what the judgment
is about—but also conceptual predicates: what is said about
it. The former is supplied by m-abstraction and is particular.
The latter, however, must be generic and cannot be supplied
in that way. To supply them is the work of e-abstraction.
For—and this is where m-abstraction and e-abstraction make
contact—the generic concepts used in formulating the per-
ceptual judgments are themselves nothing other than modifica-
tions of the intellect—" informations ” of the mind—where the
basis of such concepts is the particular determination resulting
from m-abstraction,

Let me be still more precise. The very making of a judgment
pressupposes that whatever is judged and whatever is judged
about it are logically commensurate with each other. The
medievals were as much aware of this as Gilbert Ryle. But
the medievals were also aware that a generic concept is a de-
terminable, susceptible of particular and ultimate determination
to qualitative singularity. The fact of such an awareness is
obvious to all who are familiar with the conceptual import
and role of the Tree of Porphyry.”” What surer way, then, to

4 For a more explicit and detailed discussion of the historical context from
Aristotle to William of Ockham, see the Introduction to my translation of Ockham’s
“ Commentary on Porphyry’s Boock of the Predicables,” Franciscan Studies, Vol.
33, Annual XI (1973), pp. 172254,
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guarantee commensurability of subject and predicate—of in-
tentional object and generic category~—than to construe the re-
lationship between them in terms of the determinate—deter-
minable relationship of the Tree of Porphyry? The predicate
qua generic form will then be the determinable under which
falls the subject as a determined special case.

The schema for a solution to the problem of perceptual judg-
ment is thus given within the framework of the medieval logical
iradition. The direction which the implementation of this
schema then takes is determined by the inveterate empiricism
of the Aristotelian position underlying the whole medieval do-
main of epistemological speculation. Nihil est in intellectu . . .
is a catch-phrase that is sufficiently familiar. In the present
context, its underlying principle is already implemented in m-
abstraction, What is in the mind—the form—quite literally
comes from the object through the senses. Enter the further
thesis that the received is in the receiver according to the nature
of the receiver. The result is that the form is in the mind as
a concept: as it were, by way of idea. This concept is the
ultimate determination of a generic form, as per the Tree of
Porphyry. E-abstraction enters as a reverse application of the
principle of determination underlying the Tree. This results in
a determinable: a generic concept. The applicability of the
concept to the singular species is, of course, a foregone con-
clusion. The actual execution of this is a judgment: not, to
be sure, in a syllogistic sense, but in the Kantian sense of
categorial and interpretative awareness of the manifold of
presentations. In this way, then, perceptual awareness obtains.

But here we must be careful not to fall into a serious mis-
understanding. The intelligible form as well as the generic con-
cept, although essential to the process of understanding and
perception, are not themselves what is perceived. It is through
them, as Aquinas tells us,*” that the stimulus-object is per-
ceived. Once more in contemporary terminology, the point is
this: we must distinguish between the intentional object of
the act of understanding and the metaphysical object of the

" Summa Theol., 1, q. 85, a. 2.
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act qua ontological unit. The latter is the potentially intel-
ligible form as it results from m-abstraction and as it is seen
through the categorial glasses provided by e-abstraction. What
is understood, however—the intentional object—is the stimu-
lus-object outside of the mind. As Aquinas says,

. .. if what we understand is merely the intelligible species in the
soul, it would follow that every science would be concerned not
with things outside the soul but merely with the intelligible species
in the soul.*®

In other words, if the species were the intentional object of the
act, our understanding and perception would be trapped within
the circle of ideas. The concepts, therefore, as well as the resuit
of e-abstraction, can serve only as the means whereby the in-
tentional object—the object in the world—is understood. They
serve, so to speak, as the metaphysical carriers of awareness.
Of course, an element of self-awareness may be involved in the
act of perception. In which case, as Brentano will later state
it, this metaphysical basis will function as a secondary object
of awareness. But this is merely incidental. Aquinas expresses
it. briefly as follows:

But since the intellect reflects upon itself, by such a reflection it
understands both its own act of understanding as well as the species
by which it understands. Therefore, the intelligible species is
secondarily that which is understood. What is understood pri-
marily, however, is the thing of which the species is a likeness.*

IIT

Herewith I come to the end of my analysis of abstraction
as 1t is found in the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas. I have
tried to clothe the theory in modern garb and have tried to
show in what sense it can be construed as relatively successful,
even from a modern point of view. In passing, I have also tried
to show why, as well as wherein, the epistemological account
proffered by Aquinas represents a distinct improvement over
that given by Aristotle.

%8 Loc. cit.
¢ Loc. cit.
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I also said in the beginning that if abstraction is understood
in the way in which I have suggested, most if not all of the
criticisms directed against the theory by the so-called in-
tuitionists—people like Duns Scotus and William of Ockham—
go by the board. The reason for this contention should now
be apparent. As Fr. Sebastian Day has so ably pointed out,*
the major thrust of the intuitionists’ eritique is that with the
postulate of species—sensible or otherwise—an insuperable
barrier is erected between the perceiver and the world. He will
necessarily be locked in the circle of his own ideas. The theory
of abstraction, which requires such species, would therefore lead
to an in principle unsolvable scepticism with respect to the
senses. Only intuition—the direct confrontation of the mind
with reality, without any intervening species—could avoid this
situation. Therefore, so the intuitionists have it, the theory of
abstraction has to be abandoned.

However, if the theory of abstraction is understood in the
way I have just sketched, the thrust of this critique is wide
of the mark: The alleged barrier between mind and reality
simply does not exist. Or, more precisely, what is taken to
be a barrier is no such thing. For, to recall what I have said
about forms, the latter must be understood as principles which
may be variously realized in distinct substrata. Qua instances,
these realizations will of course be distinct. On a purely formal
level, however, one and the same form will be in all. This, it
may be recalled, was the whole point of developing the theory
in order to solve the transcendental bridging problem. Because
of the formal identity at the heart of the theory, the mind is
in contact with reality. Therefore the problem of a barrier, as
alleged by the intuitionists, simply does not exist.

Furthermore, if my account is correct, the abstractionist him-
self may now turn to the attack. As I have been at pains to
point out, perceptual awareness necessarily involves judg-
ments. Judgments, in turn, require generic concepts. The
theory of abstraction provides for these without having re-

50 Sebastian Day, O.F. M., Intuitive Cognition: A Key to the Significance of
the Later Scholastics (Franciscan Institute, St. Bonaventure, N. Y., 1947).
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course to any sort of innatism, or appealing to divine illumina-
tion. At the same time, it guarantees that the generic concepts
which it does provide will be commensurate with their con-
ceptual objects.”* Therefore the conceptual machinery neces-
sary for perceptual awareness is provided by the theory of ab-
straction. Not so, however, with the intuitionists’ thesis itself.
It does not provide for generic concepts—at least, not without
claiming a miracle, or succumbing to innatism, or devolving
into a species of the theory of abstraction. But without generic
concepts, judgment cannot take place. In which case, aware-
ness in a cognitively significant sense cannot take place either,
Since this is not an accident of development but an inherent
feature of the intuitionistic scheme, it fails as a theory of per-
ceptual awareness. Of course there is a way to save the theory.
Ockham, at one point, seems to have had something like this
in mind when he reintroduced abstraction and talked about
it as dealing with the data of intuition, rather than with sensible
species and phantasms.®* But this merely represents a wrinkle
on the theory of abstraction itself. The core of it is left un-
touched. All that has changed is the account of how the mind
comes by the raw data on which abstraction is practiced. Fur-
thermore, it is changed by appealing to a process which is never
explained: The concept of intuition itself can hardly count as
a model of clarity. It is really a name for an unknown, and has
no explanatory force.

Finally, as an aside, let me try to pinpoint the areas in which
criticism of the theory of abstraction generally goes awry:
First, on the concept of form. I need say no more about this.
Second, on the role of abstraction itself. This, as I have tried
to show, is pardonable, since the concept as presented in the
general accounts is systematically ambiguous between e- and
m-abstraction. Third, confusion frequently results from a

511 have ignored, and shall continue to ignore, the problem of error. It is a
problem for any theory of perception.

53 Cf, Quodlibeta I, Q. XIII; Prologue to the Ordinatio, Q. I, N (p. 15 in
critical edition, Franciscan Institute, St. Bonaventure, N. Y., 1967), to mention
but one instance.
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failure to keep two things apart: the metaphysical vehicle of
understanding and the intentional object of the perceptual act.
The former is the species; the latter, the external object. Only
when these two are conflated will there be even a suspicion of
a circle of ideas.

I began by saying that the historical doctrine of abstraction
as we find it in the writings of Aquinas has its roots in Aristotle.
I have tried to show how this is the case. I also said that the
doctrine, once explicated clearly and put into more modern garb,
is immune from traditional critiques directed against it. Again,
T have tried to show how and why this is so. And with this,
I have come to the end of my exegetical endeavour. I am sure
that the modern garb in which I have clothed both Aristotle
and Aquinas will seem strange to some. I can only hope that
the cut of the garment will not be deemed too outlandish, and
in any case will not be confused with either the fit or the
suitability of the dress.

