THE JUST-WAR DOCTRINE: A WARRANT FOR
RESISTANCE

(5

I INTRODUCTION

N THE COURSE of its history the just-war theory, with
its varicus criteria, has seemed designed to fulfill different
functions. Although it was originally intended as a means

of securing and maintaining peace through the imposition of
limits upon recourse to war and the establishment of restric-
tions in 1ts conduct, nations at times have turned to the doc-
trine of the just war to legitimize the use of military force as a
Christian institution. It has further been suggested that an-
other function of the just-war theory is to aid individual citi-
zens in reaching a decision regarding their personal participa-
tion in war. It is this last suggested function of the just-war
doctrine that is the focus of this essay. During the late sixties
and early seventies many Americans refused cooperation with
the nation’s involvement in Southeast Asia; a good number of
Americans were even drawn into active resistance against the
government’s efforts to secure people’s participation in the mili-
tary enterprise.

To the extent that the activity of the resisters was a matter
of conscience, it was testimony to the fact that the responsi-
bility of individual citizens who are ordered by civil authorities
to participate in war cannot simply be abdicated. The activity
of resistance was a living protest that each person must con-
cern himself with the question of a war’s justice before he allows
himself to become engaged in it. Implied in this protest, it
seems, is the belief that the justice or injustice of any war can in
fact be discerned by the individual, and thus that it is not suffi-
cient to expect a person’s commitment to a war solely because
the competent authorities call for participation. This essay at-
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tempts to relate this line of argumentation and its implications
to the tradition of Christian reflection on war as it developed
through the centuries. How are these ideas rooted in the tradi-
tion, and to what extent are they the result of new experiences
and insights? The key question, as suggested by Paul Ramsey
and also by Ralph Potter, is how seriously should we take the
fact that the guidelines of the just-war doctrine are intended
not only for the consideration of public authorities in their de-
cisions concerning resort to war and the manner of its conduct,
but are meant also as criteria to be applied by individual citi-
zens as a means of determining the legitimacy of their own par-
ticipation in a war. What makes this question so important is
the fact that the history of the just-war theory seems never to
affirm explicitly that the doctrine includes private citizens
within its intended audience.

II SCRIPTURAL BACKGROUND

The Old Testament offers little information which would
enable us to draw definite conclusions concerning the individ-
ual’s right to refuse participation in war, but it seems possible
to indicate two patterns of thought which, if expanded, might
have some bearing on the question at issue. First of all, at
least until the time of the monarchy, war was viewed by the
Israelite tribes as a holy war, a war of Yahweh, and participa-
tion in that war was seen as the execution of his anger (Ex. 17:
16; Nm. 21:14; 1 Sm. 25:28) . The call to war was made by a
charismatic leader upon whom the spirit of Yahweh had come
and it is clear that emphasis is put on the fact that the initia-
tive lay wholly with Yahweh. Prior to engagement in battle,
inquiry was made concerning Yahweh’s will and whatever he
commanded was considered just. Within this framework in-
volving the authority of Yahweh and his direct command to

1 Paul Ramsey, War and the Christian Conscience, (Durham: Duke Univ. Press,
1961), p. 128; also Ralph Potter, “ Conscientious Objection To Particular Wars,”
in Religion and the Public Order, 4, 1966 ed. by Donald A. Giannella (Ithaca:
Cornell Univ. Press, 1968), 44-99 at 69.
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fight, there would appear to be no room for individual resistance
to participation in the war. But it seems likely that any re-
luctance to disobey the call to arms might best be explained
as but one instance of the general appreciation Israel had of
Yahweh’s direct involvement in, and guidance of, history.
When Yahweh beckons, the Israelite responds.

And yet there is another pattern of thought which must be
reckoned with. When King David attempted to conscript men
into military service there was opposition because it was under-
stood that Yahweh had assumed the responsibility for defend-
ing Israel.” In this context, refusal to accept military service
arose not from any conscienticus objection to war, but rather
as a sign of faith in the fidelity of Yahweh to the covenant
established with his people; to accept conscription would be
to break faith with the Lord of Israel. Thus, it seems that there
is already emerging the perception of the distinction between
the authority of Yahweh and that of the king of Israel, such
that the latter may not be obeyed at the price of turning deaf
ears to the former; in other words, the right and duty of the
individual to resist the authority of the state is rooted in the
necessity of obeying Yahweh. ,

This tension that the community of faith would continue to
experience is expressed in the New Testament also. While Peter
proclaims to the council of Jerusalem that “we must obey God
rather than men” (Acts 5: 29), Paul admonishes that “ every
person must submit to the supreme authorities ” for “ there is
no authority but by act of God, and the existing authorities
are instituted by him;” moreover, the obligation to submit is
imposed “ not merely by fear of retribution but by conscience ”
(Rom. 18:1-5) .

II1 EARLY CHRISTIANITY AND AUGUSTINE

In discussing the attitudes of the early Church with regard
to participation in military service, Roland Bainton points out

2 Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, Vol. 1, (New York: Harper and
Row, 1962), p. 59.
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that from the end of New Testament times until the last quar-
ter of the second century there is no evidence at all of Chris-
tians in the army, but that from A.D. 170 on the references to
Christian soldiers increase. Likewise, we have the appearance
of more or less explicit condemnations of military service up
until the time of Constantine. Bainton concludes that up until
the beginning of the Constantinian era ecclesiastical authors
condemned Christian participation in warfare, and this for spe-
cifically pacifistic reasons; military service in time of peace,
however, was not forbidden. The most that can be said for this
period is that at least the ecclesiastical authorities, if not the
individual Christian, felt vindicated in resisting the wishes of
secular authorities concerning the involvement of Christians in
warfare. The reign of Constantine, however, served to empha-
size the Christian’s responsibility of obeying the governing au-
thorities as ordained of God. The teaching was reiterated in
the Council of Arles in 814 and appears also in the works of
Basil and Ambrose, the latter of whom had a strong concept
of duty and office and distinguished between perfect duties,
which are not for everyone, and ordinary duties, one of which
was to obey the emperor.®

In turning to Augustine, who was greatly influenced by
Cicero and Ambrose, we find that he recognized four classes
of people, each having its own function and responsibility in
relation to war: the emperor alone declares war; the soldier
engages in battle; the private citizen may not take a human
life even in self-defense; and the clergy are prohibited from in-
volvement in combat. The group which concerns us here is that
of the soldier. Augustine makes it quite clear that soldiers
should perform their military duties on behalf of peace and the

* Roland H. Bainton, Christian Attitudes Toward War and Peace, (Nashville:
Abington Press, 1960), pp. 66-81. Bainton takes issue with Edward Ryan’s
position which he sees as an example of the Catholic tendency to explain rejection
of military service out of non-pacifistic notives such as danger of idolatry (emperor
worship), prohibition against marriage; cf. Edward A. Ryan, “The Rejection of
Military Service hy the Early Christians,” Theological Studies, XIIT (1952),
1-32.
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safety of the community. All power is from God who either
orders or permits, and Augustine recognizes that a man’s posi-
tion—in this case, involvement in military life—may make
obedience a duty; thus a righteous soldier may remajn innocent
in performing the duty belonging to his position, even recog-
nizing that the ruler may be advancing an unrighteous com-
mand:

A righteous man, even if he is in the military service under a
ruler who may happen to be unrighteous, can engage in war at the
command of the ruler if it is certain that what is ordered is not
contrary to the command of God or if it is not certain whether or
not it is contrary to God’s command.*

... A righteous man, serving it may be under an ungodly king,
may do the duty belonging to his position in the State in fighting
by the order of his sovereign,—for in some cases it is plainly the
will of God that he should fight, and in others, where this is not so
plain, it may be an unrighteous command on the part of the king,
while the soldier is innocent because his position makes obedience
a duty.®

It might be argued that the second quotation is less qualified
in advocating obedience to the ruler and more restrictive in
allowing the possibility of disobedience. I am not sure that
this is so; it seems to me that the conditions are essentially the
same: unless the order of the king is clearly unrighteous or
against God’s command, one must obey. Thus, by the same
logic with which Augustine in another writing prohibits the
Christian from employing force for purposes of his own self-
defense against robbery and rape, since this could not be done
without passion, self-assertion, and a loss of love,® he here sees
no incompatibility between love and killing when the Christian,
as a soldier, is engaged in the public defense of others or of the
city. Provided the Christian soldier is motivated by love and
not by hate, he may engage in warfare even when its legitimacy

* Augustine, causa 28, q. 1. can. quid culpatur.

8 Augustine, Contra Faustum, XXII, 75 quoted in Henry Paolucci (ed.), The
Political Writings of St. Augustine (Chicago: Gateway-Regnery, 1962, p. 165.

S Augustine, De Lib. Arbit. V, ii, Migne, Patrologia Latina, XXX, 1227.
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is doubtful; the only restriction is that the war not be clearly
or certainly unrighteous, that is, clearly against the command
of God.

It is interesting to note that Augustine specifies that it is the
“righteous ” or “ just ” man who retains his innocence in obey-
ing the possibly just—and therefore possibly unjust—command
of the ruler. This qualification seems to arise out of what Bain-
ton describes as the inwardness of Augustine’s ethics which
served also “to justify outward violence because right and
wrong were seen to reside not in acts but in attitudes.” The
righteous man is one who is motivated by Christian love as he
works to vindicate justice, and provided this is his attitude,
the soldier can engage in the business of war; indeed, he must
do so when commanded by the ruler. Augustine’s position in
this matter is perhaps explained, at least in part, by the fact that
he had abandoned any hope for the possibility of Christian
perfection and peace on earth. Moreover, he had less than the
highest regard for material goods, for the human body, and for
life in that body. While these factors might have led him to
counsel a Neoplatonic withdrawal from the world, as a matter
of fact, for better or for worse, they did not.

IV MEDIEVAL SCHOLASTICISM AND
THOMAS AQUINAS

With the rise of Scholasticism in the twelfth century, several
influences converged to give added emphasis to the right and
obligation of obeying the divine authority when a conflict ap-
peared between this authority and that of the secular rulers.
Taking as his starting point Paul’s admonition in Romans 14
that a mature conviction is binding, Abelard (1079-1142) form-
ulated the principle that a person’s conscience may be subjec-
tively right while objectively wrong, and that even an erring
conscience is binding, although one must be willing to accept
the consequences of error. :

7 Bainton, op. eit, pp. 91-7; Augustine, En. Ps. CXXIV, 7 in Migne, PL,
XXXVII, 1654.
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The teaching about conscience is put to different uses by the
contemporaries Bonaventure (1221-74) and Aquinas (1224-
74) . On the one hand, Bonaventure argues that conscience, as a
function of reason, is dependent upon a prior judgment of rea-
son which rules that a particular action is right. Since human
reason is fallible and thus may be mistaken, any individual who
finds himself conscientiously opposed to the teachings of the
Church or the demands of the state must seriously consider the
likelihood of his being right against the opinion of so many
others. On this basis, the weight of the situation is against the
individual, with the result that a proponent of heterodoxy may
not stand against the Church, nor a conscientious objector
against the state?®

For Thomas, on the other hand, conscientious objection to
military service has a definite place, although he does not speak
in precisely these terms It is curious that Bonaventure and
Thomas thus arrive at different conclusions on this point, since
for Thomas, too, conscience is a function of reason. Perhaps a
partial explanation of Thomas’s view lies in the general high
regard in which he holds human reason. For Thomas, the basis
of morality and the ultimate norm of moral activity is right
reason, that is, reason informed and influenced by the divine
law, or by the principles of the natural law which are known
through synderesis, a kind of habitual knowledge of the moral
law, or at least of its more general principles.

There is another factor, however, which contributes to
Thomas’s recognition of the individual’s right to object to the
demands of secular authority, and that is what might be called
his realistic view of law. In speaking of human laws, Thomas
says that a law which is not just appears to be no law at all, for
the force of law depends on the extent of its justice, which in
human affairs is determined by reason acting in accord with the
law of nature. Thus every human law shares in the nature of
law only to the extent that it is derived from the law of nature;
if it deviates from the law of nature it is no longer a law but a

® Bainton, op. cit., pp. 107-08.
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perversion of law.® While Thomas insists that just laws are
binding in conscience, he admits the possibility of laws being
unjust in two ways. In the first place, laws are unjust if they
are contrary to the human good; in such instances, civil de-
mands or commands are not laws but acts of violence, and do
not bind in conscience except, perhaps, in order to avoid scan-
dal or disturbance, for which cause a man may forego disobedi-
ence—but this, it should be noted, is not an absolute injunc-
tion.* Secondly, laws may be unjust by being opposed to the
divine good and these laws may not be observed under any con-
ditions. Thomas goes on to say, that if the observance of the law
would be hurtful to the general welfare it should not be ob-
served; but if the observance of the law according to its letter
does not involve a sudden risk needing instant remedy, the
competence to decide what is useful or hurtful to the state is
reserved to those in authority. Necessity, however, brings with
it a dispensation from the law since necessity knows no law.™

Further on in his discussion of obedience, Thomas makes the
point that a subject may not be bound to obey a superior in all
things for two reasons, one of which is the subject’s responsibil-
ity to the command of a higher power; the second restriction
occurs when the superior commands something wherein the in-
dividual is not in fact subject to him; for instance, in matters
touching the internal movement of the will, a person is not
bound to obey a fellow human being, but only God.** Precisely
on these two points, it seems to me, Thomas’s views on con-
science come to bear. Internal movements of the will follow
upon practical determinations of human reason which, in its
functioning as informed conscience, serves to mediate the com-
mands of a higher authority. I suggest that what Thomas is
saying, then, is simply that an individual is not bound to obey
a superior if his well-formed conscience dictates otherwise, for
conscience is a link with a higher authority. Furthermore, just

® Thomas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, p. 95, art. 2.
0 Ibid., TE-T, q. 42. o

1 Ibid., 111, q. 96, art. 4. and art. 6,

2 Ibid., 1111, q. 104, art. 5.
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as a man may not be ordered to desire certain desires, so he may
not be ordered to think certain thoughts. Conscience, in other
words, pertains to the internal realm and thus is outside the
jurisdiction of secular authority.

Thomas concludes that Christians are bound to obey secular
powers insofar as this is required by the order of justice and the
common good, but if the ruler’s power was gained by usurpation
and thus is unjust, or if he commands what is unjust, subjects
are not bound to obey, except perhaps to avoid scandal or pub-
lic danger.*® In all of this, it should be noted that for Thomas
the presumption is that the individual is capable of making
such determinations as to what is just and unjust, and what is
good for or harmful to society. It would seem, however, that
such determinations are not always to be acted upon by the
individual. But it is precisely in those crisis situations demand-
ing immediate remedy that Thomas allows the individual to
disobey the unjust law. The problem, then, is to determine what
constitutes such a crisis situation. By implication, at least,
Thomas would counsel obedience to any law—understanding
that it is not contrary to the divine good—when time and cir-
cumstances allow such obedience without oppressive harm to
the common good. Unless a command or law provokes im-
mediate social danger and thus requires instant disobedience,
the individual should seek alternative forms of resistance and
strategies for effecting a change of law. To the extent, however,
that participation in what is viewed as an unjust war qualifies
as a crisis situation demanding immediate remedy, the individ-

ual’s right and duty to refuse involvement in that war are
established.

V LUTHER

In turning to Luther we find a continuation of the Augus-
tinian emphasis on the obligation of the individual to obey the
secular authorities. At the same time, we begin to notice more
refinement and discrimination, as is seen in the fact that Lu-

8 Ibid., art. 6.
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ther’s advice for the private citizen is different from his advice
for a prince on the question of waging war against a superior
lord; Luther’s advice varies too when he speaks of material
goods as opposed to spiritual ones. It is his general view that
with regard to material goods, Christians are subject to secular
rulers and owe them obedience; if these rulers call them to fight,
Christians must obey, not as Christians, but as members of the
state and as loyal subjects. Writing in 1526, Luther was of the
mind that the office of the sword is a divine and useful ordi-
nance which God wants us not to despise but to fear, honor,
and obey under penalty of punishment.’* Even though rulers
may do wrong against subjects it is neither right nor just for
the subjects to do wrong in return, to be disobedient or destroy
God’s ordinance.*

Within the context of a discussion about tyranny in which
he argues against tyrannicide or deposition, Luther manifests
fear of the psychology of a mob and says that if injustice is to
be suffered it is better for subjects to suffer it at the hands of
rulers than for rulers to suffer it from subjects, since a mob
knows no moderation and each member of a mob has five ty-
rants hiding within him. Since the subject’s soul cannot be
hurt by the ragings of a wrongful ruler it matters little if the
property, body, and family of the subject are brought to ruin,
for in this way the unjust ruler damns his own soul and the
subject is avenged.*® In all of this we hear the echo of Augus-
tine’s slight regard for material goods and physical well-being.

In speaking specifically of soldiers, Luther states that they
must act out of duty and obedience to the ruler, but if they
should know for sure that the ruler is wrong, they must fear
God more than men and refuse either to fight or to serve since
to do otherwise would be to have a bad conscience before God.
If, however, the soldiers are not certain that the ruler is wrong,

1 Martin Luther, “ Whether Soldiers, Too, Can Be Saved,” in Theodore G.
Tappert, (ed.), Selected Writings of Martin Luther, Vol. 3 (Phila.: Fortress
Press, 1967), p. 439.

18 Ibid., p. 444.

18 Ibid., pp. 446, 448,



THE JUST-WAR DOCTRINE AND RESISTANCE 513

they must obey and not sacrifice or weaken certain obedience
for uncertain justice; in thinking the best of their ruler, as is the
way of love, the soldiers are secure and walk well before God.”
This is actually the same advice which Luther had given earlier,
in 1523, to all subjects in their dealings with the princes; when
the subjects do not know and cannot discover whether or not
the prince is right they may obey, and this without peril to their
souls.®* The general interpretation given to Luther’s meaning
and intention is that in fact the subjects must obey in such
circumstances. As Ramsey sees it, Luther means to say “ that
not to obey where they do not know will imperil their souls.” *°
So much for Luther’s views on the questions of the individual’s
obligation to obey when the issues at hand are life and material
goods. When he turns to the question of spiritual goods, of be-
lief or unbelief, Luther says that the state has no competence in
this regard, and if it should use force the individual must en-
dure it but without any kind of approval or service or obedi-
ence.”

Luther’s admonition that subjects must obey their rulers
when there is doubt as to the justice of the cause proposed is
probably explained in large part by the strong role which the
concept of office plays in his thinking, since it is only logical
that he would encourage subjects to render to their ruler what-
ever assistance was necessary in order to facilitate the fulfill-
ment of the latter’s responsibility to protect and advance the
common welfare.” But I wonder if this in itself is sufficient to
explain the insistence on obedience without any recognition of
a difference between situations where the evidence points more
to the injustice of a cause than to its justice, and situa-
tions where the evidence indicates that the cause is more likely

37 Ibid., pp. 469-71.

8 Luther, “Secular, Authority: To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed,” in
John Dillenberger (ed.), Martin Luther: Selections From His Writings (New
York: Doubleday Anchor, 1961), p. 398.

1® Ramsey, op. cit., p. 116,

2® Luther, “ Secular Authority,” pp. 885, 388.

* Ibid., p. 398.
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just rather than unjust. Luther obviously recognizes the ability
of subjects to distinguish between justice and injustice but he
does not specify how such determination takes place. It would
seem, however, that Luther either sees less need for subjects to
reason rigorously about justice and injustice, or has less confi-
dence in their ability to do se, than he has in the case of princes.
At any rate, reason is not called upon to the same extent in
addressing subjects—except when they too act as administra-
tors of law in smaller affairs—as it is when speaking to princes.
In the latter case, Luther urges that in the application of laws
reason should always control all law, and be the highest law and
rule over all laws.?

Furthermore, when advising princes as to their conduct when
called upon to render decisions in cases of restitution, Luther
states that a good and just decision must come from a free mind.
“ Such a free decision, however, is given by love and by the law
of nature, of which the reason is full; but out of books come
rigid and vague judgments.” Finally, with regard to the admin-
istration of justice, Luther follows Augustine and concludes that
“ we should keep written laws subject to reason, whence indeed
they have welled as from the spring of justice, and not make the
spring dependent on its rivulets, nor make reason captive to the
letter.” * Yet when Luther turns to the question of whether
subjects may fight against an overlord he answers negatively.
Even though justice ought to be the law’s mistress and guide,
servants may not disobey rulers and fight against them.*

To conclude, then, reason’s perception of injustice against
themselves does not justify disobedience or the use of force on
the part of subjects against their ruler. Neither does reason
allow the soldier to disobey the orders of the ruler in instances
where the cause’s justice is doubtful. My question is whether
we are to see Luther’s views on authority and office as functions
of his more basic view of human nature, or his views of

2 7hid. p. 293.
2 Ibid., pp. 401, 402.
# Luther, “ Whether Soldiers,” p. 443.
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humanity and the limited function of human reason as influenced
by the more fundamental and pervading insights concerning
authority and office. Of course, it may simply be that Luther’s
encouragement to limit the law by the application of reason is
restricted to questions of the administration of the law, and is
not extended to the question of determining the law’s binding
power in regard to one’s self simply because of the realization
that no individual is a good judge in his own case.

VI SPANISH SCHOLASTICS

With the appearance of the sixteenth-century Spanish Neo-
Scholastics new emphases are introduced into the discussion of
war. John Figgis in his work, Studies of Political Thought from
Gerson to Grotius, 1414-1625, singles out such tendencies as the
following: a strong recognition of the sovereignty of the people
as the basis of the state with the result that the king is seen as
a creation of popular choice, the minister and not the master of
his people, the dispensator, not dominus of their goods; the in-
creased tendency to view law as the embodiment of eternal
justice and not as absolutely the command of a lawgiver; and
finally the growing realization that law implies rights which are
not creations by the law, but rather simply recognized by the
law.?

These ideas came to have their effect on the question under
discussion in this paper, namely, the history of the development
of the idea of personal responsibility in determining the moral
status of a war, and of the proper action in the face of such a
determination. Turning first to the Dominican, Francis de Vit-
toria (1480-1546), we find an ethics of war outlined in his De
Indis Relectio Posterior, sive De Jure Belli Hispanorum in Bar-
baros. In establishing certain guidelines to be followed in at-
tempting to determine the justice of the proposed war, Vittoria
explains the different responsibilities appropriate to the prince,
the senators and those called into counsel, and finally the in-
dividual soldiers and subjects.

* Cambridge Univ. Press, 1923, pp. 150-58.
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With regard to the prince, it is stated that his personal belief
in the justice of his cause is insufficient grounds for initiating
war; rather he must consult with good and wise men who are
free from bias, anger, bitterness or greed; moreover, he must
listen to those who are opposed to the war.*® Further, senators,
petty rulers, and all who are admitted, either on summons or
voluntarily, to public counsel are bound to examine into the
justice of the war (debent et tenentur examinare causam injusts
belli) , because what a person can, and ought to, prevent is im-
puted to him if he does not prevent it.*” Finally, when consider-
ing the individual subject, Vittoria states that when he is con-
vinced of the injustice of the war he ought not to serve even on
the command of the prince (non licet militare, etiam ad im-
perium principis) .** Citing Romans 14 “ what is not of faith is
sin,” Vittoria concludes that a subject whose conscience is
against the war may not engage in it whether he is correct in
his judgment or not (non licet sequi bellum, sive errent sive
non) .*°

When, however, the subject is in doubt about the justice of
the war, Vittoria follows in the tradition of Augustine and Lu-
ther and insists that the subject must follow the prince in both
defensive and offensive war (liceat et teneantur sequs) , because
the safer course ought to be followed in doubtful cases. In the
eyes of Vittoria it is more serious to risk betraying one’s state
than it is to fight against a supposed enemy despite one’s doubts
about the justice of the enterprise.*® In explaining his rationale
against the opinion of Adrian, Vittoria continues:

Adrian’s mistake seems to be in thinking that, if T am in doubt
whether this war is just for my prince or whether there be a just
cause for this war, it immediately follows that I am in doubt
whether or not I ought to go to this war. I admit that T am no

*® De Indis, No. 485. 20-1 in James B. Scott (ed.) The Classics of International
Law, No. 7, (Washington: Carnegie Institute, 1917).

27 Ibid., No. 436. 24.

28 Ibid., No. 435. 22.

2 Ibid., No. 436. 23.

% Ibid., No. 442. 81.
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wise justified in doing what my conscience doubts about and that,
if I am doubtful about the lawfulness of doing any given thing, I
sin if I do it. But any doubt of mine about the justice of this war
does not necessarily involve a doubt whether I ought to fight or
serve in this war. Nay, it is quite the other way about. For al-
though I may doubt whether the war is just, yet the next point is
that I may lawfully serve in the field at my prince’s command.**

Vittoria’s position here is indicative of that attitude of mind
whereby all that is required for conscientious activity is the
practical certitude that the anticipated action is “lawful for
me,” or at least ““ not unlawful for me.” One need not push on
further to the theoretical certitude that the proposed action or
cause is just in itself. This mentality betrays a certain arbitrari-
ness in that what may or may not be objectively just is sud-
denly rendered a legitimate course of action for the subject by
reason of the prince’s command.

Vittoria does not explain how doubts as to the justice of a
given war arise in the minds of individuals, and this is particu-
larly puzzling in light of the fact that he contends that those
classes of the population which have no part in the ordering of
the state are under no obligation to examine the causes and
moral status of the war, but rather, trusting their superiors,
may legitimately enter into war (non tenentur examinare causas
belli, sed possunt credentes majoribus licite militare) . Claiming
the impossibility and inexpediency of the state’s explaining its
reasons for all its acts to every member of society, Vittoria holds
that for the mass of society the justice of the war is proved
simply by the fact that it is waged after public counsel and by
public authority.®® But Vittoria continues with an observation
of the interesting possibility that the proofs of the injustice of
the war may be such that ignorance would be no excuse for the
war, even to subjects who serve in it; such ignorance might be
deliberate and adopted with evil intent toward the enemy.*
Thus Vittoria seems unwilling to absolve totally the individuals

3t Ibid., No. 443.
*2 Ibid., No. 487.25.
2 Ibid., No. 437. 26.
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of society from personal responsibilities in the face of war. Fur-
thermore, recognizing the relativity of governmental structures
we must legitimately ask today what is the degree of personal
responsibility in determining public policy in a democratic form
of government where the wielding and tenure of power depends
upon the votes of adult citizens in such a way that each seems
to share in the formation of national stances, both domestiec and
foreign. Speaking positively, a step forward was taken by the
Neo-Scholasties in the realization that war ought not to be
made on the sole judgment of a prince, nor on the judgment of
a few, but on that of many—and they wise and upright men.*

The Jesuit, Francis Suarez (1548-1617), writes about war in
the section on charity in his work, De Virtutibus Theologicis.
Operative in Suarez’s thinking is the idea that the power to
make human law resides in the whole body of humanity re-
garded collectively, and not in individuals. This view is brought
to bear in his discussion of sedition where he denies to individ-
uals the right to declare war against an unjust ruler—since in-
dividuals have only the right to defend themselves, and not to
declare war—but grants that the state as a whole may revolt
against a tyrant. Suarez reasons that the state as a whole is
superior to the king because the state, when it granted power to
the king, is held to have granted it on the condition that he
should rule in accordance with the public good; failing in this,
the king might be deposed.®

This idea of shared authority has its effects also on Suarez’s
thinking about the kind of certitude as to the justice of one’s
cause which is required for the involvement in war. Like Vit-
toria, he outlines various norms to be applied by the prince, his
council, and individual soldiers. The guidelines set forth for the
prince and those called into counsel are much the same as they

34 Ibid., No. 487. 24.

2% Francis Suarez, De Virtutibus Theologicis, Disp. XITI, “On War,” See. viii,
“ On Sedition,” No. 821 in Selections from Three Works ed. by James B. Scott in
Classics of International Law, No. 20. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1944), p. 855.
See also Suarez, De Legibus ac de Deo Legislatore, Bk. III, ch. 2, in Scott, pp.
372-77. ’
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appear in Vittoria.** With regard to common soldiers Suarez
says that they are not bound to investigate the justice of the
cause but may go to war when called (possunt ire) unless it is
clear to them that such a war is unjust. The argument is that
when the injustice of the war is not evident to these soldiers,
the united opinion of the prince and the realm is sufficient to
move soldiers to engage in the proposed war. Citing Augustine,
Contra Faustum, XXII, 75, Suarez says that subjects in doubt
(theoretical doubt) are bound to obey superiors because the
safer, that is, morally safer, course should be chosen, and since
the prince possesses rightful authority, the safer course is to
follow him.*

Suarez, however, goes on to distinguish between negative and
positive doubt. A negative doubt exists when there is lack of
evidence or information concerning the moral status of the war
and the individual is entirely ignorant as to the basic justice or
injustice of the conflict.*® In this situation it is more probable
that soldiers may rightfully take part in the war without any
examination of the question (probabilius posse hos ire ad bel-
lum, nullo examine facto), since all responsibility lies upon the
prince to whom they are subject, assuming, of course, that he
has a good reputation among all men. In this opinion Suarez
claims to be following Vittoria and other Thomists.*® In the
presence of positive doubt, however, that is, in a situation where
plausible arguments are advanced for both the justice and the
injustice of the war, soldiers must make an inquiry into the
matter (obligandos ad inquirendam wveritatem); if the truth
cannot be ascertained they are bound to follow the course of
action which is more probably just (sequi debebunt quod prob-
abilius erit) . Individuals can sufficiently meet their obligations
in this matter by consulting prudent and conscientious men, and
should they discover in their consultation that there is equal

3% Suarez, “On War,” Sec. VI, No. 809-811; in Scott, pp. 828-831.
37 Ibid., No. 811. 8; in Scott, p. 831.
38 Ibid., No. 811. 9; in Scott, p. 832.
# Ibid., No. 812. 12; in Scott, p. 836.
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probability as to the justice or injustice of the cause they may
conduct themselves as if the doubt were purely negative (gerere
se possunt ac st dubium esset mere negativum) and take part
in the war, for in this case the authority of the prince turns the
scale in his own favor.*

It should be noted, I think, that both in the case of negative
doubt and in the case of equal probability as to the justice and
injustice of the cause, Suarez argues simply that the individual
may or can (posse) go to war; he does not say that the individ-
ual must (debet) do so. Moreover, the individual’s submission
to the authority of the ruler in this situation is further qualified
by the condition that the latter have a good reputation among
all men. The Christian tradition seems to have come a long
way, indeed, from the time of Augustine who counselled obedi-
ence to the ruler even if he were unrighteous or ungodly. In the
event, however, that an individual soldier-citizen finds argu-
ments affirming and denying the war’s justice, he then must
pursue the investigation further and seek prudent and con-
scientious advice so that the more just course of action might be
followed. But Suarez does not prejudice the issue and state in
fact what the more just course of action may be. The question
seems to be opened up whether the more just or the morally
safer course of action is necessarily the action which is political-
ly safer or more expedient.

VII GROTIUS

In the writings of the Dutchman, Grotius (1583-1645), great
emphasis is placed on the natural law and the law of nations,
the former of which is called the law which rational men would
recognize even without God. Within this context, Grotius seems
to introduce a new emphasis into the Christian tradition by
arguing against engagement in war when the cause is doubtful.
Interpreting faith as a deliberate judgment of mind he says that
whatever is not of faith is sin. “ God has given conscience a ju-
dicial power to be the sovereign guide of human actions, by

% Ibid., No. 813; in Scott, p. 836.
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despising whose admonitions the mind is stupified into brute
hardness.” **

At work in Grotius’s thinking is the necessary principle that
even though an action may in reality be just, nevertheless, an
individual performing the act incurs some degree of guilt if,
after weighing every circumstance, he cannot reconcile the act
to his conscience. When, however, two alternatives are equally
doubtful and some action must be taken, the advice is that the
individual must do what appears less unjust.** Grotius recog-
nizes that practice and deep reflective analysis are required in
order to apprehend the moral status of the cause, with the re-
sult that where men do not have this capacity themselves, they
should seek counsel from those who are distinguished by wisdom
and experience, because, according to Aristotle, “ those things
are probably just, or true, which seem so to all, or to the greater
part of men of worth.” This, Grotius suggests, is how sovereign
princes who do not have time for study and deliberation do
things; it is also the example of the ancient Romans and of the
Christian emperors who consulted with bishops.*® Thus, the im-
plication seems to be that this same procedure of consultation
ought to be followed by all men when they cannot investigate
and discern the status of the proposed cause by themselves. In
either eventuality, that is, when private discernment is possible
and the merits of the case appear equal, or when the opinions of
learned men are sought and found equal, two contingencies
arise: in matters of lesser importance one may decide either
way; in matters of greater moment, where the lives of men are
at stake, one must incline to the safer side. Finally, between
wavering opinions the balance should incline in favor of peace.**

Several things are noteworthy in Grotius’s treatment of the
course of action to be followed in trying to determine the moral

¢t Hugo Grotius, De Jure Belli et Pacis in Oliver H. J. Leigh (ed.), Universal
Classics Library, v. 16, (Wash, and London: M. Walter Dunne, 1901), Bk, II, ch.
23, No. 2, pp. 274-75.

2 Loc. cit.

¢ Loc. cit., No. 4.