E-H. W. Kruce

University of Victoria
Victoria, British Columbia, Canada



CROSSING BERGER’S FIERY BROOK:
RELIGIOUS TRUTH AND SOCIOLOGY OF
KNOWLEDGE

oM

I
( ; ENERAL EPISTEMOLOGICAL problems inevitably

have a bearing upon questions about truth in par-
ticular areas of intellectual concern. The rule applies
to the inquiry of the philosopher or the theologian about re-
ligious truth no less than to any other inquiry. Thus it hardly
comes as a surprise that shifts in epistemology have repercus-
sions in the philosophy of religion and in theology. One of the
peculiarities of epistemology in the last two centuries has been
the extent to which it has been influenced in its turn by de-
velopments in narrower theoretical disciplines. Few disciplines
have been as influential in this regard as sociology, especially
the variety of sociology known as the sociology of knowledge.
In highlighting the element of social contingency and variability
in human thinking, the sociologist has opened up a special set
of conundrums. How do standards of judgment which may
vary from society to society have any claim to over-riding au-
thority? How does one maintain a present position with con-
fidence when past positions appear quite clearly to have drawn
their plausibility not from a vision of reality but from the sup-
port of people and institutions? The potential regress is
dizzying, and the worry about it has affected philosophers and
theologians in great numbers when they have turned to the
appraisal of religious beliefs,
The figure whose work has been the most influential of late
in bringing people to recognize the importance of the sociology
of knowledge in the area of religion has been Peter L. Berger,

366
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an Austrian-born sociologist and social theorist who teaches in
the United States and who writes in English. Unlike earlier
sociologists of knowledge such as Max Scheler and Karl Mann-
heim, he has insisted that sociological and epistemological mat-
ters be kept separate. To unite them would be like trying “ to
push the bus in which one is riding.”* What is more, he would
bracket out the “ truth-question ” with respect to the beliefs
he studies as a sociologist and not enter philosophical or the-
ological discussions with the believers in the course of those
studies.* Yet he has also been willing to step outside the soci-
ological framework in many of his books and articles beginning
with The Noise of Solemn Assemblies in 1961. Consequently,
despite his persistent endeavor to keep the enterprises separate,
he has found himself laboring as often as not at the intersection
of sociology, epistemology, the philosophy of religion and the-
ology. It is at this intersection that I would like to join him in
the following pages. Sections II and IIT will focus on his move-
ment to and from the meeting-point whereas section IV will
offer some critical reflections on his attempt to pursue religious
truth on the other side of the sociology of knowledge. Need-
less to say, one will have learned much about the problems
themselves in following Berger’s steps and will have said much
about handling them in evaluating his approach.

I

The relevant work by Berger appears in two main clusters, the
first in 1961 with the publication of The Noise of Solemn As-
semblies and The Precarious Vision and the second between
1967 and 1970 with the publication of The Social Construction
of Reality, The Sacred Canopy and A Rumor of Angels. The
books of the first cluster have a particular importance because
of the poignancy with which the dizzying effects of the soci-
ological perspective stand forth. Yet beginning with these books

* Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise
in the Sociology of Knowledge, (Garden City, 1967), p. 13.
2 See ibid., pp. 18-14, on the bracketing.
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would make the present article overly long and repetitive, and
such a beginning is unnecessary in view of the fact that the
sociological direction with which one must begin remains fairly
constant through all of the books just mentioned. Indeed, The
Sacred Canopy provides the best point of entry inasmuch as
there Berger applies his sociology of knowledge in the clearest
fashion to the examination of religion and especially of re-
ligious belief. The most significant differences between the
two clusters come when he turns from this enterprise to sorting
out the special questions about truth provoked by his efforts
as a sociologist. I shall be returning to these differences in due
course.

The fundamental posture of The Sacred Canopy is somewhat
as follows. The origin of society lies in the collective activity
of human beings; and, while varying collectives may and often
do construct diverse social forms, the members come, none-
theless, to take these social forms to be thoroughly real and
objective. Society stands thus as “external, subjectively opaque
and coercive facticity ” as do all the related cultural products
of people.® The movement is a dialectical one: instinctually un-
der-determined human animals externalize themselves through
the things they make (and social arrangements are, in important
ways, thing-like) ; the things made by men (including the social
arrangements) are encountered as objective and real; finally
people themselves are molded by these things (above all, by the
social arrangements). The term for the making in The Sacred
Canopy is “ world-construction ”—world being taken in a phe-
nomenological sense which prescinds from any ontological ques-
tion about the ultimate status of the world constructed. The
other side of this world-construction is knowledge of the world.
People establish an order, a nomos, for their activity; and one
of the primary features of this order is that it can be known
and talked about and that decisions can be made in terms of
it. They are in the process of establishing this nomos and con-

3 The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (Garden
City), 1967, p. 1L
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fronting it through their participation in so basic an activity
as language.*

The nomizing process is never complete, and the society de-
picted in The Sacred Canopy proves highly precarious. Human
beings can take a distance from their roles, and they face situ-
ations on the margin of social life which bring home the con-
tingency of the nomos of their society and of the nomoi of
all societies. It is Berger’s conviction that the awareness is not
only a threat to the taken-for-grantedness of the social order,
but also a frightening intimation of ultimate chaos to the people
who achieve the awareness. The principal interest in The
Sacred Canopy is with religion as a means of off-setting this
consciousness and protecting the nomos. It legitimatizes the
everyday cosmos by constituting a sacred cosmos to which
the everyday one can be related. It locates ordinary things and
activities around this-worldly and other-worldly entities of mys-
terious and awesome power; and, in doing so, it projects the
human order into the totality of being. “. . . religion is the
audacious attempt to conceive of the entire universe as being
humanly significant.,”® Such a humanly significant universe
can protect the everyday realm by tying it in with a higher
one and furthermore by encompassing the marginal situations
which evoke chaos and anomie. Religion may also play a
revolutionary role, but more characteristically it provides sup-
port for the existing situation of society.®

* See ibid., chapter 1, on the process of world-construction. A similar analysis
appears in The Social Construction of Reality, pp. 47-61, and in Berger and
Stanley Pullberg, * Reification and the Sociological Critique of Consciousness,”
History and Theory, IV: 2, 1965, pp. 196 ff. The term construction in these writings
clearly does not refer to a deliberate process.

% The Sacred Canopy, p. 28.

® Berger discusses the various possible ways of defining religion in the first ap-
pendix of The Sacred Canopy. He considers himself to be operating with a sub-
stantive definition inasmuch as he identifies religion “in terms of the positing
of a sacred cosmos.” In “ Some Second Thoughts on Substantive versus Functional
Definitions of Religion,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, June 1974,
pp. 125-133, he takes a quite strong position against purely functional definitions
of religion. It would seem fair to say, however, that the emphasis in his sociological
discussions of religion has been consistently on its typical social functions.
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Legitimation requires cognitive and ontological assertions,
and symbol systems are the most formal loci of these assertions.
Religious symbol systems receive their principal consideration
in The Sacred Canopy under the heading of “ theodicy,” by
which Berger understands any account justifying the order of
things and particularly any account handling the problem of
evil. Every nomos implies a theodicy in that it entails a
transcendence of individuality and in that it veils the dis-
turbing implications of marginal situations. But the religious
nomos accomplishes this general task in a more direct and
ordinarily more explicit fashion. It is not important to go into
the diversity of ways in which the task is accomplished in
Berger’s presentation. What is important is to note that the
theodicies appear as vehicles of knowledge. They provide * cer-
tainty that phenomena are real and that they possess certain
characteristics.”  People who think in terms of them “know ”
how the world is laid out and why. Through the theodicy, they
can separate the real from the unreal, they can judge the
qualities of people and things, they can even relate themselves
and everything else to a reality beyond experience. They can
say, “ We know,” in a manner not possible without the the-
odicy.®

Religion and its associated theodicies had been much at issue
in The Noise of Solemn Assemblies and in The Precarious
Vision, and they were judged rather negatively in both books.
Berger was at pains to show how they disguise the real power
of people in social situations and the genuine responsibility
of people in these situations.” He wishes generally to avoid a
moralizing posture in The Sacred Canopy, but he does pursue
an analysis of religion as an alienating force in the work. By
alienation, he means the whole process by which an opus

" See The Social Construction of Redlity, p. 1, for this definition of knowledge.

8 See The Sacred Canopy, chapter 3, on the function of theodicies.

°See The Noise of Solemn Assemblies: Christian Commitment and the Religious
Establishment in America (Garden City, 1961), pp. 51-57, 72-78, 90, and The
Precarious Vision: A Sociologist Looks at Social Fictions and the Christian Faith
(Garden City, 1961), pp. 104-107.
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propriwm of human beings comes to seem an opus alienum,
that is, by which their own creation appears before them as
a reality totally independent of them and commanding their
attention and respect. Religion tends to alienate on two
levels: on the first, it takes the symbolic universe formed from
the imagination of people and under the influence of their hopes
and fears and treats it as fully other than human; on the
second, it sanctifies some or all of the institutions and roles of
society and gives them the semblance of autonomy from the on-
going activity of the members, The most striking instances
of such reification and false consciousness come, here and in
the other books, in the areas of power and sexual relationships.
In both areas, Berger takes religion as having tended his-
torically to reinforce a consciousness of particular forms of
these relationships as no less inevitable than the patterns of
nature. To the extent that it does make for such a conscious-
ness, it is a source of delusion.®

It would seem that Berger’s talk about alienation and his
suggestion of delusory influence violates his intention to keep
brackets around the question of truth in his sociology of knowl-
edge. In any event, he does not want to pass a negative judg-
ment pure and simple concerning the ontological value of the
“sacred canopies” which protect the earthly nomos in which
and according to which people live.” Indeed, when he removes
the brackets in an appendix to The Sacred Canopy and steps
out of his role as a sociologist, he suggests a quite different con-
clusion. I shall be returning to his removal of the brackets in
section ITI. Even within the text of the book, he makes the
point that some religious movements have had the impact not
of blinding people to the human origin of the social order, but
of revealing it. Thus, he notes the de-sacralizing significance of
some of the Upanishads and of parts of the Judeo-Christian
scriptures. The latter are of the greatest importance here.

10 See The Sacred Canopy, chapter 4, on alienation. In The Noise of Solemn
Assemblies, pp. 51-57, Berger speaks of the delusion as ideological insofar as it
protects vested interests in society.

3 See The Sacred Canopy, pp. 100-101, on the issue of ontological value.
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True, in The Noise of Solemn Assemblies, he had emphasized
precisely the place of the Christian churches—above all, of
the main Protestant churches of the United States—in fostering
“bad faith” with respect to the encompassing society; and
nothing in his subsequent work would indicate a retreat from
this analysis.'* What interests him in the second half of The
Sacred Canopy, however, is the influence of Christianity in
stripping the sacred aura from things and people. He acknowl-
edges many forces as contributing to the de-sacralization which
has marked modern society, but he gives a certain primacy to
the religious ones. In particular, the accent upon the transcen-
dence of God and upon historical events and personal responsi-
bility has made for what Max Weber called a “ disenchantment
of the world.” It is a phenomenon which Berger takes to be
central to contemporary Western civilization and perhaps to
civilization iiberhaupt to the extent that the former has affected
it

The disenchantment of the world is a step towards seeing
aright insofar as it may help people to perceive the worldly as
worldly and the constructed as constructed, but it also has the
consequence of rendering implausible the very religious world-
views which contributed to the disenchantment. All perspec-
tives, all belief-systems require social structures which support
them, which make them plausible. To the extent that it is
a belief-system, a religion requires a plausibility structure, that
is, a. complex of relationships, activities, symbols which main-
tain a sense of objective and subjective reality for the system.
Berger even makes up his own version of the old maxim “ extra
ecclesiam nulla salus”: “no plausibility without the appropri-
ate plausibility structure.” ** Plausibility will be highest where

*2 See The Noise of Solemn Assemblies, chapter 2, on the American situation.
Berger has taken the same direction in articles such as “ Religious Establishment
and Theological Education,” Theology Today, July 1962, pp. 178-191, and “The
Child, the Family and the °Religious Revival® in Suburbia,” Journal for the
Scientific Study of Religion, Fall, 1962, pp. 85-93.