“ Loc. cit., No. 5 and No. 8, pp. 275-76.
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status of a proposed cause. First of all, unlike Vittoria and
Suarez, he apparently makes no distinction between sovereign
rulers, councils, and individual subjects; all are to follow the
same procedure in attempting to discover what ought to be
done. Second, he urges that no military action be taken when
the cause at hand is doubtful. Third, when two alternatives are
present and both are equally doubtful, the advice for important
matters like war is to follow the safer course but, surprisingly,
there is no indication as to what that safer course is. We have
seen above that the safer course was variously described as fol-
lowing the authority of the rightful ruler, or engaging an enemy
who was possibly innocent rather than risking a betrayal of
one’s own state. Fourth, a new exhortation seems to be added,
namely, when opinions waver, incline to peace. Finally, and
perhaps most significantly, there is the explicit recognition of
conscience as the sovereign guide of human actions, without the
restriction of its applicability to matters only of practical, as
opposed to speculative, doubt. In the light of these elements in
Grotius’s thinking I cannot imagine what lies behind Bainton’s
statement that the right of resistance to the state was repu-
diated by Grotius.*®

VIII REFLECTIONS ON PRESENT STATE OF
THE QUESTIONS

In commenting on the overall development of the history of
the just-war criteria, Ramsey says that, during the first cen-
turies of the tradition, the entire responsibility for estimating
the causes, aiming at the right end, counting the cost, and so on,
belonged to the legitimate governing authority. After A.D.
1000, however, the individual subject theoretically was given
the responsibility for not fighting in an unjust war; the Chris-
tian, Ramsey continues, was not bound to follow his ruler pro-
vided he knew or could know that the cause was unjust or that
the war would not bring a better peace; such private action was

4% Bainton, op. cit., pp. 187-88, with reference to Elise Constantinescu-Bagdet,
Etudes d’histoire Pacifique, II, De Vaughban & Voltaire (Paris, 1925), p. 252.
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limited to trying to persuade the prince to a different opinion
or to conscientious refusal to obey, with a willingness to accept
the punishment for such disobedience.** Why Ramsey talks in
terms of “ not being bound to follow ” instead of “ being bound
not to follow ” when the cause is known or can be known to be
unjust, I do not understand, because the tradition is clear on
this point: the Christian does not have the moral right to do
what is known to be unjust; on the contrary, he has a moral
duty to avoid what he knows to be an unjust course of action.

In fairness to Ramsey it must be admitted that he does
change his formulation of this issue when he discusses the ques-
tion of whether the just-war doctrine is a teaching addressed
only to leaders of a nation and military leaders, or whether the
doctrine should be dealt with also by the people called to par-
ticipate in war. In this context Ramsey comments that, at least
since the Middle Ages, the tradition claims that a Christian
ought not to yield to his superiors and engage in a palpably un-
just war.*” I would not restrict the appearance of this claim to
the Middle Ages, for even Augustine only permits an individual
to participate in a war at a ruler’s order provided that the order
is not certainly contrary to God’s command, or provided that
there is some doubt as to whether or not the order contradicts
God’s command. But certainly such provisos indicate that an
individual ought not to acquiesce to an order that is known to
contradict a command of God. It seems to me that in order to
determine what is the proper course of action for an individual
to undertake when called upon to participate in war, two ques-
tions must be addressed: are the just-war criteria intended for
the consideration of the private citizen, and under what condi-
tions may an individual refuse to participate in a war proposed
by a national government?

Just-War Criteria: A Guide for Private Citizens. With respect
to the first question, that of the just-war doctrine’s intended
audience, Ramsey has suggested that in an age when war is apt

*® Ramsey, op. cit., pp. 114-15,
 Ibid., p. 128.
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to be total and thus unjust, we will not be able sufficiently to
limit war if the church addresses its teaching only to the leaders
of nations; rather, this discipline must ““ be addressed and incul-
cated so far as the church finds possible in the people general-
ly.”** Ramsey’s comment implies that there has been some
evolution of thought regarding this question, and that, while it
may have been adequate in the past to direct the attention of
national leaders to the just-war criteria, the doctrine must now
engage the attention and consideration of private citizens as
well. And yet Ramsey remained wary of the effects that pre-
senting the just-war doctrine as a matter for private evaluation
might have in the area of national security, since a government’s
power and right to repel injury might be seriously impaired as a
result of citizens refusing to serve in war. Thus, as of the early
sixties, Ramsey’s contention was that we might “ be forced to
see the wisdom of the ancient tradition, and still largely the em-
phasis in the Roman Catholic interpretation of it, which held
this doctrine to be primarily addressed to the leaders of na-
tions. ...’ *

Regarding Ramsey’s analysis of the matter, two observations
are in order. First, it should be noted that to say that the just-
war doctrine is addressed primarily to national leaders acknowl-
edges that the doctrine is addressed also to private ecitizens.
This point is essential and needs emphasizing. The second ob-
servation is closely related to the first, namely, that since 1965
there has been a noticeable shift in the official Roman Catholic
interpretation of the just-war tradition, such that much more
emphasis is given to the private citizen’s responsibility to con-
sider the just-war doctrine in order to reach an informed deci-
sion concerning support or non-support for a war proposed by
a national government. Let me further elaborate upon these
two observations.

With regard to the observation that the just-war doctrine is
addressed not only to government officials but also to private

*8 Loc. cit.
4 Ibid., p. 132,
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citizens, it should be noted that from its beginning exponents
of the tradition have acknowledged either that private citizens
can come to certainty that a proposed war is unjust, or that
these citizens may have serious doubts and questions about such
a war’s justice. But the tradition did not explain the presence
or origin of the private citizen’s certainty or questions and
doubts. Do they result directly from a revelation by God, or
from an intuition arising from a kind of connatural knowledge?
Barring such possibilities, the most likely explanation for a
private citizen’s certainty about a war’s injustice, or his doubts
and questions about a war’s moral status, is that they result
from an investigation into, and an application of, the basic just-
war criteria. Quite simply, I am contending that personal recog-
nition of the injustice of a war’s cause, as well as doubts about
the war’s justice, necessarily and implicitly suggest the individ-
ual’s concern with the criteria of just-war determination. Con-
sidering the rarity of direct divine revelation, and recognizing
the fact that connatural knowledge needs to be actualized and
realized in confrontation with definite empirical circumstances,
I further propose that in fact that Christian tradition has al-
ways been predisposed to accept the right of the individual to
investigate into the justice of a proposed war before engaging
in it. T suggest, finally, that such a predisposition on the part
of the tradition was conditioned and somewhat thwarted in the
past by reasons of historical relativity—the specific forms of
political authority and the limited development of moral sensi-
tivity among the world populace.

The second observation concerns the fact that during the past
fifteen years there has been a decided shift in the official Roman
Catholic interpretation of the just-war doctrine, at least in the
sense that great emphasis has been given to the importance and
necessity of having private citizens concern themselves with the
tenets of the just-war theory. The increase in hierarchical sensi-
tivity to an individual’s power of moral discernment in this area
has been remarkable. In its Pastoral Constitution on the
Church in the Modern World, Vatican IT offered supreme com-
mendation to those who resist criminal acts; blind obedience
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cannot excuse those who yield to criminal commands which
violate the principles of natural law, especially since these prin-
ciples are given emphatic voice by human conscience. More-
over, the Council Fathers suggested that it seems right that
laws make humane provisions for the case of those who for rea-
sons of conscience refuse to bear arms, provided, however, that
they accept some other form of service to the human commu-
nity.” ®°

Vatican II'’s statement that a person’s dignity demands that
he act according to a free choice which is personally motivated
and prompted from within rather than under blind internal im-
pulse or by mere external pressures,” was echoed by the Amer-
ican Catholic Bishops in their statement on peace in November,
1966 when they said that *“ no one is free to evade his personal
responsibility by leaving it entirely to others to make moral
judgments.” ** Again, like Vatican II, the American Bishops
exhorted citizens to a generous and loyal devotion to their coun-
try, but they recognized at the same time a distinction between
true and false patriotism and so they urged that citizens “ must
look simultaneously to the welfare of the whole human fam-
ily.”** Having affirmed the duty of everyone to search for
alternatives to war, the Bishops went on to acknowledge that in
order for people to engage in this search effectively, knowledge
of the facts and issues involved is required. For this reason, the
Bishops concluded: “ Within the limits imposed by our national
security, therefore, we must always insist that these facts and
issues be made known to the public so that they can be con-
sidered in their moral context.” **

59 Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, No. 79 in Walter
Abbott (ed.) The Documents of Vatican II (New York: The America Press,
1966), p. 292.

5 jbid., No. 17, p. 214.

52 Statement of American Bishops on Peace, Nov. 1966, appears in Catholic
Mind, (Feb. 1967) and in Robert Drinan, Vietnam and Armageddon: Peace, War
and the Christian Conscience, (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1970), pp. 190-94.
I am using the latter source, p. 191.

58 Church in the Modern World, No. 75, p. 286 and Drinan, loc. cit.

¢ Drinar, op. ¢it., pp. 192-93.
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Two years later in their pastoral letter of November, 1968,
Human Life in Our Day, the Catholic Bishops of America spoke
again in the same vein: “It is the duty of the governed to ana-
lyze responsibly the concrete issues of public policy.” *® The war
in Vietnam was seen as but one example of the issues which
present and future generations “ will be less willing to leave en-
tirely to the normal political and bureaucratic processes of na-
tional decision-making.” ** The Bishops recognized that some
traditional forms of patriotism are ““ being supplemented by a
new spirit of dedication to humanity and to the moral prestige
of one’s own nation.” They affirmed, moreover, that “as wit-
nesses to a spiritual tradition which accepts enlightened con-
science, even when honestly mistaken, as the immediate arbiter
of moral decisions, we can only feel reassured by this evidence
of individual responsibility and the decline of uncritical con-
formism.” * The Bishops concluded with the hope that in the
all-important matter of peace and war all people would follow
their consciences.

Much more recently, in February 1980, the Administrative
Board of the U.S. Catholic Conference of Bishops issued a
startling statement on the proposed re-instatement of selective
service registration with the subsequent increased possibility
of conscription. The Bishops affirmed:

that the state’s decision to use force should always be morally seru-
tinized by citizens asked to support the decision or to participate
in war. From the perspective of the citizen the moral scrutiny of
every use of force can produce a posture of responsible participation
in the government’s decision, or conscientious objection to some
reasons for using force, some methods of using force, or even some
specific branches of the service because of the missions they may be
asked to perform.®®

5 Human Life in Our Day: A Collective Pastoral Letter of the American
Hjerarchy issued Nov. 15, 1968, (Wash: U.S. Catholic Conference, 1968), Ch. 2, p.
41. The letter appears also in Catholic Mind, (Dec., 1968) and the pertinent
sections are also in Drinan, op. cit., 195-210; cf. p. 205.

88 Ibid., p. 42; Drinan, op. cit. 207.

57 Ibid., p. 43; Drinan, op. cit. 207-08,

58 Administrative Board, United States Catholic Conference, “ Statement on Reg-
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This call for an individual’s moral scrutiny before supporting
or engaging in a war proposed by national officials seems historic
for two reasons: first, it more precisely affirms a right which
Christian tradition had only implicitly recognized, namely, the
right of private citizens to concern themselves with the just-war
doctrine before acceding to the call to arms; second, the state-
ment affirms that private citizens are called to evaluate the
proposed war’s moral status; in recognizing this call, the Bishops
repudiate the view of Vittoria and Suarez that individual sub-
jects or citizen-soldiers are not obligated to investigate the
causes of the war. The significance of the Bishops’ remark is
further highlighted by Gordon Zahn: “ This means it is no
longer only a refusal to serve which must be justified; now the
decision to accept service is to be subjected to the same require-
ments of moral deliberation and justification.” ** Recognizing
that it will not be easy for individuals to fulfill their duty re-
sponsibly, the Bishops call upon the help of educators and they
pledge the assistance of their own diocesan agencies:

We also affirm that the decision to enter military service and
subsequent decisions in the line of military duty involve moral ques-
tions of great importance. Hence, the issues of registration and
conscription raise questions of the kind and quality of moral educa-
tion that takes place in our educational system. Specifically, it
raises the question of what educational and counseling resources
are available to a person facing registration or conseription. In
adopting this statement of public policy on registration and con-
scription we call upon schools and religious educators to include
systematic formation of conscience on questions of war and peace
in their curricula and we pledge the assistance of appropriate dio-
cesan agencies in counseling any of those who face questions of
military service.

To conclude, then, on the matter of the intended audience
for the just-war doctrine: the doctrine is designed for consider-

istration and Conscription for Military Service,” February 14, 1980. Text is in
Origins, 9. 38 (March 6, 1980), 605-08.

% Gordon C. Zahn, “ The Draft: An Occasion of Sin? ” America, 143, 3 (August
9. 1980), 46-49 at 48,
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ation by both national leaders and private citizens; the right of
private citizens to concern themselves with the questions re-
garding a war’s moral status seems necessarily to be implicitly
presumed throughout the Christian tradition which developed
the just-war theory. Moreover, in recent years, official Roman
Catholic teaching has encouraged the use of personal responsi-
bility in assessing the morality of war and of participation in it.
Finally, in their 1980 statement the American Bishops announce
the obligation, and hence the right, of citizens to direct moral
scrutiny toward the nation’s decision to wage war. What better
way is there to engage in such scrutiny than to concern oneself
with the criteria for a just-war?

Conditions for Objecting to a Particular War. We turn now
to the question of the conditions under which private citizens
may refuse to take part in a war proposed by their government.
In terms of official Roman Catholic teaching embodied in hier-
archical statements, it seems accurate to say that until Vatican
II there was little direct attention given to conscientious objec-
tion. In fact, in his 1956 Christmas message, Pius XII spoke
with apparent force against invoking personal conscience as the
basis of one’s refusal to serve in defense of one’s nation:

If therefore a body representative of the people and a govern-
ment—both having been chosen by free elections—in a moment of
extreme danger decide, by legitimate instruments of internal and
external policy, on defensive precautions, they do not act immor-
ally; so that no Catholic citizen can invoke his conscience in order
to refuse to serve and fulfill those duties the law imposed. On this
matter we feel that we are in perfect harmony with our predeces-
sors.%°

By way of explaining the rigor of this proscription, John Con-
nery has suggested that we must remember that the statement
was made at a time when “ a certain paralysis of will was creep-
ing over Europe . . ., a spirit of defeatism characterized by the
slogan ‘ better Red than dead’,” so that “ one would have to
conclude that conscientious objection in this context might be

8 Catholic Mind, 55 (1957), 176.
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more of a reflection of despair than of any well-ordered attach-
ment to peace or justice.” ®* It is difficult to know how adequate
or accurate Connery’s explanation is, but the Pope’s statement
does seem rather out of line with respect to the developing just-
war theory whose history we surveyed earlier in this essay.
Moreover, Pius XII’s position appears forgotten by the Ameri-
can Bishops in their February 1980 statement, where they see
the question of conscientious objection “ as a central element
in Catholic teaching on the morality of war; ” the Bishops “ sup-
port the right of conscientious objection as a valid moral posi-
tion, derived from the Gospel and Catholic teaching. ...”

In point of fact, most Roman Catholic theologians would
agree with the view expressed by John Courtney Murray:
“Strictly on grounds of moral argument, the right conscienti-
ously to object to participation in a particular war is incon-
testable.” ®* The question needing more attention and discus-
sion is when does this right become operative, when is the
individual permitted to exercise this right and refuse participa-
tion in war. According to Ramsey, it is difficult to call in
question that conservative interpretation whereby the Christian
should favor “ what his leaders say over his own judgment
unless he is absolutely sure in his own conscience.” ®* Ramsey’s
formulation is ambiguous. What exactly is it that the Christian
must be sure of, that the war is unjust or that he at least should
not participate in it? I will offer an answer to this question
later, but for now let it be said that most theological opinion in
recent times has called for certainty that the war is unjust be-
fore the individual can conscientiously dissent.

Much of the discussion regarding conscientious objection oc-
curred during America’s involvement in Vietnam. In 1967 a
group of Catholic, Protestant and Jewish divinity students

% John R. Connery, S.J., “ War, Conscience, and the Law: The State of the
Question,” Theological Studies, 31, 2 (June, 1970), 288-300 at 292-93.

%2 John Courtney Murray, S.J., “ War and Conscience,” in James Finn, (ed.),
A Conflict of Loyalties. The Case for Selective Conscientious Objection, (Indian-
apolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1968), 19-30 at 25.

%% Ramsey, op. cit., p. 128,
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gathered at a Seminarians’ Conference on the Draft; a statement
was later issued which asserted: “ The spirit of these principles
[of the just-war doctrine] demands that every war be opposed
until or unless it can be morally justified in relation to these
principles.” John Courtney Murray retorted: “ The dear sem-
inarians have got it backward.” He went on: “ The truth, there-
fore, is contrary to the statement of the seminarians. The citi-
zen is to concede the justness of the common political decision,
made in behalf of the nation, unless and until he is sure in his
own mind that the decision is unjust, for reasons that he in turn
must be ready convincingly to declare.” ** It seems that Mur-
ray’s view represents something of a consensus among Christian
theologians. According to James Childress:

In all political orders the subject has a moral right/duty—al-
though not a legal right—mnot to fight if the war is manifestly un-
just. And in a democracy the citizen is ruler as well as subject and
thus has a greater responsibility to apply these criteria to war. As
subject, however, his presumption ought to be that the authorities,
if they are legitimate and have followed proper procedures, have
decided correctly.s

Connery expressed his view similarly:

Once a decision has been made by the political community to
resort to armed force, it should be considered as just and should be
supported until and unless it is judged clearly unjust by an individ-
ual conscience. Moralists have traditionally held that the presump-
tion is in favor of the decision of the political community and that
no individual conscience may go against it unless the injustice of
the war is evident to it. So, rather than an obligation to oppose a
particular war until or unless it can be morally justified, the obliga-
tion of the individual is to support it until he is sure that it is un-
just.®s

* The seminarians’ statement and Murray’s response appear in Murray, op. cit.,
pp. 26-7.

¢ James F. Childress, “ Just-War Theories: The Bases, Interrelations, Priorities,
and Functions of Their Criteria,” Theological Studies, 39, 8 (September, 1978),
427-45 at 436. This is the view also of Paul Ramsey, The Just-War: Force and
Political Responsibility (New York: Scribner’s, 1968), pp. 274-75.

% Connery, op. cit., pp. 296-97.
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I would like to suggest that there are two challenges to this
theological consensus; one challenge arises from the history of
the just-war doctrine, while the other springs from the recent
statement on registration by the American Bishops. With re-
spect to the first challenge, it will be noted that, in order for an
individual to object conscientiously to participation in war,
recent theological speculation has maintained variously that
“the individual must be sure that the war is unjust,” or that
“the war’s injustice must be evident,” or that ““ the war must
be clearly or manifestly unjust.” Such formulations appear un-
affected by the reflections of Suarez and Grotius. Suarez de-
scribed a situation which I would think would characterize the
predicament of most Americans who might be called to par-
ticipate in war, namely, the situation of positive doubt, where
plausible argumentation exists for and against the proposed
war’s justice. In this situation Suarez counseled the individual
to pursue the investigation further, even consulting others who
themselves are prudent and conscientious, If it should ocecur
that the individual can discover no more than equal probability
as to the justice or injustice of the war, then, according to
Suarez, he can participate in the war, relying on the authority
of the ruler of good reputation. If, however, the truth cannot
be definitively ascertained, the individual ought to do what is
more probably just or morally safer. I take this to mean that
Suarez allows for the possibility of conscientious objection to
participation in war in that situation where, after careful inves-
tigation and consultation, one finds that the arguments for the
war’s injustice are stronger than those on behalf of the war’s
justice, but still does not enjoy certainty in the matter.

Grotius’s advice is that in doubt one should do what is less
unjust, and that in determining this, the individual should con-
sult with wise and experienced people; moreover, in an impor-
tant matter like war where human lives are at stake, when the
arguments or merits are equal, the individual should follow the
safer course; the individual should finally incline to peace when
he is wavering. The Christian tradition has firmly maintained,



THE JUST-WAR DOCTRINE AND RESISTANCE 538

of course, that in “ doubts of fact,” a person should always fol-
low the morally safer course of action. What a person decides
to do, however, necessarily depends upon how he formulates the
issues or values involved in the alternative actions facing him.
Thus, for Vittoria, as we saw earlier, in doubt it is safer to
follow one’s ruler into war since “ it is more serious to risk be-
traying one’s state than it is to fight against a supposed enemy
despite one’s doubts about the justice of-the enterprise.” But
the alternatives might reasonably present themselves in quite
different terms. For example, an individual in doubt might re-
flect: “It is morally safer to resist participation in this war
because it is less unjust to engage in unwarranted civil dis-
obedience than to participate in unjustified killing under the
urging of the government; civil disobedience is a lesser moral
evil than the unjustified killing of innocent people.” It seems to
me, then, that in demanding of the individual that he “ be cer-
tain ” of a proposed war’s injustice before engaging in consci-
entious objection to it, theological consensus may be requiring
too much. I suggest, rather, that he should not participate in
a proposed war, even though he is not sure or certain that the
war is unjust but can present arguments that incline more
heavily toward the war’s injustice than toward its justice. It is
important for the theological consensus to stress this point: that
an individual may remain in a state of speculative doubt such
that a proposed war appears more unjust than just, or that
there are reasonable doubts about the war’s justice, but still
come to certainty, in the order of practice or action, that he
cannot morally participate in that war.

Let us look briefly now at the challenge which I see as being
presented to the theological consensus regarding conscientious
objection by the recent statement of the American Bishops on
registration. For Connery, as we saw above, a government’s de-
cision to resort to war enjoys the presumption of truth and
justice so that the burden of proof lies with the conscientious
objector. This means that, “ rather than an obligation to oppose
a particular war until or unless it can be morally justified, the
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obligation of the individual is to support it until he is sure that
it is unjust.” In the words of Murray: “ The citizen is to con-
cede the justness of the common political decision . . . unless
and until he is sure in his own mind that the decision is un-
just....” In the American Bishops’ statement there is no talk
of the government’s enjoying the presumption of truth and jus-
tice, no talk of the individual bearing the burden of proof for
resistance, no talk of the individual having an a priori obligation
either to oppose the proposed war or to support it. The docu-
ment speaks, rather, of “ the right of the state to call citizens to
acts of ‘legitimate defense’,” and of the corresponding duty
“each citizen has to contribute to the common good of society,
including as an essential element, the defense of society.” With
this context established, the Bishops go on to say that from the
perspective of the individual citizen, “ a posture of responsible
participation in the government’s decision, or conscientious ob-
jection . . . ” results from the citizen’s “ moral scrutiny of every
use of force.” The Bishops seem to be warning the individual
citizen to avoid either facile acquiescence in the government’s
decision or hasty resistance. In taking this tack, they appear to
be distancing themselves not only from the 1967 statement on
the draft by the seminarians, but also from the position for-
warded by Ramsey, Murray, Connery and Childress.

It is difficult to know, of course, all that the Bishops had in
mind, that is, all their assumptions and presuppositions; one
wonders, too, whether or not they deliberately intended to set
a new direction for Roman Catholic thinking on this issue of
conscientious objection. At any rate, by my reading of the
Bishops’ statement, the individual, by a process of moral scru-
tiny and evaluation, must come to some judgment about the
government’s decision before either supporting it or rejecting it.
Both acquiescence and resistance require justification by the
citizen; the individual carries a burden of proof in either case.
It will be no easy matter, however, for the private citizen to
subject the government’s decision to resort to armed force to an
honest, open and objective moral scrutiny if, as theological con-
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sensus has maintained up to now, he must also remain predis-
posed to accept the government’s decision because of its enjoy-
ment of the presumption of truth and justice. Too easily and
too quickly, I fear, such pre-disposition will give way to pre-
judgment, and effective moral scrutiny will be aborted.

Legal Recognition for Selective Conscientious Objection. As
we have seen, theological consensus concedes that an individ-
ual’s moral right to selective conscientious objection is incon-
testable; this means that an individual may morally object to
participation in a particular war which he conscientiously judges
to be unjust, without being at the same time a professed paci-
fist, who rejects all war or violence of any kind. The question,
however, that has sparked discussion since the late sixties is
whether this moral right should be given legal recognition. In
a provocative treatment of this issue, political scientist John
Rohr reached two conclusions: first, that an individual has no
constitutional right to have his selective conscientious objection
legally accommodated so that he be exempted from any penal-
ties incurred for civil disobedience; second, that as a matter of
public policy, legal recognition of selective conscientious objec-
tion would not be in the national interest, not only because it
would seriously jeopardize the government’s ability to fulfill its
duty to protect society, but also because there is no way to dis-
tinguish, in principle, between selective conscientious objection
to military service and other forms of SCO—for example, oppo-
sition to compulsory vaccination, to racial integration, or to pay-
ment of taxes.” It is with regret that Rohr decides to invoke
“ the principle of ° the lesser evil* to justify the painful course
of stoning our prophets now and building our monuments in
happier times.” ®®

87 John A. Rohr, Prophets Without Honor. Public Policy and the Selective Con-
scientious Objector, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1971), pp. 134-65.

8 Ibid., p. 184. Quentin L. Quade, also a political scientist, reaches the conclu-
sion that “selective objection could be adopted by this nation without serious
social disruption . . .” and thus urges legal recognition of SCO. See “Selective
Conscientious Objection and Political Obligation,” in Finn (ed.) 4 Conflict of
Loyalties, pp. 195-218 at 216.
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Several theologians have written in cautious support of selec-
tive conscientious objection being given legal status. Ralph
Potter contends that such legal action would benefit the country
as a whole by helping to upgrade and refine the level of political
and moral discourse regarding war.*® Ramsey has taken issue
with Potter’s contention and has argued rather that legal recog-
nition of SCO presupposes and demands an already-existing
high level of political and moral discourse.”” Ramsey observes
further that, “ just as not every vice is a fit subject of criminal
legislation, so also not every virtue or conscientious action may
under given circumstances be a fit subject of legal protection.” ™
Nonetheless, Ramsey does wind up suggesting the possibility
of legal recognition of SCO, at least in a modified form. He pro-
poses that exempt status might be granted to those who base
their objections to a particular war not on an evaluation that
the overall “ cause ” of the war is unjust, but rather on a de-
termination that the war is being conducted unjustly, or that
the “ acts of war are being ¢ aimed indiscriminately > and are in
direct violation of the moral immunity of non-combatants from
direct, intended attack.” Ramsey asks, in other words, that
exempt status be granted at least to individuals whose basis for
selective conscientious objection has more to do with the proper
conduct of a war (jus in bello) than with the nation’s right to
wage war (jus ad bellum). His reason for excluding “jus ad
bellum > objectors from exempt status is his fear that their judg-
ments, although equally embodying moral claims, “ would not
be distinguishable from merely political opposition to a particu-
lar war or from disagreement with the general course of the
nation’s foreign policy.” ™

In 1987 John Courtney Murray was one of the dissenters
from the Report of the National Commission on Selective Serv-
ice which recommended against the inclusion of selective con-
scientious objectors in the legally recognized and protected

%% Potter, op. cit., p. 94.

® Ramsey, The Just War, pp. 95-6.
™ Ibid., p. 274.

™2 Ibid., pp. 126-129.
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category of conscientious objectors.” Not long after this, Mur-
ray seemed to be having second thoughts on the issue, not that
he doubted the propriety of his position in principle, but simply
that he began to wonder whether the time was propitious for
legally recognizing SCO in view of the then-current level of
political and moral sophistication: ‘“ Therefore, the final ques-
tion may be whether there is abroad in the land a sufficient
measure of moral and political discretion, in such wise that the
Congress could, under safeguard of the national security, ac-
knowledge the right of discretionary armed service. To culti-
vate this power of discretion is a task for all of us.” ™

In view of the tempered support which theologians have given
to the idea of legal recognition for SCO, the stance of the Amer-
ican Bishops is noteworthy. As early as 1968 they recommended
that the Selective Service Act be modified so as to grant mili-
tary exemption not only to pacifists who are opposed to war in
any and all forms, but also to those “ whose reasons of con-
science are more personal and specific.” Their position is that
the Selective Service Act should make it possible, although not
easy, for selective conscientious objectors to refuse—" without
fear of imprisonment or loss of citizenship —to serve in a war
which they judge to be unjust.”® In their 1980 statement on
registration and the draft, the Bishops are even more explicit
and forceful; they profess their certainty regarding “ the moral
validity of selective conscientious objection,” and they “ support

" In Pursuit of Equity: Who Serves When Not All Serve? Report of the Na-
tional Advisory Commission on Selective Service (Washington, D.C., 1967), 48-51.

™ Murray, op. cit., pp. 28, 30.

"® Human Life in Our Day, p. 44; Drinan, op. cit., p. 208. For the positions of
other churches on the question of conscientious objection see Religious Statements
on Conscientious Objection compiled by the National Inter-religious Service Board
for Conscientious Objectors, 550 Washington Building, 15th and New York Ave.,
N.W., Wash.,, D.C. 20005: The Lutheran Church in America and the Lutheran
Church, Missouri Synod, call for similar modification of the S.8. Act. It is inter-
esting to note that Karl Barth allows only for selective conscientious objection, and
not for any conscientious objection which rests on an absolute refusal of war, that
is, on radical pacifism; see his Church Dogmatics, Vol. III (Edinburgh: T. and T.
Clark, 1961), Part 4. pp. 466-70. The American Bishops issued another strong
statement on CO and SCO on Octcber 22, 1971.
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the right of selective conscientious objection as a moral conclu-
sion which can be validly derived from the classical moral
teaching of just-war theory.” After affirming that “a means
should be found to give this legitimate moral position a secure
legal status,” the Bishops conclude: “ we would welcome a dia-
logue with legislators, lawyers, ethicists and other religious
leaders about how to transpose this moral position into effective
legal language.” "* Apparently the Bishops are of the opinion
that the nation’s citizenry has “ come of age,” that at last the
level of political and moral sensitivity is such that people are
capable of informed and responsible decisions regarding war and
military service, that the effects of such decisions can be borne
by the nation without threat to its ultimate meaning and well-
being, and that therefore the government should grant legal
status to selective conscientious objection to military service.

I conclude this essay by listing what I consider to be its sig-
nificant points:

1. Historically, the just-war theorists never meant to deny
the right of private citizens to give personal consideration to
the criteria for a just war before deciding upon the proper moral
course of action. Although acknowledgement of this personal
right seems implicit throughout the development of the just-
war doctrine, there appears to be no explicit affirmation of the
right nor encouragement to exercise it.

2. Within the last fifteen years especially, the emphasis of
official Roman Catholic teaching has shifted so as to announce
explicitly this right of citizens to assess personally a war’s mor-
ality before assuming a stance either of support or resistance.
In fact, this moral scrutiny is now seen practically as a citizen’s
moral duty, a view which contradicts the opinion of Vittoria,
who absolved private citizens of any obligation to examine the
causes of a war before becoming associated with it at the ruler’s
command. Suarez also maintained this position, at least when
the condition of negative doubt prevailed.

% Origins, p. 607.
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8. Recent official teaching of Roman Catholicism has force-
fully proclaimed the traditionally recognized right of selective
conscientious objection as a validly drawn moral conclusion of
the historical just-war theory.

4. If we consider the opinions of classic just-war theorists like
Suarez and Grotius, the conditions for an individual’s respon-
sible dissent from a particular war appear to be set too rigorous-
ly in the formulations of theologians like Ramsey, Murray and
others when they require that a person have certainty that the
war is unjust. I suggest that an individual can legitimately
conclude that resistance to a war is required not only when that
war is certainly, manifestly and evidently unjust, but also when
the individual, after careful investigation and honest consulta-
tion, retains substantial or significant doubts about the war’s
justice and can support his inclination to judge the war unjust
with plausible argumentation.

5. In urging most recently that citizens are called to give
moral scrutiny to the state’s decision to use force, the American
Bishops omitted—deliberately or unintentionally, I do not
know—any reference to the government’s cause enjoying the
presumption of truth or justice. The individual is represented
as bearing a burden of proof not only for resisting the govern-
ment’s decision, but also for supporting it. Personal moral
scrutiny must provide justification for either course of action.
This appears to expand the scope of personal responsibility.
Moreover, if the Bishops meant to imply that the citizen’s
moral scrutiny must be conducted within a context of the gov-
ernment’s claim to presumptive truth and justice, they must
attend further to the manner of reconciling this claim with the
individual’s duty to scrutinize honestly and without induce-
ment to pre-judgment. If, however, the Bishops meant to re-
ject the idea of the government’s claim to presumptive truth
and justice, this would represent a major reversal in thinking
with respect both to the classic just-war theorists and to the
modern theological consensus of main-line Christianity.
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6. Although some prominent American theologians have
given only qualified support to the idea of legal exemption for
selective conscientious objectors to war, the American Bishops
since 1968 have pleaded, on the basis of a moral right derived
from the just-war theory, that selective conscientious objection,
at least with respect to military service, should enjoy legal
recognition and protection. So far, the government has turned
a deaf ear.

Vincent J. GEnovesi, S.J.
St. Joseph’s University
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania



LANGUAGE AND MAN: ARISTOTLE MEETS KOKO

[ ]

I. The Problem.

HE QUESTION BEING asked here is whether in the
light of recent successful experiments teaching chimpan-
zees and gorillas the American Sign Language and other

means of communication it remains correct to define man as, in
Aristotle’s way of putting it, {ov Aéywov: “ discoursing ani-
mal.”* In thus defining man Aristotle was not principally con-
cerned with the fact that human beings possess lips, teeth, ton-
gue, respiration, vocal chords—all the apparatus to allow
vocalization. His point was not just that the sounds that men
make have meaning; for so have the barks of dogs, the screeches
of bluejays, the barks, whistles, and squeaks of dolphins.”? He
was not denying that many kinds of animal can express their
feelings and intimate to one another their immediate pleasur-
able or painful responses to various stimuli. He was maintaining
that human discourse, for all its similarities to the communica-
tive behavior of the beast, remains distinct. A point of differ-
ence that he mentioned at the beginning of the Politics is that
only man discourses about such things as the expedient and the
inexpedient, the just and the unjust. In another context than
this moral and political one he might have remarked that only
man talks about beauty, truth, causality, God. And he might,
pursuing one of the themes of the De Anima, have pointed out
that, even 1f other animals communicate something of their
fear or anger at the approach of a predator, only man dis-
courses about the nature of fear, the nature of anger, the nature
of the being that approaches.® Whatever else he might have

1 Aristotle, Politics, 1, 2, 1253a6-18.

2 Of. Aristotle, De Anima, 11, 8, 420b28-421al; Historia Animalium, IV, 9, espe-
cially 535b82-536a3.

3 Aristotle, De Anima, III, 4, 429b10-18. In this chapter Aristotle argues for the
existence in us of a power of knowing besides sense-perception not only (a) on the

541
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said, he certainly made clear his view that man’s spoken and
written discourse is significantly different from the communi-
cative activity of other animals. Moreover, as he suggested in
the Politics and made sufficiently clear elsewhere, spoken or
written discourse is a sign of the presence in man of a hidden,
mental discourse.* Present in man, therefore, though apparent-
ly lacking in other animals, is a power that Aristotle calls vols :
reason or intellect.® The discoursing animal is a rational animal.