1% See The Sacred Canopy, chapter 5.

4 See ibid., pp. 45-47. See also A Rumor of Angels: Modern Society and the
Rediscovery of the Supernatural (Garden City 1970), pp. 87-38. :
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society and religion are perfectly interwined, where the sacred
is part of the “ taken-for-granted ”” realm. What has happened
in modern secularized society is that the religious legitimation
of the earthly order has become increasingly implausible to
people at large and even for those who would adopt the legiti-
mation. Judaism and Christianity provided a species of justifi-
cation for secularity through their disenchantment of people
and things, but in the process they diminished the possibility
of their drawing in turn support from the on-going fashion of
dealing with either people or things. In the terms which Berger
comes to adopt in A Rumor of Angels, they helped to create a
sensate culture within which it will be hard to believe in any
supernatural reality, in any reality “of ultimate significance
for man, which transcends the reality within which our every-
day experience unfolds.” **

Another feature of the contemporary situation which has a
similar effect is pluralism. It is a feature distinct from secu-
larism (and the sensate, technological orientation which marks
it) and even separable from it although the two are intimately
connected at the present juncture.® Pluralism, the co-presence
of alternate life-styles and belief-systems, acts like general secu-
larization to deprive the individual of the “ certainty that phe-
nomena are real and that they possess certain characteristics.”
How does he maintain his certainties when others all about him
are prospering with radically different understandings? The
difficulty is especially acute for people who must appeal to
realms not at all evident from within a sensate culture. Faced
with the need to compete and with its condition as a sub-society
in a secular context, the religious group encounters the necessity
of forming its own independent plausibility structures and
legitimating arguments. Berger, for his part, interprets the
most significant developments within the Western religious

1% 4 Rumor of Angels, p. 2. On the preceding page, Berger (following Herman
Kahn and Anthony Wiener) unpacks Pitirim Sorokin’s term sensate with the
delineation “ empirical, this-worldly, secular, humanistic, pragmatic, utilitarian, con-
tractual, epicurean or hedonistic.”

18 See The Sacred Canopy, pp. 135-140, on the connections.
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communities (once again, focussing principally on Protestant-
ism but to some extent also on Catholicism and Judaism) as
diverse and fluctuating responses to this necessity. Whatever
the success of the responses, the consequence is that religion in
either shape tends to take on a peculiarly subjective and individ-
ual direction. One puts himself into this or that faith-perspective
if he wishes to; and he justifies his moves not by reference to the
taken-for-granted reality “known” by every sane man in
his society, but by reference to domains of quite limited ac-
cessibility. As this happens, religion ceases to accomplish its
classical task of “constructing a common world within which
all of social life receives ultimate meaning binding on every-
body.”*” And, since pluralism affects the secular alternatives
in modern society as well, it is not surprising that people in
such a situation come to sense the precariousness of even the
more limited nomot of their lives and that they are peculiarly
exposed to the dangers of anomie.® A strange circle has been
completed. ‘

III

Berger’s aim throughout The Sacred Canopy is to stay within
the confines of sociology as an empirical science and to prescind
rigidly from “any questions of the ultimate truth or illusion
of religious propositions about the world.”* He looks sym-
pathetically both at the hesitations of people today and at the
confidences of those in more traditional societies, and he at-
tempts to provide a theoretical framework for understanding
the many social constructions of reality achieved in either
setting. But the theoretical framework involves neutrality as
to the value of the constructions, and Berger reasserts it at
several junctures in The Sacred Canopy. Nonetheless, fearing
that his methodological position might be taken for a sub-

17 Ibid., pp. 183-134.

18 Both The Social Construction of Reality and The Homeless Mind: Moderniza-
tion and Consciousness (New York, 1973) take up the problems discussed in the
last few paragraphs in some abstraction from considerations of religion.

*® The Sacred Canopy, p. v,
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stantive one, he devotes several pages of an appendix to the
“ truth-problems ” posed by his sociological analysis of religious
belief and to the legitimate and illegitimate strategies for
handling the problems. The magnae quaestiones which soci-
ological theory poses for the theologian (that is, for the person
who would explore the issue of truth in the area of religion)
are as follows:

How is one to distinguish between those infra-structures that give
birth to truth from / sic / those that give birth to error? And if all
religious plausibility is susceptible to ‘social engineering’ how can
one be sure that those religious propositions (or, for that matter,
‘ religious experiences’) that are plausible to oneself are not just
that—products of social engineering and nothing else?

Berger makes some brief suggestions concerning ways of
handling these great questions in the appendix, and then in
A Rumor of Angels he expands on the suggestions. In each
case, he attends to the possible methods of evaluating those
truth-claims over against which the sociologist must maintain
neutrality.” Thus, he steps out of his role as pure sociologist
and removes the brackets which had kept him from the con-
cerns of the epistemologist or the theologian. It is to his moves
on the other side of the sociology of knowledge that I would
now turn.

One part of Berger’s answer to the magnae quaestiones in
both the appendix to The Sacred Canopy and in A Rumor
of Angels is a negative one, and the negation is a conscious and
significant switch from the position adopted in the early 1960’s.
The objective in the books which compose what I labelled the
first cluster is to take up the problems of truth raised for con-
temporary Christians by the investigations of the sociologist.
The Noise of Solemn Assemblies argues that the Christian
churches (especially the dominant Protestant churches) in the
United States function as a religious establishment which sus-
tains the values of success, activism and adjustment reigning

20 Ibid., p. 184.
#18ee A Rumor of Angels, pp. ix-xi, 96-97, on the step beyond neutrality.
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in American society. Berger tries to marshall the empirical data
which would support the argument, and he gives the phe-
nomenon an interpretation which anticipates much to be found
later in The Sacred Canopy. The Precarious Vision takes
basically the same direction although it does not center on
the Christian churches or on the United States. It concerns,
above all, the sense of vertigo which comes from the recognition
of the contingency of the social order and the place of religion
in hiding this contingency. In both books, the author is in-
terested in “bad faith ” fostered by religion in the way people
think about their social situations; but he presents Christian
faith as something radically other than religion. In obscuring
the social reality and in bolstering the status quo, the churches
abandon the gospel, the heart of which is the notion of divine
transcendence and the call to conversion. The truth of the
Christian faith is that God is not a symbol in the service of
any institutional order, secular or religious. When a man is
possessed of that truth, he is prepared to face the disturbing
earthly truths of the sociologist. By definition, then, genuine
Christian faith will not be at issue when this or that Christian
or group of Christians uses the languages of faith as an ideo-
logical cover.?

One of the features which distinguishes The Precarious Vision
from The Noise of Solemn Assemblies is that in the former
Berger reflects on the problem of providing intellectual jus-
tification for taking one’s stand as a Christian. How can Berger
or anyone else adopt or maintain the position of faith just de-
scribed without the suspicion that he deceives himself about
the import of his commitment and about his own motivations?
The question is one which arises naturally out of the sociology
of knowledge posed by the author in both of the clusters. In
The Precarious Vision, he rejects a few of the answers com-
monly essayed by Christians: he will not appeal to natural the-
ology, or to the human need for faith, or to mystical experience,

% The discussion of Christian faith comes in chapter 4 of The Noise of Solemn
Assemblies and in chapter 9 of The Precarious Vision.
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or to the inaccessibility of faith to rational critique. Rather
his answer takes the form of an appeal to an encounter with
Jesus and an explanation of the limits of argument. The solu-
tion involves no claim of privileged position over against other
people with respect either to certitude or understanding. What
it does involve is an insistence that faith is an intelligent de-
cision and that it has an objective point of reference in the
figure of Jesus.

There can be no basis for Christian faith except in the encounter
with the figure of Jesus Christ as it becomes manifest in the testi-
mony of the Bible and the living proclamation in the Church. Faith
is the decision to stake one’s existence on this figure. This is not
a negative choice, because of any number of alternatives, because
one cannot face finitude, meaninglessness, guilt or death. It is a
free and positive choice, not away from the realities of the human
condition but toward this figure in whom the human condition is
transfigured. To be human means to live with inconeclusive informa-
tion on the ultimate meaning of things. To have faith in Christ
means to say that, if there is any meaning at all, it is here that one
must find it. Perhaps, in the dialogue between faith and unbelief,
one can go one small step further. One can add that in making
the decision of Christian faith one chooses to believe that the ulti-
mate truth about man is joy rather than courage.®

The recourse to fajith may indeed function as an alibi and an
ideology, but it may also be an intelligent step beyond alibi
and ideology.

By the time of The Sacred Canopy, Berger has largely aban-
doned the solutions of the first cluster. He no longer grants
Christian faith an immunity to the threats of social relativity
and human self-deception which affect the religious projects
of people. From the empirical standpoint, it qualifies as re-
ligion with all that the qualifying entails; and Berger claims
for himself no a priori way of differentiating between them.
Whatever positive answer he would give on behalf of Christian
faith must apply to it as religion and not as something fully

2 The Precarious Vision, pp. 189-190. Berger’s dependence on neo-orthodox
Protestant theology in the books of the first cluster is as conscioys as it is obvious,
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unique.* The positive side of the answer does, in fact, concern
the religious enterprise in general. It is Berger’s position that
“to say that religion is a human projection does not logically
preclude the possibility that the projected meanings may not
have an ultimate status independent of man.” ** One might say
that people project ultimate meanings into reality precisely be-
cause this reality is ultimately meaningful and because there
is a continuity between the two orders of meaning. The process
requires a familiar standing of Feuerbach and Marx on their
heads. For clarification and support, Berger refers to the realm
of mathematics in which socially contingent structures turn out
to correspond with something “out there.”** He notes that
the projections of ultimate meaning by human beings are many
and often contradictory, but he does not try to negotiate his
way among them. In any event, if the theologian would make
the negotiation and at the same time be serious about sociology,
he must do the negotiating through “a step-by-step re-evalu-
ation of the traditional affirmations in terms of his own cogni-
tive criteria (which need not be those of a putative ‘modern
consciousness ’).” ** Such a re-evaluation may finally uncover
genuine “ signals of transcendence ” amidst the many and con-
tradictory projections of religious people.