Actually the view that human language indicates man’s dif-
ference from and superiority to the beast pre-dates Aristotle
and traces at least as far back as the author of Genesis (2:18-
20) . Not surprisingly for a doctrine thus rooted both in Greek
philosophy and in the Jewish and Christian religious traditions,
this view has persisted through many centuries. Long after
Aristotle, Descartes announced in his Discourse on Method
that one could always tell a man from an animal, even if the
latter communicated to him in words or other signs, because
only a man could carry on a conversation, modifying his phrases
to the sense of what the other was saying.® In this century

grounds of our ability to grasp the natures of things but also (b) on the grounds
of the perfect reflexivity of some of our knowledge (though sight is limited to the
colored and cannot see seeing, and though the same is true of the other senses, I
can both know these facts and know that I know them) and (c¢) on the grounds
of the impact of particularly powerful stimuli (whereas my senses tend to be dam-
aged by powerful stimuli—e.g., the blinding light and the deafening sound—my
capacity for understanding grows through struggle and strain with powerful in-
telligible stimuli, things particularly difficult to understand). Considerations b and
¢ do not enter into the central argument of this paper, though b suggests a pos-
sible fruitful contrast of men and other animals in their ability to talk about talking.

4 Cf. Aristotle, De Interpretatione, I, 16a2-1.

5 Aristotle, De Anima, 111, 4 and 5. We will not enter into such disputes as the
Avicennian-Averroist debate over the sense in which vofs is present in man.

8 Descartes, Discourse on Method, Part V, pp. 56-59 (Adam and Tannery, eds.).
Cf. Norman Malcolm, “Thoughtless Brutes,” Proceedings and Addresses of the
American Philosophical Association, XLVI (1972-1973), 5-20; Mary Midgley, Beast
and Man: The Roots of Human Nature (Ithaca: Cornell, 1978), pp. 209-217; Wal-
lace I. Matson, “ Why Isn’t the Mind-Body Problem Ancient? ” Mind, Matter, and
Method, eds. P. K. Feyerabend and G. Maxwell (Minneapolis: U. of Minnesota,
1966), pp. 92-102. Though Descartes agrees with Aristotle in seeing human dis-
course as an indicator of the difference between men and animals, his formulation
of the problem is quite different from Aristotle’s, and his res cogitans, understood
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Ernst Cassirer has characterized man as the animal symbolicum,
able to go beyond merely subjective reactions to perceptually
present stimuli and to express himself in propositions the terms
of which have direct objective reference.” As recently as 1968
in a massive study surveying the findings of biology, fossil and
linguistic anthropology, comparative psychology, and philoso-
phy Mortimer Adler concluded that man’s unique linguistic
behavior—his ability to use words as names and to organize
these words syntactically in a wide variety of ways to form
declarative and interrogative sentences—provides the best evi-
dence that man alone is a rational animal, different in kind, not
just in degree, from other animals.®

About the time that Adler published his study, however, a
chimpanzee named Washoe was dramatically challenging the
centuries-long conviction that language is a uniquely human
accomplishment that points to the existence of human reason
as the specific difference of man. Washoe is a chimp trained by
Allen and Beatrice Gardner in the American Sign Language
(Ameslan) . Wondering if the failure of past attempts to teach
chimps to talk had not been a result simply of their not possess-
ing the appropriate vocal apparatus, and recognizing in chimps
a disposition to use gestures, the Gardners decided to try to
establish communication with Washoe through gestural rather
than auditory language. Washoe took to it readily. In April,
1967, ten months after the beginning of her training, she had
acquired about a dozen signs; at the end of three years she had
a repertoire of eighty-five signs; by the end of five years, 130
signs. Reviewing experiments with Washoe and other chimps,
Duane Rumbaugh and Timothy Gill, of the Yerkes Regional

as the subject of all conscious activity, including perceptions and imaginations, is
obviously not the same as Aristotle’s »ofs. In order to deal economically with
problems that arise for Aristotle and Aristotelians, we will not attempt in this
paper to relate everything that is said here to the mind-body discussions bequeathed
to contemporary philosophy by Descartes.

7 Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven: Yale, 1944), pp. 27-41.

8 Mortimer Adler, The Difference of Man and the Difference It Makes (N. Y.:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1967). Cf. below, n. 186.
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Primate Center at Emory University, reported in 1976 that the
limit of vocabulary acquisition by chimps “is clearly beyond
200 words.” ®* Within the first year of her training Washoe was
already combining signs in unexpected ways, saying, “ gimme
sweet,” and “ come open.” On one occasion, lacking a sign for
a bib, she coined one, as another chimp, Lucy, invented a sign
for her leash. Lucy combined signs for candy and drink to pro-
duce an appropriate sign for watermelon. Chimps are reported
to initiate conversations as well as to reply to questions. They
sometimes appear to express emotion, as when Washoe signed,
“cry me me hurt,” as one of her human tenders absented her-
self from a training session. As though to show herself like us
even in our weaknesses, Washoe uses “ dirty ” as a swear-word:
“ dirty Jack gimme drink.” At least so it seems.*

One of the difficulties of evaluating experiments using Ames-
lan is that grammar, thought by such eminent linguists as Noam
Chomsky to be essential to human language, plays little part in
it. Is there any evidence that chimps can arrange words syntac-
tically? From this point of view the experiments with Lana, the
chimp at the Yerkes laboratory that communicates via a com-
puterized typewriter, and Sarah, the chimp trained by David
Premack to communicate through multiple arrangements of a
variety of plastic chips, may be important. At any rate, both

2 D. Rumbaugh and T. Gill, “ Mastery of Language-Type Skills by the Chimpan-
zee (Pan),” Origins and Evolution of Language and Speech, Annals of the New
York Academy of Sciences, Vol. 280 (1976), 564.

10 A popular résumé of the chimp language experiments is Eugene Linden’s Apes,
Men, and Language (New York: Saturday Review/Dutton, 1974). However, the
book often seems more interested in exciting readers about the topic than in pro-
viding exact accounts of the experiments and how they were conducted; and
interlarded with the reporting of experiments is an wuncritical philosophy of science,
A soberer review is offered by June H. Hill, “ Apes and Language,” Annual Review
of Anthropology, Vol. 7 (1978), pp. 89-112. An excellent introduction is Ann J.
Premack, Why Chimps. Can Read (New York: Harper Colophon, 1976). From the
researchers themselves one gets the most detailed descriptions of the ways in which
experiments were carried out, without which information philosophical analysis is
impossible. Concerning the experiments with Washoe see in particular R. Allen
Gardner and Beatrice T. Gardner, “ Teaching Sign Language to a Chimpanzee,”
Science, 165, 664-672.
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chimps have repeatedly displayed respect for proper word-order.
Lana, whose requests go unanswered if she deviates from the
established Yerkish word order, speedily presses the “erase”
button when she makes a mistake. She has learned to formu-
late interrogative as well as declarative sentences. And if the
ability to handle relational terms is fundamental to the linking
of subject and predicate in a syntactically structured sentence,
then Sarah’s correct answering of questions about sameness or
difference between items, her correct use of Premackese tokens
representing “ the size of,” “ the shape of,” ““ the color of,” and
her ability to handle the quantifiers “ all,” “ none,” * several,”
and “one” deserve close scrutiny. Sarah can classify things.
She can formulate elementary compound sentences. More strik-
ingly, she behaves in such a way as to indicate that she has a
grasp of “1if . .. then ” sentences.™

Startling as have been the experiments with chimpanzees,
even more amazing are the results being achieved by Francine
Patterson and her Stanford University gorilla Koko, who has
already outstripped the chimps in her rate of vocabulary acqui-
sition and in the total number of Ameslan signs mastered. At
last report she had a working vocabulary of 875 signs. She car-
ries on conversations, asking and answering questions, accord-
ing to Dr. Patterson’s reports. She talks about feeling “ happy ”
or “sad ” herself and shows empathy toward other animals—as
when, seeing a horse with a bit in its mouth, she signed, * horse
sad.” She uses the signs “ good ” and “ bad.” She shows a sense
of humor, it seems, as in the conversation in which she called a
trainer a “ bird ” and a “nut.” She may even have learned to
lie: caught once chewing on a lipstick, she began to pretend that
she was applying color to her lips.**?

11 David Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man (New York: John Wiley and
Sons, 1976); D. Rumbaugh and T. Gill, art. cit.,, note 9, above.

12 Francine Patterson, “ Conversations with a Lowland Gorilla,” National Geo-
graphic (October 1978), pp. 438-465; “ Linguistic Capabilities of a Lowland Goril-
la,” Sign Language and Language Acquisition in Man and Ape: New Dimensions in
Comparative Pedolinguistics, ed. Fred C. C. Peng, AAAS Symposium # 16 (Boulder,
Colorado: Westview Press, 1978), pp. 161-201.
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Not all of those researching ape language skills are convinced
that ape “talk ” resembles the human as closely as the fore-
going review suggests. H. S. Terrace and others working with a
chimp appropriately named Noam Chimsky (Nim for short)
have come to doubt that apes can structure their use of signs
according to grammatical rules or carry on conversations.*®
Though Terrace’s findings are disputed by Allen Gardner and
Francine Patterson, Duane Rumbaugh has been at least partly
converted. He, E. Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, and others involved
in Project Lana have recently decided that their own early
tests of Lana, as well as experiments done with Washoe and
Sarah, were inconclusive, focused, they say, too much on the
ability of an ape to produce a sign and not enough on the ability
of the ape to understand a sign. Allowing that apes frequently
associate names with objects, they deny that such behavior
need be properly linguistic. What is needed is evidence that
apes understand words to refer to things even when the refer-
ents of the words are not perceptually present to stimulate the
signing. Despite the inadequacies of earlier tests, however, the
Rumbaughs are satisfied, thanks to their own most recent work
with the chimps Sherman and Austin, that “ the ability to use
symbols representationally ” and not just associationally ““can
be acquired by the chimp.” **

Are we witnessing, as has been suggested, a major revolution
in our understanding of animals? ** If we are, should we not
anticipate a major revolution in our understanding of man?

13 . 8. Terrace, “ How Nim Chimpky Changed My Mind,” Psychology Today
(November 1979), pp. 65-76; H. S. Terrace, L. A. Petitto, R. J. Sanders, and
T. G. Bever, “Can An Ape Create a Sentence?” Science, Vol. 206 (November
1979), 891-902; H. S. Terrace and T. G. Bever, “ What Might Be Learned from
Studying Language in the Chimpanzee? The Importance of Symbolizing Oneself,”
Origins and Evolution of Language and Speech, Annals of the New York Academy
of Sciences, Vol. 280 (1976), 579-588, along with “ Discussion,” 604-611.

1¢ T, Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, Duane Rumbaugh, and Sarah Boysen, “ Do Apes
Use Language? ” American Scientist, 68 (1980), 48-61, and * Symbolic Communi-
cation Between Two Chimpanzees (Pan Troglodytes),” Science 201 (1978), 641-
644. For a brief indication of Gardner’s and Patterson’s rejection of Terrace’s con-
clusions see The New York Times, October 21, 1979.

15 June Hill, art. cit. (note 10), p. 109.
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Since no one really doubts that man is in numerous ways dif-
ferent from and superior to other animals, our question about
man as a uniquely linguistic animal may not seem important.
However, if what philosophers have taken to provide the clear-
est evidence of a difference in kind between man and beast fails
to establish what it has been thought to establish, either we will
have to rely on other, perhaps less satisfactory, evidence, or we
will have to abandon the conviction that man differs significant-
ly in kind from at least certain higher-level primates.*®* Many
philosophers are already satisfied that the difference is at bottom
but one of degree (perhaps in the size of the brain or in the com-
plexity of the neurological system) ** If these philosophers are
right, the traditional Christian view of man as the bodily being
set apart from all others by reason of his rational, spiritual and
subsistent soul needs fundamental revamping. And if they are
right, it is hard to see the radically different ways in which we
treat man and beast—recognizing only the former as a person,
characterizing the latter as a mere thing—as other than arbi-
trary expressions of human self-interest. Should it be thought
that the manifest difference in degree of intelligence warrants
favored treatment for men, what happens when some apes do
better on IQ tests than mentally retarded human beings? As
the distinction between man and beast is blurred, we can expect
some people to reduce man to the status of a high-level beast
and others to elevate the beast to the level of a right-bearing
person.® The notion of person, central to ethies and prominent

18 A difference in degree, or a quantitative difference, occurs when two things
possess a common characteristic but one has more of it and the other less. A
difference in kind, or a qualitative difference, occurs when one thing possesses &
characteristic altogether lacking in the other. Sometimes a difference in kind is
derivative and not fundamental, resulting from the crossing of a “ critical threshold ”
in a continuum of degrees (as when water subjected to progressively higher degrees
of temperature suddenly loses the qualities of a liquid and acquires those of a
vapor). Cf, Mortimer Adler, The Difference of Man, Chapter 2.

17 Within this group Mortimer Adler includes Gilbert Ryle, Herbert Feigl, Wil-
frid Sellars, Kenneth Craik, J. J. C. Smart, Anthony Quinton, et al. The Difference
of Man, p. 208.

18 Cf,, for instance, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, on the one hand, and
Richard Adams’s The Plague Dogs, on the other. As an example of the growing
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in recent debate concerning abortion, “ death with dignity,”
world hunger, judicial and prison reform, etc., provides another
handle for taking hold of the basic issue here. The question is
whether there is anything in the constitution of a human being
that justifies our classifying him as a person, radically different
in kind from all other bodily things, including animals. Even
though the question as thus formulated is clearly beyond the
scope of a short essay, we can hope to investigate profitably
whether, as the Aristotelian tradition maintains, human lan-
guage provides us with clear access to man’s specific difference
or whether the ape language experiments of the past dozen years
have shown the Aristotelian doctrine to be obsolete.*

Despite the obvious importance of the ape language experi-
ments to our understanding of the genus animal and, thus, the
species man, philosophers have maintained a puzzling silence
concerning them.” Perhaps they are in awe at the rapidity of
the discoveries being made by the animal researchers and judge
it prudent to await further evidence before attempting philo-
sophical evaluation of the data. However, since the popular
press immediately seizes upon the most startling of these dis-
coveries and frequently invites the layman to rash judgments

body of philosophical literature on animal rights see Peter Singer, Animal Libera-
tion (New York: Avon, 1975), though Singer prefers the language of “interest”
to “right.”

19 Most of the enormous body of philosophical literature on the nature of man
has paid only passing attention to human language as indicative of that nature. A
notable exception among works produced prior to the ape language experiments is
Jonathan Bennett’s Rationality: An Essay Towards an Analysis (London: Rout-
ledge and Xegan Paul, 1964). Bennett sets human language against the dance
language of the honey-bee to ascertain what is distinctive of human language and
human intelligence. Another exception: Etienne Gilson, Linguistique et philosophie:
Essai sur les constantes philosophiques du langage (Paris: Vrin, 1969). On the
points of greatest interest to us Gilson is content to endorse Adler’s teaching.

20 Again, the exceptions are very few: Norman Malcolm and Mary Midgley,
cited above in note 6; Mortimer J. Adler, “ The Confusion of the Animalists,”
Great Ideas Today 1975 (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1975); John N.
Deely, “Modern Logic, Animal Psychology, and Human Discourse: A New Ap-
proach to the Question of What Underlies Human Speech,” Revue de I'Université
&’Ottawa, Vol. 45 (1975), 80-100, and “ Animal Intelligence and Concept-Forma-
tion,” The Thomist, XXXV (1971), 55-83.
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about the importance of what some chimp or some gorilla has
done, it behooves philosophers at least to try to identify key
issues, to offer whatever clarification they can, and to re-
examine questions about the existence of immaterial factors
like a rational soul, which empirical science dismisses a priori.

1. Signalling versus Designating.

Certainly the most painstaking examination of the relevance
of language to the specification of human nature that any phi-
losopher in the Aristotelian tradition has produced in very many
years is Mortimer Adler’s The Difference of Man and the Differ-
ence It Makes. Though written just prior to the first of the ape
language experiments, it remains illuminating regarding our
question.

Focusing on the fact that the words of any language, in order
to be considered as words and not merely as noises or as marks
on a page, have to be taken as having meaning, as being signs
of things other than themselves, Adler closely studied the no-
tion of sign and emphasized a distinction between two types of
sign—the signal and the designator. Words, he pointed out, can
function both as signals and as designators. Suppose that I say
to my dog, “ Quiet.” If, thanks to prior conditioning, the dog
responds to this command by stopping its barking, we will be
tempted to say that the dog knows what quiet means. The word
quiet said in a certain tone of voice appears to signal the dog
to behave in a certain way.” Suppose that I utter the same
word to my children when they disturb my studying. It will
function as a signal for them too. However, it may also function
in another way, as when I explain, “ Quiet is a relative lack of
vibrations set up in the air. . . .” Here the word, instead of
signalling something, designates something. Non-linguistic sig-
nals help us to recognize the distinctive features of the first type
of signification or meaning. Dark clouds signal rain; smoke
signals fire; the dinner-bell signals dinner. The relationship be-
tween the signal and the signalled is always an if-then relation-

21 Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 134-136, 166-180, 187-188.
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ship. The signal is something perceived which implies or por-
tends or suggests something else, as yet unperceived. When we
perceive the dark clouds, we know that rain is likely. When
the barking dog hears the command, “ Quiet,” it seems to know
(at least in some weak sense of the verb to know) the change
in its behavior that is being called for. Designators function
differently. In the sentence “ Quiet is a relative lack of vibra-
tions . . ..” the meaning of quiet is plainly not implicational;
between the sign and the signified there is no if-then relation-
ship. When, as in this case, a word is a designator, it refers to,
stands for, names something else, which may or may not be
perceived or perceptible.”” Returning to the example of the
cloud, we may say that the word cloud designates the cloud in
the sky, which in turn signals the impending rain. In such
fashion did Adler in 1967 distinguish the designative from the
signalling function of words; and at that time it still seemed to
him that in animal behavior words function exclusively as sig-
nals, never as designators, while for men words function both as
signals and as designators.?

The importance of the distinction is that, while Adler found
the use of signals explicable at the level of perceptual thought,
which philosophers in the Aristotelian tradition have always
ascribed to brute animals, the use of designators he judged in-
explicable without appeal to another power, which he called
conceptual thought or reason or intellect, Since man uses desig-
nators, while brute animals apparently do not, we ascribe to
man but not to other animals a power of concept-formation.*

This distinction between perceptual and conceptual thinking
calls for some elaboration. In sense-perception, Adler taught,
not only do we apprehend individual material things but we
can apprehend two or more individuals as members of a par-
ticular kind and can discriminate individuals of one kind from

22 Ibid., especially pp. 168-173. Cf. Adler, Some Questions About Language: A
Theory of Human Discourse and Its Objects (LaSalle: Open Court, 1976), pp. 18-
29.

23 Adler, The Difference of Man, p. 136.

24 Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 188-190.
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individuals of another kind. In conception, on the other hand,
we can recognize even a single individual as belonging to a cer-
tain kind as well as discriminate individuals of various kinds;
we can also understand what the kind is like whether or not
individual instances of it are perceived or perceptible.”

Now, just why did Adler maintain that the designative use
of words implies the presence within the user of a power of
concept-formation? We may begin from the fact that designa-
tors are, apart from human convention, meaningless sounds or
marks that have no natural relation to the things they desig-
nate. The question occurs—how do these marks or sounds
come to have the meaning accorded them by this or that lin-
guistic community? It might be thought that a word acquires
its meaning simply by being repeatedly used in connection with
the things that it is supposed to name. Thus a child is taught to
say, “ Dog,” every time Bowser, Fido, Rover, and other similar
things come into view; the repetition teaches the child that dog
means Bowser, Fido, Rover, ete. Though such an explanation
seems acceptable as far as it goes, it fails to account for the fact
that by a similar process the child may come to call Bowser a
“poodle ” or a “ quadruped.” How is it that these words having
different meanings (poodle names a narrower class than dog,
quadruped a larger one) are equally applicable? Is it because
the meaning of the term dog derives not from the perceived
particular lying at my feet but from the class to which it be-
longs? The trouble with this explanation is that it is particulars
that actually exist and are perceived, not classes. The applica-
tion to Bowser of a wide variety of names having diverse desig-
native significance makes sense only if I am capable of repre-
senting Bowser to my consciousness in correspondingly diverse
ways. “ Since the animal lying at my feet is and can be per-
ceived in only one way, it cannot be the object as perceived that
confers meaning on the three words that I use to designate it.”
Rather, it is according as things are differently conceived that I
designate them differently. Adler concluded: “ This simple case

26 Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 136-138, 154-162.
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of using different common or general names to designate a per-
ceived object clearly establishes the proposition that designators
derive their denotative and connotative significance from con-
cepts, not from percepts, perceptual residues, or even such per-
ceptual attainments as perceptual abstractions.”

Such, in very summary form, is the argument based on the
distinction between signals and designators that Adler set forth
in The Difference of Man. But those familiar with subsequent
ape language experiments may want to challenge Adler’s prem-
ise that only man uses words as designators. They may recall
seeing Washoe on the Nowva television documentary sitting in
front of a cabinet signing “ hat” as a hat appeared before her,
signing “ baby ” for doll, and appropriately naming many other
items. Even if in this exercise taken just by itself Washoe’s
gestural words can be interpreted merely as responses behavior-
istically stimulated by items functioning as signals or cues, the
difficulty remains that Washoe and other apes now seem to use
words productively in ways that have not been programmed by
human trainers.”” One sort of productivity is detectable when
an ape, lacking a sign for something, invents one—as Washoe
did with “bib” and Lucy with “leash,” * as Koko did with
“bite,” “tickle,” “stethoscope,” and “darn.”* Something
similar occurs when apes combine known signs in novel ways,
apparently to name something—for example, Lucy’s “ cry hurt
food ” for radishes.** Although the Rumbaughs have come
gradually to deny the validity of most of the data purporting
to show that ape naming is of the same kind as human naming,
they do maintain, as a result of their testing of the chimps Sher-
man and Austin, that apes can understand what a name signifies
even when the referent of the name is not perceptually present

26 Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 184-185.

27 Note 9, above. Cf. Charles F. Hockett’s remarks on productivity as one of the
“ Jdesign features” of language, in “ The Origin of Speech,” Scientific American,
Vol. 202 (Sept. 1960), 90.

28 Fugene Linden, Apes, Men, and Language, pp. 152-155.

29 Francine Patterson, “ Linguistic Capabilities of a Lowland Gorilla,” op. cit.,
p.191.

30 Linden, op. cit., p. 106.
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to stimulate the chimp producing the sign or the chimp receiv-
ing the message. Their experiments include allowing one chimp
to witness the sealing of food in a container and then after some
delay to tell another chimp, who was not a witness, what food
is inside. If the second chimp shows understanding of the mes-
sage by asking for the food that is in the container, both chimps
are rewarded by being allowed to share the treat.®* Should we
abandon now the claim that only man uses words as designa-
tors? Even the cautious Rumbaughs seem to think we should.?
And Mortimer Adler conceded this point several years ago in a
symposium on communication published in Great Ideas Today
19753

But if animals other than man use words designatively, does
it not follow according to Adler’s argument in The Difference of
Man that animals other than man have a power of concept-
formation? Either apes too are rational, or that early argument
was faulty.

Examples of complex naming such as Lucy’s “ ery hurt food ”
for radishes deserve additional comment. Though there is some
possibility that Lucy’s label is not one label but three discrete
expressions run together,® she certainly appears (from the re-
ports) to classify radishes not only as food but also as things that
hurt and as things that bring tears to the eyes. Similarly, when
Lana asks for the “ banana-which-is-black,” she appears to ap-
prehend one and the same item both as a black thing and as a
banana. When she asks for the * apple-which-is-orange (color-
ed),” she seems to grasp one and the same thing both as an
edible similar to an apple and as an orange-colored thing.*®
Such chimp talk seems to be of the same kind as human talk

31 E. Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, Duane Rumbaugh, Sarah Boysen, “ Symbolic Com-
munication Between Two Chimpanzees,” Science, 201, (1978), 641-644,

32 E. Sue Savage-Rumbaugh, et al., “ Do Apes Use Language? ” American Sci-
entist, 68 (1980), 52, 59-60.

33 Adler, “ The Confusion of the Animalists,” Great Ideas Today 1975, Proposi-
tion 10c, p. 88.

34 Cf., Ann Premack, Why Chimps Can Read, pp. 74; H. S. Terrace, “ How Nim
Chimpsky Changed My Mind,” op. cit., p. 68.

35 Rumbaugh and Gill, “ Mastery ...”, op. cit. (n. 9 above), pp. 564-565:
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of Bowser as a dog, a poodle, and a quadruped. If the use of
generic and specific designators by men is taken to point to the
presence in them of a power of concept-formation, it ought to
lead us to the same conclusion in the case of other animals.

But is it true that the use of “ different common or general
names to designate a perceived object ” is inexplicable without
appeal to conceptual, as opposed to perceptual, thought? A key
step in Adler’s argument was that through perception we can
grasp an object in only one way.** Now, this statement appears
to be false. Consider those exercises on Gestalt switches that are
common in textbooks on the psychology of perception. That
black-and-white pattern which we first perceive as the upturned
bills of ducks suddenly we see as the horns of antelopes. What
at first we see as merely random blotches of ink we next see as
the representation of a human face. Granted that judgments
are implicit in these apprehensions, they seem to be perceptual
rather than intellectual judgments.®® Moreover, Adler himself
admitted in his original argument that there are such things as
perceptual abstractions and perceptual generalizations, that
through perception we can grasp things as belonging to this or
that kind.*®* He seemed to grant that even lowly Bowser can
perceive Rover both as a dog, rather than as a cat, and as a
male dog against which it must defend its territory rather than
as a female dog. He seemed to allow that Bowser can discrim-
inate humans from other animals and, among humans, strangers
from friends. In other words, in his remarks about perceptual
abstraction and discrimination he seemed to allow that Bowser,
an animal which he did not for a minute presume to have pow-
ers of conceptualization, can have different perceptions of one
and the same thing. If Bowser could talk, we would expect himn
to have different names corresponding to these different percep-
tions. And now that apes have begun to name things, we ought
to expect them to employ type names as well as individual

36 Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 184-185.
87 Adler disputes this view. The Difference of Man, pp. 383-334, notes 13 and 14.
38 Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 152-154.
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names, generic names as well as specific, even if we do not sup-
pose them to be able to conceptualize.

II1.  Universality and the Intellect.

The considerations that we have just brought against Adler’s
argument based on the fact of different common names being
used to designate the same thing may seem to tell also against
the traditional view that common names, by reason of their be-
ing common, depend on a faculty other than perception, where-
by things are grasped universally. Thomas Aquinas taught that
every sense power, because it is embodied in a material organ,
is necessarily limited to the apprehension of the singular and
that our consciousness of grasping things universally shows that
we have another apprehensive power—namely, intellect.** Now,
since supposedly brute animals give evidence of grasping things
as belonging to this or that kind, since apes use common as well
as proper nouns, should we not allow that non-human animals
also grasp things universally?

The question is complicated. We should consider, in the first
place, that it is one thing for Washoe to classify Roger Fouts as
a man; it would be quite another thing for her to say, “ Man is
a rational animal.” When an ape correctly identifies this as a
“man,” that as a “ hat,” something else as “ fruit,” these com-
mon nouns are equivalent to predicate terms in various S-is-P
sentences and thus have to be taken particularly. Such asser-
tions do not give evidence of a grasp of the universal as such.
Though a kind is apprehended, it is apprehended only as in-
stantiated and so can be explained, as Adler maintains, at the
perceptual level, through perceptual memory and perceptual
generalization.*

39 Thomas Aquinas, S.C.G., II, 49, #1248 and # 1250; 66, # 1438. That St.
Thomas’s teaching on human knowing and human nature is inspired by Aristotle
we can hardly doubt. Still, the differentiation of intellect and sense on the basis
of universality vs. singularity does not seem to be authentically Aristotelian: cf.
Aristotle, 4.Po., II, 19, 100a4-8; 100a13-100bl; Metapk., M. 10, 1087a10-25), though
some texts (e.g., A4.Po, I, 87b38-39) might seem to say the contrary.

40 Adler, The Difference of Man, p. 162.
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Much more startling, and informative, would be ape use of
common nouns as the subjects of explicitly universal sentences.
To use common nouns in this way might well be to manifest in-
dependence of the perceived particular, But has not David
Premack’s chimp Sarah performed the startling feat of employ-
ing selectively universal, particular, and singular sentences?
Premack has taught Sarah to distinguish all, several, and one by
using crackers of various shapes and asking her how many are
of a particular shape. Through training she has come with ac-
ceptable dependability to answer correctly.** Now, judging the
significance of Sarah’s accomplishment is hazardous. When
Thomas Aquinas spoke of universality as a distinguishing fea-
ture of intellectual or conceptual thought, he was not thinking
of a mere collective universal; he was thinking of the apprehen-
sion of a nature apart from everything accidental to it—e.g., the
grasping of man apart from this flesh and these bones proper to
Socrates. If one apprehends, however imperfectly, the nature
of man and not just a contingent fact about a plurality of men,
he will be able to say not only “ All men are mortal,” but equiva-
lently, “It is of the nature of man to be mortal.” ** Now,
Sarah’s sentences about the crackers do not invite corresponding
reformulation. “ All crackers > seems to be a purely extensive or
collective universal. Sarah first grasps one cracker as round,
then another, then another; soon she grasps all five as round—in
other words, all of them as round. “All crackers are round ”
appears to be nothing more than a summary of a series of in-
dividual judgments—a kind of generalization that is well within
the province of perceptual thought.

If what is crucial in the identification of conceptual thinking
according to Aristotle and Aristotelians is evidence that natures

41 David Premack, “ Language in Chimpanzee,” Science, Vol. 172 (1971), 808-
822, especially 817-818; Cf. Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man, pp. 268-272.

42 Thomas Aquinas, Expositio super Librum Boethii DE TRINITATE, V, 2; In
VII Metaph., lect. 18, #157 (ed. Cathala-Spiazzi); De Ente et Essentia, Ch. 3. On
the distinction between a collective universal and the universal grasp of a unitary
nature, see also Jacques Maritain, Formal Logie, tr. I. Choquette (New York;
Sheed and Ward, 1946), pp. 27-28, 171-175, 206-213.
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are grasped as such, independently of perceived instances, the
presence or absence of the quantifier all may not matter. Thus,
in the sentence “ Man is a rational animal,” which above we
supposed to be beyond the capacity of an ape, we need no modi-
fier to make clear that man is being taken universally. But is
such a sentence more than we should expect of apes? Sarah has
put together numerous very similar sentences in which the sub-
ject-term, though unmodified, might be thought to designate a
nature taken universally: “ Yellow is a color,” “ Chocolate is
candy,” ‘ Apple is-not candy,” ete. And apparently she can use
the tokens representing yellow, a chocolate candy, or an apple.
without being immediately stimulated by something yellow,
a chocolate candy, or an apple.*®* However, even though
these sentences are of the same grammatical form as “ Man
is a rational animal,” it is not clear that they are of the
same epistemological form. A little conversation with the
person who utters this last sentence is likely to make clear
that rational animal is more than an alternate expression
for man; it is a definition that articulates something of the com-
plexity of the notion of man. Much more important than the
fact that this term extends to a potential infinity of individual
men is the fact that it expresses a determinate intelligible con-
tent, contains certain intelligible notes. Even though Sarah uses
various generic and specific names, and uses them as the sub-
jects of sentences, her correct use of such terms may betray
nothing more than a purely extensional grasp of the universal,
nothing more than the fact that, whereas she associates a term
like banana with only one sort of fruit, she associates fruit with
bananas, apples, oranges, etc.

Despite abundant evidence that many different species of
animal apprehend individuals as belonging to this or that kind,
and despite Sarah’s use of common nouns as subjects of her sen-
tences, with or without the quantifier all, the universality of
animal awareness should not, on the basis of currently available
data, be identified with the universality of man’s judgments

48 David Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man, pp. 200-235.
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concerning the natures of things. Aristotle’s insight that the
apprehension of the nature of a thing calls for another power
than sense-perception, though perhaps questionable on other
grounds, is left untouched by ape-produced sentences that em-
ploy common nouns.

It is in the light of the foregoing reflections on the universal
grasping of a nature in independence of the conditions according
to which it is here and now that we should understand Adler’s
summary observation that while man can talk about an individ-
ual as a member of a kind and also about the kind itself,
whether or not any perceptible instance is present, other animals
can do only the former, and that only provided that an instance
is perceptually present.** We should note parenthetically that
if this ability to transcend the perceptual present is not tied to
the apprehension of natures as such, it will easily be confused
with “ displacement,” which, at least prior to the ape language
experiments, many linguists thought to be unique to human lan-
guage. Charles F. Hockett in enumerating his “ design fea-
tures ” of language has defined displacement as the ability “ to
talk about things that are remote in space or time (or both)
from where the talking goeson.” ** The trouble with this criterion
of man’s uniqueness is that it indiscriminately lumps together
what we might call “ intellectual displacement ” and “ percep-
tual displacement.” No pet owner is apt to doubt that animals
phylogenetically far more distant from man than any ape often
act on the basis of remembered rather than present perceptions,
and “ detour ” experiments confirm that animals not thought to
conceptualize often continue to respond to a stimulus even when
that stimulus is temporarily removed from their perceptual
field. If our concern is whether human language is qualita-
tively different from animal communication and thus bespeaks
an underlying qualitative difference between man and other
animals, discussion only of the degree of spatial or temporal re-

44 Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 161-162,
45 Charles F. Hockett, “The Origin of Speech,” Scientific American, Vol. 208
(Sept. 1960) , 90.
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moteness of the things about which man, as opposed to the
beast, can talk is irrelevant.