The second appendix to The Sacred Canopy does not con-
front the problems of sociologically motivated skepticism and
relativism formally, and this omission is surprising since it is
clear that the “ vertigo of relativity ” haunts Berger through-
out the book. The same surprising omission had marked the
earlier books in which he removed the brackets from around
the question of truth. He does, however, deal with the problems
ex professo under the rubric relativity in A Rumor of Angels.
The basic approach is remarkably simple. As in The Sacred
Canopy, he rejects his previous distinction between faith and
religion as a way out of the difficulties for the Christian. He

24 See The Sacred Canopy, pp. 185-186,
25 Ibid., p. 181.

2 Ibid., pp. 181-182.

* Ibid., pp. 186-187.
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likewise puts aside the essentialist solutions of Max Scheler as
“ throwing a sop to the dragon of relativity.” ** The relativizing
analyses of the sociologist as of the historian and the psy-
chologist must be given their due; but, once the acknowledge-
ment has been made, one can begin again with the issues of
truth and falsity. The new beginning will, though, have none
of the innocence which marked the questions and answers on
the other side of the “fiery brook > of the sociology of knowl-
edge.

Any such method (for handling the problem of relativity) will
include a willingness to see the relativity business through to the
end. This means giving up any ¢ priori immunity claims. . .. It
seems, however, that when the operation is completed a rather
strange thing happens. When everything has been subsumed under
the relativizing categories in question . . . the question of truth re-
asserts itself in almost pristine simplicity. Once we know that all
human affirmations are subject to scientifically graspable socio-
historical processes, which affirmations are true and false? We can-
not avoid the question any more than we can return to the in-
nocence of pre-relativizing asking. This loss of innocence, however,
makes for the difference between asking the question before and
after we have passed through the “fiery brook ”.2°

The knot of relativity has been cut. With one blow, * the rela-
tivizers are relativized, the debunkers are debunked—indeed
relativization is somehow liquidated.”*® In fact, with this one
blow, Berger has not only relativized the relativizers to his
own satisfaction, but he has also undercut the challenge to be-
lief in the supernatural from the spirit of the age. This spirit
and the beliefs which accompany it are no more absolute than
were the spirit and beliefs of the Middle Ages. When one
relativizes the relativizers, he can get through skepticism and
relativism to the question of truth; and, when he relativizes the
spirit of the age, he can remove it from its pedestal as the
source of criteria for truth and {alsity.®

%8 4 Rumor of Angels, pp. 39-40.

* Ibid., p. 40.

39 Ibid., p. 42.

% Berger does not claim to have escaped social contingency through the argu-
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With the relativizers relativized, Berger attempts a modern
quinque viae. The starting-point for each of the five is a way
in which commonplace human activities seem to involve a pro-
jection towards a “reality that is superhuman and superna-
tural ” and allow for an argument by which one might go from
the projection to an assertion about a reality corresponding to
it beyond the human and natural. He takes his method to be
empirical in that it begins with material accessible without any
leap of faith or mystical experience and anthropological in
that it focusses on the gestures of men rather than on aspects
of nature.®* The five gestures considered in 4 Rumor of Angels
are ordering, playing, hoping, demanding damnation, and seeing
humor. The reasoning in each case is basically the same, and
so a review of the argument from ordering should be sufficient
for the present discussion. It is not an argument from order
in the universe along classical lines, but rather an argument
from the ordering activity of human beings, indeed from the
sort of ordering activity which Berger has put at the heart of
social existence. One might call it an argument from the soci-
ology of knowledge. Every historical society is “a protective
structure of meaning erected in the face of chaos,” and this
erection of structure involves a confidence which is linked with
a basic trust in reality.*® Berger illustrates the point by re-
ferring not to the large-scale social operations which have often
interested him, but to the relationship of parents to their small
children. The main example is the mother reassuring her
frightened child that “ everything is all right, everything is in
order ”; and, like Erik Erikson, he sees this comforting as es-
sential to the child-rearing process. Through their gesture of
reassurance, the parents become guarantors not just of the
order of the family, but of the universe at large. It is, however,
a gesture which they make in the face of their realization that

ment, The answer must itself fit into a social context which bears upon its intel-
ligibility and plausibility. Indeed, the pluralistic situation guarantees that alter-
nate belief-systems may have supporting structures.

82 Ibid., pp. 49-53, 57,

* Jbid., pp. 53-54.
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the child will learn that everything is not all right in the na-
tural, this-worldly domain. If this natural domain were the
only one, the trust they foster would be an illusory one; and
“the nightmare of chaos, not the transitory safety of order,
would be the final reality of the human situation.” Stoic resig-
nation would be the only recourse. Yet human beings do order
and parents do reassure; and these gestures qualify, for Berger,
as pointers beyond the empirical, natural realm of precarious
nomot. They are pointers to the supernatural, and religion is
the formal expression of confidence in the pointing.®*

The other four viae function in a generally similar fashion.
Human beings play; and, to the extent that they actualize the
essentially joyful intention of play, the time structure of their
playful universe “ takes on a very specific quality—namely, it
becomes eternity.” ** Berger gives no definition of time or of
eternity, but he is obviously after an image of men setting up
enclaves from the pain and suffering, war and death which
are apparently inseparable from their present context, their
memory of the past, and their expectation of the future.
Playing, then, constitutes “ a signal of transcendence, because
its intrinsic intention points beyond itself and man’s ‘ nature’
to a ‘supernatural’ justification.” ** Likewise, people hope in
the face of inevitable death; they demand complete punishment
for certain horrible crimes despite the incompleteness of all
earthly punishment; and they laugh at the discrepancy between
the reach of the human spirit and the actual circumstances of
human existence. Each gesture is a relativizing gesture in that
it involves not according to the everyday world of serious
thought any absolute claim on human attention or to human re-
spect. They are thus further signals of transcendence to which
an “inductive faith” in the supernatural is a reasonable re-
sponse, albeit not the only reasonable response.®

3¢ Ibid., pp. 56-57. See also The Precarious Vision, pp. 122 and 151, for a fore-
shadowing of the argument.

5 bid., p. 58.

¢ Ibid., p. 60.

87 See ibid., pp. 57, 60, for Berger's delineation of “inductive faith ” as a faith
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These five gestures are, for Berger, but a partial list of the
signals of transcendence to be found in the common, cross-
cultural behavior of people. He views them as pointing to the
supernatural in the broadest sense of “an other reality, and
one of ultimate significance for man, which transcends the
reality within which our everyday experience unfolds.” The
supernatural in this sense is not necessarily to be equated with
the God of Judaism or of Christianity, nor is it tied in with
any particular tradition. Just as the reasonable affirmation of
the supernatural requires an honest look at experience and an
inductive faith, so too does the choice of any set of imaginative
or conceptual terms for thinking and talking about this super-
natural. The process must go beyond the context of the natural,
but it must begin with it.

History provides us with the record of man’s experience with him-
self and with reality. This record contains these experiences in a
variety of forms, that I have called signals of transcendence. The
theological enterprise will have to be, first of all, a rigorously em-
pirical analysis of these experiences, in terms of both an historical
anthropology and a history of religion, and, if my suggestion is
followed, the former will have logical priority over the latter. The
theological enterprise will go beyond the empirical frame or refer-
ence at the point where it begins to speak of discoveries and to
explicate what is deemed to have been discovered—that is, at the
point where the transcendent intentions in human experience are
treated as realities rather than as alleged realities.®®

The theological move to talk about the supernatural requires
a switch in frame of reference, and the main pre-occupation to-
wards the end of A Rumor of Angels is with a method to be
used in making the switch.

Berger puts forward a set of essential questions to be posed
in the consideration of any religious tradition, questions which

relate to his desire to keep theological talk in contact with
experience.

which begins with the facts of human experience. It is a fallible and insecure faith

which belongs to the order of religion and does not need the interpretations of the
books in the first cluster. .

2 Ibid., p. 88.
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What is being said here? What is the human experience out of
which these statements come? And then: To what extent, and in
what way, may we see here genuine discoveries of transcendent
truth? °

He insists on a readiness to face not just the religious alterna-
tives in interpreting the signals of the supernatural, but also
the whole variety of fashions of dealing with the world in art,
history, science and so on. But apart from these broad guide-
lines, he has no advice on the negotiation of the paths between
the different enterprises just mentioned nor on the appraisal
of the sundry claims made about the supernatural. The most
he does is to outline his personal reconsideration of the Chris-
tian tradition, a reconsideration which is “ heretical ” in its
selectivity over against the tradition. He upholds the *tran-
scendence of God ” and the “redemptive presence of Christ”
as notions compatible with the signals in human experience and
compatible with all the other truth-claims he would make or
accept. What he understands as no longer feasible for the per-
son who has taken history and sociology seriously is the belief
that only Christians or Jews can have a genuine faith in the
supernatural or that only through an historical personage such
as Jesus is the supernatural manifest or that only in or through
a particular community is it to be found.* Beyond that rudi-
mentary sketch of Berger’s own direction, A Rumor of Angels
does not give the reader much help in “confronting the tra-
ditions ”’; and nothing that has come from him since its pub-
lication has dealt formally and at length with these issues.

v

Peter Berger’s literary efforts have been so variegated that
a critique could center on many different areas of his work in
abstraction from others. One could, for instance, restrict his
attention to the sociology of knowledge developed in The
Social Construction of Reality or to its application in The Sac-
red Canopy, and it will undoubtedly turn out that both the
general theory and its application are in need of correction

# Ibid., p. 84. : % See ibid., pp. 92-93.
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at least in significant detail.* Berger himself has, as I have
noted several times, been willing to qualify or even to retreat
from positions taken at different stages of his career. Of late,
indeed, he seems to be attending more to the empirical element
which sometimes proves lacking in his sociology of knowledge.**
In any event, I should not like to tangle with Berger the soci-
ologist of knowledge properly so-called, but rather with Berger
the man concerned with truth-questions raised by his sociology.
My position is that of the philosopher duly impressed with the
sociological theory sketched in section II of this essay and
perplexed by the epistemological and religious difficulties
seemingly raised by it. I should like, then, to appraise the
effort presented in section III to get at the truth in religious
matters after having taken the sociology of knowledge seriously.

What should be clear from all that has preceded is that the
problem of truth in general and of religious truth in particular
remains with Berger from The Noise of Solemn Assemblies
through A Rumor of Angels. Even the effort to prescind from
questions of truth in The Social Construction of Reality and
The Sacred Canopy reveals a pre-occupation with the problem
since one must advert to the questions in order to place them
in brackets. Strangely enough, Berger provides no definition
of truth in any of his writings; and one must garner a potential
truth-theory from the way in which he treats of particular mat-
ters. A study of those writings reveals plainly that the issue
of truth is, for him, always an affair of judging things to be
as they really are, of penetrating beyond the fictions, of reaching
the hard element of reality.** It is not an affair of bringing be-

“t Andrew Greeley has, in Unsecular Man: The Persistence of Religion, New
York, 1972, criticized Berger for neglecting some of the evidence for the persistence
of religion in the present epoch. Ini The Science of Religion and the Sociology
of Knowledge: Some Methodological Questions (Princeton, 1973). Ninian Smart
expresses some important reservations about the theoretical framework of The
Sacred Canopy. It is my own view that Smart misunderstands Berger’s overall
intention.

2 See Berger’s remarks in this regard at the beginning of “ Some Second Thoughts
on Substantive versus Functional Definitions of Religion.”

“*See The Precarious Vision, p. 169, and A Rumor of Angels, PP: 94: 97, for
& direction which appears in many of Berger’s writings.
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liefs into line with other beliefs or of testing their fruitfulness
in life. Thus, his latent truth-theory falls roughly into the group
traditionally classified as “ correspondence theories of truth.”
A belief or assertion is, according to such a theory, true if it
corresponds to, squares with, is appropriate to the state of
affairs concerned in the belief or assertion. The claim in The
Noise of Solemn Assemblies that the principal Protestant
churches of the United States act to adjust people to American
society qualifies as true if, as a matter of fact, these churches
do act in this manner. Berger’s understanding of truth in the
area of religion follows the same pattern. The belief or asser-
tion “that there is another reality, and one of ultimate sig-
nificance for man, which transcends the reality within which
our everyday experience unfolds,” qualifies as true if there is
such a reality. There is a common concern to discover “how
it is ” in the two inquiries even if the Protestant churches and
the other reality belong to radically different orders of being.
And behind this common concern lies the conviction that the
difference is not incompatible with the unity of truth and
being,**

The first problem which arises concerning Berger’s handling
of questions about religious truth relates to the possibility of
raising any question of truth in the form just depicted after
facing up to the indications of the sociology of knowledge.
Other thinkers have, thus, taken the sociology of knowledge
pursued after the fashion of The Social Construction of Reality
as providing grounds for abandoning the notion of truth as
correspondence. Karl Mannheim provides a good example of the
reasoning involved. The common denominator of the corre-
spondence theories of truth, as Mannheim envisages them in
his writings, is that they call for a juxtaposition of beliefs and
facts without any question of historical and social setting. One
pursues “absolute” truth in trying to determine this corre-
spondence of beliefs and facts apart from issues of date and
place. The implication which Mannheim draws from his efforts

**8ee The Noise of Solemn Assemblies, pp. 15-16, on the unity of truth. The
whole argument of 4 Rumor of Angels requires a similar assertion of unity,
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as a sociologist is that such a juxtaposition and hence such
absolute truth are impossible. Propositions mean what they
mean through their historical and social settings, and reality
is defined variously in dependence on the shift in settings.
The truth might still be sought, but it will be a perspectival
and relational truth. Although Mannheim is not altogether
clear about the full import of his “ perspectivism ” and “ rela-
tionism,” his many attempts at clarifying this revised concept
of truth tend to support the interpretation of it along the lines
of a coherence theory.” And he has not been alone in calling
for revisions. The philosopher of religion Leslie Dewart, for
example, argues against what he calls the semantic theory of
language and the correspondence theory of truth on the basis
of an analysis similar to that of the sociologists of knowledge.
His alternative involves a redefinition of truth in terms of
fidelity to oneself rather than of fidelity to any “ world out
there.” Another philosopher of religion, Eugene Fontinell, reads
The Social Construction of Reality as warranting a pragmatic
theory of truth. Finally, while they do not advert directly to
the work of the sociologists, it appears clear that considerations
such as those of Berger and Luckmann play some role in the
underpinning of the coherence theories of truth offered by such
diverse thinkers as R. G. Collingwood, Otto von Neurath and
Rudolf Carnap.*®

Berger would not want to stake his reputation upon his some-
what brief excursions into formal epistemology, whereas Mann-
heim saw his revisions in truth-theory as important contribu-
tions to the solution of long-standing epistemological difficulties.
Nonetheless, it is Berger rather than Mannheim who stands

5 See Mannheim, Essays in the Sociclogy of Knouwledge, London, 1952, pp. 102,
118, 120, and Ideology and Utopia (New York, 1954), pp. 70, 81-82, 253-254. Paul
Keschkemeti in the introduction to the Essays and Werner Stark in The Sociology
of Knowledge: An Essay in Aid of a Deeper Understanding of the History of Ideas
(London, 1963), support a similar interpretation of Mannheim.

% See Dewart, Religion, Language and Truth (New York 1970), pp. 82-38;
Fontinell, Toward a Reconstruction of Religion. (Garden City 1970), p. 93; Col-
lingwood, An Essay on Metaphysics (Oxford, 1940), chapters V-VII. On von Neurath
and Carnap, see Carl Hempel, “The Logical Positivists’ Theory of Truth,”
Analysis, January 1933,
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on the side of epistemological wisdom in his avoidance of any
attempt to redefine truth away from a correspondence notion.
The trouble with the redefinitions is that they rest on a mis-
conception of the import of talking about truth as a corre-
spondence of beliefs (statements ...) to reality (facts...).
Such an account simply requires that people be able to think
and talk about objects of discourse and that they be able to
evaluate their thinking and talking as not only consistent or
fruitful, but also as faithful to the order of objects. These ob-
jects will be given within a human and therefore a linguistic
and social framework, and different sorts of objects will fit into
the framework with different species of social dependence and
variability. The range becomes evident when one ponders the
status of concepts, words, colors, relations, trees, persons and
so on. But, in the end, people must be able to appraise their
thinking and talking about such objects if any discipline in-
cluding the sociology of knowledge is to get off the ground. A
correspondence theory as such demands no more although it may
allow for interesting and conflicting ways of accounting for the
possibility of the appraisal. What the work of sociologists like
Berger does is to put wrinkles into the accounts, and yet any
truth-theory which develops as a result of that work must have
the minimal elements of a correspondence theory.

It has been, of course, the twin spectres of hopeless skepticism
and debilitating relativism which have troubled so many
thinkers both before and since Scheler coined the term Wis-
senssoziologie, and it has been to dissipate the spectres that
Mannheim and his fellows have felt compelled to essay a re-
definition of the notion of truth. Berger’s strategies in con-
fronting the “ vertigo of relativity ”” have been less impressive
than his poignant pages depicting its advent in human con-
sciousness. His general assumptions are that social conditioning
is not total (notions * deriving directly and spontaneously from
our own sense experience ” seem to escape it) and that one can
arrive at an apprehension of “the hard element of reality ”
(this would seem to be the import of some of the talk about
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ecstasy in the earlier books).*” But it is only with the rela-
tivization of the relativizers in A Rumor of Angels that he
proffers something like an argument, and then the blow that
cuts through the knots of skepticism and relativism is so swift
as to appear a sleight-of-hand maneuver. In any event, how-
ever much the relativization of the relativizers needs elabora-
tion, Berger is on the right track. Surely, a universal skepticism
motivated by sociology is as incoherent as any other species
of universal skepticism. Doubt only works in the context of
undoubted, although not necessarily indubitable beliefs; and,
when it becomes complete, skepticism itself is undercut.*® Soci-
ologically motivated relativism does not, it must be admitted,
fall so easily. Groups of people do seem to work with differing
conceptual schemes, and they do seem to create varying social
realities. One may even admit the extremes of variety sug-
gested by Benjamin Whorf and Marcel Granet provided that
he does not act as an interpreter while denying the possibility
of interpretation.”® What is evident is that the real issue here
is one of communication rather than of truth: the beliefs
(statements . . .) will be about different objects (facts...) and
not in genuine opposition to each other. The chief difficulty
comes when conflicting standards of judgment make for op-
posing judgments about the same objects and when no further
criterion promises to settle the dispute. Here the conflict is
genuine, and it may be beyond direct settlement. Yet, by its
nature, this sort of conflict can occur only within a shared uni-
verse of discourse and as part of a common concern about the
truth and indeed a common confidence in getting at it. In high-
lighting the social connections which extend plausibility to the
standards, the sociology of knowledge may raise a hesitation

*"See A Rumor of Angels, p. 34, about these elementary notions. Berger quickly
softens the admission with the remark that “ even these can be integrated into
meaningful views of reality only by virtue of social processes.”

*8 Note Ludwig Wittgenstein’s remark that “a doubt without end is not even
2 doubt” in On Certainty (New York, 1972), p. 625.

** See Whorf, Language, Thought and Reality (New York 1956), and Granet,

La Pensée Chinoise, (Paris, 1950). Berger makes a sympathetic reference to Granet
in Invitation to Sociology: A Humanistic Perspective (Garden City, 1963), p. 115.
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as to the sort of disagreement involved. Nevertheless, it does
not, of itself, lead one away from the task of appraising “ what
is believed or said ” in terms of “ what is.”