IV. The Naming of Imperceptible Entities.

As long as our gaze remains fixed on material things, our dif-
ferentiation of conceptual and perceptual awareness is bound to
remain less clear-cut than we might like. It becomes sharper
when we reflect on the fact that our objects of awareness include
intrinsically imperceptible entities as well as things made pres-
ent to us only via sensation. Now, if man is the only animal to
give evidence of grasping imperceptible entities, this fact will
count heavily in favor of the view that man differs in kind from
other animals. In 1975 Adler was satisfied that such evidence
was at hand. Granted that apes use name-words, he said, man
is the only animal to “ use name-words to refer to imperceptible
objects, such as 7ight and wrong, just and unjust, liberty and
equality, infinity and eternity, perceptual thought and concep-
tual thought, and so on.” ** Clearly echoing Aristotle and St.
Thomas on this point, Adler maintained that here is some of the
strongest evidence proving that man differs from the ape in kind
rather than in degree.*”

Since Adler wrote these words, however, the gorilla Koko has
shown facility in speaking of things and actions as “ good ” or
“bad.” On one occasion, after having been told the story of
the three little kittens who lost their mittens, Koko signed that
the mother of the kittens was angry and that the kittens were
crying; and then she signed, “ bad.” Koko had been taught that
it is wrong to steal things or to break them. She has been ob-

‘served signing to herself, “bad,” while ripping toys apart.*®
Once when playing with two gorilla dolls, she signed, “chase
tickle,” and proceeded to hit the two dolls together, as though

46 Adler, “ The Confusion of the Animalists,” Proposition 10f (i-iii), Great Ideas
Today 1975, p. 84.

47 Aristotle, Politics, I, 2, 1253a6-18; Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles,
II, 49, # 1251; 66, # 1439. Some philosophers may want to dispute our claim to
knowledge of immaterial entities. We cannot settle so large a question here.
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in play, before seeming to join in a kind of wrestling match with
the two of them; as she ended the fun, she signed, “ good gorilla
good good.” * No doubt Aristotle would be enormously sur-
prised at Koko’s accomplishments. But the key question, of
course, is, what do the words good and bad mean to Koko?
Does Koko sign “ good ” to indicate her own (perhaps merely
sentient) delight in something—e.g., a game? Then, allowing
that her way of expressing herself is not the typical animal way,
the fact that she should announce her delight is no more start-
ling than the dog’s wagging of its tail. Does Koko use good as a
way of observing that others are delighted in something—e.g.,
that Francine Patterson, her trainer, is pleased by certain be-
havior? Then again, granted that her competence in Ameslan
is remarkable, the fact that she should take notice of the de-
lights of others is no more startling than the dog’s reading of
pleasure or displeasure in the attitude of its master. Unless
Koko begins to talk about the good and the bad as such, we are
not apt to be able to say that she has a concept of goodness.
Unlike Koko, a man can explain what he means by a “ good
drink,” “ good games,” “ good behavior.” If he is a philosopher,
he may even discourse intelligently about the standard of moral
goodness or about goodness as analogically common to all ex-
istents. But just as Koko does not clearly talk about man or
gorilla or any material thing as such, neither does she talk about
the imperceptible good as such. Thus, her use of good and bad,
though remarkable enough, falls short of providing clear evi-
dence that apes can conceptualize the immaterial.

Francine Patterson reports a conversation in which Koko ad-
mitted to having bitten her (three days earlier) and apologized.
Asked, “ why bite? ” Koko responded, “ because mad.” Asked,
“ why mad?” Koko answered, “ don’t-know.” ** What is par-
ticularly interesting here is Koko’s use of because. Can it be

48 Francine Patterson, “ Conversations with a Gorilla,”
(October 1978), 448.
49 F. Patterson, “ Linguistic Capabilities of a Lowland Gorilla,” op. cit., 195-196.
50 Patterson, “ Linguistic Capabilities . . .”, op. cit., p. 197,

National Geographic
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that Koko is capable of representing to herself inperceptible
causal relations? Whether Koko associates biting with being
mad simply because the somewhat violent actions of others
have been described to her in similar fashion or because, acting
consciously, she can recognize her own feelings as causal factors
in her conduct we can hardly hope to determine on the basis of
published reports. But the incident is suggestive.

Also suggestive are David Premack’s reports of Sarah’s re-
sponses to conditional statements. Having established Sarah’s
clear preference for chocolate over fruit, Premack then provided
Sarah with conditional sentences like the following: ‘If Sarah
take banana, then Mary no give Sarah chocolate ”’; “ If Sarah
give red card Mary, then Mary give candy Sarah.” Though
Sarah experienced more than the usual difficulty in mastering
this type of sentence, she eventually came to behave in such a
way as one would expect of a chocolate-loving chimp who un-
derstood the sentences.”* Now, in every conditional proposition
the granting of the antecedent clause, or the condition, causes
us to grant the consequent, or the conditioned. We wonder,
therefore, whether Sarah’s behavior indicates an awareness of
causality. As David Premack wondered this very question, he
noticed that the tests did not make clear whether Sarah dis-
tinguished “if . .. then ” sentences from copulative and disjunc-
tive sentences. “If Sarah eat apple, then Mary give candy
Sarah ” could be taken by Sarah to mean only, “ Sarah eat ap-
ple and Mary give candy.” “If Sarah take banana, then she
no take apple ” could be read by Sarah as, *“ Take banana or take
apple.” In hopes of throwing light on this question, Premack
devised non-verbal tests of causal awareness. In one of these
Sarah and three other chimps were shown a whole apple, fol-
lowed by an interrogative marker, followed by a cut apple. The
chimps were given three different things that they could substi-
tute for the interrogative marker: a glass of water, a pencil, and
a knife. Three of the four chimps did well, correctly picking the
knife eight and nine out of twelve times. Another test offered

51 Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man, pp. 236-243.



562 ROBERT J. MCLAUGHLIN

the sequence: dry sponge, ?, wet sponge. The chimps picked
water. Another offered blank paper, ?, paper with writing on it.
The chimps picked the pencil. To minimize the chances of the
chimps relying on remembered association of pencils and paper,
water and sponges, knives and split apples, Premack employed
transfer tests in which some of the items were nonsensical—e.g.,
a plain apple, ?, an apple with writing on it; a whole sponge, ?,
two halves of a sponge. In such tests the chimps performed as
well as before.** To the suggestion thus made that chimps can
grasp causal relations, we might object, along with one of Prem-
ack’s students, that maybe chimps only know “ ‘ that scribbles
go with pencils* or that water makes things wet or that knives
cut.” Premack replies that he sees “little difference between
this functional knowledge and causal inference except in the
greater generality of the latter.” However, just this difference
may be crucial, especially if we were correct earlier in our em-
phasis on the distinction between perceptual thought as a fac-
ulty of grasping types (of things, of relationships) only as
instantiated in perceived individuals and conceptual thought as
a faculty of grasping types in independence of perceived or per-
ceivable instances. Premack, mdeed, allows that man has a
notion of causality that is universal: whenever man experiences
a change, he supposes that there is a cause of the change, even
if the cause escapes his notice. Moreover, the relationship be-
tween cause and effect he understands to be necessary: given
the cause causing, the effect cannot not be. Have Premack’s
chimps shown themselves able to grasp the notion of cause in
its universality and necessity? “ One might suppose,” says
Premack, that such a notion of causality ““could not be evi-
denced except with the use of language.” ** In other words, as
long as apes do not talk about cause-effect relationships as such,
we are not likely to establish the presence in them of a concept
of causality as opposed to a merely perceptual awareness of this
or that thing as productive of this or that sort of effect, a power

52 Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man, pp. 249-258.
53 Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man, p. 258,
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long recognized as properly animal and abundantly evident in
any animal’s pursuit of the things it likes and avoidance of the
things it fears.”* Here again, therefore, the evidence falls short
of establishing that apes grasp imperceptible entities.

V. Syntazx.

In man’s ability to discourse, first, about the very natures of
material things and, second, about imperceptible entities we
thus discover features of human communicative behavior that
seem to be unique. Are there other features? Associated with
the name of Noam Chomsky, as we have already noted, is the
view that language understood as a system of signs structured
according to grammatical rules is a distinctively human posses-
sion.”* Among ape-language researchers this view has received
little support except from H. S. Terrace and his collaborators.
Terrace has recently argued that most of his colleagues have
been led to overvalue ape language accomplishments because of
faulty record-keeping (not carefully noting all of an ape’s utter-
ances, in the actual order of their production), a pre-disposition
to see meaningful combinations of signs where the juxaposition
may have been only by chance, a failure of trainers to guard
sufficiently against inadvertent prompting of the ape, inatten-
tion to the element of imitation in ape communications, and
confusion of genuine conversations with interruptive demands
by the ape, motivated by a desire for the reward that the ape
has come to associate with the completion of a sequence of
signs.*® Before we affirm that ape “ sentences ” are constructed

5¢ John Deely, ““Animal Intelligence and Concept Formation,” The Thomist,
XXXV (1971), 43-98.

55 Noam Chomsky, Language and Mind (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovano-
vich, 1972), p. 70.

56 1, 8. Terrace, “ How Nim Chimpsky Changed My Mind,” op. ¢it.,, 65-76. On
the issue of prompting, ¢f. Thomas A. Sebeok and Jean Umiker-Sebeok, “ Perform-
ing Animals: Secrets of the Trade,” Psychology Today (November 1979), 78-91.
See also the more technical article by Terrace and others, “ Can an Ape Create a
Sentence? ” Science, Vol. 206, 891-909. Although the Rumbaughs agree with many
of Terrace’s criticisms, their focus is not so much on ape sentence production as on
“ the referential significance of ape words.” Cf. note 14, above.
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according to grammatical rules or principles, we need as evi-
dence something more than word-chains that happen in fact to
be gramatically correct, and we need more than the consistent
repetition of word-chains or types of word-chain. David Prem-
ack has sought to verify the functioning of grammatical prin-
ciples in Sarah’s reading and writing (of her special token lan-
guage) by testing her abilities to distinguish nouns and
adjectives, to move from the use of pronouns to the use of
pronominal adjectives, to handle conjunctions, ete.’” In per-
haps his most persuasive test in this series he gave the chimp
such instructions as the following: “ Sarah cracker candy yellow
dish cracker blue dish insert.” In ordinary English, Sarah was
being told to put a cracker and a candy into the yellow dish but
only a cracker into the blue dish. With this and similar sen-
tences Sarah did quite well. Concerning this sentence, her per-
formance is hard to explain unless she recognized (1) that the
word Sarah applied to the whole sentence and not just to the
first clause, (2) that insert also applied to both clauses, (8) that
the words candy and cracker formed a unit with yellow dish,
whereas (4) just cracker belonged with blue dish.”® In other
words, Sarah’s behavior makes it look as though she appreciated
something of the syntax of this and similar sentences. Did she?
When researchers like Terrace and Premack disagree, we who
have to rely on their reports should be slow to decide. Pre-
sumably Terrace was familiar with Premack’s tests as well as
with the published transeripts of Koko’s “ conversations ” when
he wrote the above-cited articles: yet his denial of ape syntacti-
cal and conversational abilities, based mainly on his own experi-
ments with Nim, leaves us in doubt about how to interpret
much of the data supplied by other researchers. Children, Ter-
race reminds us, do not learn sentences one by one, as they
learn words; rather, having become aware of grammatical prin-
ciples, they learn to put together an indeterminate number of

57 Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man, pp. 320-322.
58 Premack, Intelligence in Ape and Man, pp. 825-330.
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sentences from a finite number of words.® If only apes exhibited
more frequently, more clearly, and more reliably an ability to
put words together in ways that were novel and unrehearsed,
yet coherent, we could more confidently recognize them to be
linguistic in Chomsky’s sense. As the data from the ape lan-
guage experiments continue to accumulate, the answer to this
question will no doubt become clearer.,

VI. Language as Stipulative.

In an essay published in 1975 John Deely, philosopher and
sometime colleague of Adler at the Institute for Philosophical
Research, accused the Gardners and Premack, among others, of
reducing syntax to a merely perceptible order among signs and
understandably dismissed this sort of syntax as anything likely
to help us differentiate human from ape communicative activ-
ity. Although the accusation does not appear to be altogether
just,® Deely’s conviction that a mistake had been made en-
couraged him to look for some more basic feature of language
that might be more serviceable in the differentiation of human
and non-human animals. What basically marks human language
off from animal language (even animal use of human language) ,
Deely proposed, is its stipulative character.” Among the signs
that any organism produces we can distinguish those the mean-
ing of which results from habitual association in perception (let
us call these customary signs) and those the meaning of which
results from some decision of the sign-users (let us call these
stipulative signs) . That human language is fundamentally stip-
ulative we are reminded every time the discovery of some
hitherto unnoticed fact about our universe prompts us to add
to our vocabularies. We freely decide what to call the new star
or the new virus. That nothing in the nature of the thing named
requires us to call a certain type of ape gorilla, a particular

59 Terrace, “ How Chimpsky . . .”, op. cit., p. 67.

60 Premack, in particular, seems aware that there is more to syntax than a mere
visible or audible succession. Cf. notes 57 and 58 above.

61 John N. Deely, “ Modern Logic, Animal Psychology, and Human Discourse,”
op. cit., (note 19), 94.
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planet Vulcan, a particular state of mind curiosity is evident
in the fact that languages other than English have other names
for these realities. Of course, once a linguistic community is
established it may well be that signs that originally acquired
their meaning only through stipulation come to be customary
signs. So, according to Deely’s analysis, we should not be sur-
prised to find apes correctly naming things whose signs they
have become accustomed to associate with them and correctly
combining signs once they have become accustomed to associ-
ating particular relations among signs with particular relations
among things. But surprising, indeed, in Deely’s account would
be the invention of language by apes, the stipulation by apes
that signs bearing no physical resemblance to their significates
should nonetheless name those things.®

What happens when I stipulate that a word shall have a cer-
tain meaning? Consider the word animal. Though linguistic
custom has already established various meanings of the word,
I am free to stipulate that in this discussion I shall use the word
in the sense that includes rather than excludes man. In doing
so I am quite conscious both that my sense of the word is not
that of the man-in-the-street and that my sense is a helpful way
of catching something of the interconnectedness of nature. I am
conscious too that the word in my thought and on my lips is not
the things that it names but that, thanks to the expressed or
implicit stipulation that I have made with my readers, it is a
sign of those things. And whenever I have to choose between
alternate ways of stating or explaining something about the
world that I share with others, I realize that the relations among
the words of my discourse are not the same as the relations ex-
isting among things independently of thought; yet thanks to
the stipulations of my linguistic community, the former signify
the latter.®

The important fact about stipulative signs, Deely tells us, is
that they presuppose on the part of the producer an ability to

82 Jbid, Cf. Anthony J. Kenny, The Development of Mind, pp. 99-100.
83 Ibid.
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disengage consciously and explicitly what belongs to a thing
insofar as it enters thought from what belongs to it independ-
ently of thought, an ability to disengage consciously and ex-
plicitly what is the case from what is not the case, being from
non-being. Detectable in language as stipulative, this ability
emerges most clearly in the deliberate lie and in imaginative
discourse such as we find in fairy tales, novels, plays, and the
like.** Why is this ability noteworthy? Though Deely does not
make the point precise, presumably the power of explicitly dif-
ferentiating being and non-being transcends sense and requires
the positing in man of another kind of apprehensive power,
intellect.

Deely’s account is not without its attraction. After all, if
there is to be any radical distinction between language as a
work of human art and the works produced by other animals—
works such as the beaver’s dam, the bird’s song, the communi-
cations of Washoe, Sarah, Koko, and other apes—it seems that
appeal will have to be made to some factor in man that, being
discontinuous with the rest of nature, can operate freely of the
determinisms of matter.** The human intellect has traditional-
ly been thought to be just such a factor.

But are the facts as Deely presented them in the 1975 essay?
Apes have been observed producing novel signs as ways of re-
ferring to things whose customary signs they did not know and
as ways of referring to new objects in their environment. When
Lucy created her original sign for leash and when Koko pro-
duced novel signs for stethoscope, tickle, ring, zebra, ete., were
these apes doing anything significantly different from what man
does when he decides to call one tree a pomegranate and an-
other a cypress? Having no direct access to ape psyches, we
cannot without begging the question just assume that they op-
erate any the less freely than we in their word-coining or that
they do not differentiate what is from what is not. Whatever

64 Deely, “ Modern Logic . . .”, op. cit., pp. 95-96, 98-99.
85 Cf. Yves R. Simon, Freedom of Choice, ed. Peter Wolff (New York: Fordham,

1969) , pp. 106-108.
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the value of introspective evidence in enabling us to know our-
selves, we cannot fairly appeal to it in support of comparative
judgments about ourselves and other animals.** Now, published
reports from ape researchers indicate that, when apes produce
new words, these signs either are manipulations of signs already
taught them by men and now likely functioning for them in
purely cusomary ways (Lucy’s combining of candy and drink
as a way of referring to watermelon) or are interpretable
as iconic rather than arbitrary signs. On the latter point, for
Lucy to run her forefinger around her neck as a sign for her
leash is obviously quite different from her using a completely
dissimilar sign such as the English word leash. Placing an in-
dex finger in each ear is Koko’s novel way of saying  stetho-
scope ”’; moving her index finger across her underarm is her way
of saying “tickle.” It is arguable that the completely new
“words ” that apes coin belong more to mimickry than to lan-
guage. If such is the case, ape word-coining appears explicable
without reference to the element of stipulation that Deely
judged distinctive of human language. More complete studies
of the phenomenon of word-coining among apes should help us
to settle this question.