The chief problem for the search after religious truth comes
not from any general epistemological consequences of the soci-
ology of knowledge, but instead at the point when epistemologi-
cal worries have been more or less neutralized. And Berger’s
principal weakness at this point is that he does not elaborate
a method adequate to support the serious intellectual inquiry
to which he aspires upon the removal of the brackets around
questions of truth in the area of religion. In the concluding
paragraphs of the second appendix to The Sacred Canopy,
he tells his readers that the theologian is left “ with the neces-
sity for a step-by-step re-evaluation of the traditional affirma-
tions in terms of his own cognitive criteria (which need not
necessarily be those of a putative ‘ modern consciousness *) . *
Surely, it is correct that one must enter the argument bravely,
although modestly and cautiously with criteria which will not
be shared by everyone else and which one may himself someday
reject. Hopeless skepticism is not far off if these criteria are
not allowed. But Berger himself has remarkably little to say
about the criteria according to which he determines the truth
or falsity of the religious beliefs at issue in his writings. Why
should one take up the inductive faith of A Rumor of Angels
that “ there is an other reality, and one of ultimate significance
for man, which transcends the reality within which our every-
day experience unfolds” ? It will not do simply to say that
people engage in activities which suppose this other reality.
Nor will it do to remark that a religious interpretation of the
prototypical gestures makes for a more consoling passage
through this world. The truth is, as Berger notes in both The
Precarious Vision and in A Rumor of Angels, not necessarily
consoling.” What is most lacking in his return to the question
of truth in religious matters is an account of the criteria by
which one might pass judgment on the issue. In the absence

50 The Sacred Canopy, p. 184.
51 See The Precarious Vision, p. 158, and A Rumor of Angels, p. 25.
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of such an account, one is open to the limited and often quite
reasonable skepticism fostered by a sociology of knowledge
which dwells on the ways in which people have used religion
to deceive themselves and others. The only satisfactory anti-
dote to this narrower skepticism in the area of religious belief
or of any area akin to it is a direct apeal to the reasons which
justify the belief in cognitive terms.*

Others who have “started with man ” have not been so chary
of providing criteria for passing from the fundamental gestures
of human beings to truth-claims about the transcendent. Au-
thors like Joseph Maréchal, Emerich Coreth and J. B. Lotz
(sometimes lumped together under the label transcendental
Thomists) use a special understanding of finality to go from the
analysis of judging, questioning and aspiring to the assertion
that there must be an infinite reality proportionate to the
ultimate intention of the acts.®® It is not within the scope of
the present article to argue that Maréchal, Coreth and Lotz
have or have not been successful in the colossal task they set
themselves; but, if one can enter into and accept the ontology
involved in their understaking, it becomes a relatively simple
matter to reconstruct the reasoning of A Rumor of Angels to
fit in with it. Such a reconstruction would be as vulnerable
as the original schemes of Maréchal, Coreth and Lotz to pos-
sible rejection as inconsistent or unconvincing, but it would
have the merit of standing as an inquiry about the truth with
stated criteria for the positions taken. Vulnerability is one of
the marks of dignity in such a discussion. Berger could also
have followed the path of Friedrich von Hiigel in arguing that
apprehending this world as limited must always depend upon

%2 Theodor Geiger in Ideologie und Wahrheit: Eine Soziologische Kritik des
Denkens, Stuttgart, 1958, distinguishes cognitive considerations which have properly
to do with knowledge-claims from existential considerations which have to do with
power, consolation and so forth. Berger wishes to place his discussion on the first
level but tends to slip towards the second.

5% See Maréchal, Le Point de Départ de la Métaphysique: Lecons sur le Dé-
véloppement historique et théorique du Probléme de la Connaissance (Br 3
1949), particularly cahier 5; Coreth, Metaphysik: Eine Methodische-Sytematische
Grundlegung, (Innsbruck, 1964); Lotz, Metaphysica Operationis Humanae (Rome,
1961).
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an intuitive contact with a transcendent reality.”* Or he could,
with George Tyrrell, have gone from the fruitfulness of be-
lieving in this other reality for everyday life to the ontologically
grounded assertion that such fruitfulness must be a sign of the
other reality as something more than human projection.”® Or
finally he might have argued on a similar ontological ground
that the universality of the prototypical gestures and hence
of the notions latent in them must indicate the truth of the as-
sertion “ that there is an other reality. .. .”*® In following any
of these paths, a Berger would be exposing himself to refutation;
but the alternative to becoming subject to attack is to cease
to engage in a human discussion about the truth.

Something similar could be said about the earlier attempts
to justify the beliefs and assertions of the Christian faith
through an appeal to the figure of Jesus. The trouble is not, as
Berger comes to think in his later books, that Jesus and his
message are too bound up with the particularities of time and
place to be given over-riding importance. There is no a prior:
objection to making one human being central to the well-being
of the whole species or to perceiving him as the principal signal
of transcendence. It does not matter that many people do not
or cannot perceive him as such any more than it mattered that
the blind men could not see the rocks and anticipate the ava-
lanche in H. G. Wells’s provocative story “The Country of
the Blind.” Sociology may sensitize one to the socially con-
tingent and relative conditions required in order to judge Jesus
to have such importance or to the hidden functions of the
seemingly reasonable belief in him or about him. But the only
real test for the judgments or beliefs themselves lies in an in-
vestigation of the reasons for holding to them. What that
means is a return to historical and philosophical considerations
resembling those which go on quite apart from the sociology
of knowledge. For the success of Berger’s enterprise, one needs,

4 See Von Hiigel, Essays and Addresses on the Philosophy of Religion, Second
Series (London, 1926), p. 208.

5% See Tyrrell Lex Orandi (London, 1904), pp. 57-58.

*® Giambattista Vico pursues this direction in Scienza Nuove (Opere, Milan,
1958) paras. 332-333.
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above all, a study of the biblical sources and a theory of au-
thority as a source of justified belief.*” The weakness of The
Noise of Solemn Assemblies and of The Precarious Vision is
that they do not delve into this study, not that they neglect
the evidence of the sociology of knowledge.’®

My judgment is, then, that Berger is justified in thinking that
one continues to confront the old questions of truth even after
passing through the fiery brook of the sociology of knowledge.
No new theory of truth is called for, nor are skepticism and
relativism warranted conclusions arising from the recognition
of the social conditions or uses of beliefs. If Berger falls down
in his inquiry about religious truth, it is not because he min-
imizes the large epistemological implications of his work as a
sociologist, but because he fails to pursue the questions them-
selves earnestly enough. One indirect bearing of the work of
the sociology of knowledge for the pursuit of truth is to suggest
that one must be cautious in supposing truth and falsity to
be at issue or in supposing truth to have been attained. But
the only proper way of handling the questions themselves, in-
deed the only way to be duly cautious, is to handle them as
straight-forwardly and as rigorously as possible. Such is the
caution demanded in opposing or defending religious beliefs
as well as any others, and the demand has only been intensified
by the work of sociologists of knowledge like Peter Berger.

MicuAEL J. KERLIN
LaSalle College
Philadelphia, Pa. ’

57 Such a theory of authority in connection with belief has been badly neglected
among philosophers. One might note the interesting effort made in this regard
by I. M. Bochenski in The Logic of Religion (New York, 1965), pp. 185-189, 141-
148, 162-173. .

58 Berger talks at times as though all truth-questions in the area of religion
were theological questions. The questions which he takes up most extensively and
which I have been considering tend, in fact, to be more pre-theological (be-
longing to the philosophy of religion or to apologetics) in the traditional usage.
Berger generally does not argue for his understanding of the import of the
Christian message. Where he does “ confront the traditions” argumentatively as
in the last chapter of 4 Rumor of Angels, he tends to fall into the defect I have
been discussing in this final section of my article. A properly theological argu-



THE TRIADIC STRUCTURE OF RELIGIOUS
CONSCIOUSNESS IN POLANYTI *#

(o

of Michael Polanyi’s conception of the structure of con-

sciousness and tacit knowing for two closely related topics
in the philosophy of religion: the existential character of re-
ligious enactment in ritual and contemplation and the her-
meneutical and critical issues centering around the problem of
the preconditions of conversion. My concern is methodological
and phenomenological; I do not intend to give a full account
of what Polanyi has to say on the subject of religion. Rather,
ignoring some of the more inadequate elements of his theory of
religion, I would like to show how his critical distinction be-
tween focal and subsidiary awareness and his notion of a skill-
ful act create the concept of a tacit triad and how this concept
illuminates the operative structures of consciousness in general
and religious consciousness in particular, Except by way of
illustration I will make nco intrusions into substantive issues
of religion or theology.

I will combine expository and argumentative elements in
my analysis. Although I want to give a faithful account of
what Polanyi has said on our topics of discussion, I shall also
attempt to draw further implications that are not contained ex-
plicitly within Polanyi’s own frame of reference. What follows
is divided into three parts. In the first part I sketch what I
call the tacit logic of the mind by means of a determination of
the notion of a tacit triad and its relation to the problematic
of self-integration. In part two I apply this logic in an analysis
of the triadic structure of religious consciousness as found in

IN THIS PAPER I would like to explore the implications

* The Thomist regretfully notes the death of Professor Michael Polanyi on
February 22, 1976 in Northampton, England, at the age of eighty-four.
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ritual and contemplation, including religious aesthetic percep-
tion. In part three I concentrate on certain aspects of the prob-
lem of conversion, understood in a rather broad sense.

I. Meanings, Wholes, and Tacit Triads

The foundation of Polanyi’s analyses of consciousness and
knowing is the distinction between focal and subsidiary aware-
ness. This distinction is derived from some rather simple con-
siderations and is found to be operative in all meaningful uses
of consciousness. Polanyi’s point of departure is the observa-
tion that we can be aware of something in two mutually exclu-
sive ways. This fact becomes clear in any case of our awareness
of wholes. To take an instance, our perception and recognition
of a plane figure such as a line drawing of a face involves an
integration of the lines into a coherent perceptual form. While
the face—as a whole—lies at the focus of attention, we are
aware of the lines, angles, and their directions in their bearing
on the focus. We do not attend directly to the particular
lines and their modifications but rely on them or use them as
instrumental clues for solving what can be defined as a per-
ceptual puzzle, that is, a set of particulars that we are trying
to construe. Polanyi thinks we must consider the face as an
emergent perceptual form which integrates the various features
that make up the physiognomy as a whole. Technically, we
are focally aware of the face but subsidiarily (i. e., instrumental-
ly) aware of the features.*

The subsidiary elements, the particulars of the perceptual
form, function as vectors or pointers within the field of con-
sciousness. We are conscious from them to something else.
This from-to structure characterizes all meaningful use of con-
sciousness according to Polanyi.

1 A full exposition of Polanyi’s model of mind and consciousness can be found in
my three papers: “ Polanyi’s Model of Mental Acts,” The New Scholasticism, 47
(1978), pp. 147-78, “ The Logie of Consciousness and the Mind-Body Problem
in Polanyi,” International Philosophical Quarterly, 13 (1978), pp. 81-98, and
“ Meaning, Thought and Language in Polanyi’s Epistemology,” Philosophy Today,
18 (1974), pp. 47-67.
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All thought contains components of which we are subsidiarily aware
in the focal content of our thinking, and all thought dwells in its
subsidiaries, as if they were parts of our body. Hence thinking is
not only necessarily intentional, as Brentano has taught: it is also
necessarily fraught with the roots that it embodies. It has a from-to
structure.?

This from-to structure constitutes what Polanyi calls the tacit
relation or, in another place, the tacit triad® Specifically,
“knowing is a process in two stages, the subsidiary and the
focal, and these two can be defined only within the tacit act
which relies on the first for attending to the second.”* What
is this tacit act that unifies or generates the tacit triad? And
what are the different subsidiary particulars and focal unities
held together by this act?

Taking his essential clue from some points in Gestalt-theory,
Polanyi wants to establish precisely how and in what ways the
field of consciousness intends, and constitutes, sets of organized
wholes. These wholes are constructed by the constitutive ac-
tivity of our consciousness, an activity that takes a number of
cognate but specifically different forms. This constitutive ac-
tivity is the tacit act and it operates whenever conscious ac-
tivity gives rise to wholes. Further, for each kind of whole
there will be corresponding focal and subsidiary components,
the focal component emerging out of an integration or organiza-
tion of the subsidiary (or subsidiarily intended) particulars.
To fully appreciate this notion it is necessary to differentiate
the kinds of wholes and the patterns of consciousness wherein
they are constituted. For the sake of theoretical and heuristic
clarity for what follows, I would like to specify three kinds of
wholes that will have a direct bearing on the analysis of religious
consciousness. All these wholes instantiate the notion of a

2 The Tacit Dimension (Garden City: Doubleday Anchor, 1967), p. x.

? “ Logic and Psychology,” American Psychologist, 23 (1968), pp. 30 f.

4 “Tacit Knowing: Its Bearing on Some Problems of Philosophy,” in Polanyi’s
Knowing and Being, ed. Marjorie Grene (Chicago: TUniversity of Chicago Press,
1969), p. 179,
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tacit triad and in the rest of the paper I will speak of wholes
and triads interchangeably.’

First, there are perceptual wholes and their joining into com-
plex schemata, including imaginal schemata. Polanyi is not
concerned with either the physiological or psychological specifies
of perception but with a philosophical derivation based on con-
scious fact: the immanently experienced organizing act of per-
eeptual and imaginal discrimination, recognition, and construe-
tion. This act requires skill. To the degree that we master this
skill we dwell within an ordered world of perceptual forms,
events, and images. Indeed, coupled with linguistic formations,
this world takes on certain aspects, presents a certain mien, that
we could identify with a physiognomy. But even apart from
the informing power of language, the world, as a set of organized
forms, images and events, arises out of the striving of the per-
cipient for coherence within his experiential field, a striving that
is intimately coupled with self-satisfaction. The entrance of
linguistic and imaginal differentiations within the process pro-
duces the cultural determinations of perception insofar as
they point out different aspects of the physiognomy of the world.
This carving out of the world involves a skill which has to be
learned and which can be improved through a greater linguistic
and imaginal proficiency.

Indeed, aesthetically man produces forms for perception. In
so doing he gives objective shape to his perceptual possibilities
and externalizes permanent patterns of perceptual organization
by the generation of an image field with which he interacts. He
concretizes his consciousness in these forms and in the historical
evolution of aesthetic imagination man develops his sensibil-
ity. As Friedrich Heer wrote in his The Medieval World: “1t

®Since in Personal Knowledge (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958)
Polanyi equates wholes with meanings, the tacit act is the condition for the meaning-
ful use of consciousness. Cf. Personal Knowledge, pp. 57-58, “ Wholes and
Meanings ” and the seminal essay in Kunowing and Being, “Sense-Giving and
Sense-Reading.” The exact differentiation of the triads is my responsibility, though
it will be clear that Polanyi does distinguish them in slightly different terms. I
am using Polanyi’s terminology to interpret and extend his ideas on our topics
of discussion,
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is only through images that man is fashioned in his own true
image. These images, with their many layers of meaning, work
on him unconsciously, to disturb, direct, arouse and satisfy the
innermost core of his being.” ¢ It is in the perceptual world,
first of all, that the great paradigmatic images and symbols
of religious consciousness are found.”

Secondly, there are linguistic-conceptual wholes that rise
upon the base of the perceptual-imaginal world.® Perception
and imagination present a field to be understood, to be sub-
sumed under a classificatory scheme, to be objectified in lin-
guistic formulations and utterances. Just as perceptual experi-
ence can be extended indefinitely through the generative power
of imagination, so its further significance becomes embedded
in language and these languages can be systematically de-
veloped to handle experience and to clarify it. In Piaget’s
schema of mental development the infant constructs a set
of related interpretative frameworks to handle the world
forming around him. These frameworks can be confirmed, re-
jected, or modified in the course of experience, since both ex-
perience and the frameworks are subject to expansion and
development. What the infant is doing is forming a conception
which functions as a focal unity binding together the sub-
sidiarily intended perceptual and experiential particulars® In
Paul Ricoeur’s analysis of the symbolism of evil, for example,
we find a categorial progression from defilement, through sin,

® Trans. Janet Sondheimer (New York: New Ameriean Library, n.d.), p. 183.

"1 hope to treat this topic in a study to be entitled “ The Imaginal Basis of
Religious Insight.” I cannot begin, in a footnote to a paper devoted to another
subject, to discuss the problematic of images and symbols in religious conscious-
ness, so I omit all bibliographic references, which are readily’ available elsewhere.

8 As the paragraph itself maintains, one must not look upon the perceptual world
as a neutral substrate, untouched by the interpretative activity of the mind.

® Piaget functions as a crucial component in Polanyi’s account of the developmental
stages in the progressive construction of interpretative frameworks. For example,
in the process of assimilation the framework is used to order and structure new
experiences, while in accommodation (or adaptation) the framework is itself modified
in order to adequately account for novel features of experience that are coming
to light. i
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to guilt.”® These categories bear upon, and bring into focus,
certain paradigmatic experiences of the subject. When we learn
to speak either of ourselves or of the world, therefore, we per-
form an interpretative integration and in so doing we assimilate
ourselves into a world. To the degree that the language is
shared and used consistently we produce a common world and,
over time, a tradition. But the linguistic form is a higher
integration bringing into focus the lower level subsidiary par-
ticulars of the experiential field. Different languages will, there-
fore, focus on these subsidiary particulars in varying, and
sometimes contradictory, ways, but they are all equally articu-
late instruments that we use for clarifying our experience. We
rely on them and dwell in them.

Thirdly, there are effective wholes, forms of feeling. These
wholes emerge, first of all, out of the normal organization and
co-ordination of our sensibility and affectivity.** They are
states of being produced in ourselves. We generate them in
ourselves by cultivating them and systematically eliciting them
by appropriate exercises. Or they can be emergent con-
comitants of other activities. These affects—also embedded in
language—constitute a manner or mode of response that deter-
mines the intrinsic character of an experience, whether per-
ceptual, imaginal, intellectual or motoric, within the unity of
feeling. These unities can be experienced, therefore, within
the movements of consciousness and define a style or form of
existence. And just as there are subsidiary components in the
perceptual-imaginal and linguistic-conceptual domains so there
are subsidiary components in the affective domain which de-
mand integration, such that we can succeed or fail in a form

10 The Symbolism of Ewvil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (Boston: Beacon Press,
1969). This book offers a methodologically relevant and substantively exciting
example of many of the topics touched on in the present paper, particularly in the
study of the pregnant character of symbols.

**In addition to the work of Scheler on the topics of this paragraph, three his-
torical works have an unexplored theoretical significance: H. A. Innis, The Bias of
Communication (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1951), M. McLuhan, The
Gutenberg Galaxy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962), and J. Huizinga,
The Waning of the Middle Ages (Garden City: Doubleday Anchor, 1954),
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of sensibility. As Polanyi puts it in Personal Knowledge, * any
deliberate existential use of the mind may be said to succeed or
fail in achieving a desired experience.” *> Even forms of feeling,
that is, are emergent entities, achievements, novelties: we con-
struct them as well as are constructed within them. Finally,
these affects sediment or coalesce into a frame upon which we
rely for achieving a coherence of response within the movement
of existence. That is, they become subsidiary, that upon which
we do not focus, for they have been assimilated into our ex-
istence as a whole.

We may say, then, that the proper human act is the con-
scious organization and construction of oneself and the world.
But the world is multiple and the dimensions of the self and
consciousness are multiple. The dynamics of perception, intel-
lection, affectivity generate so many meaning-spaces within
the field of consciousness. Taken together they cohere in the
unity of the self. They can coalesce into a view, a perspective,
an interpretative frame, an horizon. In their structure and de-
velopment they can determine a Polanyian analogue of the
Wittgensteinian form of life. Perceptual, intellectual, and af-
fective meanings result from the integration of subsidiarily
intended particulars into meaningful unities and are therefore
to be understood as comprehensive two-levelled entities. Now,
“ since tacit knowing establishes a meaningful relation between
two terms, we identify it with the understanding of the com-
prehensive entity which these two terms jointly constitute.
Thus, the proximal term represents the particulars of this
entity, and we can say, accordingly, that we comprehend the
entity by relying on our awareness of its particulars for at-
tending to their joint meaning.”** In Polanyi’s terms, we in-
dwell these subsidiary particulars in our attempts to give sense
(Sinngebung) to our existence.*

2 Personal Knowledge, pp. 201-202.

1% The Tacit Dimension, p. 13.

14 . . we dwell in all subsidiarily experienced things,” “ Sense-Giving and Sense-
Reading,” in Knowing and Being, p. 183.
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What relevance or heuristic value do these notions have for
the analysis of religious consciousness?