According to Deely, especially clear evidence of the ability
to distinguish what is from what is not the case is provided by
the deliberate lie. However, as we noted earlier, Koko seems to
lie. Of course, a lie is not a lie without the intent to misrepre-
sent; and empirically verifying the intent of others, whether
apes or men, is no easy task. Conscious of the difficulty, Fran-
cine Patterson reports incidents in which the lie is nonetheless
the most obvious interpretation of Koko’s behavior. We have
already alluded to the lipstick incident. On another occasion,
when Koko was caught in the act of breaking a screen with a
chopstick and questioned about what she was doing, she re-
plied “smoke mouth” and put the chopstick to her lips as
though it were a cigarette. In these incidents was Koko utter-
ing untruths, deliberately, with intent to deceive; or was she not

66 C'f. Adler, The Difference of Man, pp. 36-37.
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really answering a question so much as engaging in a kind of
spur-of-the-moment mimicry that custom had taught her
pleased her trainers? In another incident, questioned about a
sink that had been broken, Koko seemed to try to throw the
blame on one of her trainers, saying, “ Kate there bad.” ** Was
she deliberately misrepresenting the facts or simply joining in
the spirit of fault-finding that the damage occasioned? Certain-
ly we should hesitate to base important conclusions on just a
few incidents, all having to do with the same gorilla and all
subject to the interpretation of the same researcher. But if
Koko really does lie, then man is not the only being that can
talk about the non-existent, about what is not the case as
though it were the case. And if such short fictions are possible
to apes, longer ones probably are too. Granted, then, that no
apes have yet produced imaginative discourse to rival the fairy
tales of a Hans Christian Andersen or the plays of Shakespeare,
it is not clear from this point of view that the difference be-
tween human and ape discourse is anything but a difference in
degree.

VII Conclusion.

At the time that research for this paper began, the over-all
impact of reports from those conducting ape language experi-
ments was to minimize the differences between ape and human
use of signs. Just recently the studies of H. S. Terrace and the
Rumbaughs have introduced a healthy skepticism among the
experimenters. If in this study, however, we have given every
benefit of the doubt to those who offer a human-like reading of
ape performance, the reason has been that we might weigh the
strongest rather than the weakest case against the Aristotelian
view.

Many of the arguments that philosophers in the Aristotelian
tradition have offered in behalf of man’s uniqueness have not
fared well. The one based on the differences between signals
and designators, though perhaps salvageable if the Rumbaugh’s

87 Patterson, “ Linguistic Capabilities . . .” op. ¢it., p. 196.
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critique of early language testing can be extended to their own
work with Sherman and Austin, is at present highly suspect.
Adler’s argument that the fact of man’s using a variety of com-
mon names to designate one and the same thing shows man to
be linguistic in a sense in which other animals are not we have
rejected. The traditional view that only man speaks in sen-
tences or propositions we have had to modify so that the sen-
tences in question were understood to be created according to
grammatical principles; but even in this form the criterion has
not yielded conclusive results. John Deely appeared to be en-
tering a promising avenue of inquiry when he focused on the
stipulative element in language and argued that both stipu-
lation and, more clearly, the deliberate lie took us beyond
the perceptual level. However, the possibility that Koko lies
has left us uneasy with this argument too.

In spite of such difficulties the Aristotelian view has much to
recommend it. As far as we can presently determine, man is
the only animal who discourses about the natures of things, at
least in such a way as to show penetration of the intelligible
notes constitutive of such natures. And man is the only animal
who talks about imperceptible entities as such. Now, to say
this much is to say that there are observable differences in kind
between ape and human communicative activity. Whether
such behavioral differences adequately support the judgment
that in man, alone among animals, we must posit the existence
of 2 uniquely immaterial power of knowing it has not been our
business finally to determine. But nothing that we have learned
from the ape researchers compels us to abandon the basic Aris-
totelian definition of man as discoursing animal.

RoserT J. McLAvuGHLIN
St. John Fisher College,
Rochester, New York.



SAINT AUGUSTINE’S NEOPLATONIC ARGUMENT
FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

[ ]

AINT AUGUSTINE’S earliest,) and, as some have
thought,” principal argument for the existence of God
is found in the second book of De lLbero arbitrio

chapters three to sixteen. The argument has been the ob-
ject of intense scholarly scrutiny for well over a century.?
It is somewhat surprising, therefore, that no notice has been
taken of the fact that very early on in his intellectual develop-
ment, Augustine almost certainly abandoned assent to the key
premise upon which the argument rests. That he did so shows
considerable judiciousness, perhaps more than admirers of the

1 The issue here is the relative dating of De libero arbitrio and De vera religione,
wherein a similar, although shorter, version of the argument is to be found. It
seems likely, although by no means certain, given Augustine’s vague description of
the chronology in Retractationes, that at least Books I-11.15 were composed at
Rome, in 888, before De vera religione, which was written in Thagaste in 888-9.
See O. Du Roy, L'intelligence de la foi en la Trinité selon saint Augustin (Paris,
1969), 167-171. R. J. O’Connell, “ De Libero Arbitrio I: Stoicism Revisited,” Au-
gustinian Studies 1 (1970), 51, thinks that the second book was separated from
the first by a significant period of time, but his argument is unconvincing.

2 See, for example, F. Cayré, “ Saint Augustin précurseur de saint Thomas dans
la preuve de Pexistence de Dieu,” Doctor Communis 4 (1951), 98, who calls it “la
grande preuve augustinienne ” and P. Portalié, who calls it “ la démonstration on au-
gustinienne par excellence ” in Dictionnaire de théologie catholique I, 2345,

8 One of the earliest and now unjustly neglected studies is by C. van Endert,
Der Gottesbewers in der patristischen Zeit (Breisgau, 1869), whose title belies the
considerable emphasis on Augustine, Later works that deserve mention are: L. de
Mondadon, “De la connaissance de soi-méme 3 la connaissance de Dieu,” Re-
cherches de science religieuse 4 (1913), 148-155; C. Boyer, L’idée de vérité dans la
philosophie de saint Augustin (Paris, 1920); 1. Sestili, “ Argumentum augustinianum
de existentia Dei,” Acte Hebdomadae Augustinianae-Thomisticae (Turin, 1931),
241-270; J. Hessen, Augustins Metaphysik der Erkenntnis (Berlin, 1981); B. Kilin,
“ Augustinus und die Erkenntnis der Existenz Gottes,” Divus Thomas 14 (1936),
331-352; F. Cayré, Dieu présent dans la vie de Uesprit (Paris, 1951); E. Gilson, The
Christian Philosophy of Saint Augustine (New York, 1960) .

571



572 LLOYD PHILLIP GERSON

argument have shown. For had he not abandoned it, he would
have had considerable difficulty in working out a consistent
trinitarian theology.

We need not here rehearse the well-known dialectical path
through which Augustine leads his interlocutor, Evodius, in
order to enable him to understand the argument for the ex-
istence of God. Some scholars have mistaken this dialectical
path, leading from the “ external to the internal and the lower
to the higher ” for the argument itself.* Although we need not
deny that the argument is, in a sense, ad hominem, nevertheless,
it is essential to distinguish the argument from the steps we take
in order to see the truth of the argument. To do otherwise is to
confuse logic and metaphysics with psychology, a confusion of
which Augustine, at least, is free. Further, although it is true
that the argument must be understood in light of the qualifica-
tion of Book I that nist credideritis, non intellegetis, this does
not alter the fact that, manifestly, what Augustine wishes to
lead Evodius to understand is an argument, that is, the logical
connection between premises and a conclusion.

That there is an argument in Book Two and not merely a
“ meditative manifestation,” as one scholar put it,° is evident,
I think, from the text itself. At the beginning of the 15th chap-
ter of Book Two, Augustine summarizes for Evodius the struc-
ture of this argument, which is by then completed:

1. If something exists superior to our minds (provided nothing
exists superior to that) then, (since God is the supreme ex-

4 See, for example, P. Landsberg, “ Du concept de vérité chez saint Augustin,”
Deucalion 3 (1950), 61, “ C'est 14 moins qu'une preuve, car cette affirmation ne
prétend pas dans son ensemble & une rigeur de forme logique.” S. Connolly, “ The
Platonism of Augustine’s “ Ascent” to God,” The Irish Ecclesiastical Record 80
(1953), 80, admirably describes the dialectical path as a “ personal journey of the
whole mind and heart to God.” This does not, however, exclude a demonstration
independent of the personal journey. A. Solignac, in his introduction to Les Con-
fessions: Bibliothéque Augustinienne, t. 13 (Paris, 1962), 105-6, says, * Cette

“preuve” . . . n'est d’ailleurs pas rationnelle en ce sens qu'elle serait déductive et
syllogistique; c’est bien plutdt une idée de Dieu obtenu au terme d’une montée
dialectique . . .’ This view seems to me to confuse the psychological or personal

ascent to the understanding of the argument with the argument itself.
5 J. Anderson, St. dugustine end Being (The Hague, 1965), 52.
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istent) God is that something or that which exists superior
to that something.

2. Something exists superior to our minds, namely, truth.

8. Therefore, God exists, that is, God is truth or an existent
superior to truth.

We may express this more perspicuously as follows:

1. If truth exists, God exists.
2. Truth exists.
3. Therefore, God exists.

The discussion of Book Two is taken up largely with establish-
ing the second premise, namely, truth exists. This amounts to
showing that eternal and immutable truths exist, such as those
of mathematics and, perhaps more contestably in the minds
of some, morality. These truths are statements of the eternal
relations amongst Platonic Forms.®

Having established the existence of eternal truth by estab-
lishing the existence of eternal truths, Augustine asserts that
God exists.” In short, he seems to believe that the first premise
of the argument is self-evident. This striking supposition has
rarely been the object of critical scrutiny. That there is no
explicit argument in the text to justify the move from “ truth
exists ” to “ God exists ” no doubt makes it easy to assume that
Augustine’s demonstratio amounts to nothing more than a pious
exhortation to meditate upon the eternal sustainer of truths.
But, although Augustine does indeed frequently use the words
Deus est veritas in an entirely non-argumentative context, there
is good reason to believe that this assumption here betrays his
intentions.

The principal reason is that within the tradition wherein the
idea of eternal and immutable truths arises, it is not evident
that these truths require an eternal sustainer, at least not an
eternal sustainer anything like the God of Scripture. If, for

8 Forms are not explicitly mentioned until I1.16.44.171 (CCSL 29, 267), al-
though it is evident that the truths being discussed throughout are expressions of
the relations amongst Forms,

711.12.83.180 (CCSL 29, 259): Quapropter nullo modo negaveris esse incommu-
tabilem veritatem haec omnia. quae incommutabiliter vera sunt continentem,
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example, Augustine meant nothing more than that God is a
Form or the sum of Forms or even a supreme Form, then the
inference from “truth exists ” to “ God exists ” would perhaps
be unexceptionable,® but needless to say it would also be of little
interest to him. Surely, whatever Augustine means by “ God
is truth,” he does not thereby mean to obliterate an inferential
gap between “ truth exists ” and “ God exists ”.* An argument
is required to bridge such a gap. Our first problem is to see how
Augustine thought such a gap could be bridged.*

We cannot look to Plato himself as a source of Augustine’s
argument, even on the dubious assumption that Augustine
learned about Forms from a reading of the dialogues. Nowhere
does Plato connect his assertions concerning the existence of
Forms to any argument which entails the existence of God.
When Plato does turn his attention to such an argument, he
employs an argument from design, which depends in its essen-
tials not at all on Forms.'* We must, therefore, look elsewhere.’

Tt will perhaps be thought that we should turn for help, not
to Plato himself, but to the Platonic tradition, particularly its

8 See, for example, De beata vita 4, 34 (CCSL 29, 84); Soliloguia 11.20.35 (PL
82, 904); De trinitate VIIIZ2.8 (CCSL 50, 270); De diversis quaestionibus
LXXXIII n. 9 (CCSL 44a, 16), etc.

? So Gilson, op. cit., 15, “...St. Augustine has observed with remarkable meta-
physical penetration that the discovery of a reality above man is not necessarily
the discovery of God.” Yet, strangely, Gilson later says, 17, “ But it is apparent
at once that in discovering the transcendence of truth, the mind discovers God’s
existence.”

10 See the observation of G. Gianini, “ L’implicazione della prova di Dio agos-
tiniana nelle “ Vie” tomistiche,” Doctor Communis 8 (1955), 58, “ Tuttavia una
dimostrazione specifica dell’esistenzia di Dio rimane sempre necessaria onde realiz-
zare il passagio dall’implicito all’esplicito.” Gianini is here commenting on the
statement of St. Thomas in De veritate q. 22, a2, ad 1: Omnia cognoscentia
cognoscunt implicite Deum in quolibet cognito, in its application to the argument
of Augustine.

11 See Laws 885b-889b. Sophist 248a-249d is not an argument for the existence
of God but an assertion that what is alive is part of that which is really real.

12 B, Kilin, op. cit., 350, writes, “ Unveriinderlichkeit oder Unwandelbarkeit ist—
und diese Anschauung verdankt Augustin Plato—ein wesentliches Merkmal der
Gottheit., Also existiert, weil es eine unverinderliche Wahrheit gibt, ein Gott.”
This is simply mistaken and somewhat ironic in view of the Sophist passage re-
ferred to in n.11. Kilin here seems to be following Boyer, op. cit., 52.
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Philonic strand, wherein the Forms become ideas in the mind
of God.** That Augustine was acquainted with this strand of
the tradition, whether through Saint Ambrose or someone else,**
is clear from his use of it in the famous Question # 46 of De
diversis quaestionibus LXXXIII. This work appeared in 396,
although the questions and answers were written over a ten
year period. Question # 46 may well have been written very
close in time to De libero arbitrio.®

Nevertheless, Question # 46 does not point to a source for
Augustine’s argument within the Philonic strand of the Pla-
tonic tradition. For although that question does indeed identify
Forms with God’s thoughts (Has autem rationes, ubi arbi-
trandum est esse, misi ipsa mente Creatoris?) no argument
whatsoever is given for this identification. Rather, it is accepted
as a matter of faith (Non enim extra se quidquam positum in-
tuebatur . . . nam hoc opinari sacrilegium est) . It is exceedingly
difficult, if not impossible, to believe that Augustine’s putative
demonstration is to be taken as moving from “ truth (= Forms)
exists ” to “ if truth exists, God exists ” via the statement “it is
sacrilegious not to believe that Forms are God’s thoughts ”. To
say that God exists because God’s thoughts exist is not even to
make a semblance of an argument. In fact, as far as I know,
there is no place in the Philonic strand of the Platonic tradition
where an inference is made from the existence of Forms to the
existence of God as distinct from an inference from the existence
of Forms and God to the presence of the Forms in God’s mind.
So, if we are to take seriously Augustine’s claim that his argu-

13 De opificio mundi 5.20ff; De specialibus legibus 1.8.47; De somniis 1.22.186. On
- the Platonic doctrine and its history through the tradition see H. Wolfson, Re-
ligious Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass., 1961), ch. 2, “ Extradeical and Intradeical
Interpretations of Platonic Ideas™; A. H. Armstrong, “The Background of the
Doctrine ‘ That the Intelligibles are not Outside the Intellect,”” in Entretiens Hardt
t. 5, Les sources de Plotin (Genéve, 1960), 891-427; A. Rich, “ The Platonic Ideas
as the Thoughts of Geod,” Mnemosyne 4 (1954), 128-144.

14 See, for example, Hexameron 12.7: Advertit enim vir [Mosses] plenus pruden-
tize quod visibilium atque invisibilium substantias, origines, et causas rerum mens
sola divina contineat,

15 See Retractationss 126 (PL 32, 624).
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ment concerns the existence of God and not the existence of
Forms in God’s mind, we must, therefore, conclude that the ele-
ments of his argument are to be found elsewhere.

Another possible source that comes to mind is Book Two of
Cicero’s De natura deorum. There, Cicero recounts a number
of Stoic arguments for the existence of God. Chrysippus is said
to have argued that, just as the elements of our bodies are de-
rived from the body of the world, so our faculty of reason must
be supposed to be derived from the reasoning faculty of the
world. Therefore, the world has reason. The world is that than
which none greater can be conceived (ne cogitari quidem quic-
quam melius potest) , which is just to say that it is God. There-
fore, God possesses reason.’* Zeno used a similar argument to
show that the world is wise, happy, and everlasting.*”

Although Augustine undoubtedly was steeped in Cicero at
the time of the writing of De libero arbitrio *®* and although his
own dialectical ascent to God resembles in certain respects the
Stoic ascent from the inferior to the superior, a moment’s re-
flection will lead us to see that the key inference of Augustine’s
argument—from eternal truth to God—cannot be of Stoic
origin.

First, the Stoic argument is not really an argument for the
existence of God, for God is simply identified with the world.
Rather, it is an argument that God possesses certain attributes.
Second, Augustine, unlike Chrysippus, does not proceed from
the existence of reason in us to its source in the world. Rather,
he proceeds from reason to eternal truths. That these truths are
incorporeal would be enough to show Augustine’s rejection of
the Stoic approach.® More importantly, even if Augustine’s
inference from “truth exists ” to “ God exists ” is to be ana-
lyzed causally in some sense, the causality is certainly not the
material causality implied in the argument of Chrysippus.

16 De natura deorum 11.16-18 (ed. Pease).

17 Ibid., I1.21.

18 See M. Testard, Saint Augustin et Cicéron I (Paris, 1958).
19 Confessiones VIL.20 (PL 32, 746-747).



























































































































































































