II. The Triadic Structure of Religious Consciousness

We turn first to Polanyi’s analysis of ritual, contemplation,
and participation. He writes: “ The universe of every great
articulate system is constructed by elaborating and transmuting
one particular aspect of anterior experience: the Christian faith
elaborates and renders effective the supernatural aspect of
anterior experience in terms of its own internal experience.” **
This internal experience consists in the evocation and imposi-
tion of a set of correct modes of feeling which are enjoyed for
their own sake, as an inherent quality of experience, with “no
ulterior intention or ulterior meaning.” ** The purpose of ritual
is to provide a field of actions, gestures, words, which elicits
these modes of feeling. But this field is itself generated by a
passionate quest to break out of the normal conceptual frame-
work within which we interpret and experience the world:
indeed we indwell the ritual at the same time that we strive
to break out of it.

What is the nature of this indwelling in the ritual? Fun-
damentally it involves an active contemplation, a complete
surrender to the constituents of the ritual. As such, “con-
templation dissolves the screen (between ourselves and things),
stops our movement through experience and pours us straight
into experience; we cease to handle things and become immersed
in them.”*” As Polanyi writes in a passage that reminds us of
Heidegger and Gadamer, “ as we lose ourselves in contempla-
tion, we take on an impersonal life in the objects of our con-
templation . . . which involves a complete participation of the
person in that which he contemplates.” ** By indwelling the
ritual or the field of images and giving ourselves up to their
inner movement and rhythm, “ we break through the screen of
objectivity and draw upon our preconceptual capacities of con-

1% Personal Knowledge, p. 288. 17 Ibid.
¢ Ibid., p. 197. 8 Ibid. _ , !
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templative vision.” ** As a result, “ the whole framework of in-
telligent understanding, by which he [the worshipper] normally
appraises his impressions, sinks into abeyance and uncovers
a world experienced uncomprehendingly as a divine miracle.” *
For Polanyi ritual, worship, contemplation, derive from the
same impulses as the via negativa. We are, consequently, in-
vited “ through a succession of ‘ detachments’, to seek in ab-
solute ignorance union with Him who is beyond all being and
knowledge. We see things then not focally, but as part of a
cosmos, as features of God.” ** It seems that Polanyi is trying
to operate here with a generalized notion of a physiognomy.
Just as the lines and angles of the drawing are integrated into
a focal awareness of the face whose features they are, so the
ritual and, in general, the field of differentiated religious images
presents a set of subsidiary and significant elements which
point beyond themselves to a conception of God, his relation
to the world, and to ourselves.” But the awareness is not the-
oretically oriented: it is directed toward contemplation.

On this account, the primary meaning of ritual and contem-
plation, as opposed to theory, is not representative but ez-
istential. “Anything that functions effectively within an ac-
credited context has meaning in that context and . . . any such
context will itself be appreciated as meaningful.”* He con-
tinues:

We may describe the kind of meaning which a context possesses
in itself as existential, to distinguish it especially from denotative
or, more generally, representative meaning. In this sense pure
mathematics has an existential meaning, while a mathematical
theory in physiecs has a denotative meaning. The meaning of musice
is mainly existential, that of a portrait more or less representative,
and so on. All kinds of order, whether contrived or natural, have
existential meaning; but contrived order usually also conveys a
message.?*

 Ibid., p. 199.

20 Ibid., p. 197.

21 Ibid., p. 198.

22 Conception: an articulate though not necessarily theoretical focus,
28 Ibid., p. 58.

2 Ibid.
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Religious ritual comprises both kinds of meaning, to be sure,
but because it is principally concerned with kinds of experiences,
including perceptual and aesthetic experiences, the focus is on
existential meaning. In terms of our analysis we may say that
the purpose of the ritual or image field is to generate in the per-
son perceptual and affective wholes by eliciting the integration
of sets of subsidiarily intended words, gestures, actions, and
images into a focus which is the meaning of the religious ex-
perience. The religious experience itself is a manner of meaning.

The dialectical implication of the preceding statement is that,
in an important sense, religious experience is an action directed
toward oneself whose goal is the generation of a proper set of
religious attitudes and affect-laden images which would consti-
tute an appropriate response to the objects with which we
have to do within the ritual or contemplative framework. On
the surface there is nothing completely new in this. What is
important is the radical emphasis on meaning. “ The forbidden
endpoint of all Christian endeavor: its relapse into emptiness
is reached when the experiences are separated from. their
meanings and their intentional reference to their objects and
become merely subjective.”® Recall that existential meanings,
within the context of ritual and contemplation, must be de-
fined in terms of ordered, structured experiences evoked by an
objective form. Representative meanings are embedded as af-
firmations in the experiences and are thematized in the reflective
explorations of theology, and with these we are not specifically
concerned. As such, then, Christian religious service (or any
other theistic religious service, for that matter) is “a [sub-
sidiarily intended] framework of clues which are apt to induce
(my italics) a passionate search for God.”?® Ritual, or the
total objective context of religious action or perception, then,
can be evaluated either from the point of view of its effective-
ness or from the point of view of what terminal feelings or
affects or patterns of sensibility are to be produced. But in this

28 Ibid., p. 281.
28 Ibid., p. 282.
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case it is clear that the terminal feelings determine the means
that are to be employed. What are those terminal feelings?
Polanyi himself is very schematic on this point, deriving the
major arguments from a lengthy discussion of heuristic pas-
sions. The upshot of that analysis is that * the satisfaction of
gaining intellectual control over the external world is linked to
a satisfaction of gaining control over ourselves.” * Indeed, per-
haps the defining characteristic of man is his unrestricted desire
to know, to gain intellectual control over the world. This desire
is not to be identified with a capacity nor with an attainment.
Rather, there is built into the structure of man’s questioning and
inquiry an immanent dynamics that drives it toward greater
completion, coherence, correctness. It is the pursuit of a ra-
tional vision of the world. Because, however, man’s heuristic
passions are subject to the temporal conditions of consciousness
and because the range of possible questions far surpasses the
range of possible answers, man is irresolvably subject to heuris-
tic tension. This tension—in practically all areas of human
living—is both a goad to further inquiry and striving and a
mark of finitude, Polanyi thinks that Christianity continues,
in a new dimension, this heuristic tension. This insistence on
tension puts Polanyi in the main-stream Protestant tradition
of Luther, Kierkegaard, and Tillich, and his affinity to the
latter is developed in an important footnote in Personal Knowl-
ledge.”® However, it seems that practically all forms of religious
consciousness would continue this tension, at least to some de-
gree or other. The tension specifies, I think, the point of junc-
ture of the existential and theoretical components within re-
ligion, comprising both a manner and a meaning of existing.
Accordingly, Polanyi claims that religious indwelling is not
enjoyed. It is instead characterized by a mounting tension
along with the “hope of a merciful visitation from above,” of
a gift of grace.® Consequently, “the ritual of worship is ex-

27 Ibid., p. 196.
%8 Ibid., p. 283, n. 1.
® Ibid., p. 198,
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pressly designed to induce and sustain this state of anguish,
surrender and hope.” ** On this count Christianity as a response
to God is primarily an existential technique, part of the “tech-
nique of redemption” of which man is in need. Needless to
say, in light of his problematic, Polanyi does not thematically
develop the problem of why man is in need of redemption.”
Involving a heuristic upsurge, Christianity is a “ heuristic vision
which is accepted for the sake of its unresolvable tension. . . .
The indwelling of the Christian worshipper is therefore a con-
tinued attempt at breaking out, at casting off the condition
of man, even while humbly acknowledging its inescapability.” *2
The message of Christianity, therefore, is one of human finitude,
of human tension, of irresolvable dissatisfaction with the con-
dition of man along with its resolute acceptance. This aceep-
tance demands a technique and a continuous contemplation.
Ritual and the imaginal field of religious consciousness aim to
supply the demand.

The affectivity and sensibility that constitutes the mode of
response is generated by an articulate framework such as a
ritual. The ritual functions as a subsidiary: its focal unity—
the set of affective responses and transformed perceptual and
imaginal physiognomy—must be generated by tacit acts of
integration, by performances. However, since the affects and
the physiognomy are the meanings of the ritual and aesthetic
components, they cannot be indifferently chosen for, as vectors,
they point beyond themselves. Consequently, the criteria that
obtain are aesthetic in the literal sense of that term: they deal
with forms of feeling symbolically induced. Further, there are
in principle many routes by which the affects can be generated
and some can be more effective than others in a relative sense.

3¢ Ibid.

#t There would be needed some thematization of the notion of moral impotence
and its extension into a theory of history. For a preliminary sketch, that I am
in basic agreement with, ¢f. B. Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Under-
standing (London: Longmans, 1958), pp. 627-630 and all of chapter 20, and the
continuation of the treatment in the relevant chapters of Method in Theology
(New York: Herder and Herder, 1972).

33 Ibid., p. 198.
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Particular aesthetic forms are relative to the consciousness
that either produces them or perceives them. In the case of re-
ligious ritual we have a situation in which the religious agent both
produces the elements of theritual and perceives the elements as
organized objective forms. He is literally assimilated into the
world projected by the ritual, or by the field of images and
symbols. But the differentiation of the objective form can take
place in a number of ways, for in order to produce their proper
effect, one has to use words, images, gestures that pedagogically
function as clues, vectors, and so forth, the correct integration
of which would elicit the affects, since “ the power of a frame-
work composed of words and gestures to elicit its own religious
comprehension in a receptive person will depend on the non-
religious significance of its elements.” *®* One can, in principle,
vary the elements and in so doing make possible a fullness of
affectivity that would otherwise be excluded. Moreover, it
would be possible to choose particular forms with which one
had a specific psychic kinship. There would result a multi-
plicity of flexible and fertile forms that would constitute a
differentiated set of frameworks ordering and making possible
the mind’s path to God. Religious heritages would become
pools of psychic possibilities in which tropical forests and desert
landscapes would be possible happy homes for the religious
consciousness.

In this sense, then, the way in which sets of images, symbols,
gestures, moods, tones, attitudes are organized defines a pattern
that has to be understood and incorporated in the field of one’s
own consciousness. The effort to do so entails being able to
appreciate for their own sakes the various frameworks of ex-
perience by which we organize our search for God or whatever
we decide to call that ultimate dimension of existence. Ap-
propriation of the multiform religious tradition would provide
a non-monolithic, pluralistic religious continuity in accordance
with the empirically historical differences in forms of conscious-
ness. Since on Polanyi’s principles participation in a ritual,

% Ibid., p. 282.









































































































































































































































































































